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ONE


THE LEGEND OF BILLY BANCROFT


Welsh rugby’s great adventure began as the private scheme of a twenty-nine-year-old Newport printer named Richard Mullock. Late in 1880, Mullock, as secretary of Newport, sent a request to the Rugby Football Union in London for an international match to be played between England and Wales. The challenge was accepted and three months later Wales played their first ever Test and were beaten by a margin equivalent to 82–0 in today’s money.


Poor Mullock. He had a lot on his plate. He had to arrange a trial and select a team, he had to finalise the travel and accommodation and then get the kit sorted out – all on his own. He was a one-man committee. Two of his players withdrew because they had their hearts set on playing for England. Two more failed to show on the day because the letters asking for their presence had gone missing in the post. Mullock must have been a nervous wreck long before that first ball had been kicked to signal the beginning of an epic story.


Richard Summers: The game was at Blackheath before a small crowd ranged perhaps three-deep round the ground. I’m not even sure the playing pitch was roped off. We played in ordinary light walking boots with a bar of leather nailed across the sole to help us swerve; jerseys which fitted closely high up round the neck and dark blue knickerbockers fastened below the knee with four or five buttons. The match was a runaway victory for England and Len Stokes was their captain and had most to do with our downfall. He had a most baffling, swerving run. His left-footed kicking broke our hearts. We’d never seen a player who was able to kick with his left foot.


Mullock returned to Wales to a public outcry at the complete absence of men from Neath, Swansea and Llanelli in his team. The battering in Blackheath sparked a flurry of letters to the Welsh press castigating the selection.


On 12 March 1881, the great and the good of Welsh rugby met at the Castle Hotel in Neath. Nearly a dozen clubs sent delegates and helped found the Welsh Football Union (WFU) – it would not officially become the Welsh Rugby Union (WRU) until the mid-1930s. The fledgling body unanimously elected Mullock as its secretary.


Mullock organised a game with Ireland in late January 1882. History was made that day – Wales’s first official international match. And they won, by two goals and two tries to nil. Reports from the time suggest that a number of Ireland players were irate at the officiating, particularly some of the decisions made by a touch judge who they claimed had made a series of strange calls against them. The target of their disgruntlement – Richard Mullock.


Later in the year England travelled to Swansea to play in Wales’s first official Test in the Principality, and early in 1883 they met Scotland for the first time, in Edinburgh. They were up and running. ‘Only one jersey was given to the international players of the 1880s, and it was the wearer’s responsibility to keep it in repair and washed to perfection,’ said Billy Douglas, one of the men from those early years. ‘Three things carried the fair name of Wales to the four corners of the world: coal, singing and rugby football, which is a game truer to life than any other game played by man.’


England and Scotland had enjoyed a ten-year start on the Welsh and Ireland were six years Wales’s seniors, but as the Welsh developed it became clear that the youngest of the four Home Unions would lead a tactical evolution in back play. The Welsh clubs, riding the winds of change, felt that the time was ripe to experiment with back formations in order to capitalise on the passing game. First, the back division was tweaked by redeploying one of the two full backs as a third three-quarter and then Cardiff (accidentally at first) began the practice of removing a player from the scrum to experiment with an eight forwards/seven backs split. This Welsh innovation transformed rugby into its modern form.


Giants emerged, none of them more towering than Arthur Gould, the centre and captain on the day in Dewsbury in 1890 when Wales first beat England. Gould would be the automatic choice to lead his nation for the next seven seasons, a run of eighteen Tests and a Welsh record that would stand for close to a century until Ieuan Evans overtook him.


Arthur Gould: I first played with Newport Juniors as a boy of thirteen and went right into the first team at fifteen. The team was short-handed and the groundsman suggested my name to the captain. I was at full back. I got two tries and stayed in the team.


Gwyn Nicholls: Arthur Gould was the most dangerous and cleverest player. He was at top speed in two strides and away almost before one could realise that he was in possession of the ball.


He was the greatest source of anxiety to his opponents; you could never tell what he was going to do. In my early days in the Cardiff–Newport games the instruction was to ‘Watch Gould’. The task was about as difficult as trying to catch a butterfly in flight with a hat-pin. He was a quick thinker and could act just as quickly. Stop his progress one way and he was off in a flash in another without scarcely losing his stride; and to vary things he could drop goals. I had some jolly afternoons ‘watching’ him.


Arthur Gould was Welsh rugby’s first celebrity. In 1896 the notion of a testimonial game in his honour was floated by his admirers. Within weeks of the launch of the event there were more than five thousand subscribers from all over the world. The WFU pledged £50, a relative fortune. When the fund reached a sum sufficient to purchase the leasehold on Gould’s Newport home, eyebrows were raised. The RFU, still coming to terms with the money-driven crisis that led to the creation of rugby league, complained to their counterparts in Wales about the riches and the dangers of lavishing money on Arthur Gould.


The International Board requested a review of the terms of the testimonial. Fearing a ban from the Test matches of 1897, the Welsh union withdrew their £50 pledge to Gould and Gould, citing advancing age and waiving his right to any benefit that might affect his standing as an amateur, announced his retirement from first-class rugby.


Viv Jenkins: There was Arthur Gould and there was Billy Bancroft. My dad, a born storyteller, regaled me with tales of many a wondrous deed. Billy, the one and only ‘Banky’, was one of his special heroes. He held undisputed sway in Wales’s teams for twelve seasons, from 1890 to 1901.


The tales about him were innumerable – how he used to run opposing forwards off their feet, from one side of the field to the other, or kick goals, in practice, from the corner flag or from a yard in front of the posts, right below the crossbar.


Many years later, when Bancroft was seventy-nine, I accompanied him to Lord’s to see his protégé, Gilbert Parkhouse, play his first Test for England, against the West Indies in 1950. Who was the greatest centre he had seen? ‘Arthur Gould, without a doubt.’ A few years later I met Banky again. Swansea had just played the All Blacks and I asked him what he thought about Bob Scott, the touring team’s full back. ‘Not bad,’ he said, ‘not bad at all, though I’d like to see him under a bit more pressure and when you see him next, ask him if he can kick a goal from sixty yards, with either foot.’ It was the ‘either foot’ that amused me! The implication was that Banky could have done it standing on his head.


Jack Jenkins: In 1893, Wales, for the first time, brought the International Championship home. Who that witnessed that game in January of that year on a frost-bound ground – 500 fire devils had been kept going all through the previous day and night to make the Cardiff Arms Park more or less playable – will ever forget the brilliantly dropped penalty goal of Billy Bancroft which brought the great victory of Gwalia over the Saxon?


Billy Bancroft: It must be a record that during my career I took every free kick awarded to Wales and every conversion. The most important kick of all was that which won the match against England at Cardiff in 1893. England were leading 11–9 a few minutes before the end when we were awarded a penalty thirty yards out and two yards from touch. Arthur Gould as skipper stood on the spot with the ball in his hand. I walked up to take the kick and said, ‘Arthur, I’m going to drop kick it.’


To his many remonstrances I merely repeated my statement. The crowd were getting restless and Gould finally threw the ball to the ground and walked away. I retrieved it, took three strides towards an already charging opposition, and drop kicked. Before the ball had travelled ten yards I shouted out to my skipper, now standing in the centre of the field and with his back towards me, ‘It’s there, Arthur.’ Time was called within a matter of seconds with the score Wales 12, England 11.


Wales were outcast by Scotland in 1897 and 1898 and by Ireland in 1898 over what became known as the ‘Gould Affair’, but the Welsh Union’s withdrawal of their pledge and Gould’s retirement resolved the matter.


Welsh society had a spring in its step at the start of the twentieth century, with South Wales booming thanks to high employment and record-breaking industrial production. The late-Victorian Education Acts had also improved literacy and numeracy levels among ordinary Welsh children, freeing them to set their career sights beyond the hard grind of manual labour that had beleaguered previous generations. Confidence and optimism were in the air, and Welsh rugby, too, found its swagger as the national side, comprising a democratic mix of working men and aspiring professionals, embarked on a golden era, becoming the leading force among the Home Unions.


The Welsh playing record from when the full rota of International Championship matches resumed in 1899 until the end of the 1905 campaign was fifteen wins and a draw in twenty-one games, including Triple Crowns in 1900, 1902 and 1905. Wales were unbeaten against England, recording a resounding 25–0 victory in 1905 that would stand as their record winning margin against the men in white until the 30–3 triumph that clinched the Six Nations title on points-difference in 2013.


The overture to Wales’s first golden era was a virtuoso performance against an English side that spent the afternoon chasing the shadow of young Willie Llewellyn on his fairy-tale debut at Swansea in January 1899. He scored a remarkable four tries as Wales won 26–3 and Llewellyn, who captured the hearts of Welsh supporters, would become a fixture in their most celebrated three-quarter line before retiring with a then-Welsh record of sixteen Test tries to his name in 1905.


Willie Llewellyn: It’s a long way back to 7 January 1899, when I first played for Wales against England. The chief obstacle in our path was the great full back, Herbert Gamlin, of Devon, renowned for his octopus tackles, with fourteen-and-a-half stone of weight behind him. As a youngster playing in his first match, I trembled with the thought of coming up against this formidable opponent. However, I managed to score four tries and came off the field feeling very pleased with life. Chief reason for my success was the openings made for me by the famous brothers Evan and David James of Swansea, while the one and only Billy Bancroft was our full back.


Billy Bancroft: I became the first Welshman to hold two Triple Crown medals with the success of 1900, and in my last game for Wales – against Ireland in 1901 on my home ground – I was keen on closing my career with a victory, particularly as I was captain. I was none too happy when at half-time Ireland led us by three tries and with Wales having to face a stiff wind. The Irishmen restarted with great vigour but our forwards came back at them and after fifteen minutes we scored a try near the corner, and I kicked the goal. The Irish simply tore into us and a terrific battle ensued. Our fellows stuck to them grandly and by good all-round teamwork we gradually took the steam out of their pack. We eventually got another try only inches from the corner. The wind was troublesome and I took some little time to decide how I would attempt the kick. I decided to kick right-footed, hard and low, and to a certain extent ignore the wind. In all my experience I have never known a crowd so silent. The ball tore through the wind as straight as a gun barrel, and the crowd went delirious with delight as it sailed between the uprights.


Not only did Wales go unbeaten in 1905, in December they became the only team to beat the Original All Blacks, the first fully representative team from New Zealand to visit Europe. The tourists had won twenty-seven out of twenty-seven, scoring 801 points and conceding only twenty-two before arriving in South Wales for the final stretch of their British journey.


Five of the team Wales selected – Rees Gabe, ‘Boxer’ Harding, Teddy Morgan, Willie Llewellyn and Percy Bush – had toured New Zealand with the Lions the summer before. Bush had been a revelation, a real bag of tricks whose play was a tantalising mix of audacity and awareness. The New Zealanders held him in high regard – and his fame was to prove the key to a scheme hatched by Dickie Owen, the pint-sized Swansea scrum half. Owen planned to use a dummy pass with Bush as the decoy runner to lure the All Blacks into believing that the fly half was starting one of his teasing blind-side attacks. Once the visitors were wrong-footed and committed to Bush’s side of the field, Owen would fire a long reverse pass to Wales’s extra back, Cliff Pritchard, who would sweep to the open-side where they could, they hoped, score a try.


The day of the match dawned dry but cold and overcast. Nearly 50,000 were crammed into the Arms Park as the sides filed onto the field wearing numbers, the first time a Welsh XV had done so in a Test. The New Zealanders performed their traditional haka, but Wales had a response up their sleeves. At the time, national anthems were not customarily sung before kick-offs but as the All Blacks finished their war cry the Welsh players gathered near one of the crowded enclosures and began singing Hen Wlad Fy Nhadau. The crowd quickly joined in, raising the volume to a crescendo as the chorus rang out around the ground. The atmosphere was electric when referee John Dallas, a recently retired Scottish international player, blew his whistle and the game was on.


Wales mastered the All Blacks up front, stealing the put-in at every scrum. Bert Winfield, the Welsh full back, gave a masterclass with his torpedo-kicking to touch and marvellous positional play, and man-for-man the New Zealand backs were outclassed. Thirty minutes into the game, Dickie Owen sensed the field position was right for him to put his pre-planned scrum move into action. Owen executed it to such perfection that an overlap was created for Teddy Morgan to whizz over the New Zealand line for a try wide out on the left. Wales nursed their lead under intense pressure in the second half and clung on to win 3–0.


Rees Gabe: I had played in all the matches in New Zealand with the 1904 British side. People here could have had no conception of the expertness, the artistry and the enthusiasm of the 1905 side before they arrived; but we knew full well what to expect. I was inclined to the view that they would lose very few matches, if any.


Willie Llewellyn: I was a member of the British team which went to Australia and New Zealand in 1904. We had only twenty-four players in all, including eight from Wales. We won all our matches in Australia and Percy Bush, at outside half, was at his glorious best. We lost two games in New Zealand, one against the All Blacks and the other against Auckland. We knew that when New Zealand came to Wales they would watch Percy Bush very carefully.


Rees Gabe: Percy was one of the most colourful personalities ever capped for Wales. We went to Australia and New Zealand with the British team in 1904 when his displays were so brilliant, so cheeky and so devastating that they even surprised us, who had come to expect extraordinary things from him. The Australian press called him ‘will-o’-the-wisp’. His side-stepping was so perfectly done that his opponents were completely baffled. The nearest to approach him in later years, and I use the word ‘approach’ advisedly, were Cliff Jones and Bleddyn Williams. When he was really at his best and in the mood, he could run through the whole team, as I’d seen him do from a kick-off.


Percy Bush: We have all heard such a lot of blah about the Wales–New Zealand match of 1905 that the mere thought of it is nauseating to those of us who played in it.


Harry Bowen: The scoring of the first try by Teddy Morgan was as smart a piece of work as could be wished for.


Dai Jones: If Teddy Morgan hadn’t scored another point during his brilliant career, that try would keep his name green for all time as a rugby player. It started on the blind-side of the scrum. Dicky Owen, Cliff Pritchard and Teddy were there like three ferrets – and Morgan made no mistake.


Bert Winfield: The best game I ever took part in.


Arthur ‘Boxer’ Harding: The hardest game I ever played.


Harry Bowen: The All Blacks had met what they had never met before on their tour: a team that believed in attack, and one which was acting on that belief. Ten minutes from the finish, and still anybody’s game; five minutes, and still the game not safe. We feared; one minute, and still we thought of failing at the finish. But the end came, and Mr Dallas blew his final thrilling shriek, and the greatest of all games ever yet played had been won by Wales.


Welsh fans would bask in the reflected glory of many more Test successes between 1906 and 1910 as new international opponents arrived from Australia, France and South Africa. In 1908, the first Wallabies went down 9–6 to Wales in Cardiff and France were beaten 36–4 on their maiden visit.


The first Springboks succeeded where New Zealand had failed by beating Wales at Swansea in 1906, but national pride was restored by Cardiff a few weeks later. Gwyn Nicholls opened the scoring for his club with a try from a slashing solo effort while Bush was given his head to run the tourists off their feet. He revelled as a free spirit among the backs and inspired Cardiff to a remarkable 17–0 win over the tourists.


Billy Spiller: I always think of the season 1910–11 as one of the most enjoyable of my career, because Wales won the Triple Crown and it was my great privilege to be in the winning XV. The first game was against England at Swansea. In the train down from Cardiff on the way to the ground, Reggie Gibbs said to me, ‘Look here, Billy, that fellow Birkett opposite you today is not too safe with his hands and he may drop a pass.’ How right he was! There was a scrummage on the English twenty-five, England got the ball and Stoop passed to Birkett. He dropped the ball and it bounced nicely for me to gather and score. Then Reggie Gibbs scored a try after I had flicked a pass on to him. Wales won 15–11.


We really cut loose against Scotland and eventually won 32–10. I scored two tries and Reggie Gibbs three.


The Irish match at Cardiff was important for two reasons. It was the last time Wales won the Triple Crown for thirty-nine years, and Dickie Owen created a new world record for international appearances with thirty-four caps [overtaking Billy Bancroft]. The gates were closed before the kick-off, and five spectators were badly injured at the match, four by falling off a stand and one by falling off a tree. Those were the days. The game wasn’t very spectacular, but we won comfortably in the end. After the match the WRU presented us with spirit cases inscribed as ‘Winners of the Triple Crown 1910–11’.


Soon after war was declared on Germany in 1914, the WFU urged its clubs to appeal to the ‘pluck and patriotism’ of its members and rally them to answer Lord Kitchener’s call to enlist and serve King and Country. The response from clubs was immediate. Before the war was thirty days old, Cardiff RFC organised a meeting calling sportsmen in the area to get fit with a view to forming a sportsmen’s battalion. At Newport, members of the rugby club were quick to swell the numbers of a local sporting platoon which became part of the South Wales Borderers, and many clubs surrendered their grounds to the military for training purposes or, in some cases, for conversion to allotments to sustain the war effort.


Among former Welsh international players, Billy Geen volunteered ‘as swiftly into the Army as he used to zig-zag through most defences’. The fair-haired favourite from Newport was also among the first Welsh rugby internationals who were casualties of the war that did not end all wars, but did bring down the curtain on Test rugby for five years. The fallen were spread through every generation, from Richard Garnons Williams of the original 1881 Wales XV to Charlie Pritchard of the famous 1905 pack against New Zealand and on to Dai Watts of the immediate pre-war pack known as the ‘Terrible Eight’ – not forgetting those whose deaths from wounds sustained on active service fell outside the cut-off date designated by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission for deaths attributable to war service. Men like Hop Maddock, the London Welsh speedster who succeeded Willie Llewellyn in the Welsh team of the golden era. Maddock was severely wounded serving with the Machine Gun Corps and died in Cardiff barely three years after the Armistice. Or Dai ‘Tarw’ Jones, the magnificent Treherbert bull of the 1905 pack who joined up with the Welsh Guards and served on the Somme until a gunshot wound through his lung left him physically disabled. Jones lingered on bravely until meeting his untimely death, aged fifty-one, on the same day that Wales beat England at Twickenham in January 1933.


The biggest wartime rugby encounter took place in April 1915 when Wales were beaten 26–10 by the Barbarians in a non-cap game arranged to recruit volunteers for the Welsh Guards. It raised more than £200 for military charities. The Welsh XV contained thirteen pre-war caps and was led by Rev. Alban Davies, now an army chaplain, who was reunited with five of his ‘Terrible Eight’ from 1914. Staged at Cardiff Arms Park and originally advertised as a Forces International between Wales and England, it was the only match played by a team that was representative of the Principality during the war-torn seasons from 1914 to 1918.


ROLL OF HONOUR 1914–1919


GEEN, William Purdon. Killed in action serving with the King’s Royal Rifle Corps at Hooge during the Second Battle of Ypres on 31 July, 1915.


LEWIS, Brinley Richard. Killed in action serving with the Royal Field Artillery at Ypres on 2 April, 1917.


PERRETT, Fred Leonard. Wounded while serving with the Royal Welsh Fusiliers. Died in France on 1 December, 1918.


PHILLIPS, Louis Augustus. Killed in action serving with the Royal Fusiliers at Cambrai on 14 March, 1916.


PRITCHARD, Charles Meyrick. Wounded while serving with the South Wales Borderers at the Battle of the Somme. Died in France on 14 August, 1916.


TAYLOR, Charles Gerald. Killed in action serving with the Battle Cruiser Squadron on HMS Tiger during the Battle of Dogger Bank on 24 January, 1915.


THOMAS, Edward John ‘Dick’. Killed in action serving with the Royal Fusiliers at Mametz Wood during the Battle of the Somme on 7 July, 1916.


THOMAS, Horace Wyndham. Killed in action serving with the Rifle Brigade at Guillemont, France, on 3 September, 1916.


WALLER, Philip Dudley. Killed in action serving with the South African Heavy Artillery at Arras, France, on 14 December, 1917.


WATTS, David. Killed in action serving with the King’s Shropshire Light Infantry at Ancre Valley during the Battle of the Somme on 14 July, 1916.


WESTACOTT, David. Killed in action serving with the Gloucestershire Regiment at Zonnebeke in Flanders, Belgium, during the Third Battle of Ypres on 28 August, 1917.


WILLIAMS, John Lewis. Killed in action serving with the Welsh Regiment at Mametz Wood during the Battle of the Somme on 12 July, 1916.


WILLIAMS, Richard Davies Garnons. Killed in action serving with the Royal Fusiliers at the Battle of Loos, France, on 25 September, 1915.




TWO


HAYDN TANNER, THE NINETEEN-YEAR-OLD VETERAN


There was a decade of decline for Wales when the International Championship was restored after the war. Between 1920 and 1929, Wales played forty-two matches, winning only seventeen. Nine of those victories were against French teams struggling to establish a reputation as a force in Test rugby.


The lure of the north was never greater with rugby league’s predatory scouts decimating the union ranks. Nearly fifty of the Welsh Test players capped in the 1920s – and countless more promising club players – signed professional contracts. At first many turned professional in frustration at the fickleness of a dysfunctional selection system which recruited and rejected Test players with alacrity. Then, as the threats of industrial and business uncertainty increased during the depression years, the flow of union players to the north became a flood, with many using it as an escape route from economic hardship.


Dan Jones: Towards the end of my career I was in a Swansea hotel when an Oldham rugby league scout called me outside and showed me £100 in notes which he was willing to give me for playing one game in the North. By that time, I had long passed my best and I told him, ‘It won’t do your reputation as a successful poacher any good, nor mine as a wing. So forget it.’


Arthur Bowdler: I was earning £3 a week as a collier at Cwmcarn when I was offered £400 to join Leeds in rugby league in 1928. I didn’t go – in fact, I paid money out of my own pocket in order to play rugby union.


Rowe Harding: I was privileged to play for Wales and when I toured South Africa with the Lions I had to sell my motorcycle for £40 to help meet the cost of the trip. A first-class rugby player is a public figure, a public entertainer, a public servant, and a part of the national life of the country. It is a heavy responsibility. Not only is his form as a player discussed, but his habits, morals and vices are a subject of universal gossip. Yet he is supposed to be an amateur, who plays for the love of the game, and expects nothing in return except rude health.


It is difficult for me to understand the traditional attitude to amateur sport that exists in this country, that no gentleman should make money by means of his physical prowess, and that a man who makes money out of his physical prowess is no gentleman. The whole attitude towards amateurism is hopelessly illogical. The English Rugby Union has even indicated that, if a rugby player is so bold as to compete with professional journalists on the subject he knows more about than anyone else, something will be done to stop such shameless money-grabbing. I’m afraid the attitude towards professionalism is purely snobbish. Every amateur who is not a fool or a genius has his price.


Numbers paint a grim picture. In the twenty-one Test matches after the war up to March 1924, ninety-nine players were used by Wales. Thirty-seven of those were capped once and only five appeared ten or more times. Two forwards, Steve Morris of Cross Keys and the leader of the 1922 champion side, Swansea’s Tom Parker, were the most-used players, each making fifteen appearances. It was such a shocking attrition rate that, years later, one player recalled (only half in jest) that within a month of making his Wales debut he and several of his erstwhile national team-mates were holding a past-players reunion.


Ivor Jones: I played for Wales against England and Scotland in 1924 and was not picked again. My next game was three years later.


Rowe Harding: After the match against Scotland in 1924, which Scotland won 35–10, largely through Ian Smith’s wonderful running [he scored three tries], Codger Johnson, the Welsh left-wing, asked to be introduced to Smith, as he explained that he had not had an opportunity of seeing him during the match. Indirectly, Smith was the cause of a famous remark by one of the Welsh selectors. The day after the match the team was taken to see the Forth Bridge. ‘Take a good look at it, boys,’ said the selector, ‘because it is the last time any of you will see it at the expense of the Welsh Rugby Union.’


Dai Parker: Life was a darn sight more difficult in those days. I was mixing concrete on the morning of my first cap against Ireland in 1924, played in the afternoon, celebrated at night and then walked to work on the Sunday.


Ossie Male: I was banned from playing for Wales in March 1924. I had no idea I had done anything wrong. I boarded the train at Newport for the trip to Paris to play France and had been suspended almost before we had time to cross Newport bridge. I was called out of the compartment and told I would have to leave. I pleaded for a chance to say something in my defence but the decision had already been made. When the train arrived at Paddington I had to turn around and come straight back. My crime? Unwittingly breaking a WRU bye-law stating that no player could take part in a match within six days of an international. I’d made the mistake of playing for Cardiff against Birkenhead Park within five days of the French match. I was anxious to play against Birkenhead Park because I’d been out of action for a fortnight with a broken nose and I wanted to get match fit. I was also confused by the date of the French game which was staged on a Thursday that year.


Tom Lewis: I won my first Welsh cap against England in 1926 when I was told only two hours before the game that I was replacing Steve Lawrence, of Bridgend. A year later I was in the side when we lost 5–0 to Scotland – their last win in Cardiff for years. Conditions were awful. We were ankle deep in mud and you couldn’t tell a Scotsman from a Welshman. I’ve often wondered how the selectors managed to recognise me enough to drop me.


Rowe Harding: Playing for Wales between 1924 and 1928 was, on the whole, a gloomy business. 1926 was probably the least disappointing as we recorded our first victory over Ireland since 1922. It was a vital match for Ireland. If they won, the Triple Crown would be theirs for the first time in thirty years. Swansea was the capital of Ireland that day. The town swarmed with Irish fans who had come to witness their team’s triumph. A few had celebrated it beforehand. Windsor Lewis, a mere stripling at nineteen, beat the Irish team on his own – and I say, without hesitation, that no more brilliant display has ever been seen in international rugby, and Wales won by three points after a magnificent game.


Ossie Male: I clashed with the union in 1928 when I skippered Wales at Murrayfield. Arriving in Edinburgh the night before the match, union officials wanted the team to have supper and go to bed early. I had other ideas and marched the team on a five-mile hike to Murrayfield and back to loosen them off and give them the feel for the ground. I tried to get the boys as settled as possible. I told Albert Jenkins to have a pint if he wanted one . . . never mind about the union. They called us ‘the old men’s team’ yet we won 13–0.


Wales finally turned the corner on their path to reviving old glories in 1931 when, for the first time since 1922, they were unbeaten in the Five Nations and finished as outright champions. There would be bumps ahead, but the relief of success was almost tangible.


Viv Jenkins: Watcyn Thomas scored with a broken collarbone against Scotland at Cardiff in 1931. Scotland were leading 8–3 at half-time, and on the re-start he was upended when following up the kick-off and catching the ball. He fell on his left shoulder and knew straight away that his collarbone was gone. But there were no replacements in those days, so Watcyn, who was vice-captain, carried on leading the Welsh pack with his left arm clasped to his chest.


