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			About Warren Gatland

			Born in Hamilton, New Zealand in 1963, Warren Gatland played rugby for the provincial side Waikato for eight years, and made 17 non-international appearances for the All Blacks, before turning to coaching.

			He was the Head Coach of the British & Irish Lions squad which recorded an epic and thrilling Test series draw in 2017 against the mighty All Blacks. The result was the fi rst time the Lions had not lost a series in New Zealand since 1971. Gatland also led the Lions on their triumphant tour of Australia in 2013, and he served as Assistant Coach on the 2009 tour of South Africa. 

			He has been Head Coach of Wales since 2007, and in that time the Welsh have won the Grand Slam twice and the Six Nations three times. During his career, Gatland has also coached Connacht and the Irish national team, as well as Wasps.

			GERRY THORNLEY

			Warren Gatland was assisted in the writing of this book by Gerry Thornley. Gerry has been the rugby correspondent of the Irish Times since 1997, having previously covered a variety of sports for the paper. The 2017 tour to New Zealand was his fifth Lions tour, after reporting on the 2001 tour to Australia, the 2005 tour to New Zealand, the 2009 tour to South Africa and the 2013 tour to Australia. This is his fifth book. He also wrote Trevor Brennan: Heart and Soul, Ronan O’Gara: Unguarded – My Life in Rugby, Peter Stringer: Pulling the Strings, and Front Up, Rise Up: The Official Story of Connacht Rugby.

		

	
		
			About the Book

			In the Line of Fire is the ultimate chronicle of the remarkable 2017 Lions tour to New Zealand – home of the fearsome All Blacks, the back-to-back world champions – which culminated in an historic and nerve-shredding series draw.

			This is Head Coach Warren Gatland’s candid and vibrant diary of the withering ferocity, relentless physical and mental demands, and turbulent peaks and troughs of one of sport’s most daunting challenges. 

			It gives rugby fans everywhere an unparalleled front-row seat with Gatland’s squad and coaching team during every facet of preparing for and executing a successful tour on the opposite side of the planet. 

			In the Line of Fire offers a thrilling and definitive account of a mind-blowing six weeks in the cauldron which forged the mighty All Blacks.

		

	
		
			Dedication

			For Trudi, Gabby and Bryn.

			Your support is always amazing.

			BIG MUCH.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Wednesday, 6 July 2016

			Lions Head Coach interview, Sofitel London Heathrow

			It’s a pretty hard job to say no to. John Feehan, the Chief Executive Officer of the British and Irish Lions, had contacted me a few weeks before, asking me if I’d be prepared to put my name forward for the role of Lions Head Coach again. Taking a Lions squad to Australia was one thing; taking one to New Zealand less than a week before the first tour game was quite another. It had already been described as ‘Mission Impossible’. Graham Henry, Head Coach on the 2001 Lions tour, would subsequently call the itinerary ‘suicidal’. 

			But that’s why we’re involved in professional sport: to take on challenges and test ourselves, and to achieve the unexpected. So I was quite relaxed about the whole process as I put together my presentation on my laptop over the previous two weeks, before driving from Cardiff to London that morning.

			They had interviewed Scotland’s Vern Cotter before me, and I had to wait a while before I was called in. It was between Vern and myself, as Ireland’s Joe Schmidt had decided not to put his name forward. In a small meeting room, I was interviewed by John, Tom Grace, the Lions Chairman, Gareth Davies, a Lions Board Member, Charlie McEwen, the Chief Operating Officer, and Gerard Carmody, their Director of Operations. John Spencer, the Tour Manager, was not in attendance as he was recovering from illness, while Andy Irvine, another Board member, took part via a conference call as he was on holiday with his family. The screams of his grandchildren enjoying their break made for an unusual backdrop to the interview.

			I was asked to make a presentation for about half an hour, before taking questions for another thirty minutes or so. I gave a timeline for the tour, going through the schedule, and outlined the history of the Lions in New Zealand, where they’d won one series out of eleven in 1971. I spoke about the ethos and culture of the Lions, bringing four nations together, that you have to do it a little differently, given its history and values. 

			I talked about the challenges of New Zealand, which is the hardest country to tour, and the demands of the schedule, which had been agreed long before the interview process. I spoke about the quality of opposition we would be facing, with the five Super Rugby teams, the Maori All Blacks and three Tests, and also the potential for bad weather.

			I referenced my involvement in 2009 and 2013 as Assistant and Head Coach, and drawing on those experiences, emphasised that harmony off the field was paramount. Initially, my thoughts were that the Lions would need a squad of thirty-seven players, as in 2013, and stressed the need to keep them all engaged and fully part of the tour until the end. For most of the players involved, they were frontline internationals who were used to being first-choice or at least being in their country’s Test twenty-three, so an all-embracing team ethic involving the entire squad was critical.

			I spoke a little about the hangover from the last tour to New Zealand in 2005: the injury to Brian O’Driscoll there and its bitter fallout, how the appointment of Alastair Campbell had antagonised the New Zealand media and public, and the series whitewash. A lot of negativity surrounded that tour, which emphasised the need this time round to engage with the community, with fans, clubs, local hospitals and charity organisations, and also the need for players to room together, which they hadn’t in 2005.

			Another key aspect for me was my understanding of the New Zealand culture. Drawing on my experience of taking Wales to the World Cup there in 2011, the Lions needed to be prepared. New Zealand is different. It’s such a long way away. You have to accept the powhiris, the traditional Maori welcome ceremonies. The Lions had to do everything they could to be ready for that, so that nothing would come as a shock to the players.

			This was also when I first raised the issue of protecting the match-day squad of twenty-three as much as we possibly could for the first Test, as we had done in 2013, by bringing in additional players a week before the first All Blacks game.

			I also talked about the announcement of the coaches and support staff, and the medical team. When I made the presentation, I suggested leaving this until after the 2017 Six Nations, but that would prove to be too late. Logistically we would need to finalise and confirm the coaches and support staff before then.

			Four years previously, I had remained as Head Coach with Wales during the autumn campaign of 2012, but this time I thought it was important to take a step back sooner, to be more neutral and give players from the other three countries more opportunity to be selected by watching more games. Outlining the All Blacks’ Test programme in 2016, I also felt this would give me more opportunity to have a closer look at the opposition.

