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To Diane and my family,
who I love more with each passing day.




PROLOGUE


EDEN PARK. SATURDAY, 8 July 2017.


A light rain was falling, visible against the bright lights that illuminated the green stage before us. It was a field I had played on in the blue of Scotland and the red of the Lions. But I wasn’t playing now. Those days were long behind me. I was seated in the stands, watching a new generation of Lions battling to make their mark on history, their red shirts contrasting wonderfully with the black of New Zealand, which seemed to absorb the light like a collapsing star. The packed stadium was hushed as Owen Farrell, the Lions’ No.12, lined up a shot at goal. Forty-eight metres out, just off-centre of the posts, the pressure of four nations on his shoulders. He had kicked sensationally throughout the tour – and in the Test series in particular – and despite the significance of these three points, he looked calm and assured as he ran through his kicking routine, as if he were on a training ground back home rather than at the epicentre of the rugby world.


He hit the kick, the ball sailed true. It was 15–15.


Less than three minutes remained on the clock – the final moments of a thrilling, exhausting, pulsating, extraordinary three-match Test series that was locked at one game-all.


Forget the pressure of four nations, as the teams regrouped for the restart there was the pressure of over a hundred years of history between the Lions and the All Blacks pressing down on the shoulders of every player on the field, on the bench and on the coaching staff on the sidelines, while 50,000 sets of eyes gazed from the stands, millions more watched on TV. Only once in all those years had the Lions emerged victorious in a Test series against the All Blacks. Now Sam Warburton’s men were, perhaps, just over two minutes away from scoring the points they needed to secure a win that would give them rugby immortality. But so too were the All Blacks just a score away from maintaining the great legacy of their predecessors.


Huddled against the cold of that dark midwinter Auckland night, I struggled to sit still. The excitement, the energy of these moments – it was everything that makes Test-match rugby the remarkable spectacle that it is.


‘Li-ons, Li-ons, Li-ons . . .’


The chant reverberated around the ground. Eden Park, a stronghold that hadn’t seen an All Blacks defeat since 1994, was awash with red. ‘It was like that the whole series,’ Kieran Read, the All Black skipper, told me later, with a shake of his head at the memory. ‘I remember getting a real shock when we ran out for the first Test. We don’t normally get many away fans down here in New Zealand, but it felt like the whole bloody place was dressed in red. I still don’t understand how they got so many tickets. Three Tests at home and each time most of the crowd were Lions fans.’


The clock hit seventy-eight minutes as Beauden Barrett, the magician in the All Black No.10 shirt, spun the ball in his hand on halfway and prepared to kick off. ‘Right, win this restart,’ commanded my old Lions teammate, Stuart Barnes, commentating for Sky Sports. Meanwhile, in the New Zealand commentary box, former All Black scrum-half Justin Marshall noted: ‘Whoever gets the ball gets the last chance.’


Barrett nudged the kick to his right. It hung for a moment and then dropped just over the ten-metre line. A perfect restart for his chasing forwards to contest – and it spooked the Lions, who scrambled desperately to get into position to reclaim possession. The Lions full back Liam Williams, who had been stationed nearby, backpedalled and leapt for the ball just as Miles Harrison, Barnes’ co-commentator, said, ‘It’s all about the restart—’


Kieran Read had led the All Black charge and arrived almost simultaneously to Williams, his huge hand reaching up between Williams’ arms towards the ball, managing to throw the Welshman off from catching it cleanly. The ball tipped off Williams’ hand and tumbled forward. Ken Owens, the Lions hooker, had also been racing back to cover the kick. He caught the ball before reason and his knowledge of the laws registered that he was in an offside position. He dropped the ball as if it were suddenly made of molten rock and threw his hands in the air to signal his innocence. Nothing to see here, sir . . .


But referee Romain Poite blew his whistle, his arm raised in the All Blacks’ favour.


My stomach lurched. Oh my God . . . It’s a penalty. He’s offside. I can still feel that moment. The Lions team I had captained to New Zealand in 1993 had suffered a similar fate in the dying moments of the first Test and Grant Fox, the All Blacks’ No.10, had kicked the contentious penalty to win the game.


History was about to repeat itself.


But we didn’t have video referees in those days. Back in 1993, once the referee had made his decision, that was it. In 2017, however, the Lions still had a sliver of hope.


‘I was on the other side of the pitch for that restart and didn’t see what had happened,’ Warburton recalls when I later asked him about the incident. ‘I just remember Owen Farrell and Johnny Sexton going nuts, and then I saw the referee’s arm was up.


