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Prologue



Someone told me I was shit at my job the other day. I’d never met him before, complete stranger. I was having a coffee at the time, minding my own business – as much as you can mind your own business when you’re a rugby referee.


I suppose it was better than being wished a slow and painful death, which happens occasionally. Or someone calling me the third most evil man in the world, just behind Saddam Hussein and Osama bin Laden, because I failed to spot a forward pass. (Given that Saddam and Osama are both dead now, does that mean I’m now the most evil?) Come to think of it, maybe I should have thanked the stranger in the coffee shop for being so measured in his criticism.


I don’t mind a bit of piss-taking if it’s done in the right spirit, it’s all that death stuff that stings a bit. I’m just a bloke trying my best, and rugby isn’t the simplest of games to referee. I’d love to see some of my harshest critics try it.


When I was growing up, I didn’t dream of being unpopular. Never did I say, ‘You know what? I’ll make it a double whammy and become a lawyer and a referee – so that people think I’m really, really awful.’ It just kind of happened. But as I’m sometimes reminded, they were my choices, so I can’t complain too much. And joking aside, what a wonderful life refereeing and lawyering have given me.


Like any young rugby fan, I wanted to play the game for a living, but I suffered from a severe lack of talent. However, I think I’ve got the next best job. I get to stand in the middle of a packed stadium, listening to some of the best rugby players in the world belt out their national anthems while trembling and crying. Then when I blow my whistle, I’ve got a ringside seat for eighty minutes of organised mayhem. Or one hundred minutes, but I’ll return to that later.


Sometimes, I’ll think to myself, How on earth did I end up here? In fact, that’s been one of the themes of my life. A kid from Bream in the Forest of Dean, with a West Country burr so thick you could spread it on toast, isn’t meant to referee at Twickenham or Murrayfield. He isn’t meant to be a barrister in a wig and gown, advocating in a courtroom. He isn’t meant to meet the Queen at Buckingham Palace. And he isn’t meant to write books. If ‘fish out of water’ were a career choice, I reckon I’d have nailed it.


It’s a weird occupation, refereeing. You upset a lot of people and get shouted at quite often. You’re mainly remembered for the mistakes you make. If nobody is talking about you, that probably means you’ve done a good job. But weird as it is, I’m honestly quite normal. Well, I would say that, but you can make your own minds up. Everyone ready? Let’s get things under way.
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When I Grow Up


An Irish journalist described me as ‘a deranged Eton headmaster with a ferret down his pants’. I’ve no idea what the ferret reference was about, but I assume by ‘Eton headmaster’ he was attempting to portray me as a stereotypical English rugger bloke: superior, posh, from somewhere in the Home Counties.


He couldn’t have been much further from the truth. The fact I’m called Wayne should have been a clue. Believe it or not, my brother’s called Darren.


To those who have never visited, the Forest of Dean probably sounds idyllic. It’s true, some of the countryside down there is magnificent, but it’s also quite a poor area. Once upon a time, most of the men worked in coal mining but, by the time I came along, all the collieries were long gone.


When people ask me what the Forest of Dean is like, I usually say, ‘Wales.’ Because besides its mining heritage, it’s also got sheep, brass bands, male voice choirs – and rugby.


I was born and raised on a council estate in the village of Bream, which is only about twenty miles from Newport. And like most boys from Bream, I was turning out for the local rugby team, Bream RFC, from the age of six or seven.


Bream had two pitches, which were built on a hill. The club got some money to flatten one of them, and the committee chose the pitch at the bottom of the hill. It was constantly flooded because the top one was still sloping and rainwater ran down it. I can still smell the horrible yellow clay, which stuck to your hair and was impossible to wash out of your kit.


The changing rooms were old school, with big communal baths. On match day, there would be a chap on the gate, charging 50p to watch the game. There were plenty of eccentrics around the place, including the sponge man Lindsay, who would turn up on his clapped-out 50cc moped wearing a deerstalker.


I don’t suppose Lindsay had ever done a first-aid course, and he probably did more harm than good. He once strapped someone’s hand up so that all his fingers were stuck together and he couldn’t catch for the rest of the game.


The rugby club was everything to everybody in the village, the one constant you could always count on. If you were having a hard time at home, the door would always be open, even for a bang-average player like me.


In the clubhouse after a game there would be lots of drunken singing and dancing, sometimes even nudity. And if there wasn’t rugby going on, there was darts on Monday, skittles on Tuesday (which was taken as seriously as any Olympic sport), bingo on Wednesday, quoits on Thursday (which was taken almost as seriously as skittles), karaoke on Friday, and out-of-control birthday parties, raucous wedding receptions, boozy wakes and christenings on the weekend.