			Furthermore, the commercial commitments involved in being Head Coach of the Lions are incredible, and in 2012 and 2013 I hadn’t been prepared for the demands of the Lions’ major sponsors. The Lions are not like individual nations, who receive a percentage of the TV rights. Commercial sponsorship drives the Lions’ revenue, but those demands had taken me by surprise four years earlier. 

			I also spoke about the importance of the relationship between the Head Coach and the Tour Manager, the Logistics Manager and the commercial team, and I highlighted the need for some continuity of staff from the Australian tour. With the Lions, you can’t reinvent the wheel, and a level of trust can help to fast-track preparation time.

			I then went through the list of potential assistant coaches and support staff: Joe Schmidt and Rob Howley as possible Attack Coaches; Steve Borthwick as Forwards Coach; Andy Farrell and Paul Gustard in Defence; and Neil Jenkins as Kicking Coach. I wanted Paul ‘Bobby’ Stridgeon for Head of Strength and Conditioning; Brian Cunniffe, who had been involved in 2013, to oversee the sports science once more; to retain most of the medical team from 2013; and again have Rhodri Bown and Mike Hughes plus one more overseeing our analysis.

			I also wanted ‘Rala’, Patrick O’Reilly, as bagman again. When you’re touring with the Lions you need people with personalities, who have a sense of humour. Rala has been there and done it. I know what the Irish players think of him and I’d been involved with him myself with Ireland. He’s a unique character. Never mind a father figure, he’s almost like a grandfather figure to the players, and they just love him. He’s always in a good mood, so positive, and the players congregate in his room the night before games to clean their boots and have a chat. You can’t buy that. Bobby is like that too, and the two of them are just gold dust. Good humoured and good people.

			Near the end of my presentation, I suggested I was the best qualified person for the Lions job, having been an Assistant Coach in 2009 and Head Coach in 2013. I felt that my experiences coaching Ireland, in England with Wasps, and Wales, gave me an important understanding of the cultural differences between the players.

			I also believed I had a pretty good understanding of what a Lions tour meant to New Zealand, being a Kiwi, having played against the Lions, and knowing how excited their public already were that the Lions were coming.

			In concluding my presentation, I said I’d be able to handle the pressure that comes with the job, internally and externally, and, if necessary, I had the ability to make the tough decisions.

			When questions followed, Tom Grace asked: ‘How would you feel if you were offered the job, or if you weren’t offered the position?’

			I thought about that for a few seconds and said: ‘Tom, I feel that I can’t lose.’

			There were a few puzzled looks so I added: ‘Look, if you offer me the position, it would be a huge honour and I’d be privileged to take the post, and I’d give you everything I’ve got. I’d give you one hundred per cent in New Zealand and do the best job I can. And if you don’t offer me the job, then I’ll think: “Well, thank God for that. I’ve probably dodged a bullet.”’

			They saw the irony in that, knowing how tough a task this would be. 

			It was genuinely how I felt too. Having experienced 2013, I knew how hard it is on the management and the coaches, and especially the Head Coach. You’re in the spotlight every day. Everything you do, every decision you make, is scrutinised.

			By comparison, the players can step in and out of the spotlight. The matches are, of course, tough, but if a Lions tour is not successful – and that can happen for any player – they can return to their clubs and their national teams without it necessarily impacting on their career. 

			For the coaches on the other hand, even Ian McGeechan, and certainly Clive Woodward and Graham Henry, they shoulder more of the burden of responsibility if the Lions fail. The Head Coach won’t emerge with any credit, because there are so many people with opinions and judgements about any and every decision you make.

			Being Head Coach of the Lions in 2013 was definitely the toughest thing I’d ever done. This was definitely true of the last week in Australia, after leaving out Brian O’Driscoll for the decisive third Test. The vitriolic criticism shocked me.

			Selection is a matter of opinion. That’s all selection is, and we all have our own opinions. I thought it was the right decision at the time but it was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do as a coach, not only making that decision but delivering the news, particularly as I had huge respect for Brian.

			I had given him his first cap in 1999, and then was his Coach again after a gap of eight years in 2009, and once more in 2013. I was incredibly impressed with the knowledge he had accumulated in the intervening time, his maturity and understanding of the game, and his ability to bring the best out of those around him through his leadership.

			We made a decision that we thought was right, which doesn’t mean that you don’t reflect on it and question whether it was the correct call. There are still some people who disagree with the decision, which I understand and respect. But that’s why you’re given the job of Head Coach. You make what you think is the right call at the time.

			I came out of that 6 July meeting still feeling fairly relaxed about it all. By the end of the interview, coaching the Lions again was something I really wanted to do. But whatever happened, I was in a good place. If it was meant to be, they’d appoint me. If not, then I was comfortable with that as well. 

			•••

			About three weeks later, towards the end of July, John Feehan rang me and asked me if I’d like to accept the position. I immediately said yes. My contract wouldn’t start until 1 September and they wouldn’t be announcing it until a week later. In the meantime, Ger Carmody had been doing all the recce stuff, and other bits and pieces.

			I was in Fiji on holiday with Trudi, Gabby and my parents-in-law, ­Margaret and Terry. Bryn had his own rugby so couldn't be with us. We were sitting outside our apartment finishing dinner when John Feehan's number appeared on my phone. I took the call inside while the family waited for the news. We thought we might hear the outcome of the interview while we were on holiday. I came back outside and said: 'The Lions job is mine if I want it!’

			Gabby said: ‘Well what did you tell him?’ 

			‘I said yes.’ 

			There was great excitement and more wine poured. For Trudi and my extended family, coaching the Lions in New Zealand would be pretty special, although it had to be kept secret. They couldn’t tell anyone until the official announcement.

			‘I’m telling you, but don’t tell anyone else,’ I said. ‘Just keep it quiet for a few weeks.’ This was going to be especially hard for Terry to keep secret, but he did a great job.

			The Lions still had to have another board meeting and this was during peak holiday season. They also had to send me my contract, and we had to agree a deal, which takes a little bit of time, and inform the Welsh Rugby Union. They were happy enough for me to accept the position if offered, but we still had to complete the process of seconding me to the Lions for almost ten months.

