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A MEANDERING MADNESS


THERE’S A labyrinth in Sydney’s Centennial Park, at the northern end of Willow Pond. Quiet, calm, a good place for introspection – the perfect place for a break after the hyperbole of the 2017 Lions tour of New Zealand. Or for plotting a few chapters of a book. One without a beginning or end. Or certainly any sense of chronology.


There’s only one way of entering the labyrinth, only one path towards the centre. It takes you in unexpected directions. Away from where your senses insist. But keep going. It is a continuous path. You will get to the designated end of the journey. Eventually. As an analogy for what I have been writing . . . well, it is absolutely hopeless. A labyrinth may be brilliant for training the right side of the brain but it has no relevance to the reality of life. Or so it seems to me in the writing of this book. Or rugby. If there is one thing I have learned in an obsessive rugby life that spans from either 1972 or 1973, who knows, to 2019, it is that nothing is inevitable. Not in the way the labyrinthine pathway is. Just keeping on isn’t sufficient. You have to change, chameleon-like, in the face of the evolving challenges encountered. A labyrinth



fools you in its very simplicity. A lot of sports books are similar. Labyrinthine. They start at the beginning of the subject’s life, as he picks his one and seemingly only pathway towards fame and the big fat book deal and, if he’s famous enough, a few minutes on the couch with Graham Norton. So we follow the hero through his or her sporting life – the facts and the fights, making mistakes but rarely tilting at windmills; briefly deviating off track but not too far, or for too long. There will be a middle and an end that neatly ties the tale, signifying . . . not a great deal, for all the sound and fury found within. Facts and figures help find the way through the life, the labyrinth. You will make it to the end and possibly find the feeling hollow. Something is missing.


That something is the fragmentation which is a person’s imagination. An imagination which shapes our inner existence. Yes, we are all born, we live, we die. But what makes for the interesting life are the fragments that flood our memories in no particular order. In the deep of the night, who amongst us thinks their life through chronologically? Our life, all life, is random. Unordered. Quixotic. The story with a start, a middle and end is no more than a skeletal framework. There is more truth to be found in the meandering madness of the maze.


This book is more maze than labyrinth. There is a page one and a final page but there’s no chronology. Dates. Statistics. Facts. Truths. Not an abundance of these traditional tools of the trade. Doubt, not certainty, resides here. From the first page onwards, this is a book of feelings, not a factual journey. If there is a bookish chronology in the opening few chapters it stems from nothing but the purest coincidence. The book’s design, as we may loosely call it, is that of an alphabetical soup. The first chapter and the second do kick off with my rugby beginnings but only because the All Blacks and ‘Baize-leg’ school start the alphabet. Thereafter time is inconsequential. As is order. This is an anarchic book. There is recognition that there are multiple



ways to live a life and multiple personalities crop up; no single path is set to take you where you want to be. These pages have their share of false starts, dead ends, traps – too many of my own making. In a labyrinth it is impossible to get lost. In a maze it is pretty damned hard not to. The same applies to rugby union. From the breakaway of the Northern Union in the nineteenth century to the professionalisation of union a hundred years or so later, rugby has made its muddled way through the ages. To analyse a sport from its inception onwards is to kill it with the false gods of fact. Rugby is a rugged experience, not a fact.


Facts must make way for memory. But memory, to paraphrase Colm Toibin, ‘lives in a shadowy ambiguous place . . . comforted by soft eroding edges . . . that is enough for now’. Yes, memory can comfort or crush you. Love it, loathe it. Don’t trust it. Memory plays games with us. Here, it has been let off the leash. Allowed to wander where it will. Snapping and snarling, swerving as if playing the sevens of my distant youth. It smiles too. I don’t pretend to know whether these memories are ‘right’ or ‘wrong’, don’t pretend to know whether such definitive terms have any place on this planet. I just let this pack of memories trample unstoppably through my mind and saw where they took me. The answer’s all over. Bruised and battered in places, grinning at the good old days in others. I’m still not sure whether I am searching for a way in or out of this maze.


Men and monsters, friends and enemies, referees and much else rumbustious are bundled into this alphabetic soup which I hope will leave you with a warm, spicy, lingering taste. From Kiwi greats to a squat Georgian prop who made his name in the heart of the Auvergne, here is my A-Z of rugby union. I will wander and wonder with you, ever content to be a tiny, often puzzled part of this ever-changing landscape. I am delighted for you to join me. It begins back in the 1970s, in Cardiff and with the All Blacks . . .











ALL BLACKS


THE ALL Blacks are in town, in the capital city, Cardiff. The Principality pitting its finest against New Zealand. All of Wales waiting, waiting, waiting for the miracle to come. At the time of writing they still are. There’s a cold wind blowing through the back of my memory, coming off the Taff. I am transported back in time to 1973, to an afternoon of indelible stamps. The first time I ever saw the All Blacks. A midweek match, a half day off school. A Tuesday . . . perhaps? I am not certain of that. There was much more to the day than escaping the misery of metalwork. No Vulcan was I. I enjoyed my comprehensive education, loved games lessons, English, books. A bit of blood and gore with the Tudors; I had more of a way with words than numbers. But there wasn’t a potential Einstein in Bassaleg Comprehensive who would opt for double maths or physics over an opportunity to purchase a Wales versus New Zealand programme. Proof that ‘I was there’. Max Boyce and his giant leak. This is Wales in the 1970s. The mines are yet to be closed, the steel is still being forged by future Welsh forwards in Port



Talbot. Wales is alive. Never more so than when the All Blacks cross the Severn Bridge.


I stand on tiptoes and see them steam out of the old National Stadium changing room. The Welsh team, first to emerge from the tunnel, are waiting, forwards snorting fire, lots of huge hair and headbands. Eager, ever-desperate for the glory of beating ‘The Blacks’ for the first time since 1953. An impossible distance in time to one hungry for a taste of his teens. Wales, the great power of the Old World with Gareth and Gerald and JPR – doctor death with his sideburns and shoulder charges a shuddering speciality. Warrior poets, that’s what these long-haired Celtic demigods were: poets. But poetry is superfluous, frilly nonsense to the uncomplicated prose of the men from near the Antarctic, who have come north from the bottom of the world.


The All Black captain was Ian Kirkpatrick. A big man, seventies sideburns, a flanker. He ran hard, ran straight, through the Welsh defence. A try under the posts. The only try in a game New Zealand won 12–3. I carry the memory with me through the years, from 1973 to this time of writing. Yet another witness to Welsh woe while less fortunate friends pondered algebraic formulations. But I was privileged, a schoolboy rugby star who could not wait to get on that bus. I was the English infiltrator from Essex, my dad having followed work deep into the valleys of Gwent to become a sales manager who sold cardboard packaging for a company called Thames Case, part of Unilever – long gone now.


I was the contrary kid, even then, refusing the easy option to weave into the Welsh horde, yet simultaneously incapable of cheering on the countrymen of my blood – except against Wales, of course. I hated having to express my support for ugly old England with their lugubrious approach, which was clod-hopping compared to those circles Wales ran around most teams in the seventies. England’s plodding pack, their servile half backs under orders to kick in order to placate the ponderous ogres who



lumbered half-wittedly from one lineout to the next. Whereas Wales flashed around the field, romantic, slashing, cavaliers. But they were Wales and I was born in Thurrock, not Port Talbot. Luck of the dice. I sought a team to support, to shout about and here they were . . . the All Blacks. Rugby’s fallen angels. So much more interesting than God and his gang of do-gooders. These sinewy farmers who metamorphosed from God-fearing farming men to feckless thugs the moment they pulled on that dark and delicious black jersey. Deepest black except for the silver fern over the heart. It was love at first sight.


I haven’t the faintest idea where to find my Bath, England or Lions shirts, but my All Black number ten shirt? It is folded in a decaying kit bag, not on display, but I find it in the proverbial flash. The one Wayne Smith – who would go on to become one of the world’s leading coaches – wore against England in 1985. When I played the All Blacks. Black against White. Good versus Bad (as far as the rugby went). Just playing against them was something back then. We didn’t have the assistance of sports psychologists getting into the English ego, convincing us we could cut through the black. The very thought of beating New Zealand in their home land was no more than a pre-match meeting pretence.


Sixty years have been and gone since Wales last won against the men in black. It wasn’t twenty years way back then, when I was first blinded by the black of New Zealand. And that seemed an eternity to a rugby nation which made a mythology of its own rugby men. Those were days when the perfect black wasn’t tarnished with the names of sponsors. The All Blacks wouldn’t sell their soul to Mammon. Not then. Damned if they had souls. These were rugby’s dissolute days. There was only tenuous television coverage, few cameras, even fewer replays . . . turkey shoots for the thugs. The allure of aluminium-studded evil attached to these men in black so seductive, decades before they rebranded their game for the glittery age of entertainment.




The occasion is ingrained in my mind. The match passed in a moment. Other than Ian Kirkpatrick scoring between the posts all I recall is a splash of urine bouncing off the terrace onto the tailored calves of my grey school trousers. In the schoolboy enclosure too. The corner of the south stand. The Taff End, open to the elements. An afternoon when it literally pissed down on me. No man forgets the first time he is pissed upon. But could he make it up . . . fantasise all of it – not simply the splash and hissing steam of some drunkard’s urine? The idea is to write this book with the aid of nothing but memories. My inner Virgil to guide me through the yellowing and treacherous years. Yet here we are in the first stage of the journey and I revert to journalistic type. Check my facts. Facts of which I am sure. A little like checking the back door at night when you know you have locked it. Just in case . . . I can guarantee the game took place in 1973, confident the scorer was Kirkpatrick. Would have one of those excitable Cheltenham Festival-sized punts to which I am occasionally prone on the scoreline, 12–3. It would only take a few seconds. Nothing wrong with due diligence. ‘No one need know.’


. . . The horror, the horror.


I have been living in the wrong year. For over forty years. Wrong year, wrong scorer, wrong scoreline. It wasn’t 12–3 to New Zealand. It was 19–16. The skipper didn’t score, Keith Murdoch did. The same man involved in an ‘incident’ with a Cardiff bouncer the night of the game. One day he was celebrating a rare Test try, the next he was on his way home, disgraced. Didn’t he jump off his New Zealand-bound plane in Australia? Went walkabout. Many years later I saw a play about Keith Murdoch. In New Zealand, where else? There was me confusing the All Blacks’ upright skipper with one of their more sulphurous sorts. Forty fucking years. Murdoch died in Australia while my agent was searching for a publisher. 2018, the year of fact expulsion, barging into the narrative.




The facts fell away, as unreliable as Falstaff’s troop. The match took place in 1972, not ’73. So much for the school trip, the half day, the wonderful escape from metalwork. Was I even there, hearing those Welsh hosannas of hope sung in a way in which only working men bursting with eight pints of Brains Bitter can harmonise? I was ten, attending a prep school. Making a name for myself in the egg and spoon races. First prize was not a spot in the schoolboy enclosure. Yet still I can close my eyes and see the All Blacks emerge through the murky mists of time. I hear the Welsh national anthem belted out in all its Celtic passion, can smell the piss on those pressed grey trousers. What I initially wrote remains real – for me – whatever the facts. It isn’t just Donald Trump and his alternative facts. Facts and the imagination inextricably opposed, facts hacking away at the poetry that is an elemental part of rugby union. As any reader of autobiography is aware, there are various versions of fact. Here are some more of mine, based in black, maybe disguised as memory, maybe not.*


It is 1978. Cardiff, again. No doubt. As Max Boyce, Wales’ rugby bard, once said, ‘I was there’. There’s nothing alternative about this memory. Wales lose, again, to their black nemesis. In this instance the margin is an agonising one point. 12–13. The



black angels dive and dip to an all-time low. Sitting on some splintered wooden seat next to my father, tensed among chapel-goers disguised as drinkers. The desperate pray and pour. It is a crumbling section of the now rearranged national stadium. Far from the best seats in the house but it’s here it all happens – fifty yards at most from where I sit on the edge of my seat. Wales are leading, the clock ticks towards the final whistle. The lifting of the Kiwi curse, the breaking of the black spell . . . ‘WAY-ELS, WAY-ELS, WAY-ELS’. Then the strangest thing. Andy Haden, a second-row forward Hurricane Katrina would not have budged, catapults out of what will be the last lineout. To call it ham acting would have been an insult to pigs. No one saw any Welsh arm shove Haden. There was no illegal Welsh arm. But there was a referee. An alternative fact before we knew such things existed. Roger Quittenton, the referee, blew the whistle and raised the arm to signal a penalty for New Zealand. A kick to win, to kill a national dream. Brian McKechnie, international cricketer, average All Black, steps forward and boots the ball through the posts. A dagger into 50,000 or so hearts. Silently, I cheer. One of the many small treacheries I have fleetingly regretted with age. There are few, if any, bounds to what an All Black would and will do to win. I met McKechnie in the Langham Hotel, Auckland, two nights before the first Test of the 2017 Lions tour. I told him about the Englishman who silently willed the kick over. Good things come to those who wait. Brian was the typical plain-spoken honest Kiwi guy. As for Hades Haden, in the forty or so years since his controversial display of diving, he has often been asked about that moment. Never have I even heard the rumour of remorse.


From the pantomime villain to arguably the most revered of All Blacks, Richie McCaw. The twice World Cup-winning captain didn’t so much break the laws of rugby union as bend them to his implacable will. None had such an encyclopaedic understanding of the game’s laws or such an assertive control over referees. He was



an All Black when many future international referees were rising through the ranks. They were awed to be on the same field as the great man, the master of manipulation – it could be argued, with the tongue not so firmly in the cheek, that he has effectively – extremely effectively – refereed more Test matches than any official. In one of the colossal rugby careers he represented New Zealand on 148 occasions. He was sin-binned three times. This represents the most remarkable statistic in the history of the game. A red-faced embarrassment for referees, an irritation to opposition, hilarious to the point of surreal for those with both eyes opened wide. I sat in the press box at Wembley Stadium when he was sin-binned against Argentina. A pool match in the 2015 World Cup. Argentina were playing at pace. The All Blacks were rattled. A quick tap penalty from the Pumas, chaos in the black ranks. The All Blacks skipper is prostrate on the turf, so rapid is the Argentine tempo. Out flashes the captain’s foot, as cynical and instinctive an act as is imaginable. But that’s not how Richie saw it. ‘A dumb mistake,’ said he. From some callow kid, maybe, from the captain of the All Blacks . . . how dumb did you think we were, Richie? This guy is one of the best open sides of them all. Open sides understand when and when not to cheat, like no other position. He didn’t dither in the mere mortal world of dumb mistakes. He always knew what he was doing. Always in control. Always with blood cold as the Antarctic that thrashes around not so far from his home region of Canterbury on the South Island. Always knew the temperature of a match. He took the match thermometer onto the pitch with him.


In New Zealand any criticism of McCaw is regarded as fiction – make that magic realism. An unjust assertion, an act of something found halfway between jealousy and heresy. But I’ll stand by my opinion. So precise was McCaw’s timing at the breakdown, referees found it impossible to work out the difference between the legality and illegality of his entrance, the real thing and a fake. Aura usually swayed the decision the flanker’s way. He symbolised the



All Blacks – no rugby nation escapes the attention of referees like New Zealand. In the 2017 Lions series, Romain Poite’s mistaken last-minute decision to reverse the full penalty against the visitors in the third Test, downgrading it to an All Black scrum and saving the Lions, was the stunning exception to the rule. The All Blacks play the most positive rugby on the planet and as a reward they tend to receive the benefit of the doubt from the whistle-blowers of world rugby. Should the world north of North Island resent the likes of McCaw? Not at all. You do what you can. Push the laws as far and, if possible, a little further. Don’t take seriously the ex-international television pundit when he shakes his head in sorrow and criticises a team for cynicism. He’s either employed to play the part of the one-eyed patriot or he’s another of the many members of rugby’s battered fraternity whose mashed up memory has a habit of deceiving him . . . the All Blacks can cheat until the cows come home. It’s not their problem.


Fast-forward seven years from Wales’ terminal encounter with Hades Haden and I am out of the stands and on the field, playing for England against the All Blacks. We were touring New Zealand. We were no more than an average side, but I was playing some of my best rugby in an England shirt. Brian Ashton, who would play such an influential role as Bath’s attack guru, not to mention leading England to a World Cup final in 2007, was a sympathetic backs coach. He brought out the best in me. Brian’s lateral thinking was a challenge. Not one of the more common English rugby traits. Assured of the fly half spot, I was relaxed, revelling in one of my very few spells within an England set up. Had I been able to kick through the mud in Christchurch as effectively as the All Blacks’ Kieran Crowley had, we would have won the first Test. Was it the sticky underfoot conditions or the inconceivable notion of beating the All Blacks that made the boots claggy with cack? In an England shirt we were not used to winning. Not expected to win. Not mentally ready to win.