And if you weren’t in Bream Rugby Club, you were down the road in Lydney Rugby Club, where the really big events took place, or the cricket club, which my nan ran (I’d help her bottle up and bring up the barrels before opening), or the snooker club, where my mum worked.


Bream’s best players were well known in the community and often coached the kids. Before our kick-off on a Sunday morning, the first-team lads would stumble in from the night before and take us through some drills. After my game, I’d hang around the clubhouse, drinking pop, eating crisps, playing pool and mingling with the various club characters, some of whom virtually lived there. And at two in the afternoon, I’d wander down to my nan’s club and help her tidy up, before heading home for lunch.


When I was fifteen, I got injured on the rugby field and couldn’t play for a few months. While I was recovering, one of my teachers, Mr Wilkins, suggested I give refereeing a go. My first reaction was, ‘Who wants to be a referee?’ Then when I went to watch Bream play local rivals Berry Hill, my dad’s mate Geoff, who had been a referee for years, said to me, ‘The thirds don’t have a ref. Mr Wilkins tells me you’re doing a course. Now’s your chance to see if you’re any good at it.’


I told Geoff I hadn’t actually started doing a course; that I didn’t know the laws that well; that some of these blokes were more than twice my age. But my protests fell on deaf ears. Geoff lobbed me some boots, wished me luck and muttered something about paying me a fiver. Every cloud – for a fifteen-year-old boy in Bream in the mid-1990s, a fiver was the stuff of a madman’s dreams.


A few minutes later, I was walking out to referee Bream Third XV versus Berry Hill Wappers. My boots, which were three sizes too big, were flapping in the yellow-clay mud, and I was filled with a terrible mixture of dread and excitement.


In theory, I was in charge of club stalwarts like Pete Watkins, our twenty-stone fly-half, who had been coaching me since I was six. In reality, I was in charge of no one. When I blew the whistle that Geoff had lent me, all hell broke loose. High tackles, stamping, punches. I was wandering around the pitch, not knowing where to stand or what was going on, while thirty blokes told me how to do my job. The only reason I wasn’t getting a barrage of abuse was because my grandad and his mates were threatening people from the touchline.


Ten minutes in, all excitement had left me and only dread remained. One of our props, a brute of a man, told me that if I didn’t stop his opposite number cheating, he’d do it instead. I asked him not to, and thought I’d done it nicely, but after a particularly messy ruck, his opposite number was flat on his back, his nose splattered across his face. Nothing I could do, didn’t see it.


For the entire game, the Forest of Dean’s finest knocked ten bells out of each other. And when I blew the final whistle, I mainly felt relief. But after I’d handed back my clown boots and had time to reflect, I realised it had been a hairy but exhilarating experience. You know the feeling you have after getting off a rollercoaster, or doing a bungee jump or a sky dive? That was me.


Back in the clubhouse, someone slipped me a fiver, gave me a tankard with ‘Referee’ engraved on it, and filled it to the brim with beer. I thought, This could be the hobby for me.


For the rest of that season, Geoff and I worked as a duo. If it was an away game, somewhere else in Gloucestershire, he’d pick me up and drive me there, which meant I could pocket the £5 travel expenses. Geoff would usually referee the first team and I’d referee one of the other matches, and then I’d get the traditional free pints.


One weekend, I took part in an exchange game, which involved four of us Gloucestershire refs driving down to Cornwall together. We stayed overnight in a little B&B and spent our £10 food allowance on a pie and pint on the seafront. That’s the thing about refereeing – it let me do stuff a little bit different as a teenager, and it continued to do so until my very final tournament.


I was good at the drinking part – especially for a fifteen-year-old – not so much the refereeing. Talk about a steep learning curve. But it was a nice way to spend a Saturday afternoon and kept me out of Mum’s hair.


Referees are normally older – people who have hung their boots up and want to give something back to their community – so I brought a bit of freak factor. Wherever I pitched up, people would be staring at me and whispering, ‘Why is there a kid in the middle of the pitch?’ But I actually think everyone behaved a bit better when I was reffing, because a grown man getting aggressive with a teenager isn’t a great look. That said, some of the rugby in Gloucestershire in the 1990s was pretty ugly. If I was being generous, I’d call it agricultural. If I was being honest, I’d call it vicious.


