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      Richard Hill featured in every England squad from the Under-16s onwards before making his full international debut in 1997. Within four
         caps and a few months, he had become a British Lion, a feat he was to repeat in 2001 and 2005. His crowning achievement during
         a 71-cap England career came in the 2003 World Cup final against Australia. He has spent his entire professional career at
         one club – Saracens. He lives in Winchmore Hill, London.
      

      
      Tony Lawrence is a freelance journalist with more than a decade’s experience working with such international agencies as Reuters and Agence
         France Presse. He has covered many major events, from rugby and cricket World Cups to World Athletics Championships, Olympic
         Games and the 2005 Ashes.
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‘I CAN’T GO THROUGH THAT AGAIN’

      
      26 June 2005. It felt as if my world had fallen apart.
      

      
      I only heard his first few words, and then I shut off. It was as if I had gone into shock. ‘It’s blurred around your anterior
         cruciate ligament; it’s not a clear picture, which suggests…’ he began.
      

      
      But I already knew full well what he was going to say. To the radiologist, it suggested the ligament was damaged. To me though,
         it was far more serious. It suggested my playing career was over.
      

      
      The first reading of the MRI (Magnetic Resonance Imaging) scan, moments before, had seemed to offer hope. I had injured a
         different ligament, I was told; the medial one, as well as my left knee cartilage. ‘I can live with that, I can handle that,’
         I thought, breathing a sigh of relief. I knew my 2005 Lions tour was over, of course, even before it had really begun, and
         that I faced yet another long period of rehabilitation, but at least it wasn’t the cruciate ligament that I had ruptured the
         year before. Thank goodness it wasn’t the same injury.
      

      
      The radiologist, however, then asked me to come and look at the films. The shots were still on his computer and he was talking
         me through them. Then he dropped the bombshell. It was the same ligament after all. He went on talking but I wasn’t listening. It was exactly the news that I didn’t want and which
         I hadn’t seen coming.
      

      
      I don’t even remember leaving the room. Suddenly I was back with the others, just about holding myself together. Brian O’Driscoll,
         the Lions captain, and Gary O’Driscoll, one of our doctors, looked up as I got back to the waiting room. I just slumped over
         my crutches. ‘I can’t believe I have done it again, I can’t believe I have done it again,’ I said. ‘Why did it have to happen?
         Why me, again?’
      

      
      I knew Brian and Gary wouldn’t know what to say. There was nothing they could have said. In a way, I felt sorry for putting
         them in an impossible situation. It wasn’t as if Brian was feeling much better. I had lasted almost twenty minutes of the
         first Test against the All Blacks, Brian had barely managed sixty seconds before dislocating his shoulder. Lying on a treatment
         couch next to me the evening before, he had groaned in agony for around twenty-five minutes before the doctors had managed
         to pop the joint back in. Now he had received terrible news – he had been ruled out of the rest of the three-Test series.
         He would also need an operation, followed by four or five months on the sidelines. They walked towards me, put an arm on my
         shoulder, then walked away again as my tears began to flow.
      

      
      My mind wandered back to the game. In truth, it had been a freak incident, totally unconnected to my first injury. It wasn’t
         the case that my left knee was in any way weak or vulnerable. The damage would have been just as severe if my right knee had
         been involved. I had been tracking across field as the All Blacks moved the ball right. Suddenly, they moved back infield.
         I was forced to check in an attempt to cover the player receiving the ball on the switch. My studs caught in the turf, with
         the bottom half of my left leg, from knee to ankle, caught underneath me at a 45-degree angle. Lock Ali Williams, all 120kg of him, thundered towards me. Despite my awkward position,
         I decided to try and go through with the tackle as powerfully as I could, by sinking my shoulder into him and hitting him
         hard to try and stop him in his tracks.
      

      
      The full force of the collision fed back down through my knee. There was a crunching noise as I went down. It sounded almost
         like the ball of the joint had been compressed back into the socket. I just lay there as play continued around me. The first
         ten seconds were the worst. You don’t know what to do with your body. I remember twisting back and forth, looking down at
         my leg as the pain welled up. Soon the physios arrived. ‘What did you do, how does it feel?’
      

      
      A day later and I could still hear the noise my knee had made as it collapsed. I hobbled outside to the front of the hospital.
         Christchurch was overcast, the sun trying to break through. I was on the same crutches that Lawrence Dallaglio had used a
         few weeks earlier after dislocating his ankle. He had already returned to England. Back home it was the middle of the night,
         but I had to talk to someone and phoned my partner Claire. The only words that came out of my mouth were: ‘I’ve done it again.’
      

      
      She said all the right things. She reminded me that I had come back from the same injury once and had made the Lions tour
         against all the odds. My career had hung in the balance but I had refused to be beaten. I could do it again. Later, though,
         I would learn she was as distraught by the news as I was. She had almost gone into shock and was speaking on autopilot.
      

      
      As I rung off, a depressing thought struck me. My last game for my club, Saracens, had ended with me leaving the field with
         an injury. My last game for England had also been cut short, by a twisted ankle. And now this. I could not think of a more
         wretched way to end a career. The first knee reconstruction had been a massive battle, both mentally and physically.
      

      
      ‘I can’t go through that again,’ I thought. ‘I simply can’t do it.’
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HEATHROW (WITHOUT THE CROWDS)

      
      5 July 2005. My return from New Zealand was pretty low key. It didn’t exactly compare with my return after the 2003 World Cup with England.
         The World Cup had been the high point of my career. The 2005 Lions tour was the absolute low.
      

      
      Two years before, thousands of fans had crammed into Heathrow to greet us. They had queued up for hours just to get into Terminal
         4. We had been pretty hopeful of some sort of a reception but it was, after all, 4.45 in the morning when we touched down.
         You had to be realistic. I thought a few hundred people, mostly relatives and die-hard friends might show up. We really had
         no idea what impact the tournament had had back home.
      