‘I always made it a point of my captaincy to keep my chat with the ref to a minimum. If you’re constantly in his ear, your words can become white noise. And worse than that, you can start to annoy him. So I always kept my queries to the ref to a minimum – maybe three times a half; maximum four times.


‘In that Test, I’d hardly spoken to Romain during the second half, because there had been no need to. So when his arm went up, I thought, “Fuck, I’ve got nothing to lose, I’ve hardly spoken to him all game.” I thought I’d just calmly walk up to him without throwing my arms up in the air. I didn’t know what I was asking for, but I remembered straight away the instance in the quarter-final of the 2015 World Cup when Scotland got knocked out by Australia when they should have won and gone through to the semi-final. I remember Craig Joubert got that accidental off-side wrong and I always thought afterwards, “Whenever there’s a massive moment like that in international rugby, I think a ref will learn from that instance and just take a step back and make sure he makes the right decision.” So I went up to Romain and said, “You have to check.” I didn’t want to say what for, but I remember just saying, “You have to check the video. You’ve got to have a look.”’


Poite considered Warburton’s words for a moment and then drew a rectangle in the air to signal that he wanted to speak to the television match official, George Ayoub. The match clock paused on seventy-eight minutes, thirty-four seconds. Turning his back on the players, Poite casually strolled to the near touchline so that he, Ayoub and assistant referee, Jaco Peyper, could have a confab.


‘And that was it,’ remembers Warburton. ‘I thought, “Right, I can’t do any more than that, he’s going to have another look, and this decision now will be made by the TMO.”’


Ayoub began to replay the incident in slow motion on the stadium’s big screen and the three officials talked through what they were seeing.


‘He’s in an offside position, number sixteen,’ said Poite, referring to Owens. ‘Red [number fifteen] touched the ball in-flight and sixteen got the ball in front.’


‘Romain, those are all the angles,’ confirmed Ayoub.


‘Are you happy for the knock-on challenge in the air – it was fair?’ asked Poite, just as Warburton appeared to his left.


Wanting to ensure the referee wasn’t swayed by the presence of the Lions captain, Read made his way over to join them.


‘And a penalty kick against red sixteen?’ continued Poite, seemingly unaware of the two huge men now looming beside him.


‘Yes, I am,’ said Ayoub.


Warburton and Read were now talking.


It’s over, I thought to myself. It’s all over . . .


All around the stadium, Lions fans had their heads in their hands. So close. The Lions had been so close. It would be twelve more years before they would get another crack at the All Blacks.


Poite turned around to address the captains. But then he heard a voice on his in-ear radio.


‘Oui, Jérôme?’


It was the other assistant referee, Jérôme Garcès, stationed on the far touchline.


From the television footage, we cannot hear what Garcès said to Poite. But as Poite made his way back to the mark where the infringement took place, his pace slowed. Read, believing that the decision had clearly been made for a penalty, returned to his teammates.


Warburton started to shout to the Lions that they should set themselves for a quick tap, just in case the All Blacks tried something unexpected.


But then Poite called the captains to him.


‘We have a deal,’ he said. ‘We have a deal about the offside from sixteen . . .’


‘Yes,’ said Read, nodding decisively to confirm the penalty decision, yet there was an edge to his voice. He could tell something was up.


‘Sixteen red,’ continued Poite. ‘He didn’t play immediately the ball. It was an accidental offside.’


‘No, no,’ interjected Read. ‘No.’


‘It was an accidental offside,’ repeated Poite. ‘We go for a scrum for black.’


Read put his hand on Poite’s shoulder. ‘Romain,’ he implored. ‘Romain. In the rules, it’s not an accidental offside—’


‘He’d blown for a penalty straight away,’ remembers Read when I asked him about these electric, nerve-shredding moments. ‘So I was immediately like, “That’s the rule, that’s how it’s been ruled for a long time, it’s a clear penalty.” And then this bizarre sequence of events unfolded, because a decision like that is generally never overruled by a TMO or a touchie. From my perspective, I didn’t think twice about it because I felt that he’d made the right call and I didn’t get why the TMO was even looking at it.’


The incredulity was clear on Read’s face as he tried to convince Poite to stick with his original decision.


‘But there was no way he was going to change back,’ says Read, the incredulity once again returning to his face despite the passage of time since the event. ‘Getting a ref to change his initial decision is hard enough – but to change it again? Not a chance.’


Poite waved the captains away and sets the mark for the scrum.


‘That was good captaincy from Sam,’ reflects Read. ‘But as All Black captain in that situation you just have to park the fact that the decision has gone against you and reset yourself for the next phase. We had a scrum in their half, two minutes left on the clock and we could still win the game. That is always your mindset as an All Black: clear away what has happened, focus on what happens next; what do we have to do now to score and win this game?’