In those early days, it was a case of just trying to get through each game without making a calamitous mistake. I never felt in control, and I wasn’t exactly the proverbial swan, serene on the surface but pedalling furiously. In truth, I didn’t have a clue what I was doing. I was making it up as I went along. I had to, because I didn’t have any formal training. I started attending monthly meetings with the Gloucester and District Referees Society, which usually involved a short lesson for the newbies, but it was very casual. The attitude was, ‘Just go out there and learn from experience.’ Fair enough, it’s not like rugby is complicated or anything.


Luckily, most players I reffed were very aware that I was just a kid trying to do the best I could, and that if I wasn’t doing it, they might not have a game. They were also very keen to give me advice, usually while plying me with pints. I’d have just refereed Matson, whose clubhouse is at the bottom of a dry ski slope on a council estate, and some gnarled prop would shove a pint into my hand, usher me into a corner and treat me to an hour-long lecture on binding in the scrum. I’m not sure that sort of thing would have happened to an older referee, and they’re some of my favourite memories from those early days.


I refereed everything that moved: Saturday morning schools, followed by afternoon men’s seconds, thirds or fourths; Sunday morning under-15s or under-16s, followed by Sunday afternoon women’s. My first season, I refereed 100 games, and I did about 250 during my first three years. On top of that, I must have run touch 100 times, usually in first XV cup games. Running touch was a great opportunity to watch and learn from more experienced referees, who would also take the time to give me advice in the clubhouse afterwards.


It was the best grounding a young referee could hope for, partly because there was a lot of violence. The Forest of Dean Combination Cup was particularly combustible because it meant so much to everyone involved, whether they were playing for or supporting their first, second or third team. Five or six hundred people would turn up to watch a second XV game between Newent and Drybrook, and games often got tasty. I soon learned that the best way to deal with a brawl was to blow my whistle, stand back and work out who to penalise while I was waiting for the violence to fizzle out.


It never stopped being challenging, but the dread melted away, and I particularly enjoyed the performance aspect, which reminded me of treading the boards. When I was younger, I appeared in loads of pantomimes in the church hall. The same twenty people came to watch every year, and the shows were pretty terrible, but I loved them, especially when I got to play Widow Twankey. I’m not sure where that came from – I’m pretty sure my dad didn’t like dressing up as a woman. Then again, maybe he did and I just didn’t know about it.


When I was thirteen, my drama teacher took us to see Starlight Express in London, my first and only trip to London before becoming a barrister. That trip gave me the taste for musicals and I quickly became a huge fan of Les Misérables. To date, I must have watched Les Mis about thirty times and I’d have given my right arm to appear in it.


But while my dream of treading the West End boards never materialised, I came to see the rugby pitch as a stage, with the players as actors, and me in the middle making everything work properly, applying the rules – or at least trying to – so the production looks as beautiful as possible.


Paradoxically, I also realised that if no one noticed me on the rugby pitch, I’d done okay. I’d got all the big decisions right but not been too pernickety and let the game flow. So it would be wrong to say I took to refereeing because I was a show-off (although there are plenty of people who would disagree), because the best thing that could happen would be that I’d blow the final whistle, stroll off the pitch and everyone would ignore me.


_ * _


From the first team all the way down to the kids, Bream RFC could fight with the best of them. Or worst, whichever way you want to look at it.


When I was fifteen, I went on tour as a player to Antwerp (not exactly a rugby hotbed, but the coaches liked their strong Belgian beer and it had a thriving red-light district) and one of our games was against a French team. They were giving us the runaround, as French teams often do, and our front row decided that the only way to neutralise them was to start a twenty-nine-man punch-up. I say twenty-nine, not thirty, because I was hiding on the fringes, trying to stop it. Actually, it’s not accurate to say twenty-nine either, because the coaches joined in as well.


Little has changed over the years. About ten years ago, I watched Bream play a Rugby Football Union (RFU) Intermediate Cup game they were expected to lose. Their opponents came from Devon, played some really nice rugby and were fifteen points up after about twenty minutes, when Bream’s forwards decided to ramp up the physicality. And this time it wasn’t the coaches joining in, it was the spectators. The referee didn’t stop blowing his whistle, but the other team no longer wanted anything to do with the ball, and Bream ended up winning.


As well as Bream, I played rugby for Whitecross School, where I made a name for myself as a non-tackling back row, a rare beast indeed. Whitecross weren’t as rough as Bream – you weren’t really allowed to be in schools rugby – but we did have players who didn’t mind smacking people.