			So I sat on the patio on a balmy Fiji night, chatting with the family, and thinking about what I’d just taken on. It was meant to be, after all. I was going home with the Lions.

		

	
		
			1 
WAIKATO KID TAMES LIONS

			I first became aware of the Lions in 1971 when I was seven. 

			My dad, Dave, played a bit of club rugby at number 8. He and my mum, Kay, were both from Waikato. Like almost all Kiwi boys, I started playing rugby at five when my dad took me down to the local rugby club, and I got indoctrinated from a very early age into thinking that rugby was invented in New Zealand. That’s actually what I believed! Back then the All Blacks were the best team in the world, always had been and always would be. So to discover that other countries played rugby, and were any good at it, came as something of a shock.

			Growing up in New Zealand, your view of life is so narrow. You don’t realise how small a country you live in, or how isolated you are from the rest of the world. So for the Lions to come to New Zealand in 1971, play some great rugby and win that Test series had quite an impact.

			In those days, rugby was very much the fabric of the community, and the Lions undertook long tours reaching into every part of the country. People followed them and kept the press clippings. They got to know all the Lions players by name and what sort of people they were.

			The 1971 Lions stopped off in Australia for two matches, losing their first game to Queensland, and then played another twenty-four matches in New Zealand. Waikato in Hamilton was the third of those, on 29 May, which was a Saturday, and the Lions won 35–14.

			I didn’t see that game. My grandmother, Doris Gatland, lived around the corner from Rugby Park in Ulster Street. Relatives and friends would park there and walk to the stadium. I could easily have been at her house as a young kid while they all went and watched the game. 

			With the Lions playing two games a week, there tended to be a signifi­cant difference between their Saturday team and their Wednesday team. The Lions won the first Test in Carisbrook 9–3, before the All Blacks won the second in Christchurch, at Lancaster Park, 22–12. It was the Lions’ only other defeat of their tour. They won the third Test in Wellington 13–3 and the fourth was a 14–14 draw, so the Lions secured the series 2–1.

			My memories of listening to games on the radio or watching them on TV are blurred. We didn’t have a television then. At the time, colour TV was relatively new, and there were just two channels, TV1 and TV2. That was it.

			On Saturdays, I would have been playing rugby at eight in the morning and the Tests would have been televised in the afternoon, so I would have watched them in my junior club in Hamilton, Eastern Suburbs.

			You were brought up believing that the All Blacks were invincible. It must have been quite a shock for the country to lose that series, and it definitely had an impact on me. But I was a young kid. I didn’t really understand the game, as I’d only just started playing myself.

			The Lions came back again in 1977, and this time I watched their game in Hamilton. They left the UK in early May and returned home in mid-August, having played twenty-six matches. The Lions lost the first Test in Wellington and won the second in Christchurch. A week after that game they played in Hamilton and beat Waikato 18–13.

			I just remember a massive crowd. Waikato had a reasonable side, with a few All Blacks. The New Zealand scrum-half Kevin Greene played that day and I recall the game being reasonably close.

			The All Blacks won the third Test at Carisbrook in Dunedin, 19–7. The fourth and final Test took place in front of 58,000 at Eden Park, with the All Blacks scraping through 10–9 to secure a 3–1 series win. It must have been incredible to be there. Dougie Morgan scored all the Lions’ points that day with a try, conversion and penalty, and the Lions led 9–6 going into injury time only to concede a match-winning try by Laurie Knight. Most people felt the Lions were a little unlucky not to draw the series.

			I was thirteen and playing at my school, Te Awamutu College, just outside Hamilton, to where my parents had moved. I went to school there in 1977 and 1978 before I went to Hamilton Boys.

			Lions tours were more regular back then, whereas now they only come to New Zealand every twelve years. When the Lions returned in 1983, I was nineteen and had just left school. I was playing in the Under-21s at Hamilton Old Boys, and was at Waikato University Teachers’ College.

			The Waikato game in Hamilton was the second-last match of the tour and the Lions had already lost the series 3–0 at that stage, with a fourth Test to come, but they beat Waikato 40–13. The first three Tests had been quite close, but for the last one at Eden Park they must have had one foot on the flight home. They lost that one 38–6.

			Growing up as young players in New Zealand, we were absorbed in our own little world. While we might watch some of the Lions games, we didn’t have a massive amount of interest until they come to our region. Then, there was almost a fever about the Lions being there.

			•••

			When the Lions returned to New Zealand a decade later, it was completely different. I was twenty-nine and played against them for Waikato. There were two standout things I remember about that game. We’d won the New Zealand Championship the year before in 1992 and we were a little bit disappointed at being given the last midweek fixture before the final Test of what was now a three-match series. We wanted to have a crack at the Saturday side, a match-day squad as close to the Test side as possible. Being New Zealand champions, we felt we deserved the opportunity to go out there and make a statement.

			It was interesting, because we learned afterwards that the Lions players had never heard of some of our players, not even the likes of our openside Duane Monkley. They knew all about him that day. He scored two tries and was awarded the man of the match.

			They’d just won the second Test in Wellington to level the series, before playing us the following Tuesday afternoon. We were pumped up. That was a big game for the Lions too; their last game before the series decider. If they performed, and won, that would set the tone for the following Saturday.

			But even before we went on to the pitch, I knew we were going to win that game. It was just one of those rare days, maybe just three or four, in your career, when you get a feeling in the changing room. Our Coach was Kevin Greene, who had played for Waikato against the Lions in 1977 and was then an All Black, and we had John Mitchell as captain and number 8.

			Mitch would look at you with his steely blue eyes. Second-rower Brent Anderson would walk diagonally across the changing room, pacing back and forth. Some of the backs would hide in the showers to keep away from the forwards because we were a little bit wild at the time.

			Waikato had a tough bunch of forwards. I was hooker and part of a good scrummaging and mauling pack. Those were also the days of rucking, when, if you got on the wrong side of the ruck, you got a good shoeing.

			We had trained the previous Tuesday and Thursday evenings and came into camp on the Monday and stayed together that night. We had heaps of experience in that side. Six of the pack had played over 100 games for Waikato.

			Despite it being a Tuesday the old Rugby Park was absolutely packed. There was an incredible atmosphere as everyone had taken the afternoon off. It was a good farming area, and farmers would come from out of town. Some beer would have been drunk in those days, and all the kids would sit on the ground around the pitch, so there was a definite buzz about the place.