The native press pummelled their boys. The disgrace of even entertaining the notion of defeat at the hands of England. Some of us read the press, saw the bait, knew New Zealand would take it. We went to bed on the Friday night ahead of the second Test preparing for war, not rugby. To stick with the martial metaphor, we expected the All Blacks to come out firing in Wellington. We read that one wrong. It was England who scored the early try in the corner, converted by yours truly. No mud on the far touchline, oh I was pleased. The next time we ventured into the opposing twenty-two, a dropped goal – against the All Blacks . . . oh you false gods! New Zealand reacted unfavourably to the useless English having the temerity to take a 9–0 lead in their capital city. The inevitable fight broke out. Fourteen of them, thirteen of us. I never was much of a fighter. I could pin a man to the ground, was not averse to aiming a sly boot. In short, the average antics of a craven fly half in the days before corner to corner camera coverage. But what transpired, as the brawl escalated, has to register as the most idiotic few seconds of my rugby-playing career. Maybe my life and, like most men in their fifties, I have run up my fair share of stupid acts. There was one man it made sense to avoid: Mark ‘Cowboy’ Shaw. He was a legend then, still is, but not for the quality of his rugby. The best part of a foot taller than me, ranging, lean muscle, that glint in the eye, the ‘get the hell away from’ type of guy. But there I went, leaping salmon-like and unloading the best rabbit punch in my little locker. I caught him flush on the neck. From behind. While he was getting stuck into our unfriendly bobby, PC Wade Dooley. It was, at best, a gnat sting, an insult to his pride. Placing Big Wade on pause, he slowly creaked his barrel of a neck around to seek out the source of the irritation. He craned in my general direction, eyes not yet scanning downwards, as I, frozen in fear, went tumbling to the turf, knocked down by Steve Pokere, the All Black centre. A man of God, the fifteenth All Black to finally enter the fray, a player of delicate skill and feeling for his



fellow man who had been shaking his head along with England’s waspish pacifists until he saw my act of madness and the danger into which I had fallen. Or jumped. Trapped beneath Pokere, he punches the dirt. No hint of contact. American wrestling style. More fake! Still, I get one good punch off. He stares in sadness at me and my sheer stupidity. ‘Whatcha doing, mate? Just stay there, I’m trying to hide you from the Cowboy. You’re safe here until the fight is over.’ I didn’t move. Took a breather. Survived to tell the tale. In the post-match function, I tried to buy Steve a beer but Pokere, a man of the cloth, was averse to alcohol. As for the game and its outcome, we lost 42–15. Other than the scoreline it couldn’t have ended any better. In my many years as a player, journalist and broadcaster it has come to my attention that it doesn’t do to irritate an All Black.


Twenty years later, we are once more in Wellington at the new ground, the Westpac Trust Stadium. Athletic Park has been replaced by what locals know as the Cake Tin. You get the general shape of the stadium. Its stands are too far from the action. It lacks the atmosphere of Athletic Park, where the Millard Stand swayed with the breezes that blew off the Cook Strait. It’s not one of the better places to watch or broadcast a game of rugby. Architecturally average, undeserving of the grandeur about to unfold. I’m miles from the touchline, tucked in the stands, Sky Sports microphone in hand, expecting the worst for the Lions. It’s the middle of three Tests in the 2005 series.


Clive Woodward and Alastair Campbell came up with a ridiculous notion: that the best way to beat the All Blacks was to wind them up. Campbell didn’t have a clue. Clive should have known better. Before the cold wind and rain of the first Test in Christchurch the Lions concocted a half-cocked plan to ‘challenge’ the haka by throwing a leaf or piece of grass in the general direction of the dancing Kiwis. As a piece of incoherent lunacy it wasn’t quite up to the dodgy dossier standards at



which Campbell excelled. But it too resulted in failure. Thank God this was only sport. The Lions were hammered in that first Test. Brian O’Driscoll, the superstar and tour captain, was spear-tackled out of the tour. Nobody has since thrown grass in the face of pre-haka All Blacks. But the media magicians weren’t finished. The offending tackle was used to stir the righteous indignation of the British and Irish press. How many times did the massed media ranks see the guilty tackle? Slowed dramatically down, adding to the effect, to point out that this unpleasant epidemic of violent play had been spreading across the southern hemisphere for a few years was to go unheard. It still is. Grudges die hard. The All Blacks were bad. The Lions were the good guys. Black and white bullshit. But that was the line. What New Zealand actually were, was irritated. What the Lions management were, was misguided.


There was to be no punch-up, no posturing in the Cake Tin. Merely the most measured hit job in Lions history. Dan Carter used his boot, brain and body to beat them. Almost on his own. It was one of the soaring rugby performances of my lifetime. Poor old Jonny Wilkinson had been struggling with injury and he was left for dead that night. Carter shrugged him off en route to a splendid solo score. He would go on to seal his status as the twenty-first century’s greatest. If Barry John had been christened the King by the New Zealand, British and Irish travelling press in 1971, Carter was elevated to an Imperial throne. The King was finally surpassed. Carter’s international career culminated in a profoundly intelligent performance in the 2015 World Cup final. In the land of the Wilkinson drop goal, Twickenham, this running fly half stroked over a drop kick from forty metres out which ended any hint of Australian resistance. He went into the World Cup injured and out of form. On current form New Zealand’s third-best fly half. But class is permanent. He finished the competition as the world’s greatest player.




This was the All Blacks’ third World Cup triumph. Their first outside their own country. Detractors were left without the semblance of a rational argument against All Black rugby hegemony. The traditional giants of the game had embraced professionalism and come through the experience with a new outlook and the old supremacy. The chorus who called them chokers had nothing left to shout. Not about their performances on the field. Off it, there is a smug sense of superiority outside the camp that can grate. But that’s in the office of the administrators. Before we bid the Blacks adieu there’s one more player who has to merit a mention.