I wasn’t one of them, despite what certain people wanted to believe. Before I’d even started at Whitecross, a lot of my teachers had written me off because they assumed I’d be like my brother Darren, who’d just been expelled for throwing a desk at the deputy headmaster. All I had to do was drop a piece of litter and a teacher would say to me, ‘You’re just like your brother.’ I’d be thinking, It just fell out of my pocket! That was my first big life lesson: people will judge you, even if they don’t know you from Adam. Or, indeed, Darren.


I wasn’t hard like Darren. I was tall and lanky with blond curtains and a rat’s tail. I also wondered if Darren would come to my rescue if I was getting a kicking or join in instead. So I made the sensible decision to get my head down and live a peaceful life. To this day, I hate confrontation. If I hear raised voices, I’m out of there in a heartbeat. That might surprise people, given that I ended up being a barrister and a rugby referee, arguing and explaining for a living.


I’m a firm believer that childhood friends have just as much influence over your life as family members, perhaps even more. And I was lucky enough to have people in my school year who were as academic as they were sporty, as well as hard kids who had my back because I was in the rugby team.


When I was fourteen, one of my teachers, who was also a magistrate, invited me to watch a court proceeding. From that moment on, I wanted to be a barrister. As with the refereeing, the theatricality appealed to me. Like a rugby match, the courtroom featured a cast of actors, with the lawyers in the middle of things, trying to make sure everything didn’t turn into a shitshow. I’d also heard that barristers got to wear wigs and gowns, and make grand speeches while waving their arms around. Plus, I’d watched a lot of Kavanagh QC.


Another of my teachers, a man called Ashley Thomas, was an old boy of Monmouth, a private school just over the Welsh border. He saw that I was flailing a little bit, struggling for direction, so he took me under his wing. And when I was fifteen, he invited me and my mum along to a Monmouth open day.


I couldn’t really see the point, first because my parents couldn’t afford it, second because it was extremely posh, like nothing I’d experienced before. The buildings looked medieval, the pupils looked dead smart in their blazers and ties, and they stood up when a teacher walked into a classroom, which blew my mind.


It was an alien world for a working-class kid like me, with my gelled-back curtains, an earring in my left lobe and a Forest accent as thick as treacle. My parents had separated, my mum worked in a snooker club and my dad drove lorries. Not that there’s anything wrong with those jobs, but I imagined the parents of Monmouth pupils were all bank managers and doctors. But when I told Mr Thomas that I wouldn’t fit in, he replied, ‘That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t come here.’


Most of my mates left school at sixteen, and Whitecross didn’t have a sixth form anyway (probably Darren’s fault). I could have done my A levels at the Royal Forest of Dean college, but Mr Thomas convinced me that I’d have more chance of becoming a barrister if I got them from a school with more connections in the legal world. So Mr Thomas helped me apply for a scholarship to Monmouth and, to my surprise, they accepted me.


Before going to Monmouth, the only time I’d interacted with middle-class children was when I was a contestant on ‘Run the Risk’, that bit on the Saturday-morning children’s TV show Going Live! where kids answered quiz questions, got gunged and screamed a lot. The other kids on ‘Run the Risk’ had names like Jemima and Oliver, and they spoke proper. I couldn’t answer any of the questions, but I bided my time and wreaked havoc in the final stages, elbowing and tossing them into the gunge. Despite a hefty penalty for answering the fewest questions correctly, I came first, and my prize was a shiny new Casio keyboard, which I hugged all the way home to Bream.


The point of this detour is that, despite feeling like I didn’t belong in the cutthroat world of children’s television quizzing, I managed to thrive. And so it was at Monmouth.


It was in nearby Newport, at the Queen’s Head Hotel, that I received my first punch in the face. When I asked my assailant why he’d punched me, he looked perplexed before replying, ‘Because you’re fucking English.’ And while Monmouth School wasn’t quite as intolerant of English people, it was an even steeper learning curve than refereeing.


For reasons I can’t remember, I enrolled to do A-level physics, despite not really knowing what physics was. Then there was politics. To mark the 1997 general election, sixth formers were invited to participate in a mock election, complete with our own parties, manifestos, campaigning and hustings, before a vote at the end of it all. More because we got lessons off than any political interest, I set up the Spice Girls Party, a single-issue outfit whose sole promise was to deliver a visit from Geri Halliwell, my favourite Spice Girl.


The irony of a one-promise policy I knew I couldn’t deliver, in an election I didn’t think I could win, is not lost on me now. But I campaigned with vigour and won 70 per cent of the vote, to the annoyance of my teachers. Remarkably, some of the kids who voted for me thought I really would deliver Geri Halliwell, but I had about as much sympathy for them as I now have for those who thought Brexit would deliver an extra £350 million a week for the NHS.