Watcyn Thomas: There was an astonishing sequel to the game. After my shoulder had been strapped up, I took my jersey into the Scottish dressing room to exchange with one of the team – a time-honoured custom – but was ordered out by the stiff-necked Scottish official in charge, because it bordered on professionalism.


Happily, there was the usual intermixing of both sets of players after the game, after which I retired to my hotel bedroom. But I couldn’t sleep; I was in such pain that I paced my bedroom throughout the night. Still, it had been worth it as we went on to defeat France and Ireland and carry off the Championship.


After twenty-three years and nine aborted attempts, the day when England’s hoodoo over Wales finally ended came on 21 January, 1933. The side that travelled in hope of breaking the infamous Twickenham Bogey, as it was known, comprised a mix of youthful college backs and a hard-core of tough forwards. Seven new caps were blooded, including two young students whose names would reverberate through Welsh rugby for the rest of the decade: Viv Jenkins, the Oxford University centre who, in a gamble by the national selectors, had only recently been converted to full back; and Wilf Wooller, a strapping three-quarter who had just left Rydal School in North Wales.


Ronnie Boon: In those days the players only came together on the Friday before an international, travelling up from Cardiff to Richmond. On Saturday morning the forwards got together to agree on how they would pack down and stand in the lineouts, while we backs threw the ball around for a bit.


Viv Jenkins: On the day before the game I knew I was ill. That night I went to bed with whisky and lemon and Saturday morning the sheets were soaking – I ran onto the field at Twickenham fighting a dose of flu.


Watcyn Thomas: In my pre-game pep talk in the dressing room, I didn’t tell my team, as reported in one English newspaper, ‘If you see a dark object on the ground, kick it, it might be the ball; or tread on it, and if it squeals say, “Sorry, old chap,” and carry on.’ What I did say was for all to prepare to inure themselves to the constant Twickenham roar and to regard the game as a hotted-up version of a South Wales club derby game like Llanelli v Swansea. Self-discipline was essential.


Ronnie Boon: Watcyn Thomas was a great captain and in the dressing room he told us to get among them and make them feel uncomfortable. Tackle hard, rattle them around. After he had spoken we felt a sense of freedom and were eager to get out on to the field to play our game. Fifteen minutes before the game was due to start, Walter Rees, secretary of the Welsh Rugby Union and a dominant character in Welsh rugby, came into the dressing room and said: ‘Now boys, I want you to remember this: I don’t want to see you charging for taxis to Cardiff when you put your expenses in.’ Can you believe Walter was worrying about expenses at a time like that?


Watcyn Thomas: England should have scored twice in the opening twenty minutes when Don Burland broke through, but we managed to hold them out. England had wasted chances but the Bogey was still alive – and they went ahead when they scored a controversial try. Lu Booth went racing for the line and passed inside to Walter Elliot, who flung himself over the line when tackled, but the ball had been jerked out of his hands before he could touch it down. The referee awarded the try – maybe he was unsighted.


Ronnie Boon: Shortly after the second half began, Gerrard, the England centre, had to leave the field with an eye injury and Reg Bolton was taken out of their pack. Harry Bowcott, our stand-off half and a magnificent punter of the ball, kept the ball in front of our forwards, who really had their tails up now.


Viv Jenkins: The earth is full of lonely places, but the loneliest of all is the patch of turf occupied by a full back playing in his first international. In a match of many memories, two stand out. One a purely personal one, of horror, when the schoolboy Wooller and myself, both novices, left a high punt to one another in the opening minutes, but somehow managed to scramble out of the mess; the other is of Ronnie Boon dropping a goal when every orthodox canon demanded that he should run for the corner flag. It needed a Boon to get away with it.


Ronnie Boon: An English player fly-kicked off the line. The ball came back to me and I drop-kicked it with my left foot and over the bar it went. It was so straightforward.


It gave us the lead, as a dropped goal was worth four points in those days. The strange thing, though, was that I dropped the ball not on its point but on its side. Wilf Wooller, who was outside me, said I should have passed as he could have scored between the posts and that try and conversion would have given us five points instead of four. ‘And have you drop the pass,’ I teased him.


Our forwards continued playing a tight, destroying game and carried play back into the English half. A scrum formed, Harry Bowcott feinted to the open-side, Maurice Turnbull served Claud Davey who came blind-side and he made ground brilliantly. I took Claud’s pass and the full back could not stop me touching down. It was a piece of cake.


Watcyn Thomas: There was considerable controversy after the score for Viv Jenkins’s conversion kick sailed at least a yard outside the posts. The Welsh touch judge raised his flag to indicate a goal, but the English touch judge signalled that the kick had failed, and the referee did not blow his whistle.


Viv Jenkins: The Welsh touch judge was my old friend Willie Llewellyn from Bridgend. He’d seen me kick countless such goals. It must have been a knee-jerk reaction for him to raise his flag.


Watcyn Thomas: We celebrated, of course, and I remember one of our reserves noting next morning that I was up surprisingly early, when in fact I had just returned to our hotel at 6.45 a.m.


Viv Jenkins: My temperature after the match was 102 and I was confined to my bed. It was the only time in my life that I missed a post-match dinner.


Viv Jenkins returned from injury to make the trip to Murrayfield a month later when several other judicious alterations to the XV resulted in a welcome change of fortunes. Jenkins then created something of a stir in the Irish match at Swansea by scoring a try from the full back position – the first by a Welsh player in a Test match. He was to make his mark again the next season as the match-winner against Scotland at Cardiff with an out-of-the-blue dropped goal. Jenkins and his former Llandovery College schoolmates Cliff Jones and flanker Arthur Rees, together with Idwal Rees, Geoffrey Rees-Jones and Wilf Wooller in the three-quarter line, and solid scrummagers Tom Rees, Trevor Williams and Jim Lang up front, were emerging as a significant leadership group in a Welsh side which was growing in confidence.


Wilf Wooller: I played for North Wales Schools against Cliff Jones, and it was obvious then that he was an exceptional talent. He was a brilliant outside half with a magnificent side-step. I’ve seen him side-step so quickly that two men moving in to tackle him have collided. He was one of the cleverest, fastest runners I ever saw on a rugby field.


Cliff Jones: No one gets to the top without dedication – I learnt that secret young. For instance, I could side-step off my right foot but not my left, so I went out jinking between a line of stakes, going off my left leg till it came without thinking in matches. The great skill in side-stepping is to accelerate out of it. I practised this at school at Llandovery and at Cambridge University till the balls of my feet were raw and badly cut. There is no substitute for practice. Each day I went out to work at the basic skills, particularly to improve my speed off the mark and my ability to handle the ball in all weathers.


Albert Fear: I was one of the lightest wing-forwards to play for Wales – only eleven stone for my 1934 debut against Scotland at Murrayfield. Following that win, Cliff Jones wrote a kind message on my post-match menu about protecting him: ‘How can I thank you enough for looking after me – you are a veritable wizard and have my heartiest congratulations.’


‘Don’t tell them back home we were beaten because of schoolboys.’ That was the remark attributed to New Zealand captain Jack Manchester after his men were beaten 11–3 by Swansea in a history-making game early in the 1935–36 All Blacks tour of Britain and Ireland.


Swansea’s win, the first by any club against New Zealand, was the springboard for Wales’s most successful season between the wars and made the selection of Haydn Tanner a foregone conclusion. The wiry scrum half was thus awarded his first Welsh cap at the tender age of eighteen and would monopolise the position in the national side until he retired fourteen years later.


The All Blacks, rocked by the unexpected Swansea defeat, had gone on to win twenty tour games on the trot before the day of the Test match in Cardiff. And into the Welsh team came Tanner.


Haydn Tanner: The team was announced on the radio on the previous Saturday night, and, of course, most of the team were established internationals – and legendary figures to me, a schoolboy. The following week passed far too quickly. I had never played with Cliff Jones, so we had two sessions during the week – each lasting approximately an hour-and-a-half. At that time, they were the most exacting training sessions I had ever experienced. I was expected to throw passes from all sorts of positions. One thing that impressed me was Cliff Jones’s speed off the mark and the need to redirect the pass for when he was at top speed.


Wilf Wooller: Waiting for a big game is always a nerve-racking experience. You wait, tensed up, for the start. It creeps nearer. You change, make funny comments, laugh nervously, and suddenly you’re trotting onto the lush green turf with 60,000 people roaring their welcome. You stand for a brief moment opposite the rival team while the national anthems are played. You look at them, sizing them up: they look big. You tell yourself that they’re human, beatable.


Haydn Tanner: The dressing room was electric. To say I was nervous is a masterly understatement. I had to force myself to hide my feelings.


Arthur Rees: When Cyril Gadney turned up at the packed stadium to referee, he was told: ‘No ticket, no entry.’ When Gadney replied that he was the referee, he was told: ‘We’ve had twelve of them already.’


Wilf Wooller: The weather was perfect. Cold and crisp from the severe overnight frost. The Arms Park was packed to capacity, and the singing rose on the still air in glorious choral harmony. It was both an inspiration to the chosen Welsh XV and a war challenge to the All Blacks. I was selected to play on the wing. A typical oddity of the selectors because, with rare exceptions, I had played all my life in the centre. Indeed, the first touch on my side found me wondering who was supposed to be throwing in the ball until someone called my name.


Arthur Rees: Before the game I spoke to our forwards about the genius, the strength and skills of our fantastic backs. They could beat the world, I said, so it was to be our privilege and opportunity of unleashing them on the All Blacks through two-handed balls from the lineout, quick heels from the loose and sound, solid scrummaging. No rough stuff unless they start it, I added. We want to play rugby: I’ll tell you ‘when’ if they start it, and then everybody in.


Wilf Wooller: Haydn Tanner, not yet nineteen, was playing like a veteran at the base of the scrum and holding Joey Sadler, the All Blacks’ scrum half, with some ease. Claud Davey was tackling as though he intended to go right through the opposition and come out on the other side. The crowd were bubbling with excitement although little did they know what fireworks were to explode in the second half.


Arthur Rees: The All Blacks were quicker to settle down than we were, but behind the scrum our players were superb, composed and brilliant. Claud Davey got Charles Oliver with one of his special tackles, Vivian Jenkins tackled George Hart into touch near the corner flag, and already Cliff Jones had twinkle-toed his way right up to the New Zealand line, beating men on a sixpence and disappearing like light, with Wilfred Wooller in support, as always. Only desperate cover stopped a great try.


Wilf Wooller: Almost immediately after the start of the second half, Cliff Jones went away, short-kicked perfectly, and Claud Davey gathered to score under the posts. Jenkins converted, and the crowd went mad. Then I broke clear, kicked ahead and then over-ran the ball on the goal line. But Rees-Jones dashed up in support to touch down and Jenkins again converted. The All Blacks were rattled badly, but Gilbert steadied them with a drop goal, and twenty-five minutes later Hart snapped up a great opportunist try, Gilbert converted and the Arms Park gave a sickening lurch as New Zealand took the lead 12–10.


Arthur Rees: We were taking over up front, and Claud Davey knew that behind we had it all set up for fast, open rugby. We scored ten points in as many minutes in the second half. Haydn Tanner was sending Cliff Jones away on the burst, and Cliff was finding Wooller, whose long, raking strides were eating up space like a robot. I was soon brought to earth when our hooker, Donald Tarr, was carried off with a fractured vertebra, so there we were 10–12 down with ten minutes to play, without a hooker.


Don Tarr: I think it was my own fault. I’d heeled the ball and was looking through my legs as Tanner swept it away. Then the scrum collapsed and my neck went. I never lost consciousness. I said: ‘Don’t touch me. I’ve broken my neck.’ Gadney would not allow anyone to pick me up.


Wilf Wooller: With the mist coming down and Don Tarr carried off with a broken neck, we somehow rallied: along came the quick heel, the Tanner pass, the Jones burst, and I was through.


Arthur Rees: Wooller was running faster than I had ever seen him run before. The cover was getting to him, but he drew them all, then chipped a little beauty over their full back. We were all in full cry. Wooller missed the bounce and hurtled into the straw, but the happy hunter, Rees-Jones, again swept up the ball and scored. Now it was Wales up 13–12. The game was over, and the heavens opened with caps, bowlers, flags and cushions flying everywhere. We had won a splendid, rip-roaring, sporting game, never to be forgotten. Wales erupted that night, coal output leapt for months, the world was young again.


Viv Jenkins: England went on to beat New Zealand after us. Prince Obolensky was their star. A fortnight after England beat the All Blacks we played them at Swansea and I was selected and naturally wanted to see what these tries of Obolensky’s were like. So I went to a news-flick place in The Strand and paid a shilling, sat down and the two tries came – blip, blip like that, quickly, in three minutes. I thought I must see these again. I stayed in another hour through all these awful cartoons to see it again. I stayed there for four hours to see this thing four times before I went. He only had one chance all game at Swansea and I remember putting him down in the straw under the stand.


Wilf Wooller: We met England on 18 January and the result was a pointless draw. It was a typical, hard-fought, England–Wales defensive duel of the thirties. No quarter asked, none given. We still went on to win the Championship.


Cliff Jones: I retired in 1938. I just felt incapable of producing my best form week in, week out. And there were tremendous pressures on me; wing-forwards just stood out of the general play and were often with me long before the ball.


Claud Davey: As far as I am concerned Cliff Jones retired too early.


Wilf Wooller: He’d suffered several broken bones.


Cliff Jones: I broke my leg playing in America in 1934, and then broke my collarbone in a club game for Cardiff against Swansea in 1937. But I didn’t retire in 1938 because of injuries. Really it was to sit my law finals, and the truth is that I was ready to come back in 1939 – I was only twenty-four then – but war came, and that was that. By the time I returned from the war I had had it.