The greatest? Definitely not. The most consistent? Not a chance. Yet his was the most famous rugby name and face on the planet. The late Jonah Lomu was a giant of a man, a mismatch for most of the world’s wingers who had the dubious privilege of confronting him. Gentle off the field, he was the fifth horseman of the apocalypse on it. Amongst many great individual performances, one towers over all others: 1995, my first year retired, tapping away for the Daily Telegraph in the press box. In the historic stadium of Newlands, Cape Town. New Zealand face England in the 1995 World Cup semi-final. England had knocked the holders, Australia, out at the quarter-final stage. They thought they had a chance. So they did – a fat chance. Lomu scored four tries in the most rampant individual eighty minutes of them all. No one remembers that South Africa shackled him in the final. Nullified him. Outside South Africa that is. People only recollect a giant running through, over and around the England team. He stomped them into the dirt. I was pondering a piece on the runway of Cape Town airport the next day. Hyped up on hyperbole, I felt it was rugby’s Michael Jordan moment, when one man turns a sport with limited appeal (outside America in the case of basketball; outside the old Commonwealth and France in the case of union) into a global giant. Did he change rugby? Not as much as the Telegraph’s hyped columnist anticipated. However, he was the face that signalled the end of amateurism



and the beginning of professionalism. Jonah will always be one of rugby’s foremost faces.


The All Blacks have become even more intimidating since Jonah jumped all over the entire England back line. Based upon results and trophies, they are one of the world’s most dominant teams – in any sport – of the last decade. No comparisons with when a kid either saw or didn’t see them beat Wales 19–16 on 2 December 1972. Awe has never been far from my blackest rugby thoughts but I’ll end what has been something of an homage on a grudging note of disappointment. It is time to confess. The All Black magic is at an end. Maybe not for Kiwi kids who harbour the same sort of dreams I once had (the yearning to be an international, I just couldn’t work out for which team) but for the rest of us. Dominance breeds resentment on one side, arrogance on the other. The bigger the blacks the more they command the world’s rugby stage as a global brand. After the near-fatality of the last financial crash, the decision to allow themselves to be a marketing tool of an American insurance company that collapsed (and would have folded without the aid of the American government) is beneath an institution that yearns for respect as well as results on and off the field. When an All Black peers into a changing room mirror before a game and the player thinks of those who have come before, there’s a company name to go with the black jersey. Before the ‘profit over all else’ era it was just the black and silver fern combination. The darkest yet purest rugby nation. Nothing else. I love watching the All Blacks play. Yet in a world where money swears, they feel a little less than All Black, no matter how black the magic. The squiggles of sponsorship change everything – at least they do for an old romantic. They are no longer that awe-inspiring black. Adidas, you can sort of understand the sports logo. But AIG? Those three letters spell the end of an obsession.


* As I sit in my office on a crisp October morning, the book is with my publisher; I am reading an exchange on Twitter: whether Wales versus Scotland played outside the 2018 international window deserves to be a ‘full’ international. Peter Jackson, once of the Daily Mail, is regaling former Welsh international, Tom Shanklin, with the stunning fact that in 1974 Wales played the All Blacks, midweek, a Welsh XV. No caps awarded. New Zealand won 12–3. Maybe their skipper scored. I can barely believe what I am reading. The Cheltenham bet would have paid off. I WAS right. But a Welsh win, technically, would not have broken the spell. No caps, just clarity where there was complete confusion. It was all in the term, ‘XV’. Once again I smell the piss on my schoolboy trousers and I see those Ian Kirkpatrick sideburns. My mind is not lost to me, but it has meandered in many strange directions as I groped my way through these back pages, sketching my memories.











BASSALEG SCHOOL


BEEFY, RALPH, Plug, Mug and Tank. A Famous Five set of names for the latest Enid Blyton. Albeit the list is light on ethnicity and transgender. The quintet were to play a fundamental part in my fledgling footballing life, ensuring I had the rugby ball in my hands as much as possible. What else would any self-respecting back desire? My first front five. Where it all starts at every level of rugby, every week. From their sweat and graft we backs emerge, taking first tentative steps. The back row included Andy Young. There was Dave Weller – he went on to become a policeman – and a number eight by the name of Pearce. Pinky Pearce we called him. Nice guy, a bit too nice. No place for nice guys, not on the field. Nigel Callard was our scrum half. Part of a talented sporting family, Nigel played for the Welsh Schools and briefly for Newport. His younger brother, Jon, later joined me in the great escape from Newport. He too joined Bath, scoring all their points in the Heineken Cup final. Like me, Jon would also wear the red rose, kicking a late penalty to beat Scotland.




My first game of rugby was at inside centre. Eleven years of age, I didn’t play there again until 1983. Then it would be against the All Blacks for the South and South West Counties in Bristol. By the second school game I was switched to the freedom of full back where a schoolboy career was to be relished, cavorting around in blissful broken fields. The anarchist in me loved it. Number ten and its bossy organisational requirements was in the far future. At school, the ten shirt was worn by Richard Jones. Slight, impish, he learned a sly side-step even before senior school. He had his family roots in west Wales. We had a reverence for all things from the West. Gareth, Barry, Benny, Gerald, the list went on. Julian Pole – ‘Poley’ – was my immediate replacement at inside centre. A stayer. Moved like he was running through mud but he had decent hands. Our version of a second five eighth. I don’t remember who wore the thirteen shirt. Matthew Price was one of the wings – a big-shot footballer in the village of Marshfield on the outer edge of the school’s catchment area, halfway between Newport and Cardiff. His dad was a pharmacist. A sophisticated family. On the other wing, Desmond Jones. Des was THE man. Famed for his extravagant stomping side-step à la Gerald Davies. He wore his collar up, hair long, Celtic cool. His dad was a rep in the beer industry with a garage full of Watney Red keyrings, little plastic red barrels. We couldn’t get enough of them.