      
      Flying back with the World Cup in a Boeing 747 renamed Sweet Chariot had been pretty special. Even the William Webb Ellis
         trophy got allocated its own seat on flight BA16. There had been a bit of partying on the way home. The Bath boys, I think,
         were at the centre of it, with Mike Tindall to the fore and Lawrence Dallaglio not far behind. Tinds was meant to be challenging
         the record of fifty-two cans of beer, downed by Australian batsman David Boon on the same journey before the 1989 Ashes series,
         although I’m not sure he got very far before falling asleep. Some guys said they drank all the way to Italy before giving in. Lawrence, Matt Dawson, Ben Cohen and
         Jason Leonard paraded the trophy through the plane, while the fans took photos and sought autographs.
      

      
      I missed most of the celebrations, though. I was sitting with Jonny Wilkinson and a handful of others on the top floor, in
         the bubble of the plane. We had celebrated for the past two nights and now just wanted to relax in peace and quiet. Nobody
         realised we were up there, apart from the odd passenger or flight attendant who wanted Jonny’s signature.
      

      
      When we arrived home we were ushered past the baggage collection straight to the customs area where a police officer addressed
         us.
      

      
      ‘Unfortunately,’ he said, ‘there’s a mass of people out there. For safety reasons we can’t let you go through in one group.
         We’re going to have to take you through in twos and threes. It’s not for your safety, it’s for theirs.’
      

      
      The doors to the arrival hall were still closed but we began to hear an undercurrent of noise beyond. Somebody joked that
         we should send Jonny through first, as some sort of sacrificial lamb, but in the end he waited until last. The first group
         was made up of Neil Back, who had the Cup, Clive Woodward and Martin Johnson, and all hell broke loose. Then the next lot
         went through and the cheers and the singing of ‘Swing Low, Sweet Chariot’ and ‘Jerusalem’ started again. I hung back and went
         out in the penultimate group with Will Greenwood and Lawrence, but the cheering just went on and on. The noise was phenomenal
         and came at you in waves. The World Cup final in Sydney had been noisy enough, but this was in a confined space. People were
         crushed in, leaning forward trying to touch you, there were banners and flags being waved and hundreds of camera flashes were
         going off at once, dazzling you as the light bounced off the windows and glass doors. I had never, ever experienced anything like it.
      

      
      That was then, almost two years before. The only thing I was feeling this time was anxiety. I hobbled into the same Heathrow
         arrivals hall with Tom Shanklin, the Welsh centre who had also been ruled out of the tour. It had been a pretty lonely return
         – Shanks had slept pretty much the whole way, so I spent most of the flight watching films and wondering what lay ahead. This
         time there were no cameras and no cheering. I had a reception committee of one – Claire.
      

      
      At least she recognised me. Nobody else did. I must have looked like any other holidaymaker, except for the crutches. Anonymity,
         though, suited me fine. At that particular moment, apart from Claire, there was only one person I really wanted to speak to
         and that was my surgeon. And there was only one subject to discuss – the date of my second knee reconstruction. I wanted to
         nail it down as soon as possible. In 2003, I had got home with Buckingham Palace and No. 10 Downing Street top of my list
         of public engagements. This time I was heading for the operating table.
      

      
      I had gone through a rollercoaster of emotions since the injury in New Zealand but by the time I reached London I was back
         on an even keel. It was back down to business. Claire was right. I had been here before and I could deal with it again.
      

      
      Career-threatening injuries, you would think, should be dramatic and shocking, but that hasn’t been my experience exactly.
         On both occasions that it happened to me, within a nine-month period between October 2004 and June 2005, there was almost
         a comical side to events. Each time I had no idea how serious the situation was. I actually got rid of my crutches and walked
         around for a day or so after the first injury, before the scan showed how serious things were.
      

      
      The second time, in Christchurch, I had managed to convince myself, initially at least, that I might get back for the third
         and final Test. Yes, the knee had made that horrible noise on impact, but I thought it might be some old scar tissue left
         over from the first time. With O’Driscoll flat on his back and hogging the buggy stretcher, I had had to limp off the pitch
         with the help of the medics. I told Phil Pask, the physio, that I’d walk back around the pitch but he ordered me to stay put,
         to avoid causing any further damage. That led to a surreal stand-off with one of the pitch stewards. I sat down on one of
         the advertising boards to take the weight off my leg and he rushed up and told me to get off it in case I damaged the sign.
         I explained to him, in no uncertain terms, why I was waiting there. He changed his tune, before politely asking me if I could
         at least go to the end of the board, to avoid bending it. So I did. My career was at risk but hey ho! At least his sign came
         through OK.
      

      
      I was still hoping for the best that evening, when the squad met up for a post-match meeting to discuss our defeat in the
         first Test against the All Blacks. My scan was booked for the next morning and I was still telling people that the knee felt
         OK when Clive suddenly announced to the whole room that my Lions tour was over.
      

      
      ‘What’s he on about?’ I thought. ‘Let’s not jump the gun here.’

      
      Clive, though, was right. He and the medical team had obviously known a lot more about the injury than I had. I went to bed
         determined to prove them wrong, icing my knee and then stuffing a pile of pillows under the far end of my mattress to keep
         the leg up and reduce the swelling. The next morning, though, after precious little sleep, I discovered just how bad it really
         was.
      

      
      I don’t think I have ever experienced a worse day than that one in the hospital. I simply didn’t know how to react. I suppose
         my first thoughts were totally negative. I had played 256 times for Saracens, seventy-one times for England and five times for the British and Irish Lions and suddenly it was all over. We went straight back to the hotel because the squad had
         to catch a flight to Wellington. I had to go back into the team room, with fifty-odd people asking me how things had gone.
      

      
      ‘It’s fucked. It’s buggered. It’s useless,’ I said.

