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To Mum, Dad, Kay and Molly




FOREWORD


My career has contained lots of highs and lows. I’ve been fortunate enough to lead successful Lions, England and Leicester sides to play on the highest stage and enjoy the rewards that offers. But fantastic as some of those public moments have been, the memories you hope always to keep are the hidden ones you share with your team-mates. Sitting together in the changing room – whether with my mates at Wigston RFC as a teenager or with the victorious Lions in South Africa – just enjoying the feeling of having played and won together . . . you can’t beat that. Rugby is a team game and whatever I have achieved, it has been down to fourteen other guys as much as me.


Much of what happens in a fifteen-year rugby career, and the life before it, vanishes before you notice. One minute you’re a seven-year-old kid riding his bike around in the summer sun, the next you’re being asked to write your autobiography. I hope this book gives you an insight into how I’ve tried to play the game. I’ve made mistakes, and plenty of them, but I’ve always tried to be honest. I’ve enjoyed my time in rugby. I hope you enjoy reading about it.




CHAPTER ONE


UGLY MUG


If you think I’m ugly now, you should have seen me when I was born. Let’s just say I was not the best-looking baby in town. Fortunately, no proof of this exists because my mum, slightly unnerved at what she had produced, banned anyone from taking photographs of me in the early weeks of my life. The first pictures were snapped when I was a few months old – they show a rather chubby Johnno. I liked my food, apparently, and my mum encouraged me. She believed in getting children on to solids early and started cramming bowls of Weetabix into me from about six weeks.


So, ugly and big – I was obviously made for rugby. It helped that my parents were sports mad. My dad, David, is from Orrell, on the outskirts of Wigan, and has always been an avid follower of the famous rugby leaguers. His father had briefly played lock for Orrell’s union side, giving up because, as a strict Methodist, he did not like the game’s drinking culture. Dad met my mum, Hilary, at university in Liverpool in the sixties, falling in love with her and Bill Shankly’s great Reds side at the same time. Later, when they married and moved south, he took to the fifteen-man game and is knowledgeable on most sports, watching just about anything on the box. Some of my earliest memories are of lying in bed and hearing the Match of the Day music start downstairs; to this day, the sound of those trumpets is very evocative for me.


My mum didn’t watch much. She was far more interested in competing. I have vivid recollections of her on school sports days. She would arrive on a bike, wearing shorts and a vest, and would go through a little light stretching and warming up ahead of the mums’ race. Then she would scorch home 60m clear of the field, breasting the tape like Allan Wells as a gaggle of puffing, panting ladies with hitched-up skirts and bare feet trundled along in her wake. It was vaguely embarrassing, actually.


I used to wonder why she was so different to the rest of the mums. She was a PE teacher, a physically strong woman – she always did the DIY in our house – and a tremendous athlete, with a very competitive nature. In her teens and early twenties, she had run the 440yds and 880yds for Durham before settling down to family life. Later on, after my younger brother, Will, was born, she joined the local athletics club. At first, she was a jack of all trades, attending meets and taking part in various disciplines, ranging from the shot putt to the hurdles to middle distance. She took up serious running in the mid-seventies, entering marathons before they became fashionable and, eventually, graduating to 100km ‘ultra-distance’ races for Great Britain. On one occasion, she took part in a mad, twenty-four-hour race staged on a tight, 200m track indoors somewhere. The winner was whoever covered the greatest distance in the given period. You can imagine the state she was in after running thousands of bends on that little oval; she couldn’t walk straight for a week.


She had fantastic endurance and, while I have never been blessed with tremendous pace, I think I inherited some of her stamina. I probably got some of her competitiveness, too. As a youngster, though, I was no sportier than the next kid. We played football in the back garden, but that was about it. At five or six, I was given a full England soccer strip for Christmas, the old Umbro version with the round-neck shirt, and I remember being rather bemused by it. Today, I guess most young boys dream of being David Beckham or Michael Owen, but at that age I doubt I could even have named any England footballers, let alone rugby players. I was more concerned with getting out and about on my bike or playing soldiers.


My friends and I were armed to the teeth, which was good because our main occupation was killing Germans. I had an impressive gun collection – a realistic-looking SLR rifle, of the type used by the British army in those days, and various pistols – plus camouflage uniforms, a plastic helmet and assorted bandoliers and grenades. I was an avid reader of Warlord, one of the superior war/secret agent-type publications of the day and, for indoor action, had a small regiment of Action Men, with the full range of military paraphernalia and hardware. Looking back, it was all a bit strange, particularly to modern thinking, but that was what you did in those days.


My memories of early childhood are all happy ones. I remember long, hazy summers; winding bike rides; family outings to obscure athletics meets in places like Cwmbran (Mum haring round the track like a nutter, Dad dutifully watching, me and my brothers amusing ourselves in the background); or hours spent crashing through the undergrowth on orienteering afternoons. This odd pastime became a bit of a passion for Mum, because it allowed her to exercise her competitive nature, keep fit and spend time with her family. Well, at least in theory she spent time with us.


For the uninitiated, orienteering involves navigating your way around a forest with a compass and a map. You call in at various waypoints, stamping your competition card with a clicker you find there to prove you have covered the route, until you reach the finish line. I would really enjoy it now but as a young lad it is not your idea of a great day out. We would all drive out to Cannock Chase and Mum and Dad and Andrew, my older brother, would spend the next few hours tearing around the woods, leaving me in the car to look after Will. Sometimes there would be a play area nearby where we could mess around until they came back. At one place there was an old crane and some abandoned cars and we spent the afternoon clambering all over them. As I got older I was press-ganged into taking part myself. Mum, fantastically enthusiastic and gung-ho as always, would race on ahead and I would wander around on the kids’ course without a clue where I was or what I should be doing, dragging a somewhat bewildered three-year-old with me. If we were lucky, a kindly, passing family might take pity on us and let us walk round with them. More often, we ended up getting lost or stuck in bushes.


Eventually, I found a solution. Will and I were stumbling around in the undergrowth about 200m from the start. We had not even found the first waypoint marker, we were utterly lost and Will had understandably started bawling his eyes out again. Various wild-eyed lunatics were racing around the place with compasses in hand and I overheard one of them saying he had lost his competition card and had had to retire. Bingo! The cunning Johnson brain sprang into action. A shifty look round to make sure no one was looking and my own card was suddenly lying at the bottom of a ditch. Tragically, we, too, now had to retire.


It was an unusual way to spend your weekends, but then my folks, and my mum in particular, were slightly eccentric. Back at school on Monday morning we had to write a piece about what we had done the previous weekend. After about fifteen consecutive weeks talking about how I had got lost in some woods, I started making it up. After a few years, I finally put my foot down and refused to go any more, demanding I be allowed to stay and play with my mates.


My parents were very loving, very straightforward and fair. Andrew, older than me by a couple of years, Will and I were the apples of their eyes, but they were not afraid to dish out a smacking if our behaviour really warranted it, though more often than not we would end up being sent to our room. We lived in a semi-detached house in Solihull Road, Shirley, a solid, middle-class area on the outskirts of Birmingham. My dad, who had read chemistry at Liverpool University, worked at Lucas Industries. In the mid-seventies, the motor industry was far larger than it is today and the Midlands was full of car factories. Lucas was a major parts manufacturer, making electrical components, and Dad worked in the battery division’s laboratory, helping to develop the technology and improve battery performance and life.


As a youngster, I thought Solihull Road was an incredibly wide street – the houses opposite seemed miles away. Years later, I happened to be in the area and drove by just to see the old place. Of course, it was just a very nondescript, sloping suburban road. As a kid, I attended Blossomfield Infants School a mile or so away. My mum must have taken me there the first few times but, from as early as I can remember, I would ride my bike to school by myself, keeping to the pavements all the way. When I was three, I had wandered away and got lost as my mum shopped in the local Woolworth’s. Somehow I got out of the shop, got across the road and was on my way home when a neighbour spotted me. Mum, who had called the police, was obviously beside herself with worry and afterwards she made it very clear that I was not allowed to cross roads by myself. I can remember coming home on snowy January afternoons and standing opposite our house, shivering in my school uniform shorts, waiting for Mum to spot me and come out to wave me over. I was regularly ambushed and snowballed by older kids, but I never ventured off that kerb.


Having an older brother, I rode hand-me-down bikes until we were of a similar size. There were three basic models back then: the Raleigh Chopper, the Raleigh Grifter or a racer, with dropped handlebars. The Chopper was trendy. It was great for pulling wheelies, with a seat you could lean back on, and had a fancy, three-speed gear lever on the crossbar. It was the preferred mode of transport for the neighbourhood bad lads – the kids’ equivalent of the Hell’s Angels’ low-rider. My mum thought they were dangerous, though, so a Chopper was out of the question for the young Johnson. The bike I really coveted was the Raleigh Grifter. This was an early mountain bike, with a twist-grip gear change and big, knobbly tyres. It was the absolute governor, but the closest I ever got to a Grifter was borrowing my brother Andrew’s.


When I finally got my own brand-new bike, aged seven, it was a racer – brilliant on paths, where you could get up plenty of speed, but next to useless on rough terrain. On summer evenings, I would ride all around the neighbourhood, with my ‘territory’ defined by roads. If I went up Solihull Road I would hit the Stratford Road, a busy dual carriageway. But if I went down the gentle hill there was no main road and I could wind my way round the streets for hours, only stopping when I got to somewhere I didn’t recognise or when the sun started dipping behind the roofs. It’s hard for parents to give their children that sort of freedom today. Although I was only young, I don’t remember the same scares about paedophiles and abductions that we have today. The main danger was being knocked off your bike – and with less traffic about, the risk of that was lower, too.


When I was four, my brother Will was born. My mum was always up for a challenge and she decided that three kids, including a baby, weren’t enough, so she fostered two young black lads. They were half-brothers, around my age, from a difficult background in Birmingham, and they lived with us for three years, effectively being brought up as my brothers. It meant Andrew and I had a couple of instant playmates, but their tough background – in and out of social services’ care, education and family life totally disrupted – meant they had difficulty fitting in.


Away from home, they were always getting into trouble of one sort or another. At school, they would steal other pupils’ lunches and generally cause mayhem, and one or the other was always standing outside the headmistress’s office, waiting to be dealt with. There were various visits to hospitals, too. I remember how one of them walked into a wall and split his head open really badly – after fifteen years of serious rugby it is still the worst head injury I have ever seen. On a visit to see some friends in Coventry, the other brother fell from the top of a slide on to tarmac. He knocked himself out cold and had to stay overnight in hospital.


I realise now that they must have led pretty tough lives. Because of their background, they were always going to find it very hard to adjust to a new family, get on with other children or do well at school. When I was seven, Mum told us they were leaving and shortly afterwards they were gone. I was sad for a while – we had become pretty close – but it soon passed. A month is a long time at that age, but I have often wondered what happened to them. I hope they made something of their lives, but the odds were stacked against them.


That summer of 1977, my dad left Lucas and took a job in the lab at Tungstone Batteries, the largest employer in Market Harborough, Leicestershire, 50 or so miles away. It was a nine-to-five job and, nowadays, you would commute that sort of distance without batting an eyelid. In the seventies, though, it was quite unusual for people to live so far from work and we moved over to Harborough. Dad went first on his own. He would stay there during the week and on Saturday he would come home to fetch us and we would all head back down the M6 and spend hours driving around looking at houses.


My mum was a hopeless romantic and almost persuaded him to buy a run-down country mansion on the Corby Road, just out of town. It was uninhabitable and would have needed a huge amount of work. Mum, totally enthusiastic about everything, would have thrown herself into the DIY and eventually it would have been worth a million quid, but Dad obviously saw it for the ten-year nightmare it was going to be and talked her out of it. In the end they settled on a more realistic place, in Burnmill Road on the north side of the town, bordering the village of Great Bowden, and we all moved in. It was like a whole new world – a much bigger house than we had been used to, with four bedrooms and a huge garden full of apple trees.


We didn’t like Harborough at first. In contrast with the modern-seeming Shirley, it was made up of Victorian and Edwardian red-brick terracing and, until the nineties, was a fairly smoggy town. It was on the old main drag between Leicester and Northampton, with lorries and other vehicles going through the centre all day long. Since then, the new A14 and the bypass have taken away all the heavy traffic and it has reverted to what it must have been like in the fifties – a pretty, well-to-do market town. As a teenager it was the sort of place we were desperate to get away from. Nowadays, it’s booming, with lots of the people who left returning and vying with commuters to buy property, as prices escalate.


Andrew and I were both sent to Ridgeway School, not far from our new home. This was something of a culture shock. In Solihull, I had been at a traditional infants school. At Ridgeway, we did not wear uniforms and some of our lessons were in mobile classrooms. There were also older kids – it went up to age eleven – and some of them were fairly rough. The school had a wide catchment area, including the local council estate, and the intake went right across the range. Knowing that there was no uniform, but determined not to let the side down, my mum kitted Andrew and me out in clothes that would perhaps best be termed ‘smart casual’ – neat slacks, nicely pressed shirts, that sort of thing. We must have stood out a bit, next to the local hard lads in their jeans and trainers.


I can’t remember being picked on or getting into any fights, but I do recall the massive shock of seeing seven-year-olds casually smoking, and clearly enjoying, fags. One day, a boy who was in my year brought into school a bottle of brown ale that his uncle had given him. The teacher confiscated the booze, but bizarrely gave it back to him after school, and this lad and his mates supped it outside the gates at going-home time. A few of these lads spent time in borstal, periodically returning to school after serving their ‘time’.


It all felt strange and new and I kept my head down for a while until I had settled in and made a few friends. Of course, you don’t always choose the friends your parents might want you to have and, while plenty of my mates went on to university and now run businesses or work abroad, a few were from the wrong side of the tracks. Years later, one of them famously made ITN’s News at Ten. Drunk, and either bored or in a bungling attempt at video game theft, he kicked through the window of a computer shop in Church Street. Unfortunately, he left a piece of his calf on the glass; the police were able to match the lump of flesh to the gaping hole when they visited him in hospital. Another kid, my best friend from those days, went on to serve time for drug dealing. He was a bright lad, but he had a very difficult upbringing; given a better start in life I am sure things would have turned out differently for him. My mum must have worried about us being friends, but she and my dad had instilled in me a basic sense of right and wrong and ultimately that kept me on the straight and narrow.


It may surprise some readers, but I was a reasonably intelligent child and I enjoyed schoolwork, particularly maths – I would skip art lessons to go off and do algebra. My favourite subject, though, was PE. If two or three years earlier I had known little about sport, that was all changing now. I had finally bowed to the inevitable and joined my dad in his obsession with Liverpool FC. That year saw one of the worst days of my young life when Kevin Keegan left Anfield to go to Hamburg for £500,000. He was my idol and I just could not understand why he would leave us – to go to Germany, of all places (remember, I was still fighting WWII, like some lone Japanese soldier left behind on a Pacific island). It made no sense to me at all. Then we heard they were bringing in some guy called Kenny Dalglish to replace him. I remember wondering who the hell he was and knowing, just knowing, that he would be useless. Luckily, I was wrong on that one.


I grew up with that great team of the late seventies and early eighties – led from the front by King Kenny. Ray Kennedy, Terry McDermott and Graeme Souness were my heroes. Sadly, I never made it up to Anfield to watch the boys. In fact, the only time I’ve been there was with England for a game in our 1999 Rugby World Cup build-up – and, on the odd occasion I saw them live, playing away at grounds closer to my home, I was something of a jinx. We went to see them against Villa in the 1978–79 season. Liverpool were all-conquering at that point; it was the year they won the league and broke the record for conceding fewest goals while doing so – from memory, they only let in sixteen all season. It was all set up for a great win but, unfortunately, Jonah Johnson was there. I managed to see three of those sixteen goals on one day, as Villa trounced us 3–1.


It was a bad day, made worse because we had walked straight into a violent confrontation between home and away fans beforehand. We came round a corner, heading for the Liverpool end, and suddenly we were in the middle of a riot; police with truncheons drawn, glass flying everywhere, lots of shouting and screaming. Dad grabbed me and my brother and we legged it as quick as we could. I found the whole thing frightening and, more than that, bizarre: I did not understand why they were fighting.


I also saw Liverpool lose 1–0 at Leicester City, the home goal a brilliant strike by Andy Peake from Market Harborough. That was obviously just great for me, back at school the following Monday, surrounded, as I was, by Leicester fans. I had no love for the Foxes; around that time, they also beat us at Anfield to take away our long unbeaten home record. And we went to watch Liverpool play Nottingham Forest at the City Ground one Boxing Day, but could not get in. We had just bowled up, as you do, without tickets and found it was a sell-out. That was a pretty miserable experience and the journey back felt like the longest drive of my life. Liverpool probably won that one.


I loved playing soccer, too. I used to get to school early in the morning so I could join in a kickabout before assembly. We would play on the netball pitch, a tarmac square with a lot of loose pea gravel over the top: it was absolute murder if you fell over, taking the skin off your knees and embedding itself in your flesh. We would play football at break, play more football at lunchtime and stay at school afterwards to play a bit more football. Right from the start, I was desperate to get into the school team, made up of the ten- and eleven-year-olds in the third and fourth years. We had a good side and the school provided cracking shirts, claret and blue like Aston Villa’s or West Ham’s.


The big local competition was the Golden Wonder Cup, a knockout for all the school teams, sponsored by the well-known local crisp makers. The final was played at the Symington’s Recreation Ground in Harborough. This was the classic Victorian company rec, a huge area in the middle of the town originally owned by a local corsetry manufacturer and the site for the annual travelling funfair. By this time it was falling into rack and ruin, but was still used for football and cricket and it felt like the big time. I had watched Ridgeway win the Golden Wonder as a seven-year-old and my dream was to play in a final.


As a first or second year, though, there was no chance of being selected. As a third year, you might get a look-in and I managed to get myself chosen for a trial game. I played in goal and had one shot to stop, which I virtually threw into my own net. My opposite number had two shots, stopped them both, and my goalkeeping dreams were dashed. Shortly afterwards, though, I finally made it into the side as a centre-back, and there I stayed until my last few months at the school, when I had a falling out with Mr Richards, the teacher in charge. The problem was that I took the whole thing very seriously and Mr Richards didn’t.


By now captain of the school side, I was also turning out for Harborough Town Juniors, where my dad was involved with the coaching. Every weekend, I played alongside boys from other schools in the area and that made the rivalry between us when our school teams met even stronger. I was desperately keen to stuff it up the likes of Fairfield Road, Farndon Fields, Little Bowden and Welford. Under the Richards regime at Ridgeway, however, pretty much anyone who turned up and trained got a game – usually at full-back. Those of us who put in the hard yards, day in, day out, on that gravelly netball pitch knew who could play footy and who couldn’t. Mr Richards, on the other hand, didn’t have a Scooby Doo. Some of the guys he picked didn’t even have two left feet. It was a mad selection policy that threatened to undermine everything we were working for and I, for one, was not going to stand for it. I made my feelings known and relations started to deteriorate.


Breaking point was reached one afternoon in an after-school training game. Mr Richards was refereeing and trying desperately to make the game a draw, so that everyone went home happy. I was trying just as desperately to win the game, tearing around, playing like an absolute lunatic. We were a goal in front with a minute or two to go when Mr Richards intercepted the ball at the halfway line on our little forty-yard pitch, looked up and hoofed it over our keeper’s head into the back of our net. I couldn’t believe what I’d seen. He had got his draw, but this was horrendous. Half-player, half-referee? It was all wrong.


With our relationship already fraught, I made a fatal error; he arranged a meeting to pick the team for our next game and I forgot about it. When I didn’t turn up he must have assumed it was a deliberate snub and he dropped me. We went on to lose 4–0 or 5–0 to Kibworth in the Golden Wonder Cup semi-final, with a pair of no-hopers at full-back, and that was the end of Johnson of the Rovers at Ridgeway. (For the record, Mr Richards, I honestly forgot about that meeting, and I am prepared to accept that your ‘give-everyone-a-game’ policy might have been reasonable at under-eleven level, but I still say tense cup semi-finals are no place for inexperienced defenders.)


I was a competitive youngster, though no more so than many of my friends. It was not as though I would have cheated at snakes and ladders to win. I just took my footy seriously. I wanted to win and I did have a natural – or perhaps unnatural – understanding of the tactics and mechanics of a soccer match, gleaned from following games on the telly very closely. While most of the other kids were sprinting about wherever the ball went, I would be trying to play the offside trap and telling the full-backs to push up, push up. I was probably an obnoxious little brat, to be honest. Years later I found out that, after I was dropped from the side, my dad had rung Mr Richards to find out what had happened. I imagine he was told that his middle son was a cocky little git who needed to learn some patience. Dad’s response was no doubt along the lines of, ‘Yes, you’re right, he probably does.’


Apart from soccer, we played cricket, netball, rounders and British Bulldog. This is basically an excuse for a riot between ten-year-olds, but it’s tremendous fun. Every year we started playing it in September and every year it was banned by October because kids were being killed and maimed all over the place. I had no real interest in rugby at that point, though I might have been able to name a few of the great Welsh names of that era. Everyone knew of JPR Williams, JJ Williams, Gareth Edwards and Phil Bennett. Dad had taken us to see Solihull RUFC play one Saturday afternoon, just for something to do, and I recall being distinctly unimpressed: no stands or terracing, just a load of fat blokes rolling around in the mud, all wearing tatty kit with a few of their mates watching from the touchline. I remember thinking to myself, ‘Football’s not like this . . . they’ve all got the same colour socks at Liverpool.’


When I was around ten, we also went to see Orrell play at Coventry. Given the family history, we were rooting for the northerners, but Cov, a strong side in those days with guys like Geoff Evans, Peter Rossborough and Fran Cotton in their team, were too good. This was a bit better, but top-flight English rugby at that time was on the slow side, so the jury was still out. In 1980 I made my first visit to Twickenham. Mum got hold of some tickets through contacts at the school where she worked and Dad and a couple of teachers took Andrew and me down in the car. We saw England beat Wales 9–8 on their way to the Grand Slam, with the Welsh flanker Paul Ringer sent off early on for a late tackle and a certain Clive Woodward playing in the centre. I remember leafing through the match programme and spotting his name. I hadn’t the faintest idea who he was but I noted it because – along with other guys like Paul Dodge, Peter Wheeler and Dusty Hare – his club side was Leicester. It is weird, now, to think of the impact Clive would have on my life as England coach fifteen years later. Within a decade, too, I would be playing at the Tigers alongside Dusty and Dodgy, which also feels a bit spooky.


It was a big game, but I don’t recall that much of the day: the long walk to the stadium from where we had parked our car, the old Twickenham itself, the huge crowd, snatches of the play . . . a jumble of mental pictures and half-recollections. Possibly the clearest memory is of my dad telling me he had just stood next to the Labour leader, Michael Foot, in the loos. He’s always been one for spotting celebs, my dad. I enjoyed the day enormously and, for the first time, rugby was seriously on my radar.


If you had pulled me to one side in the shadow of the stadium and asked whether I would rather run out there or at Anfield there would have been only one answer, but a seed had been sown. I began to take an interest in the game on TV, chatted with school friends who regularly went with their families to watch Leicester Tigers and started to glean the basic rules. At eleven, I would be leaving Ridgeway for Welland Park, a high school which serves Market Harborough, where they fielded a strong school XV, and I began to look forward to getting my hands on an oval ball. I knew I would be quite good at it, because I was big for my age and, while I wasn’t lightning quick, I wasn’t slow either.


Welland Park was a great experience for me. Academically it was, obviously, more serious than junior school. I was in the A stream for maths and doing pretty well in most other subjects. PE was still, by far, my favourite, though. If you were any good and you wanted to play, there were school teams throughout the age groups, with matches on Wednesday afternoons and Saturday mornings, and pretty soon I was in the football and rugby sides. I wore No. 8 in our rugby team, having rapidly learned that playing in the back row meant I got my hands on the ball and the opportunity to use my size. I stayed at the back of the pack right the way through school.


A tremendously committed bunch of teachers – guys like Andy Turner, Ian Anholm and Phil Spittle – gave up hours of their own time to coach us and we developed into a reasonable team. Spittle was the biggest influence on me back then. He basically taught me how to play rugby, which is a difficult thing to do with youngsters. I remember the first proper game we played, against Spencefield School. Phil and their teacher treated it as an extended training session. We would play for five minutes and then they would stop the game, tell us what we were doing wrong or right, and start it again. We won 4–0 and I came away buzzing.


We had a full fixture list, with football one week, rugby the next. On Saturday mornings we would travel on the bus with the older teams to play away at schools in Hinckley, Kettering and Leicester. Our football side was poor but at rugby we won more often than we lost. We were pretty unsophisticated – tackling as hard as we could, running around a bit and booting the ball back over the opposition’s heads when it seemed like the right thing to do – but we enjoyed it immensely and made occasional forays into the latter stages of the Leicestershire Schools Cup. We had a big, strong pack and our speciality was the pushover try. As often as not I was the one who dotted the ball down. I had been made skipper of the side. I was also captain of the school football team, but our relative failure with the round ball started to turn me more towards rugby.


Welland Park had access to free schoolboy season tickets for Leicester Tigers so Andrew and I badgered my dad to take us down to Welford Road. The first game I saw was against London Welsh in 1981. Paul Dodge scored a great try and Leicester won in front of a big crowd. I loved every minute. This was a million miles from the Solihull match I had seen a few years earlier and, for the first time, club rugby could almost compare with club football. There were several thousand people watching; the players were fit and skilful; and there were no odd socks in sight. After that we started going fairly regularly, watching around ten games that year.


Leicester were domestic top dogs then, with England players like Dodge, Woodward and Hare in their setup. They had won the cup for three years running, with Bath yet to emerge as the dominant force in English rugby. While Dad and Andrew watched from somewhere else in the ground, I would meet up with friends from school by the clubhouse, watching the players run out and then finding a vantage point of our own. If it was dry, we might watch the first half perched up on the big bank at the end of the ground where the Alliance and Leicester stand was later built. At half-time we would buy ourselves a hotdog and switch to a seat somewhere else, before racing round to see the players as they left the field, running on to pat one or two of them on the back if they had done well. Somewhere along the way, my interest in football was diminishing. I kept an eye out for Liverpool’s results and wanted them to win, but it no longer ruined my weekend if they lost.


At fourteen, we all left to go to Robert Smyth, the senior school in Harborough. It was huge, with well over a thousand pupils. It was less fun, too, because suddenly we were choosing our ‘O’ level options and being asked to think about ‘A’s and even university. Careers teachers were lecturing me about my future and missing a lesson was serious. My best mate was Julian Murray, a big lad with a crap mohican and a rebellious attitude. We knocked around together for a few years until he left at sixteen and we lost touch. Years later, after the 1997 Lions tour, I was asked on to a late-night phone-in show with Danny Kelly. One element of the show involved Danny inviting people who had been at school with his ‘celebrity’ guest to call up with their memories. Sure enough, a call comes through. It’s Julian from London on line one.


‘All right Johnno, remember me?’


It’s Murray.


‘Yes, mate. How are you?’


‘Fine, thanks. Do you remember punching me in that match we played in?’


I had to admit I did remember it. He had been lying across me so I had whacked him and been sent off for violent conduct. Not that I started early or anything.


There’s a bit more chat and then another caller – Etienne du Toit – comes through on line two.


‘All right Johnno, remember me?’


If you’ve been at school with someone called Etienne du Toit, you remember him.


‘Yes, mate. How are you?’


‘Fine, thanks. Do you remember punching me and splitting my lip open in the dinner queue?’


Oh God. Etienne had been messing around and I had halfheartedly cuffed him. There had been blood everywhere. Anyone watching the show would have formed the impression that Johnson was the school bully, but these were just about the only incidents I was involved in and they were, honestly, not as bad as they sound. Later, Julian and I met up again and we have stayed friends ever since. He now designs clothes, but has not changed a bit, and he says the same of me, which I take as a compliment.


While we played rugby in PE and between houses, there wasn’t much of a school team at Robert Smyth, but luckily that didn’t matter too much, because by now I had been selected for Leicestershire Under-14s. This was a fantastic thrill and had introduced me to a lot of boys from other schools in the area who were as keen on their rugby as I was. The following season, many of them were planning to play at Wigston RUFC, a busy junior club on the outskirts of Leicester, and I was invited to go along. It was tempting, but left me with a dilemma. Training and games were on Sundays. If I joined Wigston I would have to stop playing soccer for Harborough Town. Ultimately, it wasn’t a hard decision. Playing footy for the Town, you just met at the ground and you played. My dad coached us and, with all due respect to him, he was just my dad. We did not win many matches. It felt like we were turning up to lose and I was not enjoying it any more. By contrast, Wigston felt like the real thing. It had a clubhouse with a bar, changing rooms, several pitches and coaches who seemed to know what they were talking about.


Dad would drive me the twelve or thirteen miles up to the club two or three times a week. It was fantastic: we trained alongside the older guys, listening to their banter, trying to impress them and learning from the coaches. I had my first pint at Wigston, a lanky fifteen-year-old thinking I was a real jack-the-lad rugby player. We went on tour to Wales that Easter, leaving on the bus early on Saturday morning, fitting in a game against a side on the outskirts in the afternoon and then desperately trying to large it around Cardiff at night, with a couple of quid each in our pockets. Obviously, we were immediately kicked out of anywhere decent and ended up in some grotty, side-street pub drinking Gold Label barley wine and trying to look like we knew what we were doing. Next morning, we travelled up to the Valleys to play Blanau, the coach stopping repeatedly for vomit breaks, and were hammered by a stone-faced bunch of Welsh lads on a horrible, wet, foggy Easter day. There was more of the same that evening and another defeat on Easter Monday before the long journey home. It was the stuff of legend.


Our coaches were Graham ‘Tufty’ Taylor and Rich Yeomans, a couple of ex-players prepared to give up their time. I used to love hearing Rich’s stories about beer drinking and rugby tour exploits. He and Tufty must have been decent coaches, too. We travelled around the Midlands and won the vast majority of our matches, including, for two years running, the Leicestershire County Championships.


I held my own when I moved up to the Colts – the Under19s – at fifteen and kept my place in the county side. England Schools, though, was my main objective. Leicestershire played all the other East Midlands counties and then the East Midlands Select XV would play the West Midlands to find the Midlands team. I managed to get through and was invited up to Catterick in Yorkshire for a game against the North. I remember feeling fantastic about this – travelling up there on the train, all expenses paid, like you were somebody. Unfortunately, we were pretty poor and the North beat us, so the trip back home was a little less enjoyable. We had been told that those selected to go forward for the full trial would receive a letter, so when nothing had arrived by Wednesday I knew I was not in. I was very disappointed.


This was my first real sporting setback and it knocked my confidence. Obviously, I was not good enough and it was not going to happen for me. I was at that stage, starting to grow up and entering the sixth form at school, where other distractions were around and, as the following season started, I was far less motivated than I had been before. Over the summer I had started playing American football with the Leicester Panthers and was enjoying that a great deal, and I could very easily have stopped playing rugby altogether. In the end, though, I drifted back to Wigston and to the Leicestershire Colts once again.


However, the coaches rated a lad called Craig Barrow very highly and wanted him to play No. 8, suggesting that I play second row instead. I was not too enamoured of this because, with all that ball-in-hand running, the back row was a much more glamorous and sexy option than the tight five. I went along with it, though, and in hindsight it was obviously a good decision. Being tall and not as fast as some of the other guys, I was more naturally suited to being a lock. I made it to the Midlands side in my new position and, eventually, all wide-eyed and naive, into the England Under-18 setup. My selection, a year young and very raw, was a fantastic honour and made me realise that I must be a half-decent player. At Wigston Colts, we trained once a week and looked forward to a beer afterwards, whereas most of the other England lads were drawn from the public school circuit, where they had great coaching and excellent facilities.


My first season, playing France, Scotland, Wales and Ireland, was pretty mixed – we lost two and drew two. The most memorable thing that happened was the dropping of Neil Back. Backy was by far and away the best player in our team, but he was left out for some public school kid rumoured to have a connection to the coaching setup. We played the Scots lads midweek and then the Welsh in Ebbw Vale. Then we had a few days off before we met up again for the games against Ireland and France. No Backy – dropped not just from the team, but from the whole squad. It was scandalous, really, and a lot of the other boys were in tears at the injustice of it all. It was my first taste of the garbage that surrounded English rugby for far too many years.


I played again the following year, joining the Tigers at the beginning of that season. Amazingly, they had never approached me, despite the fact that I was playing for England Colts and lived just down the road. Nowadays, in the professional era, young lads in my position are snapped up by Premiership academies at fourteen. It was different back then – a bit more shambolic. A mate of mine from Wigston, Jason Aldwinckle, had started training at Leicester the year before and I bumped into him near Welford Road one day. He said I ought to give Leicester a go. I was quite shy about just turning up without a formal invitation – it felt like walking into Manchester United and asking for a game – but I eventually made my way down there. I didn’t know anyone and I felt nervous as anything. My heroes played here. Dean Richards was sitting in the sponsor’s hut having a pint, fresh from the 1987 World Cup, for heaven’s sake. This really was the big time! Wide-eyed, I went out and trained with the other youngsters and, much to my surprise, found I could live with the standard, winning selection for the Tigers Youth team at the start of the season. Unbeknown to me, the pattern of my life had been set.




CHAPTER TWO


JUNIOR ALL BLACK


At nineteen, I was the typical teenager. No real direction, just drifting along, odd-jobbing on a building site and going with the flow. I had made it out of Leicester Youth into the lower reaches of the senior sides, playing a handful of times for Leicester’s second and third teams and just a couple of low-grade games for the firsts. But while rugby was great, it was hardly a career, was it? The closest I had come to a big plan for my future was a half-thought-out idea of following my mum into PE teaching. Then, out of the blue in the spring of 1989, a bizarre letter plopped on to our doormat.


A guy called John Albert had written to me from New Zealand. Amazingly, he wanted me to fly down there and play for his team. Albert had seen me in action for England Schools that summer. We had toured Australia with a good side featuring a number of lads who eventually went on to international honours, including myself, Ade Adebayo, Steve Ojomoh and Damian Hopley. The Australian Rugby Union had arranged a three-way tournament, with New Zealand Schools also coming over. The fixtures had been drawn up so that the final game was Australia against New Zealand, with England cast in the role of whipping boys along the way. We had spoiled their party by first beating the Kiwis 15–8 at the famous Concord Oval in Sydney and then going on to beat the young Wallabies 13–0 in Canberra. We were long gone by the time they played the planned ‘decider’.


Albert was involved with a little junior club called Tihoi in the King Country province. If I was interested, they would pay for my flight out, find me a job and somewhere to stay, and give me a few games. I had no ties. Ahead of me was, probably, a season with the Tigers seconds. I could always put off going to PE college. I didn’t have a clue where King Country was. I didn’t even know much about New Zealand, other than what I had gleaned from my dad’s Max Boyce records, with their songs of huge, sheep-farming rugby men striding up and down hills with a ram under each arm. But what did I have to lose? I would be going in April, so if things didn’t work out I could still come home in time for the next English season, having seen a bit of the world. I called him to accept, little suspecting that it was a decision that would change my life, opening my eyes to a different sporting culture, helping me to develop into the player I would become and, along the way, introducing me to the woman who would become my wife.


Interviewers often ask me if it was all part of some Johnson masterplan: get selected for England Schools, head over to the other side of the world for a spot of fine-tuning with the Kiwis and then come back ready to step straight into the full England side. Er, no. It was more like, ‘Want to come out to New Zealand and play for us, mate?’ ‘Er, yeah. Why not?’


A few weeks later, I found myself on a Continental Airlines 747, breaking the world record for sleeping en route with a monster kip across the centre seats all the way from L.A. to Auckland. John picked me up at the airport. He was a Maori guy in his mid-thirties, all smiles and very friendly and enthusiastic about my arrival. It was a three-and-a-half-hour car journey along what was then a winding, single-lane road from Auckland to his home at Taupo, in the middle of the North Island. John was full of chat as he drove, telling me about the club and the area and saying I was going to be great for the team. Watching the green New Zealand countryside whiz by, I wondered whether he had the right Martin Johnson.


Taupo is a beautiful place; a picturesque, tourist town of about 20,000 people, set on a huge freshwater lake in the middle of the country. In the winter, skiers travel to the mountains at the far end of the lake and a cold wind blows off the peaks on to the town below. The summer brings weeks of temperate, blue-sky days and holidaymakers from all over the country. The nearest big town, Rotorua, is an hour away and Tihoi, which was playing its rugby in the lowest division of the King Country league, was thirty minutes’ drive, a hamlet stuck out in the middle of nowhere. I had arrived on a Friday. There was a game the following day and I agreed to play.


It was quite a surreal experience. Jetlagged, knackered and disorientated, I just pitched up in John’s car. We changed in a shed and then had to walk over a little hillock before straddling a barbed-wire fence covered in tufts of wool to get to the pitch. One, undulating pitch, covered in sheep – and sheep muck. I lasted for about an hour until I got jelly-legs from the flight and had to come off. I think we won, though the result was the last thing on my mind. My head was spinning from the whole, weird afternoon as I was introduced to my new club-mates and shared a few post-match beers with them. Before arriving, I had worried about the playing standard and whether I would be able to cope with the renowned physicality of the New Zealand game. After all, this was not England Schools. As it turned out, I had coped pretty well.


I was staying with John Albert and his wife and kids and the next priority was a job. I was on a six-month tourist visa with no work permit, so the idea was to get me a little cash-in-hander. Most of the work was in agriculture, the central pillar of New Zealand’s economy, either labouring on farms or logging in the huge forestry plantations which stretched for miles around. Logging was out, though, because the nineteen-year-old Johnson was far too callow to get involved in that game. Those forestry workers were amazing blokes. A van would come through and pick them up at 5a.m. for a two-hour drive out into the bush. They would spend most of the day felling trees and sawing off the branches before the long drive back to town in the evening. Many of them were Maoris, who are naturally big, and the work put a lot of muscle on them, so they were pretty scary characters.


I eventually got a job in a bank, which was more my scene. However, I did work for a few months on the farms in the area and I remember these guys coming in to cash their cheques at the weekend, stinking of cigarettes and petrol from their chainsaws. Evenings they would hit the bars in town, drinking crates of DB Draft, smoking a few joints and having the occasional brawl. There is this theory that New Zealand is like Britain supposedly was in the fifties; full of polite, quiet people drinking lots of tea and going to bed by 10p.m. There are certainly parts of the country that are like that, but there are parts, too, which are a good deal more rough and ready.


After just a couple of games with Tihoi, more serious rugby beckoned when, to my surprise, I was invited to a training session with the King Country provincial side. I made my way down to the session at Taumarunui, two hours and 150km away along another typically long and winding New Zealand road. I was further surprised to find myself selected for a game ten days later. I was very flattered, though I think it was more to do with a shortage of second rows than any obvious brilliance on my part. Despite having the legendary former All Black lock Colin Meads as its president, King Country languished somewhere near the bottom of the second division of the national championships. It was not a fashionable province, like Auckland, Canterbury or Wellington, and players were not beating down the door to get a game. Additionally, New Zealand as a whole had experienced problems producing good, tall forwards. King Country, clearly, was no exception to this rule and I guess they thought they would give me a go.


Early in the season, provincial rugby consisted of ‘friendlies’ – though there was absolutely nothing friendly about them – played midweek, with guys continuing to turn out for their club sides on Saturdays. After the club season was over around the end of August, the provincial championships proper kicked in. My first game was one of those friendlies, against Auckland B. Glynn Meads, a top guy and Colin’s son, skippered us and gave us an aggressive pre-match talk. He had no love for these Auckland ‘city slickers’ and was desperate for us to beat them.


At that time, the full Auckland side was without doubt the best team in the world outside the All Blacks, with legends like Sean Fitzpatrick, Michael Jones, Grant Fox, John Kirwan, the Brooke brothers and more among their ranks. Many rural New Zealanders saw them as flashy and cocky – the fact that some of these guys owned car phones irked the country-dwellers, for instance – and they resented their success and the way they featured so heavily in the national side. After a period of absolute domination of world rugby by the Blacks, the touring French had recently given them a good run for their money. Some of those supporters out in the sticks had been very quick to blame the All Blacks’ ‘slicker’ element for this perceived drop in the national side’s performance. In tune with this mood, Glynn badly wanted us to beat Auckland’s second string.


It all added to the nervousness I felt about how I would cope with the pace, physicality and skill levels of the match. All I really had under my belt was that handful of second-and third-team games for Leicester and a couple of first-team matches, against the RAF and against Bath on the weekend before my flight to New Zealand. The RAF had been a low-key game and in the Bath fixture, with a Cup final beckoning, both sides had rested their big guns. I had no clue as to how I would handle provincial rugby in New Zealand.


Despite Glynn Meads’ pep talk, the Auckland boys were way too good for us and we were well beaten, 20–0. I had a reasonable game, not man-of-the-match, but not an embarrassment to England, Leicester or myself either. One of their centres absolutely ripped us to shreds, playing like a man from a different planet. Afterwards I asked the other players who he was. Frank Bunce was his name, they said, but he was in his late twenties and past it. I was staggered. He had not looked past it to me. If he had been in England he would have been a rugby superstar, the best player in the country by far, and here he was playing for Auckland’s B team. It was my first taste of the gulf in class between the hemispheres and the awesome strength in depth of Kiwi rugby. Bunce, of course, would rise to prominence with Western Samoa in the 1991 World Cup and later went on to enjoy a glittering career with the All Blacks, so don’t say I can’t spot talent!


I held my place for the second warm-up game against Counties – later Jonah Lomu’s province – at Otorohanga, one of a number of towns where we played ‘home’ fixtures. They were a mid-table first division side and we beat them for the first time in years, which was a major result for King Country. Again, I played reasonably well until I was whacked from behind in the closing minutes. I was knocked out and had to be helped to the changing room, where I eventually came round. Later, a reporter from the New Zealand Herald came over to talk to me. It was one of the odder interviews in which I have been involved, as I struggled, groggily, to cope with some not-too-complex questions:


‘So, whereabouts in England are you from?’


‘Er, dunno . . . sorry.’


‘So, how long have you been in New Zealand?’


‘Erm, not sure, to be honest.’


‘What did you think of the match?’


‘Um . . . sorry, I can’t really remember it.’


After a while he gave up and wandered away, shaking his head and presumably wondering if this pale English youth would survive the hard school of New Zealand rugby.


The win over Counties gave us a real buzz and we all went out for a few beers that night. It was back down to earth for our next fixture, though, when we were soundly beaten by Wayne Shelford’s senior North Harbour side. I had actually met Shelford before the game, when he pulled up alongside me in a beat-up old car to ask directions to the ground. There was nothing beat-up about his team’s performance, though. I remember feeling during that match that I was up against guys who were on another level to anything I had faced before. They oozed professionalism and organisation and would have slaughtered the Tigers’ first XV of that era. I could not believe I was sharing a pitch with Shelford. A couple of years before he had been an untouchable, iconic god of the game: a star of the fantastically talented and glamorous 1987 Rugby World Cup-winning All Black side. Here was I, not long left Wigston and fresh from a Harborough building site, trying to tackle him. He was not as big and imposing as I had thought he would be, but he was, undoubtedly, a brilliant player.


Facing guys like Shelford and Bunce was the start of my rugby education and, subconsciously, perhaps I was beginning to understand a little more about the sport at the very highest level, even if it usually involved dusting myself off or watching conversions sail through the posts above my head. We managed to beat Taranaki in our next match – another first division side and an even better result than the Counties game because it was away from home. This was a major achievement. The big provincial sides were well drilled, very skilled and extremely fit. King Country was more old school. We would meet up on Sunday, most of us nursing hangovers, and train for a couple of hours before sinking a couple of beers together afterwards.


Back at Tihoi, the regular club season was drawing to an end. It had gone reasonably well and we had a good team spirit and a decent side. Even at that lowly level, you were never short of good players. If the full-back had to pull out, they would ring someone up on the Friday and he would pitch up next afternoon. He might not have played for six months and his boots could be a couple of sizes too small, but you always knew whoever stepped in would know the rules, would be half fit and could play – they were all physical guys, aggressive tacklers, with a few ball skills, too. And we were well supported. There was nothing much to do locally without driving the half hour into Taupo, so on Saturdays people would come from the surrounding farms down to the ground to watch the game. We would often get crowds of 150 there and afterwards the teams and the spectators would go back to our shed and socialise. Crates of beer would be opened – DB Draft, Lion Red and Waikato – and we would eat a traditional Maori hangi. To make this you dig a pit in the ground in the morning and line the bottom with hot rocks. You pour water on to them and then you place wire baskets of lamb and vegetables on top. These are covered with thick cloths and the pit is then filled over with mud. It cooks slowly all day and is ready in the evening, producing food with a pleasant, if earthy, taste.


At one of these post-match barbecues I met a pretty girl called Kay Gredig. Her dad, Malcolm, was chairman of the club and he and his family were regular attendees at Tihoi. Kay and I got chatting and shared a drink. A few days later, Malcolm invited me round to his farm to watch some rugby videos and I bumped into Kay again. Her end-of-term school ball was coming up and she asked me to go with her. After that we started to see each other fairly regularly. Her dad had plenty of jobs which needed doing on his land – fencing, rounding up livestock, digging – so I was often over there working for him and eventually moved out of John Albert’s house and into their spare room. A few quid in the pocket, a place in the King Country side and a new girlfriend – what more could I want?





The provincial season proper started at the end of the club season and went pretty well. I played in all but one of the provincial games, getting sin-binned for fighting by the referee, Mr Hilditch, in a game against Bay of Plenty, and we finished near the top of our division, losing just two or three matches all season and beating eventual champions, Southland, along the way. My performances must have been reasonable because I was invited to the All Black Under-21 trial at the Police College in Wellington ahead of their annual game against Australia. I was delighted, obviously, if a little bemused. After all, I was English.


Colin Meads was obviously keen to get one of his players down there, even if it was some random Pom, and must have pulled a few strings, but I felt rather strange and awkward as a Brit walking into the junior All Black camp. The first guy I saw was Matt Sexton, who had played hooker for the New Zealand Schoolboys against us the year before, and although friendly enough, he was, to say the least, taken aback to see me there. We played a match on the Friday – I was OK – and then trained the next day, ahead of the final trial game on the Sunday. My Saturday group contained people like Walter Little, Craig Dowd, Pat Lam, Va’aiga ‘Inga’ Tuigamala and Norm Hewitt, who were obviously very talented young guys. At this point, I started to get my hopes up and imagined myself in a black shirt – with these names in the Sunday team there was no way we would lose and I therefore stood a better chance of shining and making the final XV myself. Of course, when Sunday came around Little, Lam and co. did not play at all, because they were already selected, so I ended up in a side that had never trained together before. We were soundly beaten, my services were not required any further and my brief All Black experience appeared to be over.


At this point, as we headed into the Kiwi spring, I should have been booked on a flight home. I had originally planned to spend just six months down there, playing one season. However, I had injured my right shoulder before I flew out from the UK. It felt a little loose and would often ‘clunk’ out while I was playing. Although it was not properly diagnosed at the time, I later found out it was regularly ‘sub-luxing’ or semi-dislocating. The injury had not cleared up during my time with Tihoi and King Country and the last thing my body needed, I reasoned, was to be plunged straight back into an English season with Leicester seconds. Better, surely, to spend a relaxing Kiwi summer in Taupo, working on my fitness and letting the shoulder heal?


King Country had had a good season, I was enjoying the rugby and I fancied another crack at promotion to the provincial first division. Kay and I were getting more serious, too, which probably clinched the whole deal. Her mum sweet-talked someone in the immigration department to get me a work permit and one of the King Country coaches, Phil Taylor, found me a job in the National Bank of New Zealand branch in Taupo, so I had a little more security, with regular money coming in. The decision, in the end, was a fairly easy one.


That summer was spent working, training and barbecuing. Kay’s younger brother, Pete, and I also spent a lot of time together. Like many Kiwis, Pete loved – and loves – hunting. He would trap and shoot rabbits and possums, practices which were officially encouraged and which, in those days, could earn you NZ$5 for the skins from local furriers. Both are non-indigenous pests – the only native mammal to the country being the bat, apparently – and the possum, in particular, is hated by Kiwi farmers. Far from being the cuddly, big-eyed creatures of British imagination, they are aggressive, cat-sized animals which cause a lot of damage to trees and fencing and are believed to carry bovine tuberculosis.


On one occasion, doing my rounds of Pete’s gin-traps, I came across a snared possum. I didn’t want to let it go – it was injured and would have crawled away somewhere to die a long, agonising death – so, with nothing else to hand, I grabbed a fence post to put it out of its misery. Despite the seemingly unequal contest – Johnson, 6ft 6in, 17 stone and armed with log; possum, 2ft, two stone and unable to move – it didn’t die immediately. Finally, though, it gave up the ghost.


If we were not trapping them, we were shooting them. Next door to Kay’s parents lived a man employed by the New Zealand Rabbit Board, who was paid by the government to trap and kill rabbits. Pete would nip over and scrounge bullets from the guy, usually coming back with a couple of boxes of rifle ammunition. Once it was dark, we would head off into the country with a powerful searchlight and a gun. One of us would shine the torch on the rabbits and possums and the other would pick them off with the rifle as they stood there, mesmerised by the beam. Sometimes they would just keel over and you could collect the corpse for the skin and maybe for meat for your dogs. Often, though, you would see or hear the impact of the bullet and they would just scamper off, presumably dying somewhere later.


Pete also introduced me to pig hunting. The bush is home to groups of feral pigs and tracking and killing them is a very popular sport among the men of rural New Zealand, with several magazines devoted to it. Pete would ask his dad for any spare sheep guts, spreading them in the dirt in the fields around the house. Then we would sit and wait for the pigs, attracted by the smell of the offal, to come rooting around.


The older guys actually went out looking for them, which is a pretty hazardous pastime. The general idea is to strike out into the woods with dogs until you come across a pig’s scent. The dogs catch the smell and race off into the undergrowth and a few minutes later you hear the raucous squealing of a cornered hog. The dogs’ job is to hold on until you can get there and your job is to leap on to the animal and stab it in the heart with a hunting knife. It’s perfect training for back-row forwards. The boars, particularly, can be huge creatures, hundreds of pounds of solid muscle, with razor-sharp tusks and powerful jaws. Often, they will kill the dogs – Pete had many pictures of the carnage – and they can certainly do a lot of damage to a careless man.


Occasionally, we would tag along on these hunts. The first time I went out for an afternoon’s hunting with Pete and a few of his friends we drew a blank and were heading back to the farm in a pick-up when suddenly a herd of pigs came racing across a wide-open paddock. The driver screeched round and set off after them across this hilly field, with one of the guys in the front leaning out the window, trying to get a clean shot as the truck bounced up and down, and me in the back hanging on desperately. We managed to separate one of the pigs from the herd and watched as it got to the bottom of the paddock and across a narrow river. As it pinned its ears back and ran off the guy with the rifle aimed and fired. There was an enormous ‘boom’ – it was a big, old gun – and the pig cartwheeled over, stone dead. The guys gutted the carcass and sewed it back up before lighting a fire and holding it over the flames, using a knife to scrape off all the singed hair. Later that night, I had my first taste of wild pork, a delicious meat with a strong, gamey flavour.


Kay’s dad was also a keen hunter, with deer his main target. I remember him waking me up early one Sunday morning. He had shot a stag in a ravine near the farm and wanted me to carry it back. As with the pigs, you threaded the forelegs through the hind ones to create a sort of rucksack and hoisted it on to your back. It was a heavy beast and took some hauling out, but I was paid NZ$50 for my trouble, a share of the fee from the meat plant it was sold to.


It all felt even further from Market Harborough than it was. The rural Kiwi is connected to the land in a much more real way than his English counterpart, even in a farming county like Leicestershire. I live in a small village surrounded by farmland but neither I nor, I would guess, many of my neighbours have much idea of what goes on out in the fields. We are a fairly squeamish nation. In New Zealand, almost everyone is linked to agriculture and they live a harder, less sentimental life than the average Briton. It is a rawer existence than ours, but, ultimately, perhaps more honest.


The following season, I changed clubs, leaving Tihoi and joining College Old Boys Marist, one of several big clubs in Taupo. They were in the first division of the local competition and I needed to be playing a higher standard of rugby than Tihoi offered. John Albert was a little upset at my decision to move on, but his was a transitional club, with players coming and going regularly, so I didn’t feel obliged to stay. I chose College Old Boys because a couple of my King Country team-mates, a fly-half called Nigel Swain and my second-row partner Russell Alve, were there. We played at the Owen Delaney Park stadium in town. This was a fantastic, municipal rugby facility, better than many modern English Premiership clubs have. It had a main pitch, with seating for a large crowd on one side, and five or six others surrounding it, and was built on highly porous, volcanic pumice stone which drained brilliantly and meant the surfaces were always firm. We shared it with the other teams in the town – Taupo, Taupo Athletic and Taupo United – alternating home games on the big pitch. We would get crowds of six or seven hundred to watch us; it might not have been the major leagues but it was bigger and better than Wigston, which was a comparable English club.


I enjoyed my time there and had some memorable games, including a feisty local derby against Taupo United which ended in me being sent off for a high tackle on Dale McIntosh, later the Pontypridd and Wales No. 8. I played only around seven games for the club, suffering a lot of niggly injuries. I sprained my wrist, missed a game. I got a dead leg, missed a game. I was now suffering with my left shoulder, too. It was the same problem, sub-luxing, though it felt more serious than the previous injury, which had all but cleared up. That ruled me out of a few other matches. Overall, the locals probably viewed me as a bit soft, but I made some good friends who I have stayed in touch with.


Halfway through the season I received a second invitation to Wellington for that year’s New Zealand Under-21 trials, ahead of the annual tour to Australia. Again, I suspect Colin Meads wanted someone from King Country to be there and, again, I was the one they sent. It was the same format: two games between four teams, on Friday and Sunday, with sides made up of probables, possibles and the rest – the weaker players and younger guys who might get a chance the following year.


I was with the ‘rest’, along with a young Todd Blackadder. As a fan of the Rowan Atkinson TV series, his name made me chuckle, though no one else seemed to find it funny. Having watched Blackadder Goes Forth on Kiwi TV, I could see why. To fit the episodes into the slots on their commercial station they had to chop huge sections out with the result that, when you watched it, it didn’t make any sense at all, let alone make you laugh. Blackadder’s name was about the only amusing thing about the selection, though. Once more I was stuck in what I perceived to be the weak side, which irritated me. I knew I was very lucky to be there at all, but I didn’t want to waste my time again. It was not that I felt I was the best player there – there were some excellent young New Zealanders knocking around. I have just never been interested in turning out to make up the numbers.


We played early on the Sunday. I am never at my best on a Sunday morning and I remember thinking just before Kick-off that I couldn’t really be bothered with this. But then we were out on the pitch, the whistle went and straightaway I made a good tackle. That woke me up a little, so I decided to make the best of things and went on to have a reasonable match, all the while assuming it was in vain. As soon as we had showered and changed we were all called into a conference room where they read out the squad. And there I was – ‘Second row, Martin Johnson.’


John Hart, a national selector and one of the best coaches in world rugby, had been named to lead our party, they told us. We would play three matches, including a Test against our Wallaby counterparts. I didn’t take in much more. In rugby terms, it was, and remains, the biggest shock I have had. Along with the shock, I immediately felt an enormous sense of responsibility. This was not quite the same as being selected for the England Under-21 side. For starters, they announced the squad on the national news that evening. Back home, they did not even give the full Test team on the TV; you had to search for it on Ceefax. I felt the weight of public expectation, the fact that I was walking where absolute legends of the game had trodden before. Back in my hotel room – I was staying in Wellington overnight so I could obtain an Australian visa for the tour the following day – I phoned Kay, who was delighted. Then I called home to tell my mum and dad what had happened, before lying back on my bed and trying to think. My head was spinning. I did not sleep too well that night.


I flew home to Taupo on the Monday evening. Kay collected me at the tiny local airport to drive me home, pulling into the College Old Boys on the way ‘to pick something up’. We wandered into the clubhouse and I was confronted by a room full of streamers, balloons and everyone going crazy. They had thrown a surprise party for me, with all the lads and the club officials there. They were delighted for me and for the club – they had never had a player selected for the All Black Under-21s before. Later, I spoke to Colin Meads. A typical, dour Kiwi, he is not an effusive kind of guy; he just congratulated me, shook my hand and impressed on me the importance of representing myself, the club, the province and the Junior All Blacks to the best of my ability.


We warmed up for the tour by beating a strong and aggressive NZ Barbarians side in Auckland. Mark Cooksley and Blair Larsen were the second row and I was on the bench, but Cooksley was injured halfway through the game and I came on. His injury was enough to keep him out of the trip so I boarded the plane with high hopes of making the starting XV. First up, we faced New South Wales Country Under-21s. I did start and we won fairly comfortably. Midweek we played Western Australia, who were touring the east coast, at Eastwood Rugby Club in Sydney. This was the senior Western Australia team and, with rugby union not being so popular in Perth, the state side is traditionally full of expat Kiwis. This line-up was no exception and they were obviously pumped up for a game against their Under-21 compatriots.


They were determined to show us who were the bosses and the game was very physical, with a couple of big brawls. Fists were flying throughout the match – I remember Blair, who was already a policeman at that point, rolling around in the dirt scrapping with one of their players with the match going on around them – and I just tried to keep my chin out of the firing line. We won and I got through OK, though we were quite battered and bruised coming up to the Test against the Wallaby Under-21s. John Hart was livid. He is a very strict man with a firm belief in fair play and he was very severe on us, saying we could easily have had a man sent off for fighting.


He was obviously pleased with our performance, though. Western Australia were no mugs and we gave away plenty to them in strength and experience. Our forwards had stood up to the challenge and come through, which was important. Pre-tour, everyone had talked about our back line, which contained guys like Craig Innes, a full All Black, full-back Jasin Goldsmith, who, in 1988, at eighteen, had toured Australia with the Blacks, and Inga Tuigamala, who was obviously devastating. Our forwards had been thought the weak link, with very few guys playing first-team provincial rugby. However, players like Craig Dowd, Apollo Perelini and Larsen had now proved themselves the excellent prospects they were.
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