Apologies to the forgotten outside centre but this group constituted the core of the Bassaleg Under 11s, (we always pronounced the school as Baize-leg; friends from the West now seem to prefer the more Welsh-sounding Bass-are-leg) my first team. The Under 11s, the Invincibles. This should be one of those heart-warming sections when the writer explains it was here he discovered the importance of teamwork, of friendship and all those woolly ethics with which public schools love to tell us rugby, like the army, is associated. The eternal bloody brotherhood. But that wouldn’t be true. I basked in the warm



glow of this recently converted Grammar School. I entered the state system with an Essex boy’s loathing for rugby. A whining kid who would not contemplate any sport other than football. All it took was a couple of coaching sessions, a bit of promise and – the clincher – my appointment as captain of our fledgling group. I was converted to the rugby cause. Over two decades ago, writing something that I naively called an autobiography, I doubtless reminisced over the first tackle, the first this, the first that. All lies. What I adored was infant POWER. Throughout the first, second, third and fourth form, I continued to captain the team as we tore into our teens. There were no fixed terms of leadership in Bassaleg. I was addled with authority. My voice broke early. A short-arse with bass tones and a Welsh seventies moustache, I always liked the sound of my own voice. (It took a career in commentary to sometimes get sick of it.) It was no coincidence that the most assured days of my adult career were the three years of captaincy at Bath. Jack Rowell knew an aspiring autocrat when he saw one. More than forty years later and all I crave is time, space, books and some Bob Dylan to keep me content. Power? Leave it to the politicians. My fundamental flaws were to be forged in those pampered, power-crazed early years. But that is getting ahead of the book. We are only on B, there’s a way to go and plenty of possibilities for some self-flagellation as I expound my idea of the truth.


Back to ‘Baize-leg’. There is a powerful memory from my second year, aged thirteen. A Catholic, confessional moment is long overdue . . . I recalled this lunacy in my first book, Smelling of Roses. Glorified it. An homage to the winning mentality. My fierce determination to win. Or not to lose. I’d hazard a layman’s guess this psychological failing, this irrational inability to deal with defeat, damaged me – possibly as a person, certainly as a sportsman. The second year, a freezing bright blue winter’s day. The middle-class boys of Baize-leg are playing away to Hartridge.



A rumour to us as much as a school. On the other side of town, most of us silently trembled at a trip to what we were told was the wrong side of the tracks. Scruffy and, in our eyes, crumbling council estates. Views down to Llanwern Steel when Newport’s steel industry dominated the city. Steelworkers’ sons, tough types, lying in wait for the ‘posh’ boys of Baize-leg.


Everything is relative.


The morning match dawdles around in the rear of my memory, waiting for odd recalls. Ten a.m. kick-off, no chance for the thaw to set in, the ground is frozen solid, rock hard, the pitch glittering, beautifully unplayable. Sporty teachers who refereed were tough and taught us to be like them. Times change. Sane people would have refused to tackle. On that day I made the startling discovery that our ranks were bursting with legions of the sane. Any injury was possible and what was possible, my mates contemplated. We waved the rough boys through our ranks. Thinking is a blessing for a good rugby player, a curse for a cowardly one. ‘Torchie’ was in the Hartridge ranks. The Torch. A blazing Newport legend at thirteen years of age. His dad was from Norway, a haggard, hard-looking man. Imagine the face of Auden as a steelworker. The son too, a man before his time. Decent people but intimidating, especially the Torch. A brute who stopped growing at fifteen. I hope he didn’t end up another character in an Updike novel, trapped by a golden youth, giant promise unfulfilled.


Unbeaten for a year and a half, eventually we had to lose. But what did I know of these inevitabilities? Where better for the rude awakening than a frozen pitch? Against kids who would have scared us to death had we met them on a football terrace, I was burned by the Torch. Couldn’t accept the defeat, couldn’t take it like a little man. While most of the team hunched over in the cold changing rooms, comparing cuts and bruises, I cried, cried for the loss of my invincibility. I couldn’t handle defeat.



Except for my time at Oxford, it would prove a hard habit to shake. In any walk of life. It stood me in bad stead. I shied from exams I might fail, deliberately stumbled in the blocks of 100 metre school sprints I was scared to legitimately lose. The risk of not winning was a scar, one that I buried deep. For much of my adult life I thought the greatest strength of the all-conquering Bath team was our fear of failure. Now, looking back on that distant past, I see this fear as the handicap it was. The loss of daring. Now, I see me not so much as a wounded thirteen-year-old warrior, shivering with anger and cold, but a blubbering baby, heartbroken by his ego. Something inside me had died. Invincibility. Idiot child, even Achilles knew he must die . . .


I hope you won’t mind, but those memories lead us briefly away from Baize-leg and the babyish blubber to one of the more interesting sporting debates: whether it is the result or performance that matters more. It sounds like a loser’s excuse, doesn’t it, the latter, but if a team is scared of losing it will never look beyond the limits of its horizon. It will remain rooted in what it knows . . . and end up only squeezing out the next victory. Safe. Scared shitless within a cosy comfort zone. For all the brilliance of the coaching at Bath, we, as a group, were too often guilty – especially in Twickenham finals – of playing it safe. The word is anathema to creativity. Had we worried about ourselves and the potential expansion of our own game, more than the possibility of the odd defeat, we would not have won many more trophies, but maybe we’d have won them in style. We evolved year on year but the safety valve was locked in place for the Twickenham finals. Not every team can be like my now flawed former heroes from the Antipodes and play wondrous winning rugby. The pursuit of excellence takes dedication and imagination. It comes with the guarantee of the odd defeat. Teams will try too much, over-stretch, strain beyond the current limit of its capacity. That’s how you learn. Not by some second-rate



pedagogy. Rugby is too often taught by rote. I fitted in with men like Jack Rowell. He too had a psychotic urge to win. Defeat, more than anything scared me, scarred me. That changing room, high above the steelworks, the scene never left me. Petrified of losing, fear stifled my career. That frozen morning I dismissed Beefy, Tank, and Mug through my tears and branded them failures. Did it ever cross my mind that a few of them would sit and wonder about the silly, sulking sod in the corner?


Confessionals require pick-me-ups. An intoxicating gulp of the cosy innocence of the first form – and, of course, the joy of me as captain. Me, me, me. Only the Recreation Ground comes close to my first school playing field when it comes to happy memories. The first form pitch was separated from the rest of the rugby pitches, where the older boys and heroes of the first XV starred. A stream gurgled between the acres of well-manicured grass and the postage stamp pitch that was the stamping ground for our first comprehensive school year. The posts were not much more than a stubby letter H. There was no wasted material in the posts’ construction. No need for Newport steel (they were, I think, wooden). We little goal kickers couldn’t kick conversions out of the glue – the pitch was pretty much a mud bath from start to end of season. The mud stuck to the studs, the metallic taste lingers in the memory. Booted up, me in my ankle-high footwear that my English father thought differentiated rugby from football players. Forwards boots. Boots for Plug and Beefy! And Des Jones in a perfect pair of beautiful sleek Adidas boots. Three stripes, side-step and all. Ah, envy. We teetered, knobbly kneed, pale, hairless legs, out of the changing rooms, across a tarmacked area leading down to stream level. The field, the mud, the match. A road ran above it, linking the old ‘Grammar’ and newer ‘Comprehensive’ buildings which comprised Baize-leg school. Sometimes, during a midweek game, a teacher might pause between old and new, watch a game for a few minutes en



route to another class. Older pupils ambled, giggling at the ant-like determination with which we ploughed up the field metre after painful metre, through the mud, through the opposing tacklers, everyone zeroed in on the ball.


The first game we played was against Queens. The school has long since disappeared from the face of the earth, an early casualty in the slow death of state school education. What is there to tell about my first game? We won 4–0 when it was four points for a try. Nothing else sticks. I did not score the try. My egomania would have insisted on that recollection. Doug Thomas, a ruby-cheeked English teacher who a few of us suspected had a touch of the Dylan Thomas in his belly as well as brain, took charge of the first-year matches. Did Doug bask in the reflected glory of his unbeaten, unbeatable boys? Doug supervised us, didn’t coach us. He had to focus on Chaucer and his A level English class. Ron Lewis was the PE teacher with that privilege. A quietly spoken rugby player from the local Machen club, a hero to the older boys in the know. He developed our skills. Everything textbook. The angle of the body when receiving a pass. The position of the hands. There are many professional players and coaches who would be improved by a trip back in time to a Ron Lewis lesson. As for the tackle, the technique was pinned up on the gym walls. Tackling was taught in a way that brought the ball carrier to the ground without risking the health of tackler or tackled. Players have lost the art of how to position the head, to ensure it does not obtain the full force of the man being brought down. Professional coaches sacrifice their men while spouting ‘player welfare’ platitudes. Blokes are so big that every part of the body, including the head, is thrown in the pathway of these runaway trucks masquerading as rugby players. Sometimes progress has to make a U-turn to rediscover the right route. World Rugby’s 2016 determination to act in the face of bemoaning coaches and lower the height of the tackle was a rare act of long-term



thinking in our short-term world. As I write they are bringing the legitimate height of the tackle to the chest, against the wishes of many a narrow-minded coach.


But back to school. Before the 2017 Wales versus England international, Eddie Jones was wondering – in that fabulously inflammable way of his – how it is that a little country of three million beat big old England as often as Wales once did. I don’t know the population of Eddie’s Australia but it’s an awful lot greater than another Antipodean country four or so hours south by plane. Both the Kiwis and the Welsh have rugby union in their blood in a way that the two larger nations do not. Both have produced high quality coaches at schools level. Historically both have punched well above their weight. New Zealand remain the sport’s heavyweights. Professionalism and academy systems have been quick to forget the sport’s subtler arts. The misguided global development of the ‘gym monkey’ has negated, to an extent, Welsh advantages. Wales, like much of the world, lost its sense and direction, suffering an obsession of muscle over mind. Let’s hope the renaissance of the Scarlets will inspire Welsh rugby to return to their heritage. To be coached in Wales before professionalism, before Margaret Thatcher bit into the education system, was to be a fortunate rugby player indeed. The basics were our commandments. Julian Pole, as a child, ran and understood his rugby lines better than Will Carling as an international. Although Will was a little bit fitter, quicker and more determined.


Schooldays were a rushing stream of success. By the fourth year I was captain of Wales Under 15s. In the fifth form I was fast-tracked into the big league: the Welsh Under 19 schools team. I travelled to Ammanford, way out west, for the final trial. I was in the Possibles. Against me, Phil Lewis, who would one day play for Llanelli and Wales. Dave Jones, the Baize-leg wonder boy from the year above either made the team or bench,



I can’t remember which. But he was a bright, well-balanced boy with a greater sense of perspective than I possessed. His promising career petered out at the level of English Students. Clive Rogers, a scrum half who represented Newport, made the Welsh schools starting team. I, along with Jeff Price, a centre, was the precocious pick. A sixteen-year-old in the Under 19 team. The schoolboy JPR. It might have been better had ‘Snap’, as the wafer-thin Lewis was widely known, made the team. Too much went my way too soon. Along with an inability to deal with defeat, entitlement entered the equation. Another unseen problem with which to deal. Too many people told me how good I was. Too many writers in the Western Mail and South Wales Argus linked in ink, a schoolboy, with an almost inevitable international future. Nothing could go wrong. When it did I wasn’t ready. Perhaps I never was. I didn’t like to fight in the dirt for it. It was ‘the divine right of Barnes’. Now, after twenty or more years of professional rugby writing, I follow the wise words of Bob Dylan, ‘The only thing I knew [make it “know”] how to do was keep on keeping on . . .’ Tangled Up in Blue. One day it would be blue, black and white.