      
      Anyone stupid enough to stick around for the whole conversation got the works from me. ‘I don’t know if I will ever play again.’

      
      I found myself going over the incident again and again, wondering what I could have done differently. If I’d just been a bit
         slower across the pitch I would probably have been in the perfect position and that would have saved me. But, to this day,
         I have never regretted trying to complete the tackle as I wanted to. That’s part of my game, part of the way I play and part
         of my role. The only small comfort I could find was that any other player would have sustained a similar injury if they had
         put their knee under the same pressure. It wasn’t a case of the surgeon having done a bad job the year before. It wasn’t a
         case of me not working hard enough during my rehab or coming back too early. It was just rank bad luck.
      

      
      I reckon that within forty-eight hours of that shock I managed to get a grip on things. ‘Come on,’ I told myself. ‘It’s not
         necessarily the end. And anyway, even if I can’t go on, I am still going to rehab this knee so that I can get on with daily
         life without complications. If I don’t rehab it properly, I’m not going to have a full range of movement in it when I’m forty
         years old and that’s going to mean I can’t kick a football around in the park. So why not attack it properly?’ And then the
         thoughts came back to me of the smile on my face when I started running again after the first reconstruction. With a bit of
         luck I could experience that elation again. It was something to look forward to.
      

      
      Claire drove me home from Heathrow and we discussed the day ahead. After snatching a quick shower, it was off to see my long-suffering surgeon, Fares Haddad, at the Princess Grace
         Hospital in central London. Fares didn’t see the injury when it occurred; he was operating at the time. But within a few minutes,
         one of his registrars had passed on the news to one of the anaesthetists in theatre, who passed it on to Fares. A medical
         version of Chinese whispers, you could call it. By the time I got back, he had examined the match video as well as the knee
         scans. As I walked in, he just lifted an eyebrow, as if in exasperation.
      

      
      ‘So you’re back? Can’t keep some people away,’ he said.

      
      We managed a bit of a joke because there didn’t seem any point in dishing out doom and gloom. It was depressing enough just
         to think what lay ahead. The meeting lasted thirty minutes. It was the same procedure as before. Fares explained the options.
         ‘Let’s see what we find when we get in there,’ he said. ‘What I suggest, with your permission…’
      

      
      The previous time, they had used part of my hamstring to replace the ligament. They couldn’t use the same one this time, but
         they could have snipped some tendons from the other leg. The patella tendon, from just below the front of the knee, was another
         possibility, but Fares felt my left knee joint had taken enough punishment already. And while the patella might be robust
         enough to deal with everyday life, it would have been far less suited to coping with the demands of professional rugby. The
         emphasis from the outset this time seemed to be on using a donor – or, more bluntly, using a ligament from someone who had
         died. Claire and I asked a few questions, including one about the risk of infection, but he assured us the ligament would
         be checked, cleaned and screened. There was no talk, at that stage, of the possibility of the ligament being rejected by my
         body.
      

      
      Later that day we headed for a meeting with my agents, Nick Keller and Matt Jones at Benchmark Sport, and my publishers, to discuss plans for writing an autobiography. Previously, I
         had turned down the idea. I wasn’t sure I had much to add to what had already been said by other players, following the World
         Cup. Nor did it appeal to me to go around slagging people off or, indeed, praising them to the skies. Also, I didn’t want
         to be portrayed as someone I’m not. I had gradually been talked round. It would fit in with my benefit season, I was told.
         But now the project seemed pretty ill-timed. I should have been dashing about the pitch, making a name for myself, and instead
         I was on crutches, not knowing what the future held. At one stage during the meeting there was a discussion over a possible
         title for the book. Nobody came up with a definitive suggestion, but how many of them were thinking ‘Over the Hill’ or ‘All
         Downhill from Here’ might be appropriate?
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THE PALE, SKINNY MR HILL

      
      August 2005. I tell myself it’s like any other transplant but, it still bothers me, so I try not to dwell on it too much. Put bluntly,
         if I ever play rugby again it will be down in large part to a dead man’s knee ligament. The word ‘donor’ sounds a lot more
         comfortable but the plain truth of the matter is that my good fortune masks another person’s tragedy.
      

      
      I felt I had dealt with the issue and put it to one side but it forced itself back into my thinking prior to my operation.
         On 7 July, two days before the surgery, London had been rocked by a series of bombings on the transport system which killed
         fifty-two people. I couldn’t help wondering whether my donor might have been one of the victims. Later, though, I learnt that
         the ligament could not have been surgically prepared in time. I read a newspaper interview with Fares, where he said most
         donors in such cases were the victims of road traffic accidents. Not that that really makes it any better.
      

      
      Initially, there was talk of me seeing Fares immediately on the Tuesday morning and having the operation that evening. That
         idea, though, was ruled out. Fares felt my body should be given time to recover from the effects of the decreased air pressure
         on the flight home. He wanted to make sure there was no chance of a blood clot. So instead I went under the knife on Saturday, 9 July, the date of the Lions third Test. I had a word
         with the medical staff and they booked me in as the final operation in the morning so that I would be able to watch the Eden
         Park game. To be honest, though, I couldn’t concentrate. Every few minutes I was interrupted by nurses asking questions or
         checking things. The result, as well as the final 3–0 series score line, didn’t do much to cheer me up.
      

      
      There was the cricket, though. My operation was carried out at the Wellington Hospital, just outside Lord’s, which was hosting
         a one-day international between England and Australia the next day. It seemed too good an opportunity to miss and I enquired
         whether I might be allowed to take a little wander over there, if I could find someone to put me up in a corporate box. I
         was told to forget it. ‘What about a top-floor room with a view then?’ I suggested. Instead they directed me to the second
         floor with no view at all over the main road.
      

      
      At least I knew what lay ahead this time.