The only other major controversy during my time at Monmouth came when I was refereeing a staff match and penalised my maths teacher Mr Bell so many times that he lost his rag and started verbally abusing me. I marched him back ten metres, which everyone apart from Mr Bell thought was hilarious. I also sent off one of my mates when Monmouth played Lydney Colts. Someone had to go, it was absolute carnage, but it didn’t win me any friends.


I often think back to Mr Thomas and realise what a pivotal role he played in my life, a sliding doors moment perhaps. He saw something in me, and he was willing to go the extra mile to help me. He wasn’t one of those who had written me off from the day I walked into Whitecross. Teachers can be pretty awesome, kids. He was.


_ * _


During school holidays, I’d do shift work back in the Forest, like squashing blackcurrants at the Ribena factory in Coleford. When I wasn’t squashing blackcurrants, I might be catching up with what my brother had been up to.


After getting chucked out of Whitecross, Darren was sent to a school for naughty kids in Gloucester, where it was more crowd control than teaching. He packed that up at fifteen and learned about motorbikes instead. Some days, I’d see him riding a motorbike across the school fields. He also started DJing, graduating from Bream Rugby Club to illegal raves all over the southwest. When I became a barrister, I’d get calls along the lines of, ‘Mate, the farmer’s trying to turn my speakers off. Can I smack him?’ The answer to that question was no, but you didn’t really need a law degree to know that. I’d have mates phoning me about all sorts of issues, from being evicted by their landlord to problems with their employer, and I’d have to say, ‘That’s not my area of expertise. If you twat someone in the pub, I might be able to help.’


Darren wasn’t a bad man, he was just mischievous. We had the same sense of humour and continued to get on like a house on fire, despite being so different on the surface. He’s got two grown-up kids now and is an amazing dad to them. He’s got a good job doing up streetlights, he sets up fire pits at festivals, and he and his partner spend most weekends travelling around the country in their camper van. Sometimes, I look at him and think, ‘He went in a completely different direction to me, but maybe he got it right.’


It was the same with lots of my old friends from Bream, blokes like Chunk, who was always in the middle of things when it kicked off on a rugby field. (If I remember rightly, it was Chunk who started the mass brawl in Belgium.) Then there was my best mate Lardy, whose dad was also called Lardy because, you won’t be surprised to learn, they were both quite lardy.


The Forest is still where I feel most at home, and I’m proud to say I’m from there. It’s in more refined circles, as you might call them, that I sometimes feel a bit of a fraud. But that feeling has dissipated over the years, and I think that staying true to my roots has helped, not hampered, me in my twin careers.


You meet people from all walks of life when you’re a rugby referee and a barrister – powerful and famous, poor and forgotten, blue-blooded, bourgeois and salt of the earth – and you’ve got to be able to relate to everyone on the spectrum.
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Giving Up the Game


I was an average student who never did work out physics. So while fellow pupils earned places at Oxford and Cambridge, I ended up at the University of East Anglia in Norwich, which is a classic clearing university, the kind of place you end up if you don’t get the grades needed by Durham, Exeter or Bristol. But as it turned out, going to UEA was the best thing that could have happened.


UEA had a vibrant campus set-up, a buzzing student union bar (I probably spent more time in there during my four years at UEA than in my own bed) and a rugby club. But best of all, it was 250 miles from Bream and I could start anew. I would no longer be known as DJ Darren’s kid brother or that twat who promised that Ginger Spice would visit his school.


Alas, I couldn’t hide the real me for long, and within a few days of arriving, people were shouting ‘Worzel’ at me everywhere I went. At first, I assumed they were calling me Worzel because I dressed like Worzel Gummidge, the TV scarecrow. It was only in my second year that someone kindly pointed out that it was more to do with the fact that I sounded like him.


Mercifully, the rugby blokes who christened me Worzel were just as simple as me. The likes of Ox, Bruno, Toon, Lurch, Byker, Crack and Candle really were idiotic souls, which a Bream lad like me found comforting. The closest thing to a scholar among us was Uncle Ivan, and even he was a borderline imbecile.


Pretty much anyone who’s played rugby will know the feeling of safety that comes with knowing that as sure as the sun will rise and set every day, you’ll have the piss taken out of you relentlessly, and never be called by your given name again. And when your given name is Wayne, that’s an added bonus.