Seventy-eight minutes, thirty-four seconds into the game, Poite restarted the clock and instructed the players to set for the scrum. If you thought the noise in the stadium had been loud before, it was on another level altogether now.


‘The typical All Black fan, especially at home, tends to sit there and watch the game and doesn’t get too excited, doesn’t sing, doesn’t yell too much,’ explains Read. ‘But I think we learned a lot of lessons from the Lions about how to support your team. It was an absolutely awesome atmosphere over those three Tests, and you could feel the vibe every second of each game. I think that was one of the best things to come out of the tour – that New Zealanders began to appreciate the fan experience a little more. They said, “Hey, this is what it’s all about. Let’s have fun. It’s not just about winning and losing, it’s also about being part of this whole experience.” The final few minutes of that third Test, the noise was just going up and up and up. It was incredible.’


All Black scrum-half TJ Perenara fed the ball into the scrum. The two packs heaved and pumped their legs. The All Blacks shifted forward, slowly at first and then at speed. The front-rows began to rotate and Read, the ball now at his feet, had to dribble it to keep control. It looked for all the world like Poite was going to signal for a penalty in the hosts’ favour, but before the whistle hit his lips, the ball popped loose. Perenara reached to pick it up, just as Lions scrum-half Rhys Webb stabbed at it with his toe. The ball bobbled away from Perenara and then bounced up into Webb’s arms and the Welshman was away. He was quickly closed down by Beauden Barrett, so he popped the ball to his left to the supporting No.8 Taulupe Faletau. It was a poor pass and Faletau was unable to control it. Out went Poite’s arm. Another scrum.


Seventy-nine minutes, sixteen seconds on the clock.


By the time the packs got set and finally engaged, the wail of a siren had cut through the din to signal that regulation time was over. When Perenara fed the ball in, the clock read: eighty minutes, sixteen seconds.


‘There is a special page in rugby’s history waiting for this match,’ said Miles Harrison in commentary. ‘We just don’t know how this story is going to end.’


Again, the ball was at Read’s feet. This time he exerted complete control. Peranara spun it left and the All Blacks crashed into midfield, just inside the Lions’ half. Two phases later, the ball was in Read’s hands and he carried strongly over the ten-metre line. Substitute centre Malakai Fekitoa burst on to a flat pass from Barrett and punctured the Lions’ defensive wall, making it as far as the twenty-two before he was hauled down. The forwards punched for two more phases to break a few yards into the twenty-two and then the ball was whipped wide to the right. Aaron Cruden stepped, shuffled and drew two defenders to him before floating a basketball pass over Lions’ wing Elliott Daly’s head to Jordie Barrett. Daly scrambled back to halt the younger Barrett brother but was easily fended off by the rangy full back, who ploughed on down the touchline, eating up the yards. Liam Williams was the last man in defence and dived desperately for Barrett’s ankles. He just managed to catch him. As the two men slid along the damp grass, just inches from the line, other Lions defenders arrived on the scene like a thundering cavalry and dived on Barrett, the collective weight and momentum of Owen Farrell, CJ Stander and Ben Te’o sliding the All Black into touch. The ball was out. The game was over.


It was breathless, heart-pounding stuff. My hands still shake with adrenaline as I rewatch those final minutes and write these words. Sitting in the stands that night, I thought my heart was going to burst out of my chest. The whole stadium was on its feet, roaring the players on, like a scene from the Coliseum reborn.


But that couldn’t be it over, surely? I thought, my head spinning. That can’t be the end of the game? There was no doubting the sense of bewilderment that was rippling around the stadium. ‘Do we not go to extra time?’ I asked, voicing the question on everyone’s minds around me.


‘I think we would all have been happy to carry on playing until there was a winner,’ Warburton later tells me.


‘Golden point or something would have been good,’ agrees Read.


‘I think all the players on both sides felt the same,’ continues Warburton. ‘You’re so close to making history – you want a chance to win the thing, not just finish on a draw. Maybe they’ll do that in future. But, at the time, you just had to accept it for what it was.’


‘We were ready to go, to keep going,’ concurs Read. ‘I think if you’d asked the guys out there, every last one of us would have wanted to play it out until it was decided. But that’s the nature of the beast.’


It had been one of the most epic encounters I’d ever seen. The series was like three World Cup finals in a row and, at the end, neither side could be separated. A draw was an unsatisfactory result for many, but it was probably the fair outcome of an engrossing series that had been played out by two outstanding teams, fighting tooth and nail for every second of the three Test matches.