      
      Before my first operation towards the end of 2004, we had not been sure as to the full extent of the damage. That time, I
         had signed a consent form, effectively giving Fares permission to do whatever was necessary, once he had had a look inside
         the knee. He had gone over the risks and likely side effects and I had been wheeled into the operating room, still hoping
         that he would be able to patch up my anterior cruciate ligament without too much difficulty. It was only when I woke up that
         I discovered that it had been ruptured and that he had been forced to reconstruct the knee completely, replacing the ligament
         with tendons stripped from my hamstring. It beggars belief what can be done nowadays. Apparently Rahul, one of the other medics
         I’ve got to know well, had sat in the corner and folded the hamstring over four times and sewn it together before it was threaded
         through holes on the side of my knee, and fixed with bolts.
      

      
      ‘Sorry Richard, I’m afraid it will take you between six and nine months, not six weeks, to get back,’ Fares had said when
         I came round.
      

      
      It was no great consolation to discover that Rahul had enjoyed the operation. He told me I’ve got good-sized hamstrings, which
         made it easy for him.
      

      
      This time, though, I pretty much knew the score before the surgery, even if the internal damage would again prove worse than
         I had feared. There was no avoiding a second knee reconstruction.
      

      
      When Fares got inside, he saw that I had done ‘a proper job’, as he put it, this time. The cruciate was torn again, and so
         was the medial ligament on the inner side of the knee. The posterior cruciate ligament had been stretched and the cartilage
         was torn, while the joint’s two bone surfaces had been badly damaged after smashing together. In layman’s terms – as I had
         correctly explained to my Lions team-mates – my knee was buggered.
      

      
      The surgery seemed to have been a complete success again and I was sent home after a couple of days.

      
      ‘It’ll take nine months this time,’ Fares said. ‘Let’s aim for an early April comeback.’

      
      My run of bad luck, however, was far from over. Soon, indeed, it turned into a nightmare. Within days, I started to feel tired
         and off colour, with a soaring temperature. One night I hardly slept. I thought I had ’flu but Claire got hold of my mobile,
         without telling me, and phoned Fares. I thought he might tell me to take a few aspirin. Instead he took one look at my face
         – Claire says it was an unpleasant shade of grey – and admitted me to hospital. One minute I was walking along the street
         and the next minute I was being hooked up to a battery of machines and monitors.
      

      
      At first, Fares was concerned that the problem was linked to the surgery. But my knee was relatively pain free, there was
         no excess swelling and it was not red or hot. It did not seem to make sense. There was a worry that my body was rejecting
         the new ligament, even though Fares had never heard of such a case before – the ligament is not a living organ, as used in
         many other transplants, so by rights there should not have been any danger of rejection. He started consulting other specialists
         in Britain and abroad.
      

      
      By now, I was feeling seriously unwell, and sweating buckets, particularly at night. I felt lethargic and reluctant to eat.
         Anybody who knows me well would have known how sick I had become simply from the fact that I also stopped moaning. One of
         my nicknames, courtesy of my England team-mates, is ‘Victor Meldrew’, but I was too ill to speak at times, which did not exactly
         reassure Claire on her regular visits.
      

      
      Initially, my big worry was that they would decide to remove the ligament in case of infection. That would have meant a three-month
         wait for a new ligament while the knee bone repaired itself. It would also have meant saying goodbye to the entire 2005–06
         season. Goodness knows how I would have coped with that.
      

      
      But there was no evidence to support the idea of ligament infection. I underwent three more keyhole operations, with my knee
         being flushed out, and each time the biopsies came up negative. That was the good news. The bad news was that the team of
         doctors and specialists now buzzing around me still could not make sense of what was going on.
      

      
      How bad was it? Well, Fares said after I had recovered: ‘I didn’t think at any stage that you were going to die, but…’! Before
         the operation, he was dealing with a rugby player trying to make a comeback. Afterwards it was a case of urgently trying to
         recover a patient’s health, no more, no less. In his words, my body was highly toxic. He had never seen anything like it before. They were having case conferences about me every few days.
         A senior Department of Health microbiologist was even brought in. I, meanwhile, was being checked and screened for absolutely
         everything. I pretty much had every viral test known to man – there were skin tests, immunity tests, tests for tropical diseases.
         I even got asked about my sexual history. Everything came back negative.
      

      
      The dreaded routine would start every morning at 7.30 – in marched the nurses with their needles. If my temperature went up,
         I’d have more blood tests later on. I was close to developing a phobia of them – both the nurses and the injections. One needle
         was shoved straight into my knee joint and I could still feel where it had gone the next day.
      

      
      Nothing seemed to go smoothly. The antibiotics, for instance, had to be changed when I reacted to them. Then, after my white
         blood cell count dipped dramatically, they said they were going to test my bone marrow. That meant cancer and leukaemia. Worse
         still, I discovered that this particular procedure would be far more painful than all the rest.
      

      
      Looking back, it made me appreciate what people go through in hospital. One of the charities I’m supporting during my benefit
         year is the Anthony Nolan Trust, which puts together a register of bone marrow donors. I have come to meet a lot of these
         people, like little Max Horwood, a young lad who has been through it all. He was a guest at one of my benefit functions. I
         looked at him smiling away and thought: ‘That’s tough going, at his age.’
      

      
      In the end, my luck turned. I had been pumped full of antibiotics and suddenly, for whatever reason, I began to feel better.
         The blood tests were still not quite right and the cause of the infection remained a mystery but they allowed me home at last,
         after three and a half weeks in a hospital bed.
      

      
      One thing still strikes me about that period – Fares’s commitment. He’s a guy I trust totally, even if I wish I had seen a
         little less of him in recent times. At times he seemed as depressed as I was. Fares has worked with Saracens for ten years.
         Every time he watches a game on television he invariably spots someone whose knee he has fixed. He carries out around 200
         operations a year, though not all on elite sportsmen. During both my rehabs, he has responded to my injuries as if they were
         personal to him. Even now, he always wants to know what the latest is. ‘Text me,’ he says. ‘Or ring me, any time, day or night.’
         One of his children was born soon after I got hurt in New Zealand but he tells me that my injury had been the most significant
         event of that period. He’s joking, of course. I think.
      