But rugby-club piss taking isn’t an end in itself, it’s deeper than that, a way of signalling that when you’ve lost your way and need a helping hand, at least one of those mates will offer you his and pull you back again. That’s why I wore the name Worzel with pride, because it meant I’d found my new tribe.


I wore several hats at university: a stupid hat while I was doing stupid university things with my stupid mates; an academic hat while I was studying law; and a referee’s hat at weekends. And strange as it might sound, the stupid hat taught me quite a lot about good judgement, which is one thing every referee needs.


A good referee is one who sees something and deals with it in a way that best serves the laws, the players and the spectacle of the game. That’s why it takes a long time for a referee to develop their skills. A good referee will also surround themselves with people whose opinions and expertise they can draw upon. Sometimes, those people will challenge and even criticise you, but if you welcome their views with honesty and humility, you will see things differently, almost always learn something, improve and, in turn, make better judgements.


Of course, at university it’s customary to make bad judgements, because you’re surrounded by people giving you the worst advice imaginable.


It was the night before UEA was due to host an annual sevens tournament and electricity was in the air. My mates and I always liked to mark the eve of the greatest day of the year by doing something so unbelievably stupid it would make our day-to-day behaviour seem sensible. Wise even.


On this occasion, we decided to set up camp on the pitch early and plan our colossal stupidity over a crate of beers. None of what happened next was big or clever, but that’s what happens when you’re twenty, running with a pack of fools and high on the intoxicating whiff of freedom.


Candle had the first dim idea of the evening (ironically, Candle rarely had bright ones) and, minutes later, he was manoeuvring his car on to the pitch. After driving a few lengths, Candle started to speed up, while shouting something about needing to reach 88mph in order to travel through time, like Doc Brown’s DeLorean in Back to the Future. I’m not proud of it now, but I found it side-splittingly hilarious at the time. Until, that is, Candle lost control, and instead of his car disappearing into the future with a bolt of lightning, it rolled three or four times up a bank before finally coming to rest on its roof.


On reaching the wreck, we found Candle with his arm jammed under the car. But after lifting the car off him, he emerged unscathed, apart from dizziness and shock. There were a few seconds of collective relief that our mate was still alive and intact, followed by sheer panic. How on earth were we going to explain this? And was this the end of my dream of becoming a barrister?


The car’s roof was crushed, meaning you couldn’t see through the windscreen and we didn’t think we’d be able to drive it off the pitch. Then someone said, ‘Worz, isn’t your dad a mechanic?’ They were right, so I got straight on the phone to him.


‘Dad,’ I said, my voice trembling, ‘we’ve rolled Candle’s car and we think it’s a write-off. What should we do?’


I’d like to be able to say there was a moment’s pause while my dad was weighing up the options and thinking very carefully about what advice to give. In truth, his response came quick as a flash.


‘Burn it,’ he said.


‘Hmm?’ I replied.


‘Burn it,’ he said again, this time with a hint of threat.


I hung up.


You’ll be relieved to know that we didn’t torch the car in the Forest manner, although a couple of the lads were keen on the idea. Instead, we managed to manoeuvre it to the top of the university drive before legging it home and hiding.


The whole episode was a shambles, like a scene from The Inbetweeners. People knew we were responsible (I imagined some student sleuth, down on one knee on the touchline, examining an empty can of cider and saying, ‘This can only be the work of Worzel and his crew . . .’), but we were never brought to book. And it taught me that even when things turn out bad, you can learn a lot about judgement, especially about which people to take advice from. Or not.


Another sliding doors moment, for sure. I doubt I’d have convinced many barristers’ chambers to take a punt on me with an arson conviction tagged on to my degree.


When I first arrived at UEA, I was at Level 6 or 7 in refereeing terms, the Premiership being Level 1. But when I turned up at a Norfolk Referees Society meeting and volunteered to officiate some local games, the response was, ‘Son, you’re only eighteen. You’ve got to do at least five years before you can referee those kinds of games.’


I explained that I’d been refereeing in Gloucestershire since I was fifteen, which raised a few eyebrows. But they checked out my credentials, gave me a chance and I did okay. Soon I was refereeing games all over East Anglia, and there was something romantic about heading to some obscure rural village on a train or a bus, my kit bag on my lap. It helped that I recognised the characters at each club, because they were the same type of people I grew up with.


One of the most memorable games was a second XV dust-up between Norwich and North Walsham, who were bitter rivals. When I turned up, I could see people looking at me thinking, Who’s this little weirdo?, like people must have looked at that blond child antique dealer who used to be on TV in the eighties. But I managed to avert all-out war, got the big decisions right, and ended up getting the minibus to Norwich city centre with the North Walsham lads.