Warburton had handled the situation with Poite superbly, but so too had his opponent. Read and the All Blacks’ dignity in the aftermath has always remained hugely impressive. I’m not sure how dignified the response would have been in Britain and Ireland had the situation been reversed and Poite had downgraded a potential series-winning penalty for the Lions to a scrum . . .


‘It’s important not to be a cry baby over a referee’s decision,’ reflects Read. ‘As an All Black, as a leader, as a captain, I had to put on a brave face for our team and our nation, because it was the nature of a series that was so tough and tight that you just have to accept these decisions and move on.


‘But there was a lot of emotion at the final whistle. You wait twelve years to get a chance to play the Lions – and many players don’t get that chance at all, so you know how lucky you are. But we were there to win, and although we didn’t lose, it was a bizarre feeling to deal with the series being drawn. I just had to pull the players in straight away and get their heads up. And then I began to prepare myself mentally to face the cameras to talk about what had just happened.’


‘Kieran and I caught up after doing our TV interviews on the pitchside and said that we should get both teams mixed in together for the trophy presentation,’ says Warburton.


‘We said, “Let’s get everyone up and celebrate what the series was,”’ says Read, ‘because we knew it had probably been a good series to watch and it had been very special to have been a part of it.’


The photo that followed is iconic: Read and Warburton smiling as they raise the series trophy, the players from both teams mixed in around them. It is a moment in time – the very essence of what makes a Lions tour so special. That Lions team had never played together before and they would never play together again. Yet their fleeting existence as a team will remain in people’s minds more vividly than many sides that have been together for years and played in scores of Test matches.


As we headed out of the stadium and into the Auckland night, I kept going over those last few chaotic moments in my mind and the coolness shown by the leaders on both sides. Later, when I was able to watch the replay with the benefit of the audio, I marvelled still further at how the situation was handled. That three-minute passage of play is not just a wonderful window into different aspects of leadership – from both captains and, indeed, from the referee, who didn’t want the series to be decided by a potentially controversial penalty, as well as Farrell’s coolness to kick the final points – but it also encapsulates the Lions experience for me.


It’s hard to describe the pressure of those moments in international rugby – which are intensified a hundred-fold when put in the context of a Lions Test series. In that cauldron of fire and fury, Warburton and Read were able to call on all their years of experience to remain calm and clear in a moment that both knew could define their entire lives. Make no mistake – winning a Lions series sets you on a sporting pedestal for all time; like winning a World Cup or an Olympic gold medal, these moments mark your name forever.


It has always fascinated me how various Lions teams function – successfully or otherwise – and that is not just because I was fortunate enough to captain the tour of 1993. There is something so magical about a Lions tour, so unique, so enthralling. Every four years the players from England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales come together with minimal preparation to take on one of the best teams on the planet in their own backyard to try and win two out of three Test matches. It is an extraordinary challenge full of potential pitfalls and uncertainties which can brutally expose human flaws and frailties. But it can also create legends in the jersey and bonds of friendship and respect that last for a lifetime. Therein lies the magic and majesty of the Lions – and so too the inspiration for writing this book. While drawing on my own experiences, I also wanted to speak to other players, captains and coaches to explore what lies at the heart of the Lions experience, to examine what makes it so unique.


The next tour is always the most important tour and as future players set out to add to the magic, the mystique, the glory and the honour of being a Lion, this book looks to offer a window into the past to explore the lessons that can be learned from those who have gone before, whether they enjoyed the glory of victory or suffered the agony of defeat. It has been an insightful, heart-warming, often hilarious and always illuminating process that has reaffirmed everything that I love about the red jersey and what it represents.




ONE


CHALLENGE-SOLUTION,
CHALLENGE-SOLUTION


1989


THE HAIR THAT was once the colour and texture of iron filings is now soft and white; the hard, steely gaze I grew so accustomed to seeing when we took the field together has now mellowed. Whenever I see him these days, his face immediately cracks into a grin, his eyes glinting warmly and we spend most of our time laughing.


When it came to conducting interviews for this book, there was only one place to start – my old captain, my outstanding teammate, the man who Brian Moore once described as ‘a fucking warrior’. My great friend: Finlay Calder.


Fin cuts the figure of a wise and gentle soul these days, but the warrior spirit is still there, just simmering beneath the surface. When we talk about the Lions, the passions quickly stir, his voice rolls and I can feel myself tumbling back through time to a glorious past.


We won our first caps together against France in 1986 – alongside my brother, Scott, Jeremy Campbell-Lamerton, Matt Duncan, and David Sole. Scott and I became the forty-first set of brothers to play for Scotland. Fin also joined that list, following his twin, Jim, into the blue shirt. Ironically, it was Jim’s shirt that he took. Both Jim and Fin would finish their careers as greats of the game north of the border – a Lions tour and a Grand Slam each to their names. But, amazingly, the two never played a Test match together. Jim had toured with the Lions in 1983 and won the Grand Slam with Scotland, scoring the winning try against France in the final game, in 1984. He played his final season in the 1985 Five Nations and then slipped away from the international game, usurped by his twin brother.


Fin was named Scotland captain for the 1989 Five Nations and we did pretty well that season, drawing with England at Twickenham and beating Ireland and Wales at home as France won the Championship. Not that I was involved – I missed the whole Five Nations with injury and was lucky to still be in the mix for the Lions that summer. Peter Dods had played brilliantly in my place at full back and he and I were vying with the Welsh captain, Paul Thorburn, for a place on the tour. Luckily, Ian McGeechan knew me well. He’d been my under-21 coach, had coached me for Scotland B and had been assistant coach with Scotland before taking the step into the top job in 1989. Geech had been named as head coach of the Lions for the first time for that tour and told me that, if I could get fit, he would take me. I played a couple of games for London Scottish in April and he was true to his word. Peter Dods and I were in. There were nine Scottish lads named in the squad, including my brother, which was another special moment for us. And Fin was named as captain.


‘How did you find out?’ I ask him, as we reminisce about the old days, more than thirty years later.


‘In many ways, it was kind of by default,’ he replies, his head shaking, his eyes wrinkling with a wry grin. ‘Will Carling was absolutely nailed on to be the captain, but he had shin splints and had to withdraw from selection. Philip Matthews was captain of Ireland, but they didn’t pick him in the squad. Paul Thorburn was captain of Wales, and they didn’t pick him either.’


‘So you were the last man standing?’


‘Pretty much! And to be honest, I had very little experience as a captain. By 1989, the only side I’d ever captained had been the Scottish Corn Trade team when we played a game in October 1988. Somehow, despite playing dreadfully in the Scottish trial at the start of ’89, I was named Scotland captain for the Five Nations. I always thought of it as a caretaker role, though. David Sole was the man for the future, we could all see it; he just wasn’t quite ready for it that season, but we all knew his time would come. So I saw it as an interim role until Soley was ready.’


‘Tell me about the Lions, then. Who called you?’


‘Geech.’


Ian McGeechan. Geech. A man so steeped in Lions lore that it’s now hard to separate him from the red jersey whenever his name is mentioned. He had been part of the 1974 Invincibles – the Lions team led by Willie John McBride who had gone unbeaten on their tour through South Africa, a draw in the final Test of the series against the Springboks the only blip on an otherwise perfect record. Geech had toured again, on an unhappier and notably less successful tour to New Zealand in 1977. Then, in 1989, he was handed the head coach position for the tour to Australia.


‘He phoned and asked if I would be interested in captaining the Lions,’ says Fin. ‘What a question! Of course I was. The honour. God, does it get any bigger?’


I’m biased, but I don’t think it does. Playing for the Lions is the ultimate. To captain them? The stuff of dreams.


1989 was a tour that was notable for several reasons. For ninety years, Australia had been little more than a stop-off for the Lions on their way to a longer tour of New Zealand; now they were hosting the tour entirely on their own for the first time since 1899.


This was also the first Lions tour for six years. They had been due to visit South Africa in 1986, but the trip had been cancelled even before a squad had been picked as a protest against South Africa’s apartheid regime.


‘We had to relight the Lions,’ mused Fin. ‘Because of that cancelled tour, the concept had kind of gone into hibernation. Usually you had any number of guys who had toured with the Lions before, knew each other, and understood what the Lions was and how it all worked. But because of those fallow years, I think only two guys had toured before in 1983 – Robert Norster and Donal Lenihan. So one of the first things we had to do was to try to break down the barriers between the teams. You have to do that on every Lions tour, but it felt particularly important in 1989 because we really didn’t know each other at all.’


He swats me away with a wave of his hand when I say that his personality had been key to this – but it was true. Right from the first moment we met up as a squad, Fin pulled us all in and did as much as anyone to break down those barriers to help us bond as a team. He spent time getting to know every player and he was the life and soul of the party when we had a big piss-up early on in the preparation week. He was a character; he had supreme self-confidence and belief, and everything was fun for Fin. The training and team-building were a challenge, but he made it fun and he was clearly enjoying himself in that environment. As an example of this, I remember him challenging Chris Oti, the lightning-fast England wing, to a race after one of the training sessions. We were at one end of the pitch at London Irish and Fin said, ‘Come on, Chris, round the posts at the other end and back here. I’m gonna beat you.’ And we all just thought, ‘What is this guy doing, challenging Chris Oti to a race?’