      
      So I headed home, loaded down with a suitcase full of pills and medicines (one box was worth something in the region of £12,000
         – that was about £200 per pill. It makes me smile to think that if someone had broken into my house they would have stolen
         the television or CD player and left the pills behind). To be back in Winchmore Hill gave me a huge boost. I had lost almost
         one month of my recovery and I felt pretty ill for another week or so, but I could now start concentrating on fighting back.
      

      
      Not, of course, that anybody else really noticed what I had been going through. There had barely been a line about me in the
         newspapers since my exit from the Lions tour. Perhaps I had been written off after suffering the same injury for a second
         time. Perhaps people expected me to retire. The injury itself had been overshadowed by the furore surrounding the tackle by
         Tana Umaga and Keven Mealamu on Brian O’Driscoll. That controversy would rumble on for months. A lot of the rugby journalists
         who had followed the Lions took their holidays after the tour, I suppose, another reason for the radio silence. I’m not complaining – I prefer the quiet life to too much attention.
      

      
      The media did eventually catch up with me, or so I thought. I got a phone call asking for an interview but I was still in
         hospital and not feeling great at that stage so I asked them to get back to me. Five minutes later and there was another call,
         from the BBC or Sky. All of a sudden, after no contact for weeks, I get two phone calls in five minutes. What was up?
      

      
      ‘Just checking up on your injury,’ they assured me.

      
      ‘Give me a couple of days,’ I replied, and turned my mobile off.

      
      Next morning, at ten past eight, it rang again.

      
      ‘I wonder if you would like to comment on Clive Woodward giving up rugby to help coach at Southampton Football Club?’ the
         voice said.
      

      
      I couldn’t believe it. It was almost comical.

      
      ‘How could I have been so foolish to think they might actually be concerned about me?’ I thought.

      
      If I wasn’t exactly feeling myself at the time, I wasn’t looking like myself either. The first occasion I went out in public
         was to watch Saracens play Harlequins at Harpenden Rugby Club in a pre-season friendly. I went up into the clubhouse and ran
         into my England team-mate Will Greenwood. He looked straight through me. ‘Hi Will,’ I said, and he did a double take. I had
         probably lost around 8–9kg since the operation, and I was probably just below 100kg, not counting my leg brace.
      

      
      He turned to Claire and said with a laugh: ‘Sorry, I didn’t recognise the pale, skinny Mr Hill.’

      
      And he was right. Later I saw some pictures of myself. I looked like a ghost.

      
      Looking back, the immediate aftermath of the operation was my low point. There was – and still is – the nagging worry that we didn’t get to the bottom of the infection saga and that it could return any time in the future. Yet I was determined
         to give my recovery my best shot. Fares never once said I should pack it in and that helped. And anyway, what else could I
         do? I am a rugby player. I’m not qualified to do much else.
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      My rugby qualifications go back more than a quarter of a century, to the time when I began playing mini rugby at the age of
         five in Salisbury. The sport has dominated my life ever since. Even before then, as a rugby ball-shaped toddler almost as
         round as I was tall, I had displayed a taste for throwing my weight around. My mum, Penny, says I was the hardest of the three
         children to bring up, a hyperactive boy who was always dismantling things with a screwdriver inside the house and getting
         into all sorts of scrapes outside.
      

      
      I was two years old when my sister Fenella was born. I took one look at her in the maternity ward cot and pushed her away,
         declaring: ‘Don’t want that!’ Apparently, I was once caught riding my trike over the back of her legs. As soon as she learnt
         to walk, I would shove her aside and take her place in the pushchair. Fenella probably had every right to complain. After
         all, she was regularly dragged along to watch me play rugby; while I was only forced to go and watch her dance once (I sulked
         throughout). And perhaps my elder brother, Tim, and I should not have used her as a tackle bag quite as often as we did.
      

      
      She was interested in ballet and horses. I preferred mud and Action Men (which, my parents keep reminding me, are still awaiting
         collection from their loft, along with the fort and toy soldiers). I didn’t get girls.
      

      
      I didn’t talk much, as a young child. I could, it seems, I just chose not to. Some things never change. I was sent to a Montessori nursery to encourage my communication skills. It didn’t
         seem to be working until a girl walked out of the door and onto the busy street without the teachers noticing. Apparently
         I rushed up and told them. They were shocked – not so much that the girl had got out but that I had uttered my first words
         since arriving at school.
      

      
      My introduction to rugby came via Tim. He was six years older but could not stop me tagging along whenever he and his friends
         staged a game of cricket, football or rugby. I used to get kicked about the garden but kept coming back for more. Tim, I suppose,
         just put up with me (except, that is, on one occasion when I deposited a gob of phlegm on the heads of two of his friends
         from the first-floor landing as they practised kissing at one of his parties).
      

      
      Whenever Tim played for Salisbury’s youth teams, I would hop about on the touchline, dressed up in my own toddler’s kit. A
         friend of my parents, Dave Wilkins, eventually gave in and let me run around behind the others, well out of harm’s way. ‘One
         day that boy will play at Twickenham,’ he said.
      

      
      The headmaster of my village primary school was a New Zealander, Jim Grice, whose son played top-class rugby, so he probably
         approved of my developing passion. The rest of the staff were less approving whenever I introduced British Bulldog – a rather
         physical game of tag – or full-blown rugby to my smaller classmates at break time. Each time the game would be broken up I
         would be sent in to explain myself. I would go home with holes in my trousers and a big grin on my face. ‘The little boy with
         the grubby knees,’ one of my Mum’s friends called me.
      

      
      Perhaps rugby was in my blood. My dad, John, hadn’t been that good a player – he was better at hockey – although he later
         helped set up mini rugby at Salisbury rugby club. Mum maintains the influence came from her side of the family, the aptly named Rucks, some of whom had emigrated to New Zealand.
         Mum’s brother, uncle John, had loved the game, playing week in, week out, concussed or not. Tragically, he died in his mid-thirties,
         so I never got to know him. As for Tim, he led the way, first at Salisbury and then by going on to prop for British Polytechnics
         and finally Portsmouth. By the time I started to progress though the game, he was pursuing a sensible, successful career as
         an accountant.
      

      
      When I was five I met Marcus Olsen, who remains a good friend to this day. He lived on one side of Salisbury Rugby Club and
         I lived on the other. We met in the middle and messed about together, kicking and passing and learning how a rugby ball bounced.
         We would go through the same routine when our parents went to watch matches at the club. I would always know if there was
         a midweek evening game – you could see the glare of the ground’s floodlights from our house – and I would tug at Dad’s sleeve,
         asking to be taken along. Our parents would watch the action from a grass mound, while we passed a ball around with our mates
         Dave Griffiths and Dave Coveney on an adjoining pitch. As a kid, I would pretend to be Dean Richards or Peter Winterbottom.
         Little did Marcus and I know that we would both play for England schoolboys and England Under-21s, as well as teaming up years
         later at Saracens. We were even sharing a flat when I won my first England cap.
      

      
      I don’t remember standing out as a youngster, although my parents argue through rose-tinted spectacles that I was way ahead
         of my classmates. Apparently the coaches said I had something special about me, that I could read the game. I just remember
         being a roly-poly kid who wanted to run with the ball. We had a good side at mini level, regularly winning local tournaments.
         I was lucky like that. When I went up to secondary school, there were lots of good players in my age group, which rubbed off.
      

      
      Looking back, it was as close to an idyllic childhood as you could get. I was born in Dormansland in Surrey but the family
         headed to Salisbury soon after. We moved into a house at the end of a quiet close in the village of Stratford-sub-Castle,
         backing onto a water meadow, with the River Avon 100 metres away. It was meant to be a temporary arrangement but my parents
         still live there today. When the meadow flooded, the water came right up to our garden fence and I would set off in a makeshift
         fibreglass canoe. Later, that canoe provided the perfect vehicle to get to some of Salisbury’s pubs. I’d paddle past the fire
         station, moor up outside The Boat House, have a few drinks and paddle back without worrying about being breathalysed.
      

      
      Many of our holidays were spent up with my grandparents in Norfolk. They took a huge amount of pride in their house, in the
         little village of Cringleford just outside Norwich. The back garden had a precious, child-free croquet lawn, a little summer
         house, apple trees and a vegetable patch. Granddad had been the assistant chief constable of Buckinghamshire police and knew
         how to deal with young upstarts. He was very loving but was also very Victorian in terms of discipline, as I found out when
         I broke one of the croquet mallets, or when I unwisely committed the heinous crime of talking during the Queen’s Speech one
         Christmas. Driving through Norfolk with Claire many years later, I made a detour, just to get another look at the house.
      

      
      My grandparents also owned a small bungalow at Bacton, on the Norfolk coast between Cromer and Great Yarmouth, about 200 metres
         from the beach. We’d play cricket, throw Frisbees and walk along the mudflats, with mud squelching through our toes, or stalk
         pools with shrimping nets. My enthusiasm for swimming, though, was dampened when, one evening, we saw a fisherman on the promenade pull in two foot-long baby sharks. At
         nearby Blakeney Point we’d collect samphire, a type of seaweed, boil it up, add butter and eat it off the stalk.
      

      
      Years later, Mum was walking around the old Saracens clubhouse at Bramley Road, peering at pictures of pre-war teams after
         watching me play a game, when she noticed a familiar face staring back from one of the frames. Looking down at the names inscribed
         below, she found ‘George H.W. Wilkinson’. It was Granddad. By an extraordinary coincidence, grandfather and grandson had ended
         up playing for the same London club.
      

      
      Sadly, my granddad had had several strokes by then and had not been able to tell us more about it. That 1938 team picture
         was included in the book, Saracens, 125 Years of Rugby. It would have been nice to swap notes. I also discovered that, as a young policeman with the Met, he had walked the beat
         in Winchmore Hill, a stone’s throw away from the house I share with Claire.
      

      
      My sporting education began in earnest at secondary school. I managed, miracle of miracles, to pass my Eleven Plus and get
         into Bishop Wordsworth School, a state grammar lying in the shadow of Salisbury Cathedral and with a fine reputation for rugby.
         My fate was sealed.
      

      
      As for my educational education, well, for years my school reports would have the same ring to them. One year it would be:
         ‘His determination in sport does not unfortunately carry over into his academic work.’ The next: ‘Richard must not relax his
         efforts in his academic work. He puts a great deal into his sport and the school, but he must also think of his own future.’
         And the next: ‘Richard must tackle his weaknesses with the same spirit of determination he shows on the rugby field.’
      

      
      I didn’t, though. I was sport mad and so were my friends. In class, I was never top in any subjects and near the bottom in
         some. I certainly remember getting 17 per cent in a religious education exam. I had a phase of being, by all accounts, a disruptive
         pupil who sat at the back of the class and chatted. My parents tried to encourage me to study, but it was a losing battle.
         I don’t remember doing a mass of homework. Offered a distraction, I would take it.
      

      
      One of the more pleasant diversions was providing overnight security with my mates at the annual Salisbury Real Ale and Jazz
         festival. We watched over the various kegs and barrels in the marquee and, in return, were shown how to help ourselves to
         a few glasses of Tanglefoot. I’m not sure I would have hired us. One year we woke up to find a disturbed old lady wandering
         around the tent with a mallet in her hand. We ducked down in our sleeping bags and pretended to be asleep until she wandered
         off.
      