We spent all night drinking and dancing on tables, before clambering back on the minibus and riding halfway back to North Walsham, when I suddenly remembered I lived in Norwich. I finally got home at about 4 a.m.


As I moved up the levels, the games became more far-flung. Club fixture secretaries would call me and say, ‘Wayne, can you come down to Broadstairs on Saturday?’ I’d have to leave at six in the morning because the train journey to London took over two hours. I’d then get a tube across London before taking another hour-and-a-half train journey down to Broadstairs, where someone from the club would pick me up and ferry me to the ground.


After the game, and another colossal booze-up, I’d sleep on the captain’s sofa or in the chairman’s spare room, because the trains stopped running at 9 p.m. and I didn’t have money for a B&B. That kind of hospitality put me under extra pressure, because I worried that if I screwed over the home team, I might be sleeping at the train station, without any cans of lager for the trip home.


But a neutral referee, however well treated, always makes more sense than a local one. Later in my career, I refereed Lydney, just down the road from Bream. They were playing West Hartlepool, and neither team had won all season. With five minutes to go, Lydney were leading by two points, and the captain kept saying, ‘Barnesy, just blow up. Come on, you’re one of us. Blow up, blow up, blow up . . .’ His attempted Jedi mind trick didn’t work, but Lydney hung on for the win.


When I was able to get back to Norwich after a game, I’d turn up in the student union bar wearing my Norfolk Referees blazer, tie and badge combination. People would be downing bottles of blue WKD through a straw and necking Guinness from boots, and I looked like a young Alan Partridge.


Those refereeing days, boozy as they usually were, were welcome breaks from student life – the toil and the mayhem – and a chance to converse with and learn from sensible adults, the kind of men Bruno wasn’t and never would be. Arriving back in Norwich with fifty quid travelling expenses in my pocket and a four-pack of beer in my kit bag was the cherry on top of the cake.


At Norfolk Referees Society meetings, I picked the brains of more experienced officials, to improve as a referee, but also in the hope it would give us an advantage if any of those officials ended up in charge of a big UEA game.


I also started doing some coaching for the Norfolk Referees Society, so I knew which referees were good, average or still had an awful lot to learn. I’d pass that knowledge on to my UEA teammates, so that they would go into a game knowing if they’d get away with cheating or not.


One bloke, Billy, used to referee rugby league, so he’d stand on the defensive line, facing the breakdown, shouting, ‘With me! With me!’ We knew if we had Billy in charge, we’d be able to stand behind him, two or three metres offside, and he wouldn’t notice. Thinking about it, we were doing refereeing match preparation years before it became common in international rugby.


Every other game, an assessor from the Norfolk Referees Society would turn up to watch me and write a report on my performance. Half the time, I’d be missing an eyebrow or half of my hair would be dyed blond, or white with black spots, like a dalmatian.


‘You’re the referee?’


‘Yes, I do apologise . . .’


There was also the time I streaked at a game of crown green bowls, not knowing that one of the bowlers was chairman of the Norfolk RFU. A couple of weeks later, he came up to me at a refereeing event and said, ‘I recognise you, don’t I?’ I told him I didn’t think so, and he replied, ‘Yes, you do. I’ve seen your arse . . .’


But I must have done all right, because by the end of my third year, when I was twenty-one, I’d reached Level 5. And the Rugby Football Union invited me to interview for the National Panel, which is the top fifty referees in England.


If I took up their offer, I’d probably be the youngest referee ever selected. The snag being, the RFU required its referees to stop playing, to reduce the chances of injury, and I thought it was way too early to hang my boots up. As far as I was concerned, they still had a lot of dancing to do.


I’d had a few injuries in my teens, but now I felt I’d finally grown into my legs and was beginning to hit my stride. I also thought my refereeing had made me more tactically astute, and therefore a key strategic weapon for my team. So I informed the RFU that I’d need some time to think about it.


While I was weighing up my future, I looked back on some of my career highlights. There were UEA’s games against Her Majesty’s Prison Wayland, where they locked us in before kick-off, the referee was a screw, and we always let them win because we were terrified of what they would do to us if we didn’t. I’ll never forget the time one of our players scored a try, forgot where he was and started screaming in an opponent’s face. He was lucky not to get twatted.


Then there was our glorious procession to the Norfolk Plate final. No one wanted a university team to win the Norfolk Plate because, understandably, they hated students (and we didn’t have a clubhouse). In an attempt to nobble us, the organisers would schedule games during our holidays, but we were always able to cobble together fifteen players, whether it was Christmas or Easter.


Our opponents in the final were Crusaders, a notoriously niggly team from the village of Little Melton, population 897 (presumably 882 on the day of the final, or 877 if you include replacements). Having annoyed some of my teammates by playing too many Carpenters songs on the way there (most of them took their rugby more seriously than me), our bus pulled into Crusaders’ car park rocking to ‘Eye of the Tiger’, meaning we were all quite fired up.


I say my game had improved, but I was still a non-tackling back row. So my main role in the team was to cheat. We had a move that involved me holding on to the back of the opposition flanker’s shirt, which allowed us to slip down the blindside. But the first time I tried it against Crusaders, the bloke just smashed me in the face. I turned to the touch judge, who I knew, and screeched, ‘He can’t do that!’ He replied, ‘You can’t be holding on to him either!’


Besides the splattered nose, it was a magnificent game, from which we emerged victorious. The plate we won made it back to Norwich, where our coach, who was pretty hacked off with how we’d been treated that season, frisbeed it across the university square. We spent the rest of the evening smashing it over each other’s heads so that it ended up resembling a giant poppadom. The coach had to buy a replacement, and I’ve still got the original in my study.


One night after training, I sat my teammates down, asked for silence and, with some trepidation, explained my dilemma. ‘I’m in two minds,’ I told them. ‘I enjoy refereeing, but I don’t want to let you guys down.’


I hadn’t expected them to sob, but I had hoped they would spend some time discussing the ramifications for the team. Instead, there was a short pause, followed by audible sighs of relief, followed by sniggers, followed by uproarious laughter. My playing career had come to an end, and nobody gave a shit.


Only after appointing me to the National Panel did the RFU realise I still hadn’t done any refereeing courses. The most I’d done was push tiny players around a Subbuteo table at Gloucester and District Referees Society meetings.


I know it sounds mad, becoming an established referee without any qualifications, but you learn far more from refereeing actual games. That’s why my advice to young referees is always, ‘Referee as much as you can, because you’ll learn from your mistakes.’


After a while, things you once had to think about become instinctive, especially positioning. For example, after being run over a few times at lineouts, I worked out which channels not to stand in. It’s about learning to feel the game, rather than constantly having to rifle through a rule book in your head.


The next refereeing exam was on a Tuesday evening in London, which was no good to me, so Dave Broadwell, who was an RFU rugby manager, and Paul Storey, an RFU coach, drove up to Norwich and I did the exam in my university digs.


The digs were a disgusting eight-bedroom house with mould growing all over the walls and ceilings. In some lesser-used rooms, toadstools had sprouted. I did the exam on a filthy table in my bedroom, which didn’t have toadstools but was probably home to dozens of unidentified bacteria.


Dave and Paul were staying in Norwich, so I dragged them along to a student night at Liquid. I say ‘dragged’, but they were mad for it, despite having a combined age of about a hundred.


I spent most of my time at UEA wishing I’d done another subject. I was only interested in criminal law, stuff like how to prosecute someone for GBH, so writing an essay about some obscure constitutional case from 1702, or a woman who sued a drinks manufacturer after finding a snail at the bottom of her bottle in the 1920s, didn’t hold much interest for me.


But because most of my mates were doing four-year courses or tagging on a Master’s degree, and I didn’t want to leave without them – the fear of missing out on all that idiocy would have been too much to bear – I applied for and got the student union communications officer role, largely thanks to my rugby mates, who weighed in with some flagrant voter intimidation.


I had the most wonderful few years at UEA and, despite hating my course, I emerged a Bachelor of Law. I was also an RFU National Panel referee and the proud member of the best group of mates a bloke could ask for.


Fast forward nearly twenty years, and I’m on stage at UEA’s Haydn Morris Hall, dressed in a traditional robe and big, floppy hat, accepting an honorary doctorate. But I’m somewhat distracted by my phone, which won’t stop buzzing in my pocket. When I get the chance, I nip to the toilet to find out who’s been congratulating me. The first text I open reads: ‘I didn’t know you could get a doctorate for being a shit ref.’ The rest are variations on that theme.


But who wants mates who are nice to you all the time? Not me. And we’re all really close to this day. We’ve watched sport together all over the world, from the Tour de France when it went to Denmark to hurling in Munster, and that camaraderie was sparked by our shared love of rugby. A few of the lads are still active, including one who plays second row for Winchester, at the age of forty-two. In case you were wondering, Candle has a new car and he looks after it very well.
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