			We kicked off long and when the Lions kicked the ball out, I said to Richard Jerram, our number 6: ‘I’m going to push this lineout a bit further.’ He tapped it down and Brent Anderson peeled around the back of the line­out and ran straight at Stuart Barnes, the Lions fly-half. We made some yardage, came back on the short side, and scored through winger Doug Wilson, in the first minute of the game. I don’t think the Lions touched the ball for the first twenty minutes. We absolutely smashed them.

			If Barnesy had commentated on that game, I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t have given himself man of the match. It wasn’t a bad Lions backline, but they got hammered up front.

			The best player on the field for the Lions was Will Carling, who scored a try in the last minute. My respect for him went up that day. He was the England captain at the time, and could have been demoralised about being in the dirt-trackers again on the final week of the tour and not involved in the Test match, but he played exceptionally well.

			‘The Day Gatland Scored a Try to Help Smash the Team He Now Coaches’, read one headline years later when I became Lions Coach. The truth is, I scored a few as a player. In 140 games as a hooker for Waikato, I think I managed seventeen tries. I scored our last one that day on the left wing, when Monkley popped it to me. I ran around towards the posts to narrow the angle. It wasn’t the most elegant dive in the world. It was more like a belly flop after falling onto my knees first.

			I remember talking to some of the Lions players afterwards and a couple of them saying: ‘Jesus, you come to New Zealand, and you play against the All Blacks, and the best player we’ve come up against on tour is Duane Monkley. Never heard of him.’ 

			In my opinion, Duane was the best player I know never to have played for the All Blacks. He was phenomenal defensively and a great athlete but just didn’t fit the mould at the time. They didn’t think he was quite tall enough in those days. At Waikato, we were always up against the big three provinces, Auckland, Wellington and Canterbury. They had the best press machines behind them, writing stories about their teams and pushing players. We didn’t get much media coverage, so it was a fight for our players to get recognition. 

			In that year we had Craig Stevenson at loose-head and Graham Purvis, an All Black, at tight-head. I took Craig and Graham to the barbers for matching flat-top haircuts. It was to help our scrummaging trick, called ‘hang heads’. At the scrum, we’d spear into the opposition and drop our heads down. Then, when the ball came in, we’d snap back up into their chests and snatch half a metre.

			We had two more All Blacks in the second-row, Steve Gordon and Anderson, as well as Mitch at number 8, while Richard Jerram was the blindside flanker. Simon Crabb was our scrum-half, and ‘Fozzy’, Ian Foster, was our number 10. He was a good outside-half, he controlled things with a good kicking game and was pretty quick as well.

			In midfield we had Rhys Ellison, who would go on to play for Munster and marry a girl from Limerick, Karen. I went to school with Rhys. He was a couple of years behind me, went to Otago for a few years and had just come back to Waikato.

			Our outside-centre, Aaron Collins, went to Scotland to play rugby and is still there. Wayne Warlow and Doug Wilson were the wings, and our full-back, Matthew Cooper, kicked three penalties and a couple of conversions that day. He had scored twenty-three points on his All Blacks Test debut against Ireland the year before and was on the bench in all three Tests against the Lions.

			For the rest of us, it was the only time we ever played the Lions. Waikato had played against Wales in 1988, and Australia a couple of times. We had beaten Wales and had drawn with and beaten Australia. We had also had victories over Samoa and Argentina, but we had a loss to South Africa. So we had a decent record against international touring teams, but as a player you looked on a match with the Lions as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. It wasn’t just a national team. You were playing the Lions, the best players from four nations. That was huge motivation. The Lions’ record in the past, against provincial teams, had been pretty good, although on that tour they had beaten six provincial sides while losing to Otago, Auckland and Hawke’s Bay. It was a chance to make a little bit of history.

			Waikato had never beaten the Lions before. Their most famous victory had been in 1956 against South Africa. In those days, South Africa used to bring a Springbok head with them, and would present it to the first provincial team that beat them on tour. Many times they had toured New Zealand and taken the head back with them because no provincial team had managed to win against them.

			When the full-time whistle blew at Rugby Park, the score was 38–10 to us, and everyone just ran onto the field. You don’t get that nowadays, but one of the great things about playing for Waikato was the fans’ loyalty and how vocal they were in supporting you. They were smacking their cans together or ringing their cow bells all through the match.

			We had a good night and partied pretty hard. That was the reward. In those amateur days Waikato gave you a gold pin, a little mooloo badge (mooloo is a cow and was the Waikato mascot), if you beat a touring team. They didn’t come around very often. If you won, you also got to keep your jersey. Over the years I gave most of my stuff away, but I still have that jersey in a drawer at home in Hamilton.

			That day was one of the three most memorable wins of my playing career. The others were also with Waikato: in 1992, when we won the New Zealand Championship by beating Otago, and at the end of 1993 when we beat Auckland for the second year in a row, at Eden Park, for the Ranfurly Shield. They’d held it for seven or eight years and were unbeaten at home for a long, long time. 

			But that Lions victory was up there with those two.

			I was incredibly proud of being an All Black and playing for them seventeen times, despite the fact that I didn’t play any Tests. I had played against plenty of provinces or clubs on tour, and it was always a massive honour, but nothing like those victories playing for Waikato.

			There was no official dinner after that Lions game, but we went to a local bar and a few of the Welsh boys were out on the beers. We’d had official dinners in the past, but this time there was just a function at the ground afterwards, with stand-up food and some drinks, and a few speeches by their touring manager and captain, and our chairman at the time. Mitch said a few words as well.

			Most of the people of Hamilton and a good few beyond were out and about that night. There must have been a fair amount of absenteeism on the Wednesday morning. I don’t know if I went into work the next day. I presume I did.

			They were good days, and that day playing against the Lions was certainly one of the best.

		

	
		
			2 
MUTINY ON THE BUSES

			Lions to South Africa, 2009

			When you’re an international coach in the UK and Ireland, the Lions are never too far away. I was appointed Irish Head Coach in February 1998, after Brian Ashton had resigned one round into what was then the Five Nations. I was thirty-four.

			Almost twenty years on, I copped plenty of flak for not picking enough Scots for the Lions, and I know how they feel. Back in 2001, when Graham Henry was the Lions Head Coach for their tour to Australia, from an Irish perspective I didn’t feel we were represented fairly either.

			In the original squad of thirty-seven players, there were eighteen English, ten Welsh, and three Scots, along with six Irish players, Brian O’Driscoll, Rob Henderson, Ronan O’Gara, Keith Wood, Jeremy Davidson and Malcolm O’Kelly. The seven players later added to the squad did, however, include David Wallace and Tyrone Howe.

			I certainly felt Denis Hickie should have been in the squad, and maybe one or two others. But the Irish players suffered more than anybody because of the outbreak of foot and mouth disease across the UK and Ireland that year. After beating Italy in Rome and France in Dublin, Ireland’s remaining three games in the Six Nations, against Scotland, Wales and England, were postponed until the autumn, and so were held after the Lions tour.

			There was a plus-side though. After Ireland lost to Scotland in Murrayfield in early September, we were a pretty motivated team when we played Wales in the Millennium Stadium, a game Ireland won 36–6, and when England came to Dublin aiming for the Grand Slam a week later, Ireland were again winners, 20–14. 

			A significant motivating factor for us was that so many Welsh and English players had been selected for the Lions and so few Irish. 

			•••

			In 2009, Ian McGeechan asked me to come on board as one of his assistant coaches on the Lions tour to South Africa.

			By then, having coached in Ireland, I’d also coached in London with Wasps and won a Grand Slam with Wales in 2008, and in addition to the Irish and Welsh players I’d coached, there were four Wasps players in that squad. I’d also gone back to New Zealand to coach Waikato in 2005 and had gone to the third Test in Eden Park that same year.

			Graham Rowntree, Rob Howley, Shaun Edwards and Neil Jenkins were also part of the coaching ticket and we had quite a few meetings. Geech had done most of the planning himself before the tour.

			After the disappointment of 2005 in New Zealand, plenty of people were questioning whether the Lions could survive in the professional era. Was the concept still viable? Was it a relic of the amateur era? Was there room for it in the busy rugby calendar? Yes, it generated interest and money, but the results had been bad, losing five Tests in a row after leading 1–0 in the series in Australia in 2001. The 3–0 whitewash in New Zealand had been a hammering.

			I think the 2009 tour was a real crossroads for the Lions. Our whole motivation was to regain some respect for the jersey, and by the end of the series we felt we had achieved that. 

			We didn’t lose any games leading into the first Test, but got caught a little bit with our pants down in that game, thinking we were probably in better shape than we were, because we’d won the warm-up games pretty comfortably. We’d had a couple of tough matches, but South Africa hadn’t released any of their Test players to their provinces. 

			We had problems in the scrum in that first Test. Sometimes it happens with a prop, but for whatever reason Phil Vickery had a bad day against the Beast, Tendai Mtawarira. Looking back on it now, I think we probably should have made a change sooner. We debated it in the coaches’ box, but we waited until after half-time before we brought on Adam Jones as a replacement. By then we were already 19–7 down, and soon fell 26–7 behind, before scoring two tries to make it 26–21. But in the end, we ran out of time.

			We should have drawn the second Test. In fact, we should have won it. We were reasonably well ahead in the first half. I think it was disgraceful that the touch judge, Bryce Lawrence, bottled out of not recommending a red card for Schalk Burger when he raked his fingers across Luke Fitzgerald’s eyes in a ruck. We could see it clearly from where we were, and it was only about ten yards away from Lawrence. The incident occurred in the first minute of the game, but it should have been a straight red card and that would have been game over. Burger ended up receiving an eight-week suspension for it, which shows he should have been red carded. A yellow card was just a cop out. 

			Even then we were leading 16–5 until the last kick of the first period, when François Steyn kicked a huge penalty from his own half. We were still leading by eleven points going into the last quarter.

			Brian O’Driscoll put in a huge hit on Danie Rossouw but it left both of them poleaxed. Rossouw went off but Brian stayed on, whereas today he would have come off for a head injury assessment. Players didn’t have to go through the HIA protocols back then and Brian was caught out in the next play when Bryan Habana cut through our midfield to score. 

			We then replaced him with Shane Williams, but soon after that we also had to take off Jamie Roberts. Ronan O’Gara came on, and we shifted Stephen Jones to midfield for the last dozen minutes, when we were 22–18 ahead. Another option we didn't consider at the time was putting Mike Phillips to 12. After Morne Steyn converted Jaque Fourie’s try in the corner, Stephen’s penalty made it 25–25. 

			A draw would have kept the series level, but we all know what happened next. With seconds to go, Ronan probably should have kicked the ball out from his own 22, but instead he put the ball up in the air, chased and clattered into Fourie du Preez to concede a penalty. With the last kick of the match, Steyn sealed the series for South Africa.

			I felt for Ronan. Regardless of whether he should have got the ball off the park, he was trying to keep the idea of winning the series alive. Players have to evaluate all of this in the space of a few seconds. He opted for an up-and-under, but unfortunately he caught du Preez when he was in the air. If he’d just held off him a bit, that would have been fine. But the penalty was awarded, and with that we lost the series, when it should have been either 1–1, or 1–0 to them with one drawn, and a decider to come in Johannesburg.

			One of the most memorable events on that tour was the mutiny on the buses, on the Sunday after the second Test. As it had been such a long season for most of the players, we decided to give them two or three days off before the third Test. A safari trip was booked, and so two buses took the squad to north of Pretoria. All of a sudden one of the buses pulled over for some of the players to take a toilet break. At this point, some of the guys on the other bus said: ‘We don’t want to go.’ By this they meant the safari, not to the toilet.

			This led to a big debate on the side of the road. In the end, it was agreed that those who wanted to go on the safari took one bus, and the other one turned back to the hotel in Pretoria, for those players to hang out in the city for a few days.

			When we went to Noosa for a couple of days in 2013, the Sunday after the second Test, a group of us flew over to Fraser Island. Others went surfing, some went on jetboats, and a few guys played some golf. Everyone got the tour out of their system in their own way. 

			In 2009 it was the same. Those who went back to Pretoria had a few beers on the Sunday night, and chilled for a few days, before we started training again on the Wednesday. All the work had been done at that stage. We weren’t going to re-invent the wheel, or change our game too much, in the last week of the tour.

			I learned from that too. What everyone did on rest days while on tour should not have been prescribed. In South Africa, I think the idea was right – giving the players a break and having a cultural experience – but this should have come with an option to stay behind in the hotel for those who wanted to.

			Give the players a choice. Treat them like adults and let them do what they want to do. Thanks to that unscheduled toilet break, we stumbled upon the best solution. 

			Ironically, apart from Paul O’Connell, I had coached all those players who wanted to pull out of the safari trip: the likes of Andy Powell, Mike Phillips, Tim Payne and Simon Shaw. So I said to our Manager, Gerald Davies: ‘There are a few Welsh players who want to go back and a few Wasps players, and Paul. I think I should go and look after them.’ However, Paul then ‘got the guilts’. He felt he’d abandoned the squad. But we went back, had a few drinks in the hotel bar and a sing-song which we all enjoyed.

			The second Test had been one of the most brutally tough Test matches I’ve ever seen. Both teams had several injuries, and Burger had been suspended while O’Driscoll was out of the tour, so both sides made lots of changes for the final Test.

			It may have been a dead rubber, but in order to regain respect for the Lions jersey, we simply had to win that match. A second consecutive series whitewash would have meant eight Test defeats in a row and provided plenty of ammunition for those who wanted to kill the Lions.

			Shane Williams was on fire in Johannesburg and scored two tries. Riki Flutey had a good game, so too Phil Vickery after what happened to him in the first Test. We had picked Ugo Monye for the first Test but dropped him for the second, and I’ve always wondered about that decision. He botched a couple of try opportunities in the first Test, but I still felt we should have kept faith with him.

			I remember that discussion between the coaches. I said: ‘Yes, he didn’t score the tries but he put himself in a position to score them, and maybe the next time, given the same opportunities, he will finish them.’ Ultimately, Ugo sat out the second Test, but we brought him back in for the third, and he played really well and scored.

			We won well, 28–9, but we still felt that at a minimum the series should have been drawn. It was also the least Paul O’Connell deserved. Paul was a strong character and a real motivator, and I think he did a great job as captain.

			For the most part, I kept my head down and did my job as the Forwards Coach. I remember Geech, before one of the Tests, saying to me: ‘Would you present the jerseys, as a former All Black and a player who has played against the Lions?’

			‘No, I won’t do that,’ I said. ‘I think, to do that you need to have earned respect as a Lion.’ 

			I’d only been part of the Lions as an Assistant Coach and I hadn’t earnt that level of respect yet. Geech often tells that story, and says that by me saying no to him, it meant that I understood the Lions, and what it means to the players and people who have been involved.

			Certainly Geech’s experience has given him an understanding of the Lions like no one else. What shone through for me on that tour was his love and passion for the Lions, having been involved in the 1974 and 1977 tours as a player, and five tours since as a coach – four of them as Head Coach.

			That was hugely beneficial for me. As well as all of his own experiences, he’d seen successful tours and some not so successful, where coaches had tried certain things that hadn’t worked. By tapping into his knowledge, I was able to get a 360-degree view of what went into coaching a squad of disparate parts which would prepare me for future Lions tours.

			A key aspect of 2009 was reverting to the core values of the Lions, not least in engaging with the community. This is something the Lions do more than any other team. Geech stripped it back and made the Lions not only play some good rugby and win over our fans but also the South Africans. We were very, very conscious of that, and made ourselves a popular touring party by visiting local schools, clubs, townships and hospitals, and holding open training sessions and engaging with the media. We gave a lot of kit away as well to one of the children’s charities.

			All this gave me a huge grounding in what the Lions are about. Until then, I had been this Kiwi who had played against them or watched on from the outside. I was aware of the mistakes that Graham Henry made, and which he admits he made, in 2001, as well as those by Clive Woodward four years later. But after working with Geech, and also talking with other coaches and players, I could try to create a winning formula of my own.

			It was on that tour that I fully realised the impact of the Lions jersey. They’re all pretty proud to play for their own national team, but you see it when a player puts that Lions jersey on for the first time, especially for a Test. As a coach you don’t have to motivate him. If anything it’s the opposite. He’s absolutely on the edge. It’s the same as the impact that an All Blacks jersey has on a New Zealand player. That’s what struck me as much as anything else on that tour, what the jersey means to the players.

			You see it before the players even leave these shores, on what we call ‘Messy Monday’, when the entire Lions squad assembles for the first time to register and get fitted for all their gear. They’re like kids at their first day at high school: a bit nervous around each other, not too sure of their surroundings, shaking hands and making polite conversation. Yet within a couple of weeks, strong bonds have already been formed.

			They might only see each other once a year if they’re playing an international, or they might not see each other for a few years, but once you’ve had that experience on tour as a Lion, it’s there for life. No one can ever take it away from you and these players don’t just want to be Lions, they want to be winning Lions, because that’s the ultimate. 

			Even though as a scratch team you’re playing, traditionally, one of the best three teams in the world, away from home, with limited preparation time, the expectation is still to win.

			To win a Test series is the pinnacle. I don’t think people fully recognise and respect how big an achievement it is to be a winning Lion. It’s a hard thing to do; about as hard as it gets.

		

	
		
			3 
THE BIG CALL

			Lions to Australia, 2013

			Who might have thought that my next appointment with the Lions would start off from a hospital bed in New Zealand?

			Initially, the Lions management had talked about selecting the Head Coach to Australia after the 2011 World Cup, and the people in contention were Ireland’s Coach Declan Kidney, Scotland’s Andy Robinson and myself. Wales did pretty well in New Zealand and reached the semi-finals, but then the Lions decided to defer their decision until after the 2012 Six Nations.

			Wales ended up winning the Grand Slam, Ireland came third with five points and Scotland finished with the wooden spoon. It wasn’t too much of a surprise then that Andy pulled out of the process, so it was just myself and Declan who were interviewed for the Lions job.

			The Welsh RFU had agreed to release me in March, but in April I fractured both my heels when falling ten feet onto concrete while cleaning the windows of our holiday home in Waihi Beach in the Bay of Plenty. This delayed the announcement until September, when I was finally confirmed as Head Coach. Although I assumed the job then, a deal was agreed with the WRU whereby I could continue as the Welsh Head Coach in the November Test window before stepping aside to concentrate solely on the Lions. 