‘I think back on that,’ I tell him, ‘and there was no way you were going to beat Chris Oti. Not a chance. But you, in your usual way, just hung in there and hung in there and he beat you by a couple of paces and all the guys were cheering you on. And I think in that one, fleeting, two-minute incident, you showed that you weren’t prepared to give up, no matter what. You chased him down and chased him down and chased him down. That was just you being you and saying to the rest of the squad, “Right, it doesn’t matter how tough the challenge is, I’m up for it and I’m never giving in.” That was great leadership.’


‘I was well supported by Geech as head coach and also by Roger Uttley as forwards coach and Clive Rowlands as the manager,’ replies Fin, deflecting the compliment. ‘We had a good synergy between us all.’


‘Was there not a bit of a clash between you and Roger?’ I remind him.


‘There was a small one. It was right at the start of the tour and we were trying to decide how we were going to play out in Australia. The beauty of the Lions is that you get to pull all these different strengths from the four nations into this new team, but deciding which tactics to use to fully exploit those strengths can be tricky. Roger wanted us to play to the strengths of the English pack by mauling the ball and slowing the game down; I thought our backs were so dangerous that we should make sure they had quick ball, so I said we should go with the Scottish tactic of quick rucks.’


‘And what happened?’


‘We agreed on a hybrid.’ Then he shoots a grin. ‘But you may recall getting the ball in your hands quite a lot on that tour, no?’


He was right, on those hard grounds in Australia, we had the ability to rip sides apart with our backline play. If ever Fin proved his mettle as a captain to the rest of the squad, it was by standing up to his coach early on and making sure his opinion was heard. All the predictions before the tour had stated that we would pick a heavy-duty pack to stifle the Australian teams – and, on occasion, we did. But the pack that emerged ahead of the Test matches was a mix of athletes as well as big men. A small but dynamic front row – a tactic that Geech would later use with similar success in 1997 – of David Sole, Brian Moore and Dai Young was supported by a more powerful back five of Englishmen Wade Dooley, Paul Ackford, Dean Richards and Mike Teague – plus Fin. And as he intimated, we had a very dangerous set of backs. Ieuan Evans and Rory Underwood were flying machines on the wing, my brother could provide power and dynamism in the centre, we had great options at scrum-half in Robert Jones and Gary Armstrong and guys like Mike Hall and Brendan Mullin were class acts. The best of them all, however, was a young kid who had only ever played one Test match in his life – and that had been against Romania in Bucharest. Jeremy Guscott had burst on to the international radar in that game, scoring three tries, to show that he could transfer the incredible performances he had been putting in for his club Bath to the Test stage. When Carling had been forced to withdraw from contention for the squad because of injury, his place was given to his centre partner – and if ever there was a player that looked to the manner born in a Lions jersey, it was Jerry Guscott.


When he appears on the Zoom call to reminisce about the three tours of duty he did with the Lions, he’s just finished a Peloton workout and, but for the grey-white hair, he looks fit enough to still be playing.


‘I really didn’t expect to go on the tour,’ he says as I ask him about his call-up to the squad. ‘And to be honest, in 1989 I didn’t really know too much about the Lions, the history of the Lions, either. I kind of knew a little bit because by being a Bath supporter as a kid I would see the likes of Gareth Edwards and Barry John and all those Welsh legends of the ’70s coming over to play against Bath for the likes of Llanelli and Cardiff and Neath and Swansea and you’d hear tales about them with the Lions, but that was about it. But going on tour with the Lions in 1989? It wasn’t even a thought in my mind. All I was focussed on was playing another game for England so I wouldn’t be stuck on one cap.’


‘I think we all knew pretty quickly that that wasn’t going to be a problem!’ I say.


‘Ah, it’s funny though,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘You just never know. I had all the confidence in the world in my ability, but you never know for sure whether a coach is going to like you or not. But Geech backed me and Fin quickly took me under his wing and looked after me. He was very much a lead-by-example type of captain, but he was also a brilliant communicator. I’d probably say of all my Lions captains, he was the best communicator and he was mature beyond his years. He was funny and he could be quite weird sometimes, but in a really encouraging, good way. I remember sharing a room with him at the first hotel in Australia. We got back after training and we hadn’t showered or changed yet, so we were still in t-shirts and shorts, and he looked down and said, “My legs are bigger than your legs.” And I looked at his skinny chicken legs and I went, “There’s no way your legs are bigger than mine,” and we had a sort of thigh-off and started measuring each other’s legs to see who had the biggest thighs! Now, I’m not sure if you could ever class that as some kind of classic leadership method, but do you know what, it was bloody funny and we had a good laugh about it and suddenly I was feeling comfortable around this slightly eccentric guy who was my captain and I felt good and we were having a proper laugh. And that kind of sums him up. You know, he probably wasn’t regarded as a really brilliant player outside of Scotland. I think a lot of neutrals would have picked Andy Robinson over him as a player, but Fin was brilliant on that tour and his leadership was key to getting us all to gel. He made people feel relaxed and he had a laugh with them, but he could also inspire them with the way he talked and he would work his bollocks off in training and give everything he had out on the field. It was the perfect combination and you could suddenly see why Geech had wanted him as captain. That’s exactly the kind of leader we needed on that tour.’