      
      My main distractions, though, were sporting in nature. For a while, I played tennis to a reasonable standard, and I even came
         second in the Wiltshire Under-17s shot putt. (I came last, though, at South West level.) Rugby’s grip, however, was never
         seriously threatened, particularly after Steve Ralph-Bowman got hold of me.
      

      
      The school’s celebrated rugby coach, who also trained the local team, must have done a double-take the first time he heard
         my name. About ten years before, he had helped develop another Richard Hill who, like me, had a father called John who worked
         in the insurance business in Salisbury. The Mark I version, a scrum-half, went on to play for Bath and England, as did Dave
         Egerton, a No. 8 from the same school side. Soon Richard Hill Mark II – playing at No. 8 after flirting with the front row
         as a youngster – and Marcus Olsen – at 9 – began following in their footsteps.
      

      
      Ralph-Bowman was a passionate, fiery man, who demanded total commitment. He had been known to lock teams in their changing room for a short while after bad defeats. He filled some of his young charges with fear but I got on well with him
         most of the time. He knew his stuff. He was an RFU-accredited coach, and was involved in selection and coaching at county,
         regional and national level. It probably did me no harm that his son, Ben, was in my year group. And it certainly helped that
         the back row was one of his areas of expertise. It was the first time I had come across such a technical approach. He didn’t
         just teach you moves, he made you understand how they worked, why certain positions or angles of running would succeed in
         unlocking defences while others would not.
      

      
      He also made us work hard. There were the obligatory cross-country runs through the streets and down by the river and back
         past the cathedral. For the senior teams there was ‘fitness lunch time’ on Mondays, with circuits in the school hall or a
         jog to Harnham Steps, a long flight of stairs of different gradients. Once at the top he put you through a variety of lung-busting
         exercises to finish you off.
      

      
      It paid off, though. We had a fixture list which included public schools like Sherborne, Marlborough College, Canford and
         Millfield. They didn’t like losing to us. I used to fancy myself as a bit of a kicker in those days – I was a very rustic
         version of John Eales – and I remember kicking two penalties in a game against Millfield to seal a 6–3 ‘classic’.
      

      
      It’s hard to put an exact measure on Ralph-Bowman’s importance to my career. But I think he knew much better than us how good
         we could become if we were pushed. When he retired, both I and Richard Hill Mark I spoke at a function marking the event.
      

      
      If only there had been someone with as much influence on my academic work. Perhaps I was lulled into a false sense of security
         by some reasonable GCSE results. The school was obviously lulled as well. They made me deputy head boy and allowed me to study Mathematics, Geography and Business Studies at A level. By then, though, I had begun making headway in
         representational rugby sides and my schoolbooks gathered dust.
      

      
      When our A level results came out, everyone met up to celebrate and discuss the future. I didn’t want to be a killjoy so I
         went along. ‘What did you get?’ they asked me. ‘I got none,’ I replied. ‘Spelt N-U-N.’ I smiled it off but, to be truthful,
         I was in a state of shock. I knew the maths hadn’t gone well – I had done all I could after the first fifteen minutes of the
         three-hour exam – but I had no inkling the other results would be so bad. It was a pretty dark day and threw my future into
         doubt.
      

      
      As a young boy, I had wanted to be a farmer. There had been a farm just down the road and I used to help out occasionally
         with the pigs and hay baling. Later, I set my heart on further education. I didn’t have a clue what I really wanted to do,
         but I vaguely thought I might become a teacher or a gym instructor. I remember my Mum coming up with a whole series of suggestions,
         which became more and more bizarre the more desperate she became. Physiotherapy seemed logical enough an idea, but she must
         have been really panicking when she suggested hairdressing.
      

      
      I filled out a careers advice questionnaire at school which was sent off for computer analysis. When the list of possible
         careers came back, I picked one that sounded good to try and keep my parents happy. ‘I think I shall become a chartered surveyor,’
         I announced, to satisfaction all round. Now, though, without any A levels, even that option had gone.
      

      
      Still, things did not turn out all that bad in the end. If you look up my old school’s website, there is a section on former
         Wordsworthians. William Golding, author of Lord of the Flies, taught there, while Ralph Fiennes, the actor, was a pupil. Well, my name is on the list as well. It talks of Saracens, England and the Lions. My exam results don’t get a mention.
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      August 2005. It would be nice to add another few lines to that school website entry, but as things stand at the moment, I can’t be sure
         what the future holds. I’m making decisions as I go along, day by day. I’m still on a six-week course of antibiotics as I
         write this, and my rehab is just starting. All I’ve managed is walking on my toes up and down the swimming pool and pacing
         the length of the Saracens training ground gym, looking in the mirror to make sure my left leg mirrors the right.
      

      
      People ask me when I hope to be back playing for Saracens or England. I can’t think like that. England is away in the far
         distance, beyond my horizon. If I were honest I would say that I don’t know for sure if I will ever play rugby again.
      

      
      With a nine-month recovery programme ahead of me, I have to keep things simple. One of my friends from my Salisbury Rugby
         Club days, Don Parsons, has asked me to be the best man at his wedding this month. I’ve not exactly lived up to the best man’s
         duties so far, since I had to miss the stag do, but after missing one important wedding already – my former Saracens team-mate
         Tony Diprose’s marriage to Mo – I am determined to be present this time.
      

      
      So this week’s training will be to try to walk without crutches in church. That’s my immediate goal.
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ANOTHER MONTH IN SOLITARY

      
      September 2005. I got in to a bit of a panic the other day. You’d think, having gone through this before that I should know what to expect
         from this sort of injury. There will be twinges and aches and sudden pains, almost on a daily basis. The knee will swell up
         without warning and make strange noises that I would rather not hear. The key is not to let your imagination run riot about
         what is going on inside the joint.
      

