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To my wife Judy, Rob and Heather, and all the Lions with whom I have had the pleasure of touring. The Lions became very special to all of us.










PROLOGUE


The British and Irish Lions are special; very, very special indeed.


It is a unique concept: four countries coming together in one team every four years (since 1989) to tour New Zealand, South Africa or Australia. For me, therefore, the Lions are the ultimate in team sport. The Ryder Cup in golf is the only thing I can think of that even comes close.


The crucial thing about the Lions is that every tour is different. Every time a tour party is announced, that group of players has no identity, character or meaning until they actually meet up. Some tours might have a rump of players who were on the previous tour, but generally every tour is different because the players are always different.


It becomes distinguished and identified by the year it took place: ‘the 1974 Lions’ or ‘the 1989 Lions’, or the like. It is not one team that on the field looks the same or plays the same. It is a team that on its day creates a very unique sort of character and characteristics.


As a coach I always said to the players when they arrived to join the Lions: ‘You’ve all come on different journeys to wear a Lions jersey, but what you’ve got to do now is say: “Right, this is what I have learnt on the journey to this point, now what I’ve got to do is put all that experience out on the table so we can share those journeys and create something even greater.” ’ That is why when the Lions play, they do not generally look like any other team because, if you get it right with the players and their games, their collective game in that jersey is something very different and very special.


And, of course, they are special to me on a personal level. I toured as a player to South Africa in 1974 and to New Zealand in 1977. We lost the series in New Zealand but we won in South Africa, and it remains the greatest memory of my playing career.


I was then head coach on four tours – in 1989 to Australia, in 1993 to New Zealand, in 1997 and 2009 to South Africa – as well as being assistant coach to New Zealand in 2005. And we won two of those series, in 1989 and 1997.


That is a lot of Lions experience, and a lot of my working life taken up being associated with them. So I hope you can understand why I am so hugely, hugely passionate about the Lions and always will be, simply because no one will ever change my mind on the positive impact they have on spectators as well as players. The Lions have a magic of their own.


You only have to listen to Martin Johnson, England’s captain in their 2003 Rugby World Cup success and a Lions captain in 1997 and 2001, to know what it means: ‘Nobody remembers a Six Nations or Tri-Nations game from 12 years ago, but everyone remembers a Lions series,’ he says. ‘I played in over 80 matches for England and I can’t remember all of them, but I recall every minute of every game I played for the Lions. It is a very special experience. I was walking the dog the other day thinking about that final lineout we lost in 2001. It lives with you.’


The lineout he is referring to was one at the very death of the third and final Test in Sydney, with the score in the series at 1–1 and the score in the match being 29–23 to Australia. The Lions had a lineout 5m from the Australian line and Johnson called the throw to himself at the front of the lineout, but it was stolen by the Australian lock Justin Harrison, and so the game, and indeed the series, was lost.


That feeling about the Lions exists not just in England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland. It is there in the three southern hemisphere countries of New Zealand, South Africa and Australia that the Lions tour. I will tell you a couple or more stories to illustrate where this point hit home to me so quickly and immediately.


I write a weekly column for the Sunday Telegraph newspaper and in 2014 I interviewed the New Zealand head coach Steve Hansen for the paper. Hansen was in London for the autumