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This book is dedicated to the memory of my mother,
 Eileen, who not only was an inspiration and made me
 laugh but who also brought great happiness to so
 many other people. Thank you Mum, for everything.
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INTRODUCTION

GRAPE, GRAIN AND GREAT TALES

I played nineteen seasons of senior rugby, which can be judged in terms of statistics, achievements and honours gained. All this information is available to any interested party via a simple search on the internet, but what is far more difficult to quantify is the amount of fun I had along the way.

During those nineteen seasons, spanning both the amateur and professional eras, I have met a host of characters who represent the wonderful diversity of our game. They come in all shapes and sizes, but whatever their background - be it carpenter, policeman or ridiculously posh public school boy - they all have one thing in common: they can reel off dozens of cracking stories, and I am lucky enough to have been a willing audience on many an occasion. I have even witnessed and participated in more than my fair share of these tales. Obviously I was never the butt end of the jokes of course . . .

During one particular evening when the beer and wine were flowing (I always mix the grain and grape - puts hairs on your chest), I was sat with my agent Richard Relton and my former Wasps and England colleague, Damian Hopley, who is the founder and chief executive of the Rugby Players Association (RPA). Several stories were being told, and as the night and the wine drew to an end we realised these tales were too good to keep to ourselves, so we stumbled and slurred upon  a plan; we were going to contact a few rugby players, past and present, and ask them to contribute one of their favourite rugby stories for inclusion in a book. Some of the proceeds of this would then go to the players’ charity, the RPA Benevolent Fund, which helps those players who have had to retire from the game due to serious injury or illness. Simple.

Now the essence of this book is honesty, and I should start by admitting that the following day I was not quite so chipper as I had been a few hours earlier. I did, however, have a vague recollection of a plot being hatched in the small hours regarding a collection of ‘Rugby Tales’. ‘Ah well, not to worry,’ I thought. ‘In a few hours’ time my hangover will diminish and the recollection will disappear from my mind for ever.’ Unfortunately, Richard is blessed with both a great attention to detail and the memory of an elephant, and he was soon on the phone with a plan of attack for the book. The rest, as they say, is history. Emails were sent, phone calls were made; players were persuaded, cajoled, blackmailed, even begged to write a story from their time in the game and the result, along with a few I penned myself, is the book now in your hands.

I thoroughly enjoyed reading all the stories as they arrived, many of which were new to me. Every now and again I would finish one and think ‘that cannot be true’. A quick phone call to the contributor and I was left in no doubt regarding its authenticity, as the names and contact details of witnesses were gladly supplied. If you experience half the enjoyment I had reading them, you will consider your time well spent.

Having been reminded of all the great stories and infamous incidents which are included here, it occurs to me that club and international rugby might seem to anyone reading this book like one long jolly, consisting of nights on the piss, missed meetings and ridiculous antics. While the weight of evidence laid before you in the  following pages may suggest this to be true, it is most definitely not the case. The countless hours of dedicated training are rarely covered by journalists but, believe me, every contributor to this book has put his body through hell (and looking at a lot of them, it shows) in order to be the best rugby player he could be. But stories of physical endurance don’t make for a huge amount of hilarity, and as the matches themselves are covered extensively by TV, radio and the written word, they would in themselves hold few surprises for rugby fans. So this is not a training manual (I think I saw one of them once . . . might even have read it) or a series of match reports. Instead, the object of this book is to let the reader in on some of the stories that, until now, have rarely seen the light of day. As players, we worked hard and we played hard - this book, I hope, reflects the latter. Having fun, creating stories, is an important part of the game of rugby. It binds people together - fans and players - and I hope that remains the case for a very long time indeed.

So that’s the origin of this book. If you enjoy it, it was all my idea. If not, blame Mr Rioja, Mr Hopley and Mr Relton. The cast of characters who have given up their time and tales for this book is wide (some of them very) and varied, and I’d like to thank all of them for their efforts. By way of introduction to each contributor, at the beginning of every story I’ve tried to give a flavour of who the author is, their achievements in the game and where I first met them, played with them or when I first admired them on the TV (if they are of an age).

But before all that, and to the get the ball rolling (or more accurately, bouncing around in weird directions), I thought I would share a few stories from my early playing days and the responsible, serious, senior players who took me under their wing and made sure I didn’t stray too far off the path. Oh, and I might just slip in a couple of tales that happened around 2003. For no particular reason of course . . .




 Deer hunting and dodgy jellyfish 

Anyone who has ever met me would not be surprised to learn that I am a person with an ambitious outlook on life. I first broke into the spotlight as part of the victorious England team at the 1993 RWC 7s (Damian Hopley has some great anecdotes from that wonderful tournament which appear later in the book). At the time I was still on the fringes of the Wasps first XV, and even though I had enormous respect for the incumbent legends in the back row, such as Dean Ryan, Mark Rigby, Buster White, Matt Greenwood and Francis Emeruwa, all of whom played such a significant part in my rugby development, I was very hungry to make the step up to become a regular first-team player, and then press for full international honours.

After making the breakthrough into the Wasps starting line-up the following season, things began to go well for me, and I felt that my appetite to learn and gain valuable experience at the club were starting to make people sit up and take notice. My efforts were duly rewarded with my selection for the England ‘A’ team.

Now, the ‘A’ team remains one of the great enigmas of rugby. There are various schools of thought. Is the ‘A’ team England’s second best team, the next best group of players from around the country who are selected to challenge and put pressure on the first XV? Or perhaps it is the stomping ground for the next generation of players who are emerging through the ranks, who are selected to gain that all-important ingredient in international sport - experience. Then again, it could be all about taking players out of their comfort zones at club level and throwing them, head first, into unusual combinations, testing their skills, application and big match temperament so that selectors can get a proper understanding of who is truly ‘ready’ for full international rugby.

To grasp fully the evolution of the ‘A’ team concept, we need to turn back the clock to understand the cultural nuances of this team of misfits. Back in the dark ages the RFU would arrange the final trial before the Five Nations got under way, when the ‘Probables’ would play against the ‘Possibles’ - which I’m sure inspired the latter XV to extraordinary depths. This archaic selection process, with the RFU selectors sitting in judgement like Simon Cowell and Piers Morgan in their version of ‘Rugby’s Got Talent’, was formally abandoned under Geoff Cooke’s management in the nineties.

The England ‘B’ team then evolved as the bona fide second team. In France they had the exotic sounding ‘L’espoirs’ ...in England we had the ‘B’ team, until some RFU visionary had the Saatchi-esque foresight, after possibly several bottles of fine claret, to upgrade the ‘B’ to ‘A’. Brilliant. Triple G&Ts all round, I’d say.

And so there was I, recently called up for the re-branded ‘A’s. The selectors had gone for a blend of youth and experience, even to the point of recalling my Wasps team-mate Steve Bates as captain to give some much-needed leadership and seniority to complement the youthful exuberance of the majority of the team.

Wasps had been playing at home that day, and quite a few of us had been selected for the ‘A’ squad. Following the final whistle at Wasps, a fresh-faced (well, it was a long time ago) yours truly, together with the other ‘A’ boys, dutifully drank our post-match tea, made our excuses and scarpered as fast as we could to Richmond, where we were staying for our Saturday night/Sunday morning training session.

You can imagine the chat when we arrived at the hotel. ‘Drop bags in your room, boys, see you in the bar in ten - drinks are on Dudley Wood.’ Now, Dudley Wood was secretary of the RFU which meant only one thing - free bar! Such ‘hospitality’ was the glue holding these training sessions together and we had already tucked into a few sharpeners when our team manager, the former Coventry and England  full-back, Peter ‘Rosey’ Rossborough (he of the exceptional sideburns in  101 Best Tries), announced that we would be meeting upstairs in thirty minutes. Not wanting to miss out, we continued to sample the delights of the bar up until the very last minute, with all new arrivals being greeted like prodigal sons.

Knowing his audience was a mix of well-worn old timers, enthusiastic newcomers and a few undecided in the middle, Rosey was keen to bring all of his leadership talents to the fore. Rising to his entire 6ft 2in frame, he opened the meeting by revealing the first page on the flip chart. We all craned our necks as we saw in bold writing the letter ‘A’.

As he eyeballed each and every one of us in true ‘Kennedy Sweep’ fashion, he uttered the following: ‘A is for Ambition. I want you all to play with unbridled ambition and fulfil your potential. You’ve got this far by being at the top of your game, but have that ambition to keep rising up the England ranks.‘ Sage nods all round. Impressive stuff.

‘A is for Attitude. The only way we will perform to the level we know we are capable of is if we go out next week and play with a professional attitude. When things go wrong, as well they might, then we need to pick ourselves up and move forward.’ Again, nods around the room, Peter was gaining the groundswell of support from his foot soldiers. ‘Finally,’ he continued, ‘A is for Accomplishment. We go out there and finish off everything successfully. Then when we come off that ground we know the progress we have made collectively, and that’s how we put pressure on those guys in the England team staying down the road.’

When it works, the relationship between the manager and his captain is a thing of rare synchronised beauty. You only have to think of Sir Alex Ferguson and Roy Keane, Clive Woodward and Martin Johnson, Kitch Christie and François Pienaar, to see the embodiment of two brains working as one. Having delivered his opening address with considerable gusto, Rosey turned to Captain Bates. Now Batesy had been round the block a few times, so was probably a bit long in the  tooth for this motivational spiel. Staggering to his feet after a couple too many lagers downstairs, Batesy steadied himself on the chair in front of him, and slurred, ‘Well lads, I’ve got a letter for you too. It’s “R”, and that stands for “Roebuck”, which is the pub next door to this hotel. I’m off there right now and suggest you all show your captain your full support and join me for a beer!’ Of course we followed him to a man and dutifully did our bit for the team.

Team bonding and inspirational leadership like that are crucial for success, especially if your team features a number of debutants or youngsters. They need guidance and to be shown how to behave, how to train and how to act sensibly. Exactly the role Graham Dawe took on for me that summer, on my first tour with the full England squad.

We were in South Africa and Graham was my first room-mate, one of the most durable players in the game - I believe he still turns out for Plymouth Albion aged 107. He was the oldest player on tour and I was the youngest. He was a farmer from Launceston in Cornwall and I was a Cockney wide boy. Not a natural mix, one would assume, but it was a good result for me. Graham was a brilliant room-mate. He was a man of few words - but each word counted - and from time to time he encouraged me to do things I would never normally consider.

We were staying in the Holiday Inn on the beachfront in Durban. Following the first training session most of the boys were in the local hostelry, Joe Cools, breaking the ice with a few cheeky shots. We got back to the hotel at about 2 a.m. and Dawsie tells me we are setting the alarm for 6.30 a.m. - lunchtime for him - and going for a run at 7 a.m. I was not feeling any pain at the time and assumed it was probably no more than a bit of bravado on his part.

At 6.55 a.m. I felt a tap on my shoulder, and my eyes opened to see Dawsie in full kit. ‘Come on young Lol, we’re going running,’ he said. Grimacing, I pulled on my kit and as we walked out of reception we were greeted by a beautiful sunny Durban morning.

To put a few things in context, I need to tell you a quick story about Graham before I continue with this one, so please bear with me, it is relevant. This particular incident became part of England team folklore and has been repeated by so many players that I have no reason to doubt its authenticity.

During an England tour in the late eighties, a training session was coming to its conclusion. Being at the cutting edge of physiology, the team coaches had just been advised it was beneficial for players to warm down following exercise, so the squad was asked to gently jog around two laps of the pitch. The two hookers on the tour were Brian Moore and Graham Dawe. The rivalry between these two players was legendary; Graham firmly believes that all sixty-four of Brian’s caps should have been his and, for the record, Brian believes all five of Graham’s caps belonged to him. You get the picture. These two guys were adversaries and neither was on each other’s Christmas card list.

Consequently, even though the warm down was no more than a gentle jog, Brian would not let Graham get in front of him and vice versa. The two led off and ran shoulder to shoulder, with the rest of the players following. Once that main group had completed their laps they made their way to the showers and changing rooms, as you would; the session was over after all. But not for Mooro and Dawsie, who continued to run shoulder to shoulder around the pitch, neither of them wanting to bend or buckle first.

As the rest of the boys left the changing rooms twenty minutes later, showered and changed, they were greeted by the sight of Moore and Dawe still running (well, that might be over-stating the physical movement, but they were still out there by all accounts) around the pitch. The pair were only finally brought to a halt by the forcible intervention of members of the management team - if they hadn’t stepped in, the two of them would probably still be running today.

I’d heard this story prior to the morning in Durban so I knew it was  probably not going to be a swift three-mile run and then back for a shower. I was right. The first three miles took place on the beach. Running in sand is not easy for anyone and at 6ft 4in, weighing nearly eighteen stone, it was certainly no piece of cake for me. We then hit the roads, and after a while it occurred to me that we’d been running for four or five miles and had not turned back for home yet. Eventually we reached a landmark, which Dawsie had obviously selected as the half way point. We stopped for a minute or two to take in the view and then started back towards the hotel. It’s well known that when a horse heads for home it tends to move quicker than on the outward journey, and the same is true of Dawsie. He got quicker and quicker and quicker - I was blowing out of my backside by the time the welcome sight of the Holiday Inn was within view. It was at this point that he said, ‘Well done, we’re going for a swim now.’

The thought of a relaxing swim in the hotel pool was most welcome, until I noticed the mad West Country farmer heading for the sea. Foolishly I followed him, eyeing the crashing waves which were at least half the height of the hotel. This was utter lunacy! I am not very comfortable in the water at the best of times, especially so when I have no idea about the rips and currents that could at any moment drag me away from the shore and from safety. As each wave struck, I dived underneath and surfaced again, gasping for air; following the third or fourth wave I looked around for Dawsie, who was nowhere to be seen. I called his name but my voice was drowned out by the noise of the thundering sea. I’d had enough and headed back to the shallows, where I found Graham on the sand throwing up gallons of sea water. He was in obvious discomfort and struggling, and appeared to be suffering from some kind of anaphylactic shock. It transpired he had been stung from head to toe by jellyfish.

I helped him back to our room, where he remained for the next four or five days. Jack Rowell asked me what was wrong with his boy (Jack  had previously been the successful coach for sixteen seasons at Bath, Graham’s club side). Dawsie had told me to tell anyone who asked he was suffering from food poisoning. ‘Dodgy prawn sandwich, Jack,’ I replied. For reasons beyond me, Graham laid the blame for his jellyfish encounter firmly at my feet. From my point of view I was reluctantly following the instructions of a senior member of the team; he seemed to think I should have warned him of the potential dangers lurking in the sea.

Two or three months later Wasps made the trip to the Recreation Ground in Bath for a Courage League match. At some point during the first half I was involved in a maul and felt some serious abuse of my face going on. I grabbed out at the perpetrator’s hand and gripped it firmly. Fortunately there was only one person I knew in the entire game who had fingers like a bunch of Fyffe’s bananas, by-products of his many years as a farmer. I knew it was my old room-mate Dawsie. ‘Hello Lol, didn’t realise it was you, the apology’s in the post, see you later.’ And off he ran.

Even though I didn’t get a full cap on that South African trip (I sat on the bench for the final Test), I loved the experience and it only made me all the more determined to make the final jump to the next level. I managed to continue making progress the following season, but narrowly missed out on selection for the 1995 RWC. Surely if I just kept at it and didn’t do anything silly, it was only a matter of time.




 Keeping my head down 

My chance duly arrived in the autumn of 1995, when I was selected for the match-day twenty-two against South Africa and I was invited to attend my first England squad session as a fully-fledged member. It was memorable for a number of reasons; firstly it was recognition of the  work I had put in on the training field over several seasons and my personal performances for Wasps. It was also going to provide me with the opportunity to judge myself against the more established players to see if I was good enough to compete at this level, but most importantly it was a chance to get my hands on as much England kit as possible. 1995 marked the tail end of the amateur era when the major currency was kit. I was keen to check into my room, get hold of lots of stash, lay it out on my bed and look at it. I wanted to stare at the rose of England embroidered on each separate item and look forward to the days ahead when I could legitimately wear it.

As I entered reception at the Petersham Hotel, the England team HQ, I remember thinking, ‘Don’t blow it, you’re going to be mixing with Will Carling, Ben Clarke, Brian Moore, Jerry Guscott . . . Be respectful, play it cool, don’t panic. Observe, listen and learn.’

The first person I met was the legendary Saracens and Harlequins prop forward Jason Leonard, who had probably only gained five or six hundred international caps at that stage of his career. ‘Hello mate,’ he said, ‘you’re just in time for a flier up the road. Don’t worry about checking in, you can do that when we get back.’ Immediately ignoring everything I had told myself about not blowing it, the next thing I knew I was walking out of the Petersham thirty seconds after entering it, my bags already a distant memory, abandoned somewhere in the reception area.

‘A flier up the road’ was in fact a trip down the road to The Sun at Richmond (otherwise known as ‘The Black Hole’). ‘A flier’ was most definitely plural, and ten pints later, at 3 a.m., Leonard and I arrived back at the team hotel and tested the night porter’s knowledge of the computer system as we asked him to check us in. It was at this point that I noticed that Jase had four bags in the reception area. I had one kit bag containing all my clothes. What had I forgotten?

He hauled three of the bags up to the desk and asked the night  porter to ensure his dry cleaning was delivered to his room before close of play the following day. Intrigued, I asked the great man what was going on. He informed me that as the game was amateur, the RFU were happy to pick up laundry and dry cleaning costs for the players whilst they were residents in the team hotel. With that said, he pulled out a pair of curtains and asked the porter to ensure the red wine stains were seen to. Even though I was half cut I couldn’t help admiring Jason for his bravado. As it turned out, this was just one of the many perks the boys took advantage of to gain some additional benefits from the amateur system.

Having organised his laundry, booked a 9 a.m. alarm call, and ordered every daily paper, together with a tray of club sandwiches and two beers (which we obviously needed in advance of a 10 a.m. meeting followed by a training session), Jason looked relaxed and settled. I, on the other hand, wasn’t in such a fit state, but I helped him with the sandwiches and beer nevertheless, before staggering up the grand old staircase and heading off to my room.

Unsurprisingly, with a gallon and a half of beer inside me, I slept very well and strangely did not feel too shabby as bright sunlight pierced the windows when I awoke the next morning. Then I looked at the bedside clock - 10.24 a.m. I was twenty-four minutes (and counting) late for my first ever England team meeting. I was about to ring reception and give someone an almighty bollocking for forgetting my alarm call when I noticed the phone was off the hook - I had obviously knocked it at some point during my drunken sleep.

As I hurriedly dressed in my tracksuit I knew I had a decision to make - either go home knowing my career at the top level was over before it had even started, or go and face the music. I decided on the latter, and as I sprinted down the stairs I also wondered why no one had come to get me. Was I part of the squad? Had I misread the letter and been selected as a non-travelling replacement? With these and other  thoughts racing around my brain, I reached the door of the meeting room and could make out the voice of our coach, Jack Rowell. Should I try and sneak in unnoticed or wait outside? At that moment I heard my name mentioned and that decided it, I was going to wait outside. I listened to the rest of what was said through the oak door.

With the conclusion of the meeting, the boys filed out of the room to prepare for a training session. I will always remember the looks I received. Captain Carling gave me his renowned death stare of disapproval and shook his head. Ben Clarke smiled a knowing smile and Jason Leonard just shrugged his shoulders. I slipped away with the boys before Jack could notice that I was outside, and to this day I do not know if he was aware of my absence at the meeting. What I do know is I never made the same mistake again. Of course I still went out with Jason on numerous occasions but I always ensured I had several alarm clocks with me for the rest of my career.




 Fare play 

Any England rugby player from my era will tell you the Petersham Hotel has been the venue for a million great tales. It was where the England squad would gather after playing their club games, and the usual routine was to meet post-match, have dinner and a few beers, and then get ready for a meeting and training the next morning.

When Roger Uttley, the former Gosforth and England back-row forward and Harrow school teacher, was assistant coach of the national team he introduced the ever-popular run on the morning following our arrival.

The squad was to assemble in the reception area at 9 a.m. and participate in a run of considerable distance to help ease the bumps and bruises picked up during the previous day’s matches. If you haven’t  guessed already, you will certainly know by the end of this book, that 95 per cent of players enjoyed a beer following a match. I would like to say 100 per cent but I have to account for players like Rory Underwood who was always committed to Diet Coke, something I will never understand (although I do remember during the ’94 tour to South Africa that his brother Tony, who comes from the Rory School of Non-drinking, did take a night off from his full-time job as a saint and was spotted getting a couple down his throat when we arrived in Durban). Anyway, each to their own. In most cases one beer would lead to several more and I think it’s fair to say that prior to the introduction of the run there could be several players who hadn’t made it back to the team hotel before 9 a.m. So this inspirational idea of Roger’s was not particularly well received.

One morning, the team assembled, in various states of dishevelment, with Mick ‘The Munch’ Skinner looking exceptionally rough. I decided to run with Skins as this would obviously not be too strenuous. While he was a phenomenal hard man and enforcer, Mick was not the world’s most enthusiastic trainer. After a mile or so it was obvious that his heart wasn’t really in it and he was unlikely to complete the exercise. This became certain when, a few hundred metres on, he hailed a cab and climbed in. Nowadays they call this ‘training smart’; Mick was always a man ahead of his time.

What Skins had not factored into his cunning plan was that Roger would take the headmasterly approach and be standing on the steps of the hotel with a clip board, checking off the players as they finished. Having completed the route in his cab way too quickly, Mickey saw Big Rog at his command post, doing his impression of the BBC’s Brian Hanrahan on HMS Hermes in the Falklands War: ‘I’ve counted them all out, and I’ve counted them all back in again.’

Panicked by this sight, Skins ducked down in the back of the cab and told the driver to keep driving around the car park. From time to time  he put his head above the parapet to see if any of the boys had turned up. Eventually the players started to arrive, and each received a few words from Roger and a tick against their name on his sheet. After much deliberation Mick chose his moment to ‘finish his run’. His timing was exceptionally bad - Roger was staring directly at the Geordie culprit as the cab door closed behind him. He had no option but to eat humble pie and come clean. He walked towards Roger with his arms outstretched, apologising profusely: ‘I’m so sorry Rog, I think I must have a bit of food poisoning, I spent most of the night on the toilet but desperately wanted to give the run a go to see if I felt any better. Unfortunately it made me feel even worse so I had to get a taxi back.’

Roger looked more than a little sceptical, but reluctantly put a tick against his name. The approval obviously filled Mick with some confidence, as he looked at Roger, slapped his hands against the empty pockets of his shorts and said,‘Do me favour Rog, be a top man and sort out the cabby with his fare?’ Pure quality from Mick.




 Covering every base 

Another top man is Sir Clive Woodward - although I bet he would have planned ahead and had his fare with him if he’d decided to take a sly cab like Mick. Clive is a wonderful family man who took England from being a good side in the late nineties and turned them into a great one. I have always had an extremely good relationship with him; he made me his first captain in 1997 after all. We went through an amazing journey together, not just me but the whole team, and he was at the forefront of that. Many people have questioned whether England’s success was down to Clive or the team generally. But ultimately, when you see what’s happened to the England team since he departed, you cannot underestimate the enormous contribution he has made to English rugby.

As a player, Clive was a bit of maverick, with his own way of doing things, and so too as a coach. He was leader and a pioneer, and he took rugby in a completely different direction. For many years England would look to the southern hemisphere to copy everything they did, and I think Clive turned that on its head by forcing those rugby powerhouses to start dancing to England’s tune. Aside from winning the World Cup, in my mind his greatest achievement was probably leading England to fourteen consecutive victories, home and away, against the southern hemisphere nations, something that he can rightly feel proud of.

It’s fair to say Clive was always a man to think outside of the box and he always had ‘the big picture’ in mind. In order to achieve this, he was constantly looking for anything that would give the squad a slight edge. You often hear football managers in post-match interviews say something like, ‘We are going to have to improve 100 per cent by next week to stand a chance of winning.’ This is clearly not possible, and indeed success is not about 100 per cent improvement. The edge comes from all the little things in a team’s preparation, and the mental strength of individuals and the team as a whole. The real advantage comes when a team is concentrating on something the opposition knows nothing about, giving them a 1 per cent advantage in a particular aspect of play. Clive’s philosophy was based on small percentages making a big collective difference.

To give just a few examples, it was Clive who employed an ‘eye coach’, Sherylle Calder, to assist with the English preparations for the 2003 World Cup campaign. He was widely ridiculed in the press for this appointment, but the truth is she was excellent and the techniques and exercises she gave us definitely improved our spatial awareness and peripheral vision, both of which are crucial in top-class sport. The eyes are like any other part of the body, they improve with exercise. But I’m afraid some of the squad were a little unconvinced.

Each player had a one-on-one consultation with Sherylle and was  then given a series of exercises to do on a daily basis. Many of the exercises necessitated the use of a laptop so that we could identify different shapes and sizes appearing randomly on the screen. As a forward, it was good to know our half-backs could learn to use their eyes, because we all knew they couldn’t hear or catch!

By the time we reached Australia for the World Cup finals, there was a permanent chart in the team room and every player had to write next to their name the number of minutes of eye exercise they had completed each day. On top of all his training, kicking practice, eating and resting, I’m still at a loss to see how Jonny Wilkinson could manage two hundred minutes each and every day throughout the tournament!

Our first port of call was Perth, and anyone who has flown to Australia will know jet lag is a serious issue. I lay in my bed on the first night with eyes wide open, so I sent a text to Jason Leonard: ‘R U awake?’ Seconds later came the reply, ‘YEP, fancy a beer?’ A few texts later and we had a small crew of boys - Matt Dawson, Mike Tindall, Mike Catt, Jason and myself - and we disappeared into Perth for a few pints. (Low alcohol of course.)

On arrival back at our hotel, we decided a quick visit to the team room was in order, to see if there was any leftover food we could scavenge. As we entered the room, the eye chart was in a prominent position and there were some spectacular postings by many of the team. Trevor Woodman’s forty minutes in the morning, thirty minutes in the afternoon and thirty minutes that evening was one I particularly recollect. ‘Put me down for another forty-five minutes,’ shouted Jason. ‘Yeah, I’m good for another thirty minutes,’ chipped in Dawson. I think we all added a few minutes to bring ourselves into line with the other boys in the squad.

One member of the team of course was Martin Johnson, the best captain any of us have played under, a giant of a man and an inspirational leader. All of us would follow him to the ends of the earth.  Scott Quinnell once said on a Lions tour that if Martin Johnson asked you to run through a brick wall, you would do it without thinking, and it would be easy because there would already be a bloody great hole where he had previously run through it himself! Johnno never asked anyone to do something he would not do himself.

Having said that, he was not necessarily a fully paid up member of the eye exercise fan club. He rarely posted any minutes on the flip chart, and generally refused to take on any of the exercises, although no one was brave enough to confront him and draw attention to this fact.

The day after our quiet night out, having resorted to our own technique for adjusting the body clock, several of us were in the team room having an informal chat with Clive. During this meeting Clive noticed Johnno at the back of the room tapping away on a laptop. ‘Look at that, lads,’ he said nodding towards our revered leader. ‘Isn’t that typical of the man, spending his downtime doing more eye exercises. What an inspiration.’

We looked over at the great man, and those of us with better eyesight than Clive could clearly see he was not toiling through eye exercises at all; he was in fact embroiled in a giant game of Minesweeper. What an inspiration indeed.

Another example of Clive’s attention to winning details can be seen from his reaction to witnessing Jason Robinson being prevented from scoring a try because a defender had managed to grab hold of his shirt, hang on and bring him down. Within a relatively short period of time Clive had developed the ‘skin-tight shirt’ with our kit sponsor, Nike, and all international teams and senior club sides have since adopted this shirt. There was a downside to this initiative, though: the bottom almost dropped out of the replica shirt sales market when it became apparent that the only people who could carry off this style of shirt were finely honed athletes, which, to be fair, the majority of rugby supporters are not (unless you count spending years dedicating oneself to the consumption of beer a daily training regime). In fact, Jason Leonard and Dorian West weren’t too happy when they first put their shirts on, especially when I pointed out that I thought they bore a passing resemblance to the Viz characters The Fat Slags. Come to think of it, they never stood next to each other during the national anthems again.

Clive adopted a ‘hands-on’ approach when it came to building up the confidence of his players. One technique he utilised from time to time was comparing his England team with the opposition. During the build-up to a fixture against the All Blacks he held a team meeting, and at the appropriate moment removed a sheet from his flip chart revealing the New Zealand team down one side and our team down the other, each player matched up against his opposite number.

He asked all of the squad to have a look at the New Zealand team and at each individual player. As we were doing this he told us that not one of the New Zealand team would make it into his England side. To emphasise this, he started with the front row and picked on tight-head prop Olo Brown. ‘There is no way he would get in above Jason Leonard.’ Then the hooker Norm Hewitt: ‘Not a chance of getting in my team, he couldn’t hold a candle to Richard Cockerill. Loose-head prop Craig Dowd is probably in the All Blacks team hotel as I speak, quaking in his boots at the prospect of facing Phil Vickery.’ And so on down through the team.

With each name and damning comparison, the nods of approval and positive feeling spread through the squad like wildfire, and chests were filled with national pride as Clive fired us up for the pending encounter. We were getting swept along with this stirring speech. Well, most of us were. By the time Clive reached scrum-half, Jason Leonard had scanned the entire NZ team and leant over to me, whispering in my ear, ‘I’ll give you a clue Lol, that 6ft 5in nineteen-stone winger who runs the 100m in 10.8 seconds [Jonah Lomu] would f***ing well make it into my team.’

On another occasion, prior to a match against Australia, Clive was talking to the squad about some of the Australian strengths. He had studied the team in depth and was giving his opinion as to how he thought Australia would play.

‘Having studied the Aussies, I believe they will run the ball from everywhere, and at every opportunity. They have a lightweight pack and backs with the speed and calibre of Gregan, Latham, Burke, Roff and forwards with the mobility of Kefu, Strauss and Wilson. Whether they are in our half or on their own tryline they are likely to run, run, run. So we need to make sure we pressurise them when they have the ball, and it’s critical to get all our first-time tackles in. We need to snuff out their running game before it even gets a chance to get started because, believe me, they are going to run from everywhere.’

At this point, it was like a little cartoon light bulb lit up above Clive’s head, and he looked at the squad and said, ‘Or . . . they may kick it.’

No shit, Sherlock, that’s what I call covering all the bases.




 Careful what you wish for 

There is no doubt in my mind that Clive’s attention to detail played a major role in bringing the World Cup home to England in the winter of 2003. To have been a member of that squad is something that has shaped the rest of my life. But for me, victory in Australia brought even more than a winner’s medal and a deeply grounded sense of achievement. It also provided me with pub quiz immortality. Well, that’s what I tell my kids anyway. (They keep saying the question is bound to crop up on The Weakest Link. Not sure if they are trying to tell me something by picking that particular quiz show.) Anyway, the question for which the correct answer is Lawrence Dallaglio is: Which English player played in every minute of every game in the 2003 World Cup?

It was never an intention of mine to try and play every match, although with hindsight I am proud of the fact. The last of the group games was against Uruguay, which, with all due respect, is not a country which readily springs to mind when discussing the giants of the world game. I fully expected a rest, along with a number of other players, particularly as we had beaten South Africa 25-6 in our previous match to decide who would top the group, thus giving us the supposed ‘easier’ quarter-final against Wales (how wrong we were!). However, Clive Woodward had different plans. He announced his selection to the press and, when asked about my inclusion, he said I still needed to secure my place in the team. I would have been happier with something like, ‘Lawrence needs to get as many games under his belt to ensure he reaches peak fitness during the latter stages of the tournament.’ You can see why. And just to make things extra special, I was in a team without the presence of our captain, Martin Johnson, and I was not even asked to fulfil his role (of course I just brushed off the disappointment like the professional I am . . .).

To give you a clue regarding the strength of opposition Uruguay provided, England won the match 111-13. A one-sided affair but as is often the case, the score-line does not give the full picture. Within their side there were a few individuals who knew how to play, notably their full-back, Juan Ramon Menchaca, who had a siege gun boot and could not only kick the ball prolific distances, he could also get incredible height on it. This allowed one of their other decent players, Rodrigo Capo Ortega, the nineteen-stone man of granite who played No. 8, plenty of time to follow up his kicks and cause as much disruption to our defence as possible.

I don’t believe it was personal but almost without exception, every towering kick Menchaca made seemed to be directed towards me. Or perhaps it was just that the other English players in the vicinity had been instructed by Clive that I needed the practice and that they should  leave me to it. Whatever the reason, time after time the high balls came my way and I caught them, and more often than not the catch coincided with the imminent arrival of Ortega, who flattened me with alarming regularity. On the odd occasions when I was allowed a bit of time to secure the ball before my opposite number’s arrival, the opportunity merely gave me the chance to build up some speed before Ortega clattered me. Having said that, I was doing my job, taking the ball, which was recycled and passed to our backs who, I’m thrilled to say, all looked great, showing off their moves, swerves and sidesteps (they made us forwards feel so proud - just what we live for . . .).
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