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    Introduction




    Scott Quinnell reached the very top of his profession. The former Scarlet, 52 times Welsh international and British Lion, is now one of the most recognisable faces in world rugby.




    The Hardest Test tells the story of how, despite a difficult childhood battling debilitating learning difficulties, Scott Quinnell managed to power his way to a successful rugby career and how, after retirement, he sought to conquer dyslexia in order to change both his life and the lives of his children forever.


  




  

    Chapter One




    The morning of 21 November 2000 should have been the happiest moment of my rugby career. We were preparing to face South Africa at the Millennium Stadium the following Saturday. As I was eating breakfast, Graham Henry, the Welsh coach, came over to talk to me. An injury had ruled out stand-in captain Mark Taylor and he was offering me the Welsh captaincy for the first time.




    I was very honoured and obviously happy. To captain your country is the pinnacle of any player’s career. But the more I thought about it and what the responsibility entailed, the more I began to worry.




    For the week leading up to the match, I hardly slept. Believe me, it had nothing to do with captaining Wales in front of 72,000 people, nor indeed anything to do with rugby at all. What absolutely petrified me was the prospect of having to speak in front of the players, their families and dignitaries after the game. That was it, nothing more.




    My mind would go back to being eighteen again when I was asked to open a fête in my old primary school and the fear that had triggered. Then, too, I hardly slept during the nights leading up to the event. It might seem crazy – I only had to say “I declare this fête open”. It must seem surprising that something so easy could cause me such anxiety, but my experiences up to that point had left me with little or no confidence when it came to such things.




    There’s a picture of me when I’m very young at primary school wearing a red rugby jersey. I think it must be one of my dad’s, because it’s drowning me, but I look very happy. And yet at that time I had no idea what rugby was, let alone how much of a role it would play in the rest of my life. It makes me smile just to look at it.




    I started school aged four. Five Roads Junior School was barely 300 yards from where we lived and was very much part of the small village where I grew up.




    Learning at that age is all about fun and you soon forget about being left at school every day by your parents. To me, it was just somewhere else to spend time with the friends who were so much a part of my life outside school. That’s what made things easier, I guess – we grew up discovering new things together and it was like one big family.




    Everywhere there were familiar faces. I recognised the teachers from around the village and even the dinner lady was my best friend Martin’s mother – her cawl was one reason for anyone to want to go to school!




    You hear of schools struggling these days with large classes; at Five Roads we benefited from the extra attention that being in small school groups allows.




    Thinking back, and with what I know now, I must have shown early signs of learning difficulties. But I don’t think there was anything particularly different about me. I was quite a confident kid, eager to have a go at anything.




    I remember vividly being given the responsibility of being milk monitor, a job I took to with relish – my proudest moment up ’til then, with the added incentive of being able to have an extra bottle now and again!




    Five Roads was and still is very much a close-knit community; everyone knew each other’s families and it was safe for us kids to play out until all hours.




    Regular events like the carnival brought the community even closer together. I’ve a vivid memory of one such carnival enjoyed by myself, my friend Martin and my younger brother Craig. We all dressed as rugby players and insisted on walking round all day in those thick, cotton jerseys in the sweltering summer heat, getting up to no good in Mervyn Daviesstyle headbands. Craig and I had little idea that in the years to come we’d be spending quite a lot of time running around in kit – though I must say I’ve not been tempted to adopt my godfather Mervyn’s ‘John McEnroe’ look any time since.




    The move from primary up to secondary school is enormous for any child. It’s gut-wrenching to be separated from the friends you’ve grown up with and to move away from the security of a school where the teachers know you almost as well as your parents. Leaving Five Roads School was no different – and I really wasn’t prepared for the struggle that secondary school would bring.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    My next school was Graig Comprehensive School down in Llanelli itself. I used to catch the bus from the village square just outside The Stag’s Head with my friends each morning but, instead of spending all day together, as soon as we got to school we’d all have to go in our different directions.