‘That’s a great summary of Fin,’ says Geech. ‘And he was great to work with. He challenged you, which was good, but he also listened. And he inspired people around him. As a leadership group, we worked very well, and Clive was a great manager.’


‘The role of manager has changed over the years,’ I say. ‘It’s more ceremonial now, whereas I remember Clive having a much more active presence.’


‘That’s exactly right,’ says Geech. ‘The managers that I worked with all sat in on squad and team selection, but in the professional era they sit back more and more because the detail we have on each player is so much deeper and the game has changed a lot from when they played. But in ’89, ’93 and ’97, the manager was really involved and Clive was fantastic. He took a lot of pressure off my shoulders. Roger and I would meet with him for a drink in his room every night before dinner and he would ask, “How did today go? How are the players? Is there anything I can do?” And I might mention something about a training ground not being very good, or the food wasn’t great or something – and he would just take care of it. That was huge for me because I was still very inexperienced as a head coach. I’d been an assistant with Scotland until 1988 and then only done one Five Nations as head coach in 1989 before the tour. In many ways, I still felt more like a player than a coach in those days, so to have someone like Clive as a steady hand to help out and guide and take care of things was absolutely invaluable.’


We eased our way into the tour in Perth, beating a pretty weak Western Australia team 44–0 in the opening game. The romp in the sun came at a cost, though, with poor Paul Dean injuring his knee just twenty-seven minutes into the game. Paul had to fly home and we called up Rob Andrew to replace him.


‘That was very, very tough for Paul,’ says Fin. ‘But it turned out to be fortuitous, let’s be honest. Rob came out and was exceptional from the moment he arrived.’


In game two, we faced Australia B in a storm in Melbourne. ‘We picked a heavyweight English front five to cope with the conditions, which were dreadful,’ remembers Fin. ‘It was a tough game that one, but we battled to a 23–8 win. Wade Dooley said to me afterwards that he’d never seen anyone in his life like Gary Armstrong, who played at scrum-half. Gary scored in that match, handing off players left, right and centre, and afterwards the English lads just said, “Who is this guy?” It was a great moment for the tour because you could see players earning each other’s respect. Gary would end up playing second fiddle to Robert Jones, but he was so good on that tour that he could easily have played in the Tests.’


We flew to Brisbane to play Queensland at Ballymore. That was a tough, tough game. Brutal at times. Mike Hall, the Welsh centre, got kicked to pieces by the Queensland forwards at a ruck. I remember Mike lying on the ground getting some treatment from Smurf – our physio, Kevin Murphy – when Fin called us all in. ‘That’s the last time something like that happens on this tour,’ he said. ‘We get that sorted now.’


As Brian Moore later said: ‘And with that, the whole feeling of the tour changed. There was a palpable shift in the attitude among the whole party. We wouldn’t start anything; but if it started, we would finish it.’ We won that game 19–15 and no side bullied us again.


Like many great leaders, Fin has a charisma that is infectious, a voice that can send shivers down your spine when he gives a team talk and a sense of humour that makes spending time with him one of life’s great pleasures. Crucially, he has an innate gift for understanding people. Take Brian, for example. To many in Scotland, he was Brian Fucking Moore. The Pitbull. Brian and Fin didn’t know each other from Adam before the tour and there is no doubt that Mooro probably thought he would have made a better captain than Fin. There was potential for real friction between them that could have sent poison seeping through the rest of the squad. But it never happened. A great friendship began on that tour that has only strengthened over the years. ‘Finlay Calder is my soul brother,’ said Mooro recently.


‘I love that man,’ says Fin, gently. ‘He is very, very precious to me. He has had a difficult life, as he has discussed in his autobiography; but when we met – and for years afterwards – I had no idea about any of that. I remember when I first saw him at training with the Lions, though, I could see that there was a darkness in him, something that was eating him inside, and it made him the most competitive bastard I’ve ever met. Christ, he was on a different level.’


‘And the challenge to your leadership?’ I ask. ‘Did you ever get a sense that guys like Mooro were challenging you for it?’