      
      However, I had forgotten that bit of advice after I had been at Twickenham, to watch Saracens’ first league match of the season
         against Wasps. I managed to get a first-row seat in the royal box, so I had more room than usual, and I had propped up my
         leg against the front wall. Everything was fine (apart from the result, a 23–11 defeat) until afterwards. Suddenly I felt
         a sharp pain around the main scar on my knee. I walked it off and thought nothing more about it. Next morning, though, I could
         barely get out of bed. I couldn’t walk on the left leg at all and had to cling onto the furniture to get across the room.
      

      
      I hobbled off like an old granny to see the club physio, then got in contact with Fares. I couldn’t help wondering whether
         something had gone wrong with the ligament graft – you hear stories of fractures around the screw sites after my sort of operation. When something similar happened after my first knee surgery, I had been taken in for another operation within a
         week, to remove a ‘floater’, a bit of tissue or cartilage which had broken away (we had kept it from the press that time,
         since I was fighting to be fit for the Lions tour and we didn’t want any fuss). It could have been something similar this
         time, according to Fares, but he didn’t want to be operating on my knee again so soon. We just had to see if it settled down,
         and planned to have a scan a couple of weeks later.
      

      
      To make matters worse, after the physio session I had to go straight to a corporate sevens day at Saracens. I had to put my
         brace back on to support the knee, which of course meant that I was bombarded with questions. People mean well – indeed, perhaps
         it would be rude not to ask – but it’s quite tiring when you are on the receiving end. One person will say: ‘So can we expect
         you back in a couple of weeks?’ Then the next asks: ‘Is it true your career’s over?’ Others sigh deeply when I tell them I
         expect to be out for nine months. Sometimes I wonder what answers they want. I’m hoping to get to all our home games this
         season, as well as some of the away ones, but each time you turn up you get cross-examined. It reminds you of your situation
         all the time.
      

      
      Match and corporate days aside, being injured is a lonely business. The more long-term the injury, the more solitary you feel.
         I’m not very good on my own. I’m a pack animal, I suppose (no pun intended). I can be quite reserved in certain situations,
         meeting people for the first time. I’ve always been like that. Let’s face it, most of my life has been spent as part of a
         fifteen-man group.
      

      
      My day-to-day friendships are with other Saracens players. I have good mates in the England squad and particularly so back
         in Salisbury, but there isn’t much opportunity to see them regularly. I’m not a great one for phone conversations, although
         I get the odd texts from Jonny (ever since the World Cup, it’s almost been a competition to see which of us has spent the most
         time in rehabilitation). As one of the walking wounded, though, you feel like you’re stuck on the fringes.
      

      
      It’s fine when there’s a match on. You feel part of things again. Some people think it must be frustrating to watch the other
         guys playing, but I don’t feel that. If you are not fit, you are not fit, so why get frustrated? I still get very nervous
         about results. I’m passionate about the club and I want them to do well. That means encouraging the guy playing in my position,
         even if he might keep me out when I return. You accept that. I’m always ready to help analyse match videos with the younger
         guys if they want. I look at it this way; I also need the results to go my way, it’s my future they are playing for as well.
      

      
      At other times, though, it’s tough. I go down to our Hertfordshire University training ground in Hatfield but for the most
         part I’m having physio on my own or doing gym workouts when the other guys are not there. I miss the banter of training. Often
         the players organise something social after one of their sessions, be it a meal or a quick coffee, but I’m usually not around
         and end up missing out.
      

      
      I’ve never liked missing out on group events, even before my injuries. If training was from nine to eleven in the morning
         I would sometimes go in at seven to fit in an extra weight or fitness session so that I could finish at the same time as everybody
         else. I hate being in the gym when I know the other guys are off playing golf.
      

      
      At the moment I’m spending some afternoons alone at home. They don’t encourage you to hang around the place at Hatfield. It
         was different during the amateur days, when everybody socialised after training. Now the professional philosophy is ‘come
         in, work hard, then go home and recuperate’. I’m one of the worst culprits, apparently, for hanging around for an extra chat and a mug of tea. I suppose that is one of the main reasons why I want to carry on playing. I love
         the feeling of being involved with a team. It’s all I’ve ever known.
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      As a youngster, most of my spare time seemed to be spent in a rugby shirt of one colour or another. At Bishop Wordsworth’s,
         I would have played in the school team on Saturday (navy blue) and then played for Salisbury (green, with a single white hoop)
         on Sunday. Before long, I was also playing representational rugby for Wiltshire’s Under-14s (green and white hoops). At school
         level, I had already come across Kevin Yates who, after a successful, eventful career, ended up with me at Saracens. I crossed
         swords with my World Cup team-mate Matt Dawson even earlier – he turned out for Marlow Under-13s against Salisbury. As I remember
         it, Daws and I both kicked two penalties in a 6–6 draw.
      

      
      The more you progressed, the more team trials you were invited to. By Under-16 level, the system was so complex that I’m not
         sure anybody understood it. I would have played for my school and Salisbury. Then we would have had to play other parts of
         Wiltshire to get in the county side. Then we would play Dorset to form a Dorset and Wilts XV. Next came a match against Hampshire
         and Sussex, leading to another team, which would play other amalgamated teams before forming the South of England. Next came
         the South West…etc., etc., until, aeons later and if your luck held out, you would get the coveted invitation to an England
         trial.
      

      
      No wonder I never got any schoolwork done. On big weekends I would leave school at lunch time on Friday, missing afternoon
         lessons, and return on Sunday night. I did take books with me on the train, but I never actually opened them. Perhaps I suffered from travel sickness.
      

      
      If that was not enough, there were regional training courses, followed by the annual summer course at Trent College in Nottingham.
         The idea was to hand-pick the best players in the country. They would work you flat out for five or six days, then play a
         couple of matches to see what you had taken in.
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