    Arriving at secondary school can be an isolating as well as a daunting experience – for a start it’s the first time in your life your academic ability is truly measured, and by being put into streams or sets you get labelled. I found this particularly difficult.




    I’ve always liked the idea of learning and, looking back, I think how great it would have been to be one of those people who could devour all the new information. Unfortunately, I just couldn’t. My poor concentration made this impossible.




    I was keen to make an impression, but it wasn’t long before I began to fall behind. It was very hard to deal with the fact that while my friends were doing well I was slipping to the bottom of the class. I couldn’t understand why, even though I was trying all I could to keep up, I still kept falling further behind.




    I tended to keep myself to myself in classes, not wanting to attract attention to the fact that I was struggling. I’d sit at the back waiting for the moment when the bell would ring and I’d be back out in the yard with my mates, where once again I could get involved.




    The teachers tried everything to help – looking back I realise how frustrating it must have been for them to work with me, one week, to the point where I seemed to grasp some aspect of a subject, only to see me return the following week with little or no idea of what we’d gone through previously.




    I was to learn later that this inability to retain information is one of the key signs of a learning disorder like dyslexia. My short attention span meant that much of the lessons was spent staring out of the window, daydreaming or counting the bricks of the building opposite. Maths was the only subject I grasped to any extent. In others I just kept repeating the same mistakes over and over again.




    I’d find things like copying text from a blackboard very difficult. I now know that it was my dyslexia which caused my eyes to jump around the board or the page of a book, meaning I’d miss sentences. This meant having to read things several times, so I was much slower than everyone else at completing the tasks.




    One of the major things I remember is feeling sick at the thought of being asked to read out loud. It terrified me – all the more reason to keep a low profile. Some teachers shouted at me, calling me lazy, and the constant rows upset me very much.




    It is important to understand that back then little was known about learning difficulties. I really don’t blame the teachers – I guess they had exhausted every method they knew, to little reward. But I couldn’t understand why I was being punished. Slowly I began to realise I had problems of some sort. The fact that the other children seemed to move on easily left me feeling very alone. Soon, I was bottom of every class – that’s if I was in the class at all!




    My wife Nicola remembers finding a box full of my school books from this time when we moved in together, all the pages empty save for the date and the title. That about sums it up, I guess.




    My parents began to realise that things weren’t going well. There were the concerns of teachers in the form of reports and letters in the post. I’d often get home from school in tears and lock myself in my bedroom. They found it hard to understand why their eldest son, who had been so full of confidence, was becoming increasingly withdrawn. I used to ask to go to friends’ birthday parties, only to quickly change my mind when we arrived, and have to be dragged in by my mother, and then leave soon after. My learning difficulties were now affecting every aspect of my life.




    At fourteen my problems were getting out of control. I’d get increasingly frustrated with myself and got into a fair bit of trouble – if I could get kicked out of a lesson or miss one completely, all the better. I once even punched a friend after a minor argument, breaking his eye-socket in the process. Something had to give.




    Despite all this, my parents were brilliant, spending lots time with me while I was doing my homework and trying different tutors to help me along. They looked at every possibility. When they saw that their efforts produced little improvement in school they started questioning themselves, as well as the credibility of the (very many) tutors in the Llanelli area who were assigned the huge challenge of improving my grades!




    As my father has since said, “We knew he wasn’t twp or dull, but it was frustrating.”




    I was pretty sharp when it came to things like sport but a complete failure academically.




    Eventually my parents came to what I suppose, looking back, was a natural conclusion – that it was the sport, particularly the rugby (which by that time I had begun to get heavily involved in) which was to blame.




    They imposed the ultimate penalty on me, stopping me playing rugby at Under 15 level – it turned out to be the only level I didn’t play at.




    I was devastated. By this time, rugby was all I really wanted to do and although I saw the importance of education I found it impossible. Everything seemed to be against me.




    Thank goodness the ban didn’t last for long!
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