‘I think that what made a difference on that tour was that I didn’t try to be all things to all men,’ says Fin. ‘And I didn’t try to take everything on myself. Before we met up, I got a lovely letter from Geoff Windsor-Lewis from the Barbarians, congratulating me on my appointment. “One tip, though,” he wrote. “Don’t do everything yourself. The squad will become tired of the same voice,” and I took that on board very quickly. Delegation was the key. I quickly recognised that Brian knew far more about forward play and rugby in general than I ever would. So I said to him, “I want you to lead the forwards. You call the lineouts, you decide scrum moves, because you’re in the thick of it. I’ll toss the coin and do the team talks and the press conferences, but when it comes to what’s happening on the park, nobody understands it better than you, so you call it.” And by doing that, it empowered him and channelled his energies in the right way. Brian craves acceptance. That’s what he wants in life: he wants to be respected and accepted, and that’s what I gave him.’


‘And it wasn’t just him that you empowered,’ I note.


‘No, I suppose that’s right. We had a leadership group – although we didn’t call it that at the time. It was me, Robert Norster from Wales, Dean Richards from England, Donal Lenihan from Ireland. And Donal was crucial to that tour.’


‘Donal’s Donuts.’


‘Exactly.’


Donal Lenihan became the captain of the midweek team – the dirt-trackers, as they’re more commonly known. Under his guidance the dirt-trackers not only went unbeaten through the tour but had a hell of a good time doing it – on and off the field. They had t-shirts made emblazoned with ‘Donal’s Donuts’ and it got to a stage where you wanted to play for the midweek side so that you might get a t-shirt and enjoy the night out with the boys afterwards. That enthusiasm spread through the whole squad, yet there was never a ‘them-and-us’ attitude between any of the players.


‘By having a representative from each country in that inner group of senior players, it meant that no one in the wider squad ever felt isolated. The idea was that if a lad from Wales felt he wasn’t getting a fair go and he didn’t feel comfortable coming to me to talk about it, he could go to Robert; and similarly, with England or Ireland they could go to Dean or Donal. It made sure that all the players were fairly represented and it adhered to that piece of advice from Geoff Windsor-Lewis: “Don’t do everything yourself,” and I did my best to stick to that. Geoff also added in that letter: “Because of the role of captaincy itself, you have to become slightly distant from the rest of the players,” and that, too, is true, because I was involved in selection for the games. There were four of us: Clive Rowlands (the manager), Roger, Geech and myself.’


‘Was that ever difficult for you?’


‘I think we were really lucky that there wasn’t a single player on tour that shouldn’t have been there. That’s not always been the case on a Lions tour. Often someone might have a niggly injury, or be out of form, or be a coach’s favourite from their national team, and they’re carried through the tour – and that can often have a serious impact on the rest of the squad. If someone is down or feels slightly separate from the tour, it can leach into other players. That didn’t happen in ’89. Every single player could have played in the Test team and every single player got a chance to fight to be in that team.’


‘Yeah, Andy Robinson played bloody well on that tour,’ I say of the main rival for Fin’s place in the Test team.


There’s a roar of laugher. ‘Well, that’s right, I know, he did! And let’s not kid ourselves: that’s where the Lions tours have sometimes fallen down in the past, if your captain isn’t an absolute nailed on first-team player. It can be hard if there are question marks around your captain. And to be fair, there were question marks around me, especially after the first Test.’


The first Test. That was one of the toughest days I’ve ever spent on a rugby field. After the victory over Queensland, Donal’s Donuts had rolled over Queensland B, 30–6; the Saturday team came through another tough encounter to beat New South Wales 23–21; and the dirt-trackers then saw off New South Wales B 39–19 ahead of the first Test. We were unbeaten and feeling great about ourselves.


We knew the Wallabies would be dangerous, though. They’d achieved a rare Grand Slam in 1984 on their northern hemisphere tour with one of the finest rugby teams ever assembled, and when they came over again in 1988, although England had beaten them 28–19, they had easily beaten Scotland 32–13. In the summer of 1988, England had lost both Tests in Australia fairly substantially, so we knew they were still a good side – but we were confident that we would do a job on them in Sydney. Mike Hall had recovered from his shoeing against Queensland to play really well throughout the rest of the tour and Brendan Mullin was electric on the hard grounds. They went in as the centre pairing, while my brother Scott was discounted as he had a pulled hamstring. I was delighted to be named at full back alongside Ieuan Evans and Rory Underwood on the wings. Craig Chalmers was selected at stand-off next to the outstanding Robert Jones at scrum-half, while the pack consisted of Sole, Moore and Young in the front row, Ackford and Norster in the second row, and Richards and Derek White alongside Fin in the back row.
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