			Having had a stint as the Lions Assistant Coach four years previously in South Africa was hugely important. The thing with the Lions is that despite what certain journalists or people on the outside might say, it is a unique concept and previous experience helps.

			The 2005 and 2009 tours had shown that the limited preparation time placed more value on continuity in selection, for both the playing squad and coaching team. One of the biggest decisions a Lions Coach is ever going to make is choosing a tour captain, and I had no hesitation in making Sam Warburton the youngest ever at twenty-four. The logic was sound. I just felt that if he was fit and playing well, he had a good chance of being in the Test side and, in any event, I have no problem in picking someone else to be captain of a Test side even if they’re not captain of the tour.

			Sam had achieved significant success as Welsh captain at the 2011 World Cup, and in the team that won the Grand Slam in 2012 and went on to retain the Six Nations title in 2013, even though he didn't captain the team in the final game against England. No one else in the four countries had experienced that same level of achievement in those two years before the tour.

			I was surprised when some of our selections attracted more attention than they deserved. We picked Dylan Hartley in the original squad before he was suspended and then called in Rory Best. There had been quite a lot of criticism for not selecting Rory in the first place. One significant impact in the modern game is the increasing influence of social media, where everyone has an opinion. In my view, it can be a vent for parochialism, from country to country, more than an outlet for reasoned debate.

			Dylan is definitely an extremely competitive individual and his discip­linary record hadn’t been the greatest with his club Northampton, although it had been pretty good with England. There were a few bigger concerns as we came to finalising our squad. Paul O’Connell had been injured and hadn’t played a lot of rugby, and it was the same with Brian O’Driscoll. I think Brian was really concerned he wasn’t going to make the tour. Not being able to take one or both former Lions captains would have been a significant blow given their experience and ability.

			On the final Saturday of the Six Nations, in an Anglo-Welsh showdown at the Millennium Stadium, England were going for the Grand Slam and Wales were looking to retain their title. Wales won 30–3. It was almost like a final trial for places in the Lions squad. One example was Alex Cuthbert, who scored both tries that night. Others were Ian Evans and Dan Lydiate, who made it into the travelling party at the expense of Chris Robshaw.

			Another big call was in the backroom team and deciding to pick Andy Farrell ahead of Shaun Edwards as Defence Coach. That wasn’t an easy one for me. I’d worked a huge amount with Shaun, but I just felt that it was good to bring in a different voice from another environment. I respected him, and I know how disappointed he was at the time. They’re both excellent coaches, and Andy is hugely rated, having been involved in professional sport from such a young age. He also understands cultures, and especially winning cultures.

			•••

			It was decided that the Lions should stop off in Hong Kong to play the Barbarians on the way to Australia. Initially, it wasn’t a fixture I would have wanted. I’d have preferred to go directly to Australia, with a full week there to prepare for the first game against Western Force.

			We had another problem on the night of the game in Hong Kong for which I was completely to blame. Some of the management had done a recce during the day from the hotel to the ground and, not wanting to arrive there too early, I put back the team meeting. But I completely underestimated the traffic in Hong Kong, even on a Saturday evening, and we only arrived at the ground about thirty-five minutes before kick-off.

			As the bus crawled along at a snail’s pace, Andy Irvine, our Tour Manager, was becoming quite animated and I was sitting there thinking: ‘This is entirely my fault. Great start, Gats.’ But at the same time there was no point in getting too stressed. There wasn’t anything we could do about it.

			The officials put back the kick-off by ten minutes due to our late arrival, although they were not obliged to do so. The boys hopped off the bus and quickly got themselves organised. No one said a word. No one complained. A problem that was of my own making was turned into a positive experience. The players, the coaches, the medics and the rest of the staff all handled a crisis situation calmly.

			As any coach will agree, at some stage on tour you’re going to have to deal with an issue, whether it’s a late bus, something breaking down, a change in the weather conditions or a crisis off the pitch. Not everything can run smoothly, but not letting those experiences affect the squad is key.

			Such was the heat and humidity in Hong Kong, managing the players through that game was also difficult; making sure they rehydrated by engin­eering stoppages and bringing the whole bench onto the pitch early.

			We’d had a training session on the Thursday during which players were clearly in distress. I remember, particularly, the heat really affected Richard Hibbard. It was about 40 to 41 degrees, and he really struggled that day.

			We had the option of going on two flights to Perth but we decided to all fly together, the players flying business class while the staff flew economy. There was a slight problem in that there were only thirty-six business class seats on the plane and we’d selected thirty-seven players. One player was going to have to fly economy. I had to choose, and the unlucky one was Richard Hibbard. You could say that it wasn’t his week. ‘Hibbs’ is a great tourist, but you have to keep him in his box every now and again. He knew it was my decision, and he was on the fines committee, so he had his revenge by fining me for making that call.

			Overall though, and surprisingly, it had turned out to be quite a beneficial stopover. Yes, it was really hot and humid in Hong Kong, but we had some good conditioning for a few days, and to break up the trip, acclimatise, play a game and get a good victory was really pleasing.

			You could say that the quality of the opposition that night didn’t make for the best preparation, but even for our first game on Australian soil, against the Western Force, their Coach Michael Foley chose what was virtually a second string side and we won that game comfortably too.

			Even at that early stage, the injury problems started to mount. We had lost Gethin Jenkins right at the outset and then Cian Healy suffered ankle ligament damage against the Force, so we called up Alex Corbisiero and Ryan Grant as replacements.

			Another feature of that game in Perth was Leigh Halfpenny’s kicking. He kicked eleven out of eleven, whereas Johnny Sexton had started the Barbarians game and missed three out of five. Furthermore, one of our other full-backs, Rob Kearney, was carrying an injury and wasn’t involved in the first few games. With Leigh kicking like a machine, the decision about full-back and goal-kicking for the first Test was virtually decided in those initial two games.

			Next up was the Queensland Reds and, in contrast to Foley, Ewen McKenzie picked a strong team, and even though he wasn’t allowed to play his Wallabies they gave us a good game. They tried to run us off our feet, starting at 100 miles an hour, and we were stressed for a while. They were a seriously good side and played with an intensity and tempo that made it a furiously fast game. We won 22–12, which doesn’t tell the story of the match, and in fairness to us we entered into the spirit of it as well. It was also great to play at Suncorp Stadium before the first Test, where Australia had an excellent record.