I was colour blind, never exactly sure of the school colours but deep blue with a wide yellow horizontal band is my guess. An art teacher once slapped my head for painting a purple sky, that too I remember. There’s a black and white picture in Smelling of Roses, doubtless available somewhere for 99p. Beefy Lee in the team photo, top right, before our first game. The top does him no favours. I’m all simmering Jim Morrison with my long hair while glamorous Desmond Jones is Mark Bolan merging with Gerald Davies . . . as for Plug, in 2015 I met an aunt of his in Cardiff. She said he was still in Coedkernew, a little hamlet of council houses in the middle of nowhere. He had a beautiful way with words, most of them of the foulest nature. The sweetest of swearers. A clever bugger whose grasp of Latin



was far superior to my stumbling efforts. We idolised a fat and corrupt cook who went by the name of Grumio in our basic Cambridge Latin beginners’ book. A sly, slob of a man. A hero. Plug modelled himself on the cook; Plug, the leader of a punk band. Me, vocalist for one reason only. No instrumental skill. Plug was drummer, Danny Kilbride on guitar, band practice in Plug’s garage. Our tight head’s claim to fame was that Rat Scabies of The Damned was his uncle. He taught me how to gob, punk style, one evening in the garage. Am I imagining that? We played one gig at the nearby Rhiwderin Village Hall. A band destined for punk-like self-destruction, what with Plug adamant that our Dylanesque lyrical dreams be suppressed in favour of an ugly regurgitated imitation of his heroine, Poly Styrene of X-Ray Spex. Look her up on YouTube. As any of you who have heard my dulcet broadcast tones might guess, I didn’t – and don’t – have that sort of vocal range. That’s punk for you.


Do I rightly remember Tank ‘coming out’ one night in The Three Salmons, a regular meeting place which sold cheap and weak beer? Its lack of any potency made us think ourselves heroic drinkers. I think he did. Over six foot tall at eleven years of age, a rhino on the rampage but Lord was it hard to make the man angry. He was a gentle giant, friend to all the girls when to us they were not so obscure objects of desire. After Saturday morning school matches he’d rather watch a film with them at the ABC cinema than rush to Rodney Parade for a Newport home match. Weird. Funny thing about Baize-leg back in the less tolerant seventies, none of us either knew or cared about things like homosexuality or Judaism. It wasn’t until reaching the bastion of elite education in Oxford that I heard prejudice first hand. As long as Tank could run over an opposing player we loved him.


Baize-leg, winning memories, many victories, few defeats. School was a launch pad in the sense that men like Ron Lewis



and Johnny Harris, the first XV coach, provided the basics needed to become a high-level rugby player. They equipped me with everything except a left hand for the purpose of passing. As a schoolboy sprinter my left arm flapped like the wing of a broken chicken. When I passed, the arm remained so close to my body that it was more a shuffle than anything else. Still the same when I deal a pack of cards. The right side’s pretty good, the left useless. Why didn’t Ron or Johnny get hold of me? Tell me to stop practising my right-footed kicking. Work on the motor neurone skills – or something – whatever the hell was wrong with the left side of my body?


Now for one of what will be a few brief digressions. I am in New Zealand with Sky, sometime in the 1990s. We are staying in a motel in Dunedin, some way south of civilisation, so I used to think of this city. A middle-aged cleaner walks into my room. I smile, say hello. She pauses, looks me over for a few seconds, ‘Aren’t you the five eighth who played for England here in 1985?’ I was, and pleased to tell her so. I’d played one of my best games in an England shirt against Otago. She shakes her head, ‘If you’d have had a left foot you wouldn’t have been a bad player.’


Looking back on those schooldays it seems some of the best days of your life set you up for the nastiest future falls. There’s a split level to success that’s difficult to see close up. The immediacy of it immunises a man to those nagging whispers that warn most people. Entitlement is not just a class issue, it comes in many forms. I was massively entitled by the end of my schooldays. Head boy. Everyone loved me, wanted to be my friend, or so I thought. Life was never elsewhere, it began and ended with me. Baize-leg was the best and worst of times, it’s just that I didn’t comprehend the flip side at the time. That was for the future.


Holding court as we strolled leisurely out of school at the end of another day, some boy from one of the lower stream classes (there was educational apartheid even in a comprehensive



school), not a rugby player, not an O level student, not anyone I needed to bother with, tripped me up for no reason. Next thing we were hammering away at one another in the concrete car park until a teacher intervened. I put it down as one of those mysteries. Mysteries make the world an interesting place. Who the fuck was this snarling kid? Some Nobody. As opposed to me, the Little Big Man. So full of myself. Impossible to imagine what it was like not to be me. I thought life was a matter of what you did and I believed I did a fair bit. As for it being a matter of who you were, let’s just leave that inner monster imprisoned in the past – if that’s all right with you. He’s too heavy to lug around.


Success is counted sweetest by those who ne’er succeed . . . Emily Dickinson . . . To comprehend the nectar requires the sorest need . . . I didn’t need it enough. Thought it was dolloped out on the plate right in front of me. As for the strains of triumph, they came too early, too resonant, and I lost the ability to hear clearly. Most of us have a bit of Jekyll and Hyde on the inside. It’s best to locate your Hyde before Jekyll is destroyed while that good side of you gallivants elsewhere. Which brings us to the next stage of our alphabetic journey through rugby; enter, stage left, my dear friend, Gareth Chilcott.
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