Wilf Wooller: Cliff had many of the characteristics of the prima donna – he only played when he felt he was himself in top form (I would have capped him in spite of this); he inevitably came out of the tunnel on to the field long after the team, and the crowd erupted to greet him – he was one of the all-time greats.


Haydn Tanner: Willie Davies was the better team man, but Cliff Jones was the more brilliant individual. Wilf Wooller was a bloody awful rugby player, but he was a match-winner and you always had to pick him. Idwal Rees, on the other hand, was a marvellous footballer, but you could not compare him with Wilf as a match-winner.


The 1939–40 rugby season in Wales should have been the most intense international campaign for twelve years. France, separated rather than divorced from the Five Nations since 1931 because they were suspected of paying some of their players, had finally been invited to rejoin the International Championship, and a full-scale tour of Europe by the Wallabies was arranged. However, the season turned out to be the shortest on record. After just one first-class match in Wales, between Cardiff and Bridgend played on Saturday 2 September, 1939, Britain declared war on Germany the next day, and for the second time in twenty-five years the WRU suspended organised rugby.


The significant social lesson grasped during the First World War had been the important role sport played in maintaining civilian morale in times of gloom and hardship. By the end of September 1939, an informal season was announced and many fixtures took place between service units, students and even the clubs. Cardiff, in particular, made huge efforts to continue playing, actively recruiting from reserved occupations, including mining, and servicemen stationed nearby. The policy paid off. Emerging talents of the calibre of Bleddyn Williams, Jack Matthews, Maldwyn James, Frank Trott and Billy Cleaver were introduced to senior rugby.


Mercifully fewer were killed in action between 1939 and 1945 than in the First World War, but the three Welsh internationals who were casualties included two who had made their sole appearances among the thirteen new caps at Cardiff in 1934: Cecil Davies and John Evans. The third former Welsh cap who fell in the war was Maurice Turnbull, who had played scrum half in the first Welsh victory at Twickenham in 1933.


Wilf Wooller became Welsh sport’s best-known prisoner-of-war. Wooller was commissioned into the Royal Artillery before going out to Java early in 1942. There was no news of his whereabouts for several months and he was officially posted as missing until reports reached Wales that he was being held by the Japanese. When he returned home nearly four years later he was a mere shadow of the strapping three-quarter who owed his rugby fame to those prodigious deeds against the 1935 All Blacks. He never played rugby seriously again.


ROLL OF HONOUR 1939–1945


DAVIES, Cecil Rhys. Killed in action during operations with the Royal Air Force over Brittany, France, on 24 December, 1941.


EVANS, John Raymond. Killed in action serving with the Parachute Regiment near Tunis in North Africa, on 8 March, 1943.


TURNBULL, Maurice Joseph Lawson. Killed in action with the Welsh Guards near Montchamp, Normandy, France, on 5 August, 1944.




THREE


GWILLIAM RAN THE SHOW


Welsh club rugby was quickly back in harness when peace returned. The austerity of ration-book Britain allied to the release from the grave challenges of war brought crowds hungry for entertainment flocking to Saturday-afternoon sport up and down the land. In Wales, rugby enjoyed a post-war boom with Cardiff, Newport, Swansea and Llanelli box-office draws. At the bomb-damaged Arms Park, attendances for Cardiff matches against their main rivals often exceeded 40,000, and when Cardiff played Newport in February 1951, there were officially 48,500 present, a peak for a club match which stood until the professional era more than forty-five years later. Valley clubs flourished, too. Newbridge had built a strong pack around players in reserved occupations during the war and Maesteg were steadily improving. The future looked rosy when Haydn Tanner, a recent Cardiff recruit from Swansea, led Wales against England in Cardiff in January 1947 in the first official Test for eight years in the United Kingdom.


Bleddyn Williams: It was an all-ticket match and because the North Stand seating hadn’t yet been repaired after bomb damage, only 43,000 spectators saw the game. Wales were out and away favourites, and I felt a surge of pride as the Welsh national anthem swelled from the thousands of throats and thundered into the still air.


I pulled a thigh muscle in the very first minute as I sprinted to gather a rolling ball. Haydn Tanner saw my look of distress, and quietly understood its meaning. It must have been a big blow to the skipper to know his fly half was now at least a yard slower than expected. However, we hid the fact from the English back row, and I made no attempts to break. It was really galling to see gaps that I could have sped through. Of course, I should have requested Tanner swap me with Billy Cleaver. If I had changed, then Cleaver may well have sliced through and brought Wales victory instead of defeat in that first match of the Championship.


Billy Cleaver: On the morning of my first selection for Wales I was called from the coalface to the mine boss’s office. He said: ‘Hello, Cleaver. I hear you’ve been picked for Wales this weekend.’ ‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘Congratulations,’ he said. ‘Take Saturday morning off.’ Thanking him, I said that I would, to which he responded: ‘Good, good, come in on Sunday instead.’


For the first seventy-odd years of the twentieth century, matches in the International Championship conformed to a fixed pattern. Wales always opened their campaigns against England in mid-January, then played Scotland on the first Saturday of February, and the Irish and French matches were staged in March. Glyn Davies was called up at fly half for Wales’s 22–8 win at Murrayfield, with Bleddyn Williams now partnering Billy Cleaver in the centre. Wales also blooded two popular Cardiff forwards who were to play significant roles in the years ahead – Cliff Davies coming in to the front row and Bill Tamplin, a goal-kicking lineout expert entering the second row. The Welsh back division finally realised its potential and the three-quarters scored five tries with Glyn Davies, Bleddyn Williams and Cleaver whipping the small band of Welsh supporters in the crowd into a frenzy by finding countless openings in a porous Scottish defence.


The 1947 Irish match had to be postponed because of a frozen ground so Wales’s third opponents that season were the French in Paris where Wales won thanks to a Tamplin penalty goal. But events preceding the game threw the Byzantine political workings of the WRU into sharp focus when George Parsons, the young Newport second row, was withdrawn from the team while on his way to Paris. He had boarded a carriage at Newport station where he was seen engaging in a brief but earnest conversation with Captain Walter Rees, the octogenarian who had been in the thick of the union as its secretary for more than fifty years. Moments later Parsons was back on the platform. It had been rumoured that he had signed for a rugby league club and it was known that he had resigned his position as a policeman. On the strength of the rumour and the circumstantial evidence of his leaving the Monmouthshire force he was summarily dismissed from the Welsh XV, never again played for Wales and eventually threw in his lot with St Helens rugby league club in 1948.


Into the vacancy stepped Newport’s Bob Evans for the first of his ten Welsh caps. He positively bristled with energy in Paris and sealed a flying start to his Welsh career a week later when he and his back row colleague Gwyn Evans hounded the life out of the Irish half backs in the re-arranged match at Swansea. Evans scored the only try of the match from a Tanner break and another Tamplin penalty projected Wales to a 6–0 win that secured a share of the Five Nations title with England, who astonishingly had been hammered 22–0 by Ireland in Dublin.


Bleddyn Williams: A marvellous tale is of WG Jones, a great prop and cousin of the incomparable Cliff Davies. WG arrived at Cardiff station to wave goodbye to the Welsh team off to play Scotland at Murrayfield in 1947. Chatting idly to the team before departure, non-international Jones was handed a train ticket by the then WRU secretary, Captain Walter Rees, who must have assumed from WG’s cauliflower ears that he was one of the travelling party. The short of it was that he had a wonderful weekend at the expense of the WRU, completely unnoticed by the powers that be, and treasured it as the escapade of a lifetime.


Bob Evans: We had some pretty useful players. Ken Jones was a great athlete and an outstanding defensive wing three-quarter; Haydn Tanner an outstanding scrum half whom I place second only to the great Gareth Edwards, but only because the latter’s highlights were repeatedly screened during the television age; and Rees Stephens, a strong forward who knew how to use his elbows and cope with the opponents of his day. He was a dedicated and very fit player.


Handel Greville: My selection for the 1947 Wallabies match was a surprise, because I had not taken part, or even been nominated as a reserve, in any of the trials. I read of my selection on the news placards at Cardiff station on my way to the pre-match run-out. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I was flabbergasted at the thought of playing for my country in place of the injured Haydn Tanner. I don’t remember much about the training session. I was longing to get home to my family to see their reaction.


No one outside Llanelli had heard of the name Greville. I went for a haircut on the Friday morning and I remember the barber saying as he was cutting my hair, how lucky Greville was to get his cap and how hopeless Wales’s chances were without the famous Haydn Tanner.


On the day of the match I travelled up by train from Llanelli and could hear the name Greville mentioned frequently. Everyone was bemoaning the fact that Tanner was not playing. This made me all the more determined to do well. In the dressing room I could hear Cwm Rhondda. It sent shivers down my spine and made me tingle with excitement. I always had butterflies before a match, but never like this one – and worse was to come as we stood in the middle of the field listening to the national anthem being sung. I could feel everyone’s eyes looking for the chap who was substituting for Haydn Tanner.


I was eager to get the feel of the ball and to get my first pass to my outside half, Glyn Davies. I didn’t have to wait very long because we had a scrum straight from the kick-off. I put the ball in – it came out on our side and was I glad to see Glyn taking my pass in his stride and getting the line moving. From that moment the crowd were all rooting for me. When I was chaired off the field I thought what a difference one-and-a-half hours had made. They were still talking of Greville, but now a little kinder.


Clem Thomas: I well remember my first game for Wales in 1949 against France in Paris when my captain, Haydn Tanner, did not speak more than a couple of words to me throughout the weekend. His team talk was of such brevity that I was totally unaware of any tactics to be employed. The result was that we played like a scratch team and lost.


Haydn Tanner: The committee travelled first-class and we, the players, travelled third. At the Paris hotel in 1949, we waited while they and their wives sorted out their rooms, and I went berserk. They also asked us to present a bill and receipts for our expenses, which were about three shillings [15p] a man. I was so angry that I told them of my contempt for them and I believe that I was the first captain to put the players’ needs on a decent footing.


Clem Thomas: Such was Tanner’s stature in the game at that time, that he was the only person I knew who could get away with it.


Bleddyn Williams: The Wooden Spoon for Wales was the humiliation of the 1948–49 season. It was Tanner’s last season and his dearest ambition was to lead a Welsh Triple Crown team. He never did, and I have never forgotten the criticism showered on him for his captaincy of the Welsh team at Murrayfield in 1949. Tanner’s shoulders were broad, and he took all the criticism with the same indefatigable outlook with which he bore the brunt of the opponents’ offensive on the field. He never flinched in the interests of saving his team under pressure and shouldered criticism with the same stoic outlook.


Welsh rugby enjoyed a golden era between 1950 and 1952, winning two Grand Slams and supplying more than half the tourists for the first British & Irish Lions tour of the post-war era.


The new captain in charge against England at Twickenham in 1950 was John Gwilliam who had served as a lieutenant with the Royal Tank Regiment in the after-waves of the 1944 Normandy landings that set in train the liberation of Western Europe. After demobilisation, he returned to Cambridge to complete his education, won Blues in 1947 and 1948, and became a history teacher. Austere and aloof almost to the point of being remote from his colleagues, he nevertheless commanded the respect of all who came into professional or playing contact with him. The strength of his personality and the magnificent team spirit he engendered were about to pay handsome dividends for Welsh rugby.


Rex Willis, the new scrum half, continued where Haydn Tanner had left off to provide a smooth link between pack and back line, and with eighteen-year-old Llanelli full back Lewis Jones among the six new caps at Twickenham, Wales possessed the initiative to spark success and Jones’s genius was encouraged to flourish.


Bleddyn Williams: ‘Where will Wales find a scrum half?’ was the cry when Tanner departed. Cardiff, too, were worried. They never expected to fill the maestro’s boots with a player of the same calibre. Many people claim Rex Willis to be every bit as good as his illustrious predecessor. I played behind both, and found the difference almost imperceptible. Both were brilliant; both received glowing praise in victory; both were subjected to criticism behind a beaten pack. To me, they are synonymous.


Lewis Jones: On a beautifully mild January afternoon in 1950, I followed John Gwilliam and the rest of my teammates out into the babble of noise and excitement that surrounded the verdant green turf of Twickenham to win my first cap for Wales. I savour the thrill of pride that tingled through my whole being as Welsh trainer, Ray Lewis, handed me the scarlet jersey with the three feathers gleaming silvery against the sombre background of the dressing room. I felt that sinking feeling in the pit of the stomach as I stood for the playing of the national anthem. I recall too John Gwilliam – he must have been a psychologist as well as a great captain – handing me the bright yellow ball, with the instruction, ‘Far downfield as you can, Lewis.’ I took him at his word, kicked deep into the England twenty-five, and the battle was on.


John Gwilliam: At half-time we were losing 3–0 and we were beginning to wonder if there was some magic attached to the English team on their home ground.


Lewis Jones: Murray Hofmeyr [England’s full back] failed to make touch in our half, and as I retrieved the ball and shaped to make the angle for my own kick back, I noticed that the England follow-up was slow and disjointed. I moved infield, dummied left, switched right, and raced through a gap right up to the English twenty-five, where I found supporting forwards at my elbow. Chunky Cliff Davies was one of them and he took the final pass and scored, amid a din that seemed likely to lift the roof off the Twickenham stands. I missed the conversion, but early in the second half was able to bang over a penalty and convert a try. I’ll never forget the thrill of being chaired off the field along with skipper John Gwilliam.