			We only took two ‘10s’ to Australia, so Stuart Hogg played at outside-half against a Combined New South Wales/Queensland Country team, who we put away 64–0. The way we started that game it looked like it might be eighty or 100, but our level dropped in the second half. It was a messy performance after the break, with a little white line fever.

			With Michael Cheika coaching the Waratahs in our next match, they were never going to take the Western Force approach a week out from the first Test. The Waratahs were really aggressive, with plenty of off-the-ball incidents – holding, grabbing, late hits. They were definitely out to unsettle us and in particular Johnny Sexton who of course Cheika knew well from his time as Leinster Coach.

			But the boys handled all of that stuff and we played really well against the Waratahs, winning 47–17 with five tries. Jonathan Davies was especially good that night. Brian O’Driscoll had a little bit of an injury, and he came up to me afterwards and said: ‘How good was Jonathan Davies?’

			After the Waratahs game I thought we needed to protect as many of the Test-playing team as we could against the Brumbies the following Tuesday in Canberra. That’s why we called up Shane Williams (who’d been playing in Japan and was in Australia doing media work), Christian Wade and Brad Barritt. We emptied a strong bench before the hour mark and that made a bit of a difference. In fact, I probably brought the replacements on earlier than planned because the game was close and I wanted to win, but we came up just short, losing 14–12.

			•••

			Going into the first Test at the Suncorp Stadium in Brisbane on 22 June 2013, I was acutely conscious that recent history wasn’t on our side. The Lions had lost to Australia in 2001, lost to New Zealand in 2005, badly, and then lost to South Africa in 2009. You had to go back sixteen years to South Africa in 1997 for the last series win.

			We probably would have picked Jamie Roberts in that first Test, but he picked up an injury against the Waratahs. We thought the midfield performance in that game, of Jamie and Jonathan Davies, had been the best of the tour. Brian O’Driscoll might have been on the bench but he probably wouldn’t have started if Jamie had been fit.

			Brisbane was a nail-biter from start to finish. We knew how important it was to win the first Test. At the very least, it ensures that everything is on the line until the last game. Israel Folau, on his debut, scored two tries that night in the first half, but George North scored a brilliant 60 metre try of his own. He was possibly the best finisher and gamebreaker in world rugby at that point. We led 13–12 at half-time and in the second period, after Alex Cuthbert finished really well under the posts, we needed another penalty by Leigh Halfpenny to keep our noses in front. We were a little lucky that James O’Connor was initially kicking for them that night, and between him and Kurtley Beale they missed five out of nine kicks, with Beale missing with the last kick of the game. Leigh, in contrast, kicked six out of seven for us and we sneaked home 23–21.

			Paul O’Connell suffered a fractured arm in that first Test, but we kept him on the tour for his presence off the pitch. Geoff Parling was then pulled from our final midweek game against the Melbourne Rebels to replace Paul in the second Test, so we made Dan Lydiate captain for the Rebels game. Dan was quite rousing and vocal in the changing room. I hadn’t seen that side to him. Several players performed very strongly in that 35–0 win over the Rebels, so much so that they forced their way into the picture for the third Test. 

			We could have clinched the series in Melbourne. The second Test was a tight game and we led 15–9 until the last five minutes, but Australia had a good second half and came on really strong in the final quarter, eventually getting a try by Adam Ashley-Cooper which they probably deserved. Leigh Halfpenny did have a kick on full-time to win it from halfway but it dropped short. Australia had come through by a narrow 16–15.

			I remember in the tunnel afterwards seeing some of the Wallabies’ players in tears. I could see how much it meant to them, and the relief they felt because they brought so much emotion to the occasion. I thought: ‘They can’t get to that emotional pitch again in the third Test, and I know there’s another level in us.’ So I said to the players: ‘I think we can go up another level and bring more emotion to the third Test.’

			I had experienced something similar in the past when Wasps played Leicester in Martin Johnson and Neil Back’s last game at Welford Road. As a coach I completely underestimated the emotion of that night and what it meant to Leicester. Two weeks later, we played them in the Premiership final, and put forty points on them.

			You never forget how emotional this game can be at the highest level, and sometimes a team just want it a little bit more than the opposition. The problem is, when a performance hinges so much on emotion one week, it can be very hard to reproduce it just a week later.

			In the second Test, we hadn’t brought Owen Farrell on for Johnny Sexton, when maybe we needed a bit of a change. Owen’s a different type of player and I had a conversation with Andy Farrell afterwards, saying to him: ‘Just because he’s your son, don’t be afraid to have an input, to say “have you thought about bringing Owen on?”’ Andy hadn’t suggested that in the coaches’ box, and it wasn’t until I went back over the video that I felt maybe we should have made that change. So we were in more of a mind to bring him on in the third Test.

			But, of course, with Jamie Roberts fit for that game, the bigger call was recalling him, moving Jonathan Davies to outside-centre, and leaving out Brian O’Driscoll. It was a big decision, very much based on Jamie’s performance against the Waratahs.

			Brian had given us everything. He made a lot of tackles in that second Test and I think Australia were looking to go down his channel. That decision made it a very challenging week. I repeat, it was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do as a coach, having given Brian his first cap, to then be the first person to drop him in his rugby career.

			I knew there was going to be a fall-out, but it was nothing like as I expected. 

			We made other big calls. We recalled Mike Phillips for Ben Youngs, who like Brian didn’t make the bench as we opted for Conor Murray as back-up. We recalled Alex Corbisiero for Mako Vunipola, Richard Hibbard for Tom Youngs, Toby Faletau for Jamie Heaslip, and with Sam Warburton out, we called up Sean O’Brien and made Alun Wyn Jones captain.

			Yet all the focus was on Brian and myself. Everything else went under the radar. There wasn't any finger pointing at any players or media focus on them. They could just concentrate on their own performance, and not worry too much about outside noises.

			What we also learnt from the experience was making sure we discussed who should be put up for media before a big match. Brian did media on the Monday so the journalists assumed he would be playing and probably be captain. If we were thinking of making a change, Brian shouldn't have done media and it wasn't fair on him.
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