John Gwilliam: The enthusiasm and ability of our young team were the principal causes of success in this game, but the experience of Jack Matthews was an important factor. At Swansea, in January, 1951, Jack made a straight burst through the centre to score under the posts. The Welsh touch judge stood behind the posts for the conversion and heard one English player consoling another by saying, ‘Of course you can’t stop him, he’s made of iron.’


Lewis Jones: Ireland were now the last obstacle between us and an objective that had eluded Welsh XVs for thirty-nine years – the Triple Crown. John Gwilliam implemented his own ideas of psychological warfare by throwing our dressing-room door wide open so that the Irish team could hear our singing.


Malcolm Thomas: At Ravenhill, the tension was tremendous. Ireland had been Triple Crown champions for the previous two years and were determined not to surrender the Crown lightly. With the final whistle near, Billy Cleaver robbed Jack Kyle, fed Matthews who found Lewis Jones and his pass cleared the way for me to race to the corner.


Billy Cleaver: He was over, but so was the flag. There were a few seconds of agonised waiting. The referee indicated the line for the kick. We were ahead. The next three minutes were the longest any fifteen players ever played. But it was over and the Triple Crown, that mythical prize, was back in Wales.


Celebrations were muted when, the next day, an aircraft carrying Welsh fans back from Ireland crashed near Cardiff with the loss of eighty lives. There was a minute’s silence and buglers sounded the Last Post in memory of the air disaster before the French match kicked off at Cardiff a fortnight later.


John Gwilliam: It only remained for us to play France at Cardiff, and here, in beautiful sunshine, Wales celebrated with a carefree win.


Malcolm Thomas: We romped home to a Grand Slam with a 21–0 victory.


Wales opened the 1951 Five Nations by overwhelming England 23–5. It was as powerful and polished a display at Swansea as any seen since the war. Surely nothing could stop Wales from achieving back-to-back Grand Slams?


But the story of Welsh rugby is punctuated by results where seemingly invincible XVs have been inexplicably beaten. Arguably the most famous Welsh setback came out of the blue at Murrayfield in February 1951 when John Gwilliam’s Grand Slammers were thumped by the staggering margin of nineteen points without reply. It was a result that stunned the rugby world. A side that had only three weeks earlier beaten England by eighteen points – a huge margin considering the scoring values and laws of the time – had its ambitions to retain the Championship title completely decimated. The attendance was reported as 80,000 – a then record for an international rugby match – and 20,000 of those were Welsh spectators expecting victory.


Glyn Davies: John Gwilliam devoted more thought to the game than any other captain. He also had the ability to needle well-seasoned internationals into giving of their best. That side at Murrayfield in 1951 disintegrated more than any other I have known. Gwilliam was quite unable to rally us.


Lewis Jones: To blame Gwilliam’s captaincy in Scotland was unfair because that afternoon the Scottish forwards would have devoured any opposition. For his sin, John was relieved of the captaincy.


Bleddyn Williams: The truth of the Murrayfield Disaster was that the forwards failed. Here was a test for John Gwilliam, and he proved unequal to the demand. Other players, too, were found wanting, and the Welsh illusion of supreme confidence in their ability to conquer, was rudely shattered by the flailing Scotsmen. Having beaten England 23–5, Wales scoffed at any talk of ‘don’t underrate the Scots’. We scoffed and we paid the price.


Cliff Morgan: It takes defeat and disappointment to effect change. Disaster in Scotland in February in 1951 brought new ideas and a relatively new-look Welsh team to meet Ireland at Cardiff. My mother was listening to the wireless with her head down near the kitchen copper boiler when the side was finalised. When she heard my name read out she jumped up so excitedly that she hit her head and knocked herself unconscious.


It was Jack Kyle’s twenty-first cap for Ireland. It was my first. Ireland had already beaten England and Scotland. I slept little for the five nights before the game. The Welsh selectors couldn’t make up their minds about five of the positions until the Monday evening before the big day. Des O’Brien, my friend and colleague in the Cardiff team [and Ireland’s number eight], sent me a telegram, ‘Congratulations, Cliff bach – is your life insured?’


Still, I had the greatest scrum half of them all, Rex Willis, to care for me and Jack Matthews and Bleddyn Williams were outside to take the attention away from me. I would survive because of them. Kyle scored a beautiful try – big Ben Edwards hit an enormous penalty. A draw satisfied neither side. But I did learn that day that the odd gap was there for a man of courage who would go hard. I sensed the possibility of bringing the blistering Olympic speed of Ken Jones into action.


Ben Edwards: What’s it like to line up in the red shirt of Wales? It’s all very unreal until the morning of the match, when your stomach suddenly feels weak. In the dressing room you’re having a rub down and the trainer cracks a joke. But nothing registers. You are in a daze, you feel a little sick, the shirt is a bit tight.


At last, action. The call for photographs and, as the door opens, the singing of Cwm Rhondda by 50,000 Welshmen sends a shiver down your spine. The referee calls the captains together. Then, to a tremendous roar you follow your skipper onto the field. The double-decker stand sends an echo onto the field. You are choking, crying, shivering and sweating. A magnificent moment that will live with you forever.


The tributes over, the crowd roars, the whistle blows and the battle is on. Nothing matters then, only victory.


Cliff Morgan: Wales were again in search of the Triple Crown in 1952 and took as fine a team as any outside half would wish to play in to Twickenham. John Gwilliam had the pack going tremendously well – Rex Willis was playing superbly, and Alun and Malcom Thomas, Lewis and Ken Jones made a fine three-quarter line in front of Gerwyn Williams.


What happened is now history. England scored early on – twice – then came the try! Rex Willis aimed to pass – paused long enough to get his pass behind the back of Don White who thundered towards me. The Willis pass was short and accurate and the gap was made. After forty yards with Alun and Malcolm Thomas blocked, Ken Jones appeared on the right. With only full back Bill Hook to beat, and he was committed to running diagonally for me, Ken called for the reverse pass.


No one could catch the Olympic sprinter over the final fifty yards. I sat on the halfway line and watched. The score came because the move was different, as was Ken’s second try, made by the genius of Lewis Jones. It was a notable victory.


The one thing that spoiled the day for me was the WRU’s treatment of Jack Matthews. Bleddyn had been forced to cry off, and Jack was called up. Assuming that he was going to play, he travelled up to London overnight on the sleeper and reported to our hotel in Richmond. It was only when we got to Twickenham that he found out he wasn’t playing. The selectors had decided to play Alun Thomas in the centre instead of him – they didn’t even give him a ticket to watch the match. It was an Englishman, Surgeon-Captain Ginger Osborne, who had been manager of the 1950 Lions, who came to the rescue. He had a spare ticket and they sat together.


I remember Jack coming into the dressing room and asking the selectors angrily, ‘Why the hell did you send for me, when you’ve got a man here already?’ He was furious, and because he was a fairly tough character, and as a doctor was used to being treated with a bit of respect, he really told them some home truths. Selectors were a law unto themselves in those days and extremely inconsiderate. They didn’t feel they had to explain or apologise. And I suppose we went along with it. We were afraid of speaking out of turn.


The Twickenham game had a terrific effect on our confidence for the rest of the season. John Gwilliam remained our captain. He had strict views on this role and, because his manner was so schoolmasterly, you listened to whatever he said. At that time the Welsh side was an extraordinary combination of labourers, policemen, students and teachers, but he pulled them together as a team.


Ken Jones: John Gwilliam never stopped bullying, cajoling, pleading and praising until our pack was so fired up that it would have taken sledgehammers to subdue them.


Billy Williams: Gwilliam ran the show.


Cliff Morgan: The 1952 side got the reputation of being unorthodox, different and exciting. The match in Dublin has very happy memories for me, even though, as I discovered later, at a certain point during the play I had broken my leg. I didn’t pay much attention to it on the field, but back in the dressing room I was in agony. I was lying in the bath when I was wanted at the top of the stand to be interviewed for the BBC by Eamonn Andrews. ‘Listen, I can’t walk properly. I honestly don’t feel like it.’


‘Get someone to carry him up,’ demanded his producer. So that’s what they did, and Eamonn asked me about Jack Kyle and Ken Jones’s try in the corner. I said to Eamonn: ‘My father lost his teeth, and he wasn’t even playing.’ It was true; I’d been talking to him outside the dressing room. I’d given him my one complimentary ticket, and it was an awful seat in the corner of the stand next to Roy John’s mother. At least it was an awful seat until Ken Jones scored his try in the corner just below them. They saw it perfectly, Dad jumped up and shouted and spat his top set of teeth fifteen rows in front of him. He never did get them back.


Then followed the most extraordinary night. I struggled into my dinner suit, and after the official meal, I was carried on Lewis Jones’s back to the dances. Lewis plonked me on a seat with a beer. When I got home my mother said something that struck me as very acute: ‘You’re no longer ours. You belong to everyone now.’ And it was true. You couldn’t lead the same sort of life ever again. Everybody, on the bus and in the street, felt entitled to a few moments of your attention.


Lewis Jones: The stage was now set for a grand Championship finale with the French. What the large crowd at Swansea witnessed was a thoroughly inept and disjointed exhibition – one of my bad days when I missed tackles, passes and even goal kicks.


John Gwilliam: France were always a bit difficult to play against. Their back row came around the edge of scrums to kick the ball. If that wasn’t within reach they kicked your shins, or even your ribs. They might even bite you. Basquet once put his teeth into me and bit a chunk of flesh from around my ribs.


Lewis Jones: We won in the end, but only on the strength of a drop goal by Alun Thomas, and two penalty goals belatedly kicked by myself. So ended my international career for Wales in rugby union. I had enjoyed every minute of it.


Terry Davies: Being in the Royal Marines, I found myself on one of the highest points on Dartmoor for a spot of grenade training after the team to face England in the 1953 Five Nations had been finalised. In between the explosions we heard the sound of a jeep making its way up from the valley below. When it arrived, a sergeant jumped out and asked, ‘Have you got a Private Davies here? The Commanding Officer wants to see him immediately.’ I thought I must have done something wrong.


When we arrived at the barracks I was marched to the CO’s office. The CO stood up behind his desk and reached his hand out to shake mine. ‘Congratulations Davies, you’ve been selected to play for Wales.’ It was a bit surreal trying to comprehend my call-up while on the base.


I made the long journey home from Plymouth on the Thursday, arriving quietly in Bynea where I enjoyed a little celebration with my family. On the Friday I caught the train to Cardiff to meet up with the team. I got up early the next morning and my mother had been to the market to get me some cockles and laverbread to go with my bacon and egg.


The dressing room was quiet, nobody had much to say, everyone was preoccupied with their own thoughts and rituals. Then came the magic moment when the jersey was handed to me by the trainer. I couldn’t take my eyes off it.


I don’t remember much about the game because it really did fly by so quickly. I kicked a penalty in the first half but the English ran out 8–3 winners.


Cliff Morgan: Rex Willis and I played for Cardiff at Bath that day. Afterwards we got the train back to Cardiff, and at about nine o’clock met three of the Big Five, the Welsh selectors. ‘Where were you two today? We voted for you to play, you know.’ Which must have been the first time that three selectors had ever been out-voted by the other two. The incident told me something about the small-mindedness of the selectors. They were already making their excuses; they didn’t want to admit they were wrong – as they often were.


John Gwilliam: On my last appearance at Swansea, against Ireland in 1953, I was forced to travel from Worcester on the Saturday morning. I had started on my way on the Friday afternoon but owing to the excitement of the previous night, when our first son was born, I travelled some way without my rugby boots and had to turn back to collect them. I eventually crawled into Swansea station after 2.00 p.m. – with kick-off at 3.00 p.m. A policeman on point duty put things right by stopping the traffic and insisting that the next car took me to the ground.


Terry Davies: The final game of the Championship was away to France. We took the train to Dover and then a boat across the Channel and then on to Paris. It was a wild day and everybody was seasick but none more so than Clem Thomas, who would be sick on a pedalo. I’d never seen anybody be so sick in all my life, but at least it stopped him talking for a while.


One of the biggest characters in our team was policeman Dai Davies. He was the roughest character I’d ever seen. We changed next to each other. I was ready within a few minutes but Dai had to go through a pre-match ritual. First he put a bandana on, then a handful of Vaseline which he smeared all over his forehead, cheeks and knees, then it was the horse liniment. It was an amazing sight altogether.


Cliff Morgan: The French match is shadowy. I played four times for Wales at Stade Colombes, and all that comes back out of the mists of 1953 is what a dreadful place it was to play. You came out of the dressing rooms, which always looked tatty, and up through a tunnel behind the posts. Around the pitch was a running track, which meant the crowd was a long way away from you.


Terry Davies: It was a fast and open game and we won 6–3. I thoroughly enjoyed my first season of international rugby and it was exhilarating playing alongside my heroes: John Gwilliam, Bleddyn Williams, Ken Jones and Billy Williams. We had a good crowd of boys.


The Fourth All Blacks came to Cardiff Arms Park on 19 December, 1953, and the question on everyone’s lips was whether Wales had discovered a team capable of beating them for a third time.


Cardiff scrum half Sid Judd scored a first-half try but New Zealand held an 8–5 lead at half-time and the All Blacks were looking comfortably in control as the game entered its final quarter. To add to Wales’s woes, Gareth Griffiths had to leave the field with a dislocated shoulder. Griffiths, however, shrugged off medical advice and returned to herald a magnificent Welsh revival. Nine minutes from time Gwyn Rowlands equalised with a penalty from in front of the posts and as the match headed for a draw, Griffiths took the game to the New Zealanders deep in their own half. The ball reached Clem Thomas slightly isolated near the touchline. There had been doubts about whether he would play as he had been involved in a car accident travelling to Cardiff on the eve of the match. But with a stroke of genius the Swansea open-side put in a high-risk, high-reward cross kick to his right. There, Ken Jones, the Newport Express, steamed up to latch on to the bounce of the century and score to the right of the posts. Rowlands converted to make the final score 13–8.


Bleddyn Williams: I can never hope to recapture the excitement of beating New Zealand in 1953 in words. The thunder of the crowd drummed in our ears.


Cliff Morgan: There are only two kinds of bounces, lucky and unlucky, and this one couldn’t have been kinder. Ken Jones, steaming up, plucked the ball out of the air and scored under the posts to win the match for us. What makes that story more extraordinary is that Ivor Jones, a great back row forward for Wales in his day, who was working the touchline that afternoon, claimed to have had a hand in that try. I can see Ivor now: blazer, grey trousers tucked into his socks, flag in hand. Ivor always said afterwards, ‘I told Clem to cross kick.’


Bryn Meredith: I started off at West Monmouthshire Grammar School as a second-row forward and then as prop. I got my Welsh Secondary Schools cap as a prop. I played for the Royal Navy as a prop and when I left the Navy I went to Rodney Parade and thought if I was going to get a Welsh cap I should play at prop as I would get two chances instead of one. So I decided to ask Newport to consider me as a prop, which they did. I played prop for Newport against the All Blacks and a week later Wales picked me as hooker. I’d have probably still been a prop if I’d not got my cap at that time.


I remember vividly the pride I felt when I was given my first Welsh jersey, I felt ten feet tall and six feet broad, but five minutes after the start of my first game against Ireland in 1954, I was hoping that I was less conspicuous. In the first three scrums I had given away three penalties. I remember thinking in my already exhausted state, ‘This is my first and probably my last cap.’ However, after these early transgressions everything slipped into gear and went right for me from then on. The first cap is the one you’re after. The second is just as important if only to prove that the first wasn’t a mistake.


The stand-out performances by Welsh players of the mid-fifties were achieved not in the red shirts of the Principality but in the red shirts of the British and Irish Lions on the high veldt of South Africa in 1955. Front rowers Billy Williams, Bryn Meredith and Courtenay Meredith; Rhys Williams, Russell Robins and Clem Thomas. It was a team of talented backs ignited by Cliff Morgan, the Welsh fly half showing that he was the finest player of his generation.


Morgan was, therefore, the obvious choice to captain Wales when the 1956 Five Nations resumed in January at Twickenham. The six returning members of the Lions pack were his trusty lieutenants, and fresh pace and initiative were injected by the three new caps behind the scrum: Harry Morgan and Lynn Davies in the three-quarter line, and Onllwyn Brace as Morgan’s new partner at scrum half.


Cliff Morgan: Captains didn’t have any great influence in my day because the selectors kept switching the job around; I know I played under nine of them. I used to give a dressing room talk before the match. There was no brilliant tactical thinking involved; it was all fire and brimstone. We won the Championship outright that year despite losing to Ireland in Dublin.


I was dropped as captain in 1957. I don’t know quite why. Perhaps the selectors didn’t either, for over the next two seasons, which brought my international career to a close, we were captained first by Malcolm Thomas, then Rees Stephens and finally Clem Thomas. Although we had great continuity in team selection, we had no continuity in captaincy. If I had to choose one game from my last two years in the Welsh side, Stade Colombes in March 1957 would be it. It was no accident that three of our tries came from the pack and two of these from front row forwards: Ray Prosser and Bryn Meredith, the backbone of our team. Rhys Williams was a colossus.


In 1958 France discovered a new leader, Lucien Mias, to motivate a team that found its mojo in an earth-shattering 19–0 defeat of the Wallabies. Now, an unchanged XV enjoyed its finest hour to send Wales’s Championship hopes plunging to the depths with a maiden Cardiff victory that brought the curtain down on Cliff Morgan’s career. It was not the way Cliff would have wanted to depart from a scene he had graced with distinction during a twenty-nine-cap career which was a new appearance record for the iconic Welsh fly half position. Many, anticipating the huge void his retirement would leave, hoped that he might have second thoughts. He was only twenty-seven.


Cliff Morgan: Some of the press stories on why I had retired were that I was worried I was losing my pace, or that I was jaded after playing too much rugby. The explanation was much simpler. I couldn’t afford to go on playing big time rugby. If I had continued, I’d have been in the running for another, bigger tour at the end of the next season: the Lions to New Zealand. I couldn’t contemplate another six months off work.


Haydn Morgan: I got my first cap in 1958, against England, and played in a jersey without a Welsh badge, as did all the team on that day. As the only newcomer in the Welsh side, I can claim to be the first player in Welsh rugby history to get a cap before an official Welsh jersey!


I trained twice a week, cross-country running with my boxer dog and in my parachutist’s kit, including old army boots, through the bogs and up the slopes of the mountain above Trinant. When you were on top of the mountain you sometimes wondered if it was all worthwhile. And then every time you turned out for Wales you realised it was.


Carwyn James: Our 16–6 defeat by France at the end of the season was a bad day for Wales but a great day for rugby football.


Dewi Bebb: I will always remember my debut against England at Cardiff in 1959. Beforehand I was worried about marking the great Peter Jackson whose reputation as a Lion and try-getter had travelled to Cardiff long before the team arrived. It was a dreadful day and the Arms Park was covered in mud. I was nervous donning my jersey, but proud of the emblem of the Prince of Wales’s feathers, and felt much better when the crowd burst forth to sing Hen Wlad Fy Nhadau. I threw in at a lineout fifteen yards from the English line. It was said that the ball ‘was tapped back to me’ for my run inside Peter Jackson for the try. In fact, Rhys Williams admitted he’d tried to catch it, but that it bounced off his hand towards me. My biggest disappointment was that, although my mother and brothers saw me score the try, my late father, who died four years earlier, missed what would have been for him a big thrill.


Terry Davies: Having been a star in New Zealand with the 1959 Lions I was selected by Wales, more on reputation than merit, for the first game, at Twickenham against England in 1960. We lost by 14–6. The game marked the arrival of the English outside half Richard Sharp, who ran rings around our open-side flanker, Haydn Morgan, who had had such a good tour in New Zealand. I wasn’t on form either, and never really got into the game. Rhys Williams, who was captain, was the same. The fallout saw all the Lions dropped for the next fixture and that prompted Rhys to retire from the game entirely. I was a spectator for the rest of the season, which really hurt.


Alun Pask: It was not until March 1961, after more than two years as a Welsh reserve, that I got my first cap – against France in Paris. I’d appeared in thirteen Welsh Trials and been a reserve thirteen times – I had almost given up hope. When the team was announced I was sitting in a cinema in Blackwood with my fiancée Marilyn. My mother heard the side on the radio and was so excited she came round to the cinema to tell us.


I was back in the reserves when I went to Twickenham in 1962. I had usually been very careful how much I ate before a match, but this time I was getting down to a good meal, thinking I was certain to sit in the stand. Then Haydn Morgan came up and said, ‘Watch it, I think you’re in.’ And at 1.30 p.m., on the coach to the ground, David Jones of Blaina, a selector, told me, ‘You’re playing – David Nash has a cold.’ I played in borrowed boots. I had always looked after mine carefully but this time I’d forgotten them and had to borrow a pair from John Leleu. My father, sitting in the stand, didn’t know until half-time I was playing. We drew 0–0 but I was never dropped after that.


Keith Rowlands: On St David’s Day 1962 I discussed with friends my failure to break into the international team. Three weeks later I’d been capped for Wales and picked for the Lions.


I had been called into the game to form a new second row with David Nash after the Ireland match had been postponed due to the smallpox epidemic here. Wales were languishing near the bottom of the table, while France were at the top and unbeaten in nearly a dozen Five Nations games.


As the game went on, we were leading through a Kelvin Coslett penalty goal to nil, forwards could be heard muttering, almost as if to keep themselves going as well as their teammates, ‘Come on boys, we can beat this lot,’ and, ‘We’ve got them, we’ve got them!’ Alun Pask’s unforgettable last-minute tackle on Henri Rancoule ensured that France were beaten and Wales were once more a force in international rugby. Of the pack that destroyed the mighty French that day six were immediately selected to tour with the Lions and Glyn Davidge was to join us later.


Between 1959 and 1962 there had been five different fly halves, five different scrum halves and five different captains in the seventeen XVs fielded by Wales. This was a churn-rate on a par with the dreadful days of the 1920s. In January 1963, five years since Cliff Morgan’s send-off, they finally installed a settled pair of half backs in David Watkins, the former Wales Youth fly half, and Clive Rowlands, a teacher from Cwmtwrch. Rowlands, moreover, captained the side with an iron fist throughout their partnership.


Watkins had a glowing reputation as a mesmeric runner cast from the same mould as Cliff Morgan. Early in his career he was often criticised for being too individualistic, but cleverly nursed by his captain he grew in confidence as the Welsh number ten and became the kingpin of the back division. Rowlands was a tactical genius with the mind of a chess-master.


The pair were among six new caps blooded against England in 1963. Two of the freshmen were Denzil Williams and Brian Thomas, who would shore up the Welsh tight five with passion, strength and a wealth of scrummaging and mauling skills for the rest of the decade. Then there was Norman Gale, whose only previous cap had been as a late replacement for Bryn Meredith in Dublin in 1960. The Trostre steelworks fitter proved a worthy successor to the Newport rake and quickly established a reputation as a powerful and technically brilliant hooker.


Clive Rowlands: Because of the awful weather we trained indoors at Rodney Parade before the England game. Dai and I had to use a rolled-up tracksuit top as a ball because we’d been told that using a proper rugby ball was too dangerous in case we broke the windows.


David Watkins: As if anxiety about making my Test debut wasn’t enough, the other big fear was that the game might not happen at all because of the weather. Dai Hayward had offered me a lift from Blaina on the Saturday morning but he was delayed by the snow and ice on the roads, so in a panic I begged a lift to the Angel Hotel with a car-load of supporters. Dai made it, but he was a bit white about the gills when he came in.


Clive Rowlands: We drove down in my A35 van to Cardiff, arriving at the team hotel by mid-morning. Lunch was served at midday and it was only then that the prospect of what lay ahead really began to hit home – I was about to lead out the national team in a Test match.


It was so bloody cold. The pipes in the showers were frozen solid and the WRU, not famous for their generosity in those days, bought woollen vests, gloves and shorts to help keep us warm. Kevin Kelleher, the referee, came in and told us that because of the frozen conditions we wouldn’t be going out onto the pitch until after the anthems had been sung. I experienced such a bitter sense of disappointment mixed with rage – the Welsh people out there singing the national anthem in unison while we were still trapped in the changing room.


David Watkins: The walk from the changing room was the longest of my life: we had to troop all the way from the north stand and behind the west terrace before running onto the field from underneath the south stand. Most of the benefit gained by delaying our exit from cosy, warm changing rooms was blown away on the bitter wind that sliced into us from the River Taff. Those eighty minutes were the fastest of my life.


Dai Hayward: The game was an anti-climax. As soon as the straw was cleared the ground began to freeze and it appeared that England had picked better skaters than we had. It started snowing again after the game and I must have been the last driver that night to run the gauntlet of icy roads, massive snowdrifts and a howling blizzard. I eventually got back to Newbridge but, after failing to negotiate Pant Hill, I had to abandon my vehicle. I didn’t see it again for five days.


England won 13–6, but Rowlands plotted to restore winning ways at Murrayfield, a Test of 111 lineouts. In years to come Rowlands would be hailed as a national treasure, but in February 1963 he was public enemy number one for his playing approach. Still, with Wales winning in Scotland for the first time for a decade, Rowlands felt the end justified the means.


Wales played Ireland at the Arms Park and the Welsh public, disillusioned by poor recent results, disappointed by the monotonous kicking tactics of their captain and deterred by disagreeable weather, had gone AWOL. The official attendance was barely 45,000, the lowest for a Cardiff international for many years.


Clive Rowlands: In Scotland I changed the tactics after ten minutes and it brought us success. People may have criticised all the kicking, but as captain of Wales I wanted to win at all costs within the laws. I believed in playing fairly but hard. You could kick directly to touch from anywhere on the field, so that’s what I did.


David Watkins: Beforehand he had told us, ‘One sure way to beat them is to kick, kick, kick. That’s what I’m going to do.’ And he did, one of them a fine dropped goal. For the record, the ball went out of play 111 times, I touched it on only five occasions: once to collect the Scottish kick-off, twice to pick up their grubber kicks, and twice to catch passes from my scrum half. But we were happy enough afterwards, and Clive was unrepentant, because winning was all that mattered.


Alun Pask: When I first started playing I believed that it was better to lose a match 25–24 as long as it was a cracking good game. But as a Test player I wanted to win at all costs. I backed Clive for his methods at Murrayfield. Tactically it was a perfect game.




FOUR


WHEN BARRY MET GARETH


A wind of change now blew through 1960s British society. The Beatles had a profound effect on popular culture, Labour leader Harold Wilson came to power to head the first socialist government since the immediate post-war era, and an increasing and socially diverse student population became more politically active. England won football’s World Cup and by the end of the sixties televised sport was broadcast in colour. Rugby was not immune to the spirit of the age and the IRB, that most conservative of bodies, did more to modernise the game in the second half of the decade than at any time in the previous seventy years – and Wales were to be at the forefront of exploiting those changes.


The common denominator in Welsh rugby’s revival was Clive Rowlands. As tactician, captain and later coach he was the man who called the shots. Even his best friends, though, would be among the first to admit that he was more than a trifle lucky to retain the Welsh captaincy when Wales made a bid for Five Nations laurels in 1964. His record as player and captain was not impressive: played five, lost four; but for sheer drive and force of personality he had no equal. Despite his shortcomings as a scrum half, Rowlands exercised a strong tactical grip and he had clearly imbued an inexperienced XV with a mighty spirit the season before, engendering intense loyalty among his players. Continuity in selection would now play a major part in restoring Wales as a world force.


Clive Rowlands: England at Twickenham were our first opponents in 1964. John Ranson and David Perry scored for England, but Dewi Bebb got two back for us. We had a match-winning penalty shortly before the end, but Grahame Hodgson was unsuccessful. Had I known that Grahame would miss, I would have taken the kick myself.


Grahame Hodgson: That kick was mid-way between the posts and the touchline, and two yards inside the twenty-five, but every year it seems to get closer and closer.


David Watkins: It’s a pity that Clive’s remembered as a kicking scrum half because he could – and did – play the running game when circumstances warranted it.


I remember Clive having a quiet word to me in Dublin before the start of our match against Ireland. He said, ‘If you feel good this afternoon, pull out all the tricks.’ I obliged and so did our pack. We won 15–6. John Dawes got a try on his debut, and so did Stuart Watkins, while my own came after a break in which I got around the Irish back row and Mike Gibson. This was a turning point for me: I felt at last that I had established myself. I have to hand some of the credit for that to Clive’s style of captaincy.


Welsh rugby’s stock was rising, but the young John Dawes had not been impressed by what he saw on his Welsh debut. The son of a coalminer, Dawes had graduated with a chemistry degree from Aberystwyth University before taking a postgraduate diploma in PE at Loughborough College, which was fast becoming recognised as the country’s foremost institution for rugby coaching theory. Dawes, a committed rugby analyst, was surprised by the limited tactical direction in the national set-up and made his own contribution to change when he was elected captain of London Welsh a season later, setting up the ‘Old Deer Park staff college’ which became an invaluable source of Welsh rugby talent.


John Dawes: It’s very hard to remember detail from my debut in Dublin in 1964. I think I handled the ball twice. As for tactics, if we learned anything of them from Clive beforehand it could be summarised in one word: ‘Kick’.


My Welsh cap arrived by post the following week at my London address in a tattered old box that had once held a pair of shoes. That was all, with no word of thanks and congratulations from the selectors and not even a compliment slip to say where it had come from. I didn’t feel I belonged in the Welsh team. We were not adventurous, our style was limited and the traditional excitement of the national game was absent. Don’t get me wrong, representing my country was magical, but the way we played in the mid-sixties was so mundane.


Clive Rowlands: When France came to Cardiff that year, Keith Bradshaw supplied the three first-half points for Wales, converted another penalty in the second half but experienced scant reward generally, missing six of eight attempts, but making amends with a wonderful touchline conversion of Stuart Watkins’s try, which ensured the first ever drawn encounter between the two countries. After two wins and two draws, we shared the Championship with Scotland.


The summer of 1964 was notable for Wales’s first international tour – to South Africa. They lost 24–3 to the Springboks – the worst Welsh performance for nearly sixty years, a loss that set the Principality talking about the state of its national game.


Dai Hayward: The events of the sixties which probably had the most far-reaching effect on the future of Welsh rugby took place in the cold of Cardiff in 1963 and in the heat and humidity of Durban in 1964. In the space of six months Wales had lost to New Zealand for the first time at Cardiff and been crushed by the Springboks. The administrators had to look at how the game was run in Wales because we were being left far behind by the big sides from the southern hemisphere.


David Watkins: Wales got a mauling at the hands of South Africa that summer but out of adversity came triumph and we returned to win a Triple Crown in 1965. It is significant that during the campaign we used a mere seventeen players. In turn Bill Morris and Keith Rowlands replaced Brian Thomas who figured in our victory over England in January, the first time for my generation.


Brian Price: I remember getting anonymous letters back in 1965, when we won the Triple Crown. Bob Rowell, who was playing for England in the second row, was trodden on at one time, and another boy playing in the centre was supposed to have been bitten. I was accused of both these attacks and all these letters started pouring in criticising me. I never had anything to do with either incident.


Clive Rowlands: We went up to Murrayfield next and the lead changed hands on four occasions before Norman Gale thundered over for the match-winning try. Norman told everyone he ran twenty-five yards for that try. It was twenty-five inches.


We were one game away from winning the Triple Crown on home soil for the first time for fifty-four years against Ireland, who also had the chance to capture the mythical Triple Crown.


Dewi Bebb: The atmosphere was electric. We were penalised at the very first lineout, but Tom Kiernan missed with the penalty, as he did with several other attempts that afternoon. I appreciate how lucky we were that he had an off day.


David Watkins: Dewi Bebb and I got tries, but the major contribution to our win came from Terry Price. He kicked a penalty and a conversion besides dropping a monster goal from forty-five yards out.


Dewi Bebb: So to Stade Colombes to meet France, and, as so often happens at Paris, the French were at their brilliant best. Before we knew what had happened they were nineteen points up. This poses a question. How good a side were the 1965 Triple Crown team? Certainly we had limitations. We were primarily a wet weather team and on the dry ground at Stade Colombes the quick-running French exposed our weaknesses to an extent we never thought possible.


David Watkins: It was an absolute nightmare. After forty minutes our hopes of a Grand Slam had gone, and at half-time we looked wide-eyed at each other as if to say, ‘How the hell is it going to end?’ Thankfully we ran in a try and knocked over two goals for a respectable 22–13 scoreline at the final whistle.


Clive Rowlands: That was the proverbial ‘one game too far’.


Brian Price: I remember playing against Scotland in 1966 in Cardiff when I tore my hamstring, and I had to go off the field. I had two injections pumped into the leg, was strapped up and when the doc was asked, ‘Is he all right to go back on?’ he said: ‘Oh he can’t do any more damage to it, it’s completely ruptured, so he may as well go back on.’ So I went on the field with one leg.


Alun Pask: Throughout my rugby career I had my happy moments and also my unhappy moments. The unfortunate thing about my disappointments is that most could have been avoided, because practically every big game I played, where we were defeated, we didn’t deserve to lose. In Dublin, in 1966, we would have taken the Triple Crown had we won, and it was a bloody disappointment because we should have pressed home our territorial advantage and could have scored fifteen points in the first twenty minutes.


David Watkins: The years 1965 and 1966 were the high-water mark as far as my international career with Wales was concerned. In both seasons we topped the Championship, though in each season we fluffed the Grand Slam.


Near the end of the 1966 Ireland match, I tried to start a counter-attack from broken play near our try line, considering it better to go down honourably than to throw in the towel before the final whistle. I ended up getting us into more trouble, but at least we’d had a go. Afterwards, however, a selector said bluntly, ‘You had no business trying that. Next time we’ll pick a man who knows how to find touch.’


Stuart Watkins: Wales had to win to clinch the Championship. We were still trailing late in the second half. Then I managed to make an interception and ran a heck of a long way to score the try which eventually clinched the match. The whole thing happened so quickly it’s difficult to remember all the details. There was no thought of an interception in my mind but when Jean Gachassin threw his pass, everything changed. The next thing I recall is having the ball in my hands with an awful lot of field in front of me. I went as far as I could, straight up to full back Claude Lacaze. Haydn Morgan was inside me, but he appeared to be covered by Guy Boniface, so I moved back outside Lacaze. I felt sure someone on the French side would come at me again, but no one did and I just kept running until I reached the line. That put us 9–8 in front, but France were far from beaten and in the last minute they were awarded a penalty out on the touchline. Lacaze took the kick but the wind caught the ball and swung it away outside the posts at the last second.


David Watkins: I remember being in a Cardiff hotel one night in early autumn 1966 with a group of students from Carmarthen. They pointed to this fresh-faced guy in their group and said, ‘That’s Barry John. He’ll have your place in the Welsh team before long.’ I laughed it off but sure enough he appeared in the trial as stand-off in a Possibles XV which nobbled the Probables under my captaincy. I thought he was a good player, but didn’t have any real fear that he could replace me.


The body-blow came a few days later. I rang a friendly journalist to learn what side the selectors had chosen to play the Wallabies. ‘You’re not in,’ he said. ‘They’ve picked Barry John.’


My first reaction was disbelief. I hung up, feeling sick. I sent off a good-luck telegram to him and then sat with the conundrum that all dropped players face: did I want Wales and Barry to do well against Australia? Did I want Wales to win, with Barry playing poorly? Did I want Wales to lose, with Barry carrying the can for defeat? I never quite worked out the answers to those questions.


Barry John: I’ll never forget the moment I reached the turf for the first time in the Welsh jersey. It was everything – and more – that I had dreamed of.


Gerald Davies: I was in a Canton pub with friends to see the announcement of the Welsh team to play the Wallabies. When Bleddyn Williams, who was chairing the programme, gave the news that I had been chosen to play for Wales, my friends felt that the best thing to do with the beer was to shower me with it.


Alun Pask: We should have beaten Australia. We fielded an excellent side but it was a team that missed chances when they mattered. We went on to lose to Ireland in Cardiff, in horrible conditions and we were smashed by the critics. The pressure on an international rugby player is enormous, and I played an average of sixty-five games a season. During ten years I don’t think I played a really bad game in an important match. I wasn’t enjoying my rugby in 1967, and so I decided to retire. I always wanted to retire while I was at the top.


Barry John: I was picked to play in the trial for the international against Scotland and the scrum half in the Probables was Gareth Edwards. I didn’t know him personally, although I knew of his growing reputation. He phoned me and suggested that we get together for a practice session before the trial.


Gareth Edwards: So down I went to the West, and after a bit of a search I found where he was staying. I climbed the stairs, knocked on the door and went in to find him lying on his bed, looking rough. He’d been out at a party all night and had forgotten I was coming. Worse than that, he couldn’t remember where he’d put his boots. But he got up anyway and we went out – me in my pristine Cardiff College tracksuit and polished boots, him in a skanky old t-shirt, gym shorts and trainers. The pitch was a soggy bog and I thought the whole thing was going to be a disaster, but I was determined that we’d get used to playing with each other. ‘I reckon I can get the ball out to you from pretty much any place,’ I remember saying to him. ‘How do you want the ball?’


Barry John: It was a bleak Sunday morning with the rain pelting down. I could see that we would get on well and there seemed to be little point in hanging about in the rain, so I said, ‘Look, Gareth, you throw ’em – I’ll catch ’em. Let’s leave it at that and go home.’


Gareth Edwards: That was the BJ plan. But you know what, it worked. He had this incredible easiness of the mind. He backed his own talent and he gave off a constant calm superiority. He was powerful and quick – much more powerful than he looked – and had the ability to accelerate from a standing start, which is so hard to defend against. His kicking was superb and he always had time on the ball. That’s something I’ll always remember. He always had time. To my shame I have to admit that I was actually quite a poor passer of the ball back then – but as he said that filthy day in Carmarthen, I just had to throw the ball in his direction and he would do the rest. He really was that good.


Barry John: Next Saturday we met at Swansea for the Welsh trial but I badly gashed my knee in the game and had to be helped from the field. During the days that followed my knee was stiff and I was in pain. Three days before the international I had to get around with the aid of a walking stick. I should have withdrawn from the team.


Billy Hullin was chosen as scrum half instead of Gareth – and I didn’t play well at Murrayfield. Back in Wales, I didn’t feel like going out much, I didn’t want to be seen; I felt a failure.


David Watkins: My final season for Wales was a shambles. Barry played his first two matches for Wales in losing sides and I was then restored to the team to play Ireland – and later France and the big victory over England, as captain – when the selectors started Gareth Edwards off on his huge trail of caps.


Gareth Edwards: The England game was my first match in Cardiff and we won 34–21. With virtually the last move, I broke down the blind-side of a scrum deep in England’s half before passing to Dewi Bebb, who scored his final try in the same corner I saw him score his first. Having watched him begin his international career, I had helped set up a fitting end to it.


Gerald Davies: There was a lack of cohesion in the team. We all identified with Wales and recognised a common purpose to win the game, and each captain did his best to mould a team spirit, but there was no common strategy as such, no real direction or attempt to establish a style of play. We were, in effect, a collection of individuals who went for a run-out the Friday afternoon before a game in an attempt to mould a team effort. We lacked a conductor – a coach.




FIVE


TWO AND THREE THOUSAND ON ABERAVON BEACH


As the seventies dawned, a studious and mild-mannered man by the name of Ray Williams was in his third year as the WRU’s national coaching organiser, overseeing a coaching revolution that would transform Welsh rugby. His meticulously researched coaching manual was distributed throughout the land to schools, colleges, and clubs from Wrexham to the Rhondda, from Llandrindod to Llanelli. It provided a template for the way rugby should be played. It is no coincidence that Williams’s ideas, which encouraged flowing, attacking rugby, found vivid expression in the now legendary Welsh teams of the seventies.


Clive Rowlands: You must realise that a club coaching session in those days was to run around the field ten times, have a massage, have a pint and go home. Suddenly there was this boom for coaches, even in places like Cwmtwrch. We had a coach in Cwmtwrch – Terry Nicholas – who ended up there for twenty years. He would prepare his sessions meticulously, and the players would arrive in their droves. Instead of having six or seven training, you’d have twenty-seven, because he made it interesting. Ray Williams was the key to it all. He was a pioneer. He realised that if the coaches down at the bottom were really good, then when they were coming through at the other end, they’d be first class. He cast his net wide.


Gerald Davies: Ray was a tough guy, a firm guy, who had to deal with a lot of opposition within Wales. But he survived it, persisted, and made a monumental difference.


Gareth Edwards: Once the wheel had turned, there was no stopping the revolution. But there was firm opposition from some quarters. Roy Bish was the first coach at Cardiff. As a college lecturer he was well respected and knew what he was talking about. But in those early days, the poor bugger had a tough time of it, from players and all.


Gerald Davies: I was captain at Cardiff, and the players would regularly come up to me and question the purpose of Roy Bish. It was the same attitude up and down the country.


Gareth Edwards: ‘Do we need it?’ That was the prevailing attitude, particularly among senior players. Somebody from the committee once said to me, ‘I’ve heard you’re going to start pre-season training a month before the season starts?’ They were furious. ‘Shouldn’t be allowed,’ they said. ‘You must be mad.’


Clive Rowlands: It didn’t go down well with all the players. I remember delivering the team talk before one international at Twickenham and just before the players went out, I overheard the captain say, ‘Bollocks to that, you all just do as I tell you.’


JPR Williams: When we went out on the field we used to forget what the coaches had said and do things our own way.


Clive Rowlands: It was difficult for some to accept but that’s the way the game was going. New Zealand had always done it. South Africa had always done it, and all the great rugby league teams had always done it. If we hadn’t embraced it, we’d have fallen behind. The coaching boom and the corresponding rise in standards persuaded many a player to stay in union because they didn’t want to miss out on what proved to be a golden era.


Phil Bennett: Ray believed in training with the ball as opposed to aimless running. He’d have us in grids and would time everything with his stop watch. He’d time us passing the ball down the three-quarter line and say, ‘That took four seconds to get to Gerald. I want it there in three.’ The obvious way to get it to the winger quicker would be to throw a miss-pass. It sounds simple but these were things we hadn’t considered. In his book there was no excuse not to score from a two-on-one overlap. This kind of thinking took us out of our comfort zone. Him and Clive were a dream team. Clive would give you the rabble-rousing, chest-thumping hwyl. Ray would give you the dispassionate tactical analysis.


Barry Llewelyn: Ray was so technical. He would analyse individual physiques. I always remember him saying to the second rows, ‘When you pack down in the scrum, get your shoulders into “nature’s niche”,’ meaning the fold underneath the buttocks. He’d visualised this as the place where the shoulder would actually fit for the maximum advantage.


Clive Rowlands: He was a very good schoolteacher and a master of communication. He didn’t overcomplicate things. Whether you’re a child or an international, you pass the bloody same, you kick the bloody same, you score tries in the same way. But he put it all together. There was a myth about the seventies; that our hard edge was because our team was stacked with steelworkers and colliers. But I say to you – JPR Williams, doctor; Gerald Davies, schoolteacher; John Bevan, schoolteacher; Barry Llewelyn, schoolteacher; Barry John, schoolteacher; Jeff Young, schoolteacher; John Dawes, schoolteacher; Gareth Edwards, schoolteacher; John Lloyd, schoolteacher; Mervyn Davies, schoolteacher; John Taylor, schoolteacher. And all PE. So not only were they in good physical condition, they were sharp of mind as well. Gareth was sharp as a button. He knew instinctively when to score tries. Gerald – once he moved to wing and didn’t have to worry about people bumping him – used to beat people without bloody thinking about it. Ray encouraged them to use their brains.


Barry Llewelyn: I was teaching at Greenhill school in Tenby one day when Ray’s coaching manual arrived in the post. It was the hymn sheet, and everybody had it throughout Wales which meant, for a small country, we could coordinate our rugby philosophy from schools through the clubs, right through to Test level. Inevitably, those manuals were gathered up and found their way across the Severn bridge. The English stole Ray’s ideas.


JPR Williams: He understood that no two players were the same, and what might stimulate one might bore another.


Barry John: I’m not so sure about this coaching business to be honest. Clive Rowlands was a wonderful influence on us, in that he backed us one hundred per cent. But I can’t remember him telling me anything, I can’t remember Carwyn James telling me anything. I can’t remember anyone telling me anything. Behind the scrum, they recognised the gifts we had and left us to it. It was like a card player being dealt the perfect hand.


JJ Williams: Nobody ever told me how to play. No one ever said do this or do that. John Dawes, Clive Rowlands . . . if I made mistakes, they’d come down on me a bit, but we were encouraged to express ourselves. We were picked to be side-steppers and swervers and that’s what we did. They trusted us. They knew we had skills – ‘Just go out and do it, boys.’ It was the same on the Lions tours. In ’74 when I scored all those tries, I didn’t speak to Syd Millar once.


Gareth Edwards: Before the introduction of organised coaching, we used to meet at the Angel Hotel in Cardiff on the Friday before the Test match, where the captain would take the training. The backs would go through a few basic moves, and the forwards would go through a few lineout calls. It was as simple as that. No coach, no input, no nothing. After the coaching revolution began, it was like chalk and cheese. We’d meet in Aberavon the weekend before the game, which was previously unheard of.


Phil Bennett: The clubs didn’t like those Aberavon weekend sessions because they were being deprived of their international players for the Saturday games. On one occasion Llanelli deliberately rescheduled their match against Maesteg for the Friday night so we wouldn’t miss it. We went up there on the Friday in the shit and the mud, with their wing-forward, Leighton Davies, trying his level best to knock my head off. We were knackered turning up to the Afan Lido the following day only to be told there was a professor from Aberystwyth University there. Good god, what for? ‘We’re going to do fitness tests.’ It was a real eye-opener. I’d never done pull-ups before. And some of the forwards, who were among the strongest people I’d met, couldn’t do it. They didn’t have the right technique. You may have one of the strongest maulers I’ve ever known – Geoff Wheel – who could pull an entire pack on his own, but ask him to pull himself up on bars, and he couldn’t do it. That attention to detail made a magnificent player like Geoff even better, by addressing weaknesses he didn’t know he had.


JJ Williams: There were athletes in that squad. Gareth Edwards was English Schools hurdles champion, Mervyn was a basketball player, Graham Price used to throw shot for Wales, JPR was junior Wimbledon champion, Allan Martin was an international discus thrower, so we were all very athletic. Combine that with the hardness of some of those forwards. Dai Morris, coalminer, Charlie and Bobby, steelworkers, and it’s a lovely combination.


Gerald Davies: We were criticised for doing all this. In Scotland the coach was referred to as the ‘adviser to the captain’.


Gareth Edwards: They were so bloody stuck in the mud that they wouldn’t call the coach the coach. To call him adviser to the captain was utterly bloody ridiculous. They threatened to cancel fixtures against us.


Phil Bennett: We stole a march on the other unions. There were representatives from Australia, New Zealand and South Africa coming over to speak to Ray Williams, to Clive Rowlands, to Carwyn James, to pick their brains.


Gerald Davies: There was a resentment from other unions towards us for taking the game too seriously, without a shadow of a doubt. They were dead against it.


Gareth Edwards: It was little things. We’d have a new jersey for every match. I think the Scotland players were just given one to last a campaign.


JPR Williams: There was a lot of jealousy from the other unions. Not just because we had coaches, but because we had so many good players at the same time.


JJ Williams: Ray Williams used Bridgend as guinea pigs in the late sixties. He started showing us unopposed rugby which was alien to us at the time. If you speak to Ray and his many disciples, they think they were the sole reason for the success of the seventies. I don’t totally agree with that. I think they played their part, but it was mainly down to the schooling we had. We all came out of excellent schools with excellent PE masters who taught us good skills, good values, and how to keep fit. It was a freakish coincidence that we all peaked in pretty much the same era, but the background was there. Ray would talk about the three Ss: speed, strength and stamina. Speed, strength and sexiness I liked to call them.


Clive Rowlands: We’d go to Aberavon beach on a Sunday. There’d be two thousand, three thousand people sometimes, just to watch us train. It raised the standards. Gareth Edwards would be too scared to drop the ball because you’d have a thousand kids going, ‘God, did you see Gareth dropping the ball then?’ We used to love the beach. It was special. Duw, people from Pontypool had never seen the bloody sea.


JJ Williams: Clive used to say, ‘Right, forwards, pick a back,’ and my heart would sink. Allan Martin would pick me because I was one of the lightest, like a pimple on his back. He’d carry me up one end of the beach, then we’d have to swap. Clive would say, ‘Carry him to the pier.’ The pier would be this tiny dot in the murky distance and I’d think, ‘What the hell am I doing here on a Sunday morning?’ We’d have sandwiches and a bowl of soup underneath the swimming pool in the Afan Lido, then back out for an afternoon session, and we’d all be back in work on Monday. Gerry Lewis, our physio had to work like a trojan, having to see to every player’s injuries and niggles, notwithstanding the fact that Gareth hogged the physio table for hours on end with his constant hamstring injuries.


JPR Williams: I’m a great believer in the notion that the strength of a team is not in the players playing, but the players who want to get into the side, because they’re the ones who keep you on your toes. Those sessions at Aberavon beach were often harder than international matches because you were up against your rivals for the shirt. Everyone was afraid of having a bad game.


Gareth Edwards: It gave us a chance to gel as a squad. Before those days, you’d never met your hooker until the Friday night before the game. You didn’t know how he’d want it put in to the scrum. You inevitably had to do that on a Friday afternoon in a two-hour session before playing the next day in front of seventy thousand people in the biggest match of your career. Gerald wouldn’t know his centre from Adam unless he’d played with him at club level.


Barry Llewelyn: We’d sleep in the dorms there at the Afan Lido. Gareth used to challenge everyone to do the Sergeant Jump, where you’d jump as high as you can, and mark your height with a piece of chalk on the wall. Delme Thomas had the highest, and Gareth was a close second. Mine was tiny by comparison. We were doing that one night in bare feet, and Gareth came down and landed on a stray ball, turning his ankle. He wasn’t 100 per cent fit going into the game, but he daren’t tell Clive he’d injured himself larking about in the dorm.


Gareth Edwards: Having a beer on a Saturday night in the Afan Lido made you feel like a team. The club rivalries melted away.


JJ Williams: We were so successful because it felt like a club team. To me I felt more like a member of a club with Wales than with Llanelli. I was closer to the Welsh boys than the Llanelli boys. We were together for nearly ten years, and the bond was strengthened by the fact we went on Lions tours together.


Clive Rowlands: We used to counter-attack. That doesn’t happen anymore. If a member of the opposition kicks us the ball, we kick it back to them. In the seventies, if that happened, the first thing Barry John would say was, ‘Thank you. Now try to stop us.’ I encouraged everyone to have a go.


JJ Williams: Creativity was in our blood. Think back to Dai Watkins, Cliff Morgan. That was inside us; it just needed to be encouraged. We all grew up playing in the back yard. We were never a big nation. My heroes, like Dai Watkins, were the dazzlers of the rugby world. Even the centres back then were little guys, jinkers who’d look for space rather than contact.


Clive Rowlands: My secret was motivation. I didn’t have time to go into other psychological battles. I did my homework with my speeches. I’d use little observations from real life. We were in the Berners hotel at Twickenham before an England game once, and this rusty car pulled up. These guys climbed out carrying a television. I asked what on earth they were doing. ‘We haven’t got tickets, Clive, so we’ve brought our own television to make sure we see the game!’ So I went to the team talk, and I said, ‘Boys, have you seen what I’ve just seen? To think that you’ve been given the opportunity to play for Wales against England, and there’s these boys carrying a bloody television because they haven’t got tickets. What are we going to do? We’re going to win it for them.’ They enjoyed things like that, little stories.


Phil Bennett: He’d pile us all into a single room at the hotel on Saturday morning at eleven o’clock to give his team talk. And he’d be crying his eyes out. He’d have a red tie on with the three feathers. A red pullover with the three feathers. He was Welsh to his very core.


JJ Williams: There he’d be, with his fag in one hand, and froth coming out of his mouth. And twenty-five of us jammed in like sardines.


Clive Rowlands: I insisted on good timekeeping. Eleven o’clock didn’t mean five-past, it meant eleven. Five-to, if anything. Nobody would dream of being late, because if they were it would mean they wouldn’t play. Discipline is discipline.


JJ Williams: Clive was giving a lecture to the squad at one of those early sessions. It was all a bit new to everyone, especially me as I hadn’t broken into the squad yet. Arthur Lewis was captain, and he and his Ebbw Vale teammates weren’t in the room. About forty-five minutes into the meeting, they all burst in red-faced. They’d been stuck in a snowdrift and had had to dig themselves out. Clive asked where they’d been. They explained. ‘Get on the floor,’ says Clive. It was Arthur, Denzil Williams and Glyn Turner I think. Fifty press-ups, fifty sit-ups. And they did it, while muttering their apologies. The discipline was famous. No one was given special treatment, not even the captain.


Clive Rowlands: And when they were all there, I’d shout ‘Gareth!’ Gareth would jump up, and he’d know what was coming. He’d pick a shoe up or something. ‘We’re on the last scrum, and we’re ahead. But only just, boys. If we lose this one, we could lose the game.’ I’d say, ‘Ball coming in . . . NOW!’ And I’d expect everyone in that room to shout, ‘Now!’ at that exact same moment. No delay, no half measures. Not ‘nooowww’, because if you do that you’ve lost the ball.


JJ Williams: He still does that at after-dinner speeches.


Phil Bennett: I was a shy boy, and used to cringe at this. Barry would be trying his best not to laugh. We all had to scream ‘NOW!’ at the top of our lungs. More than twenty of us, squashed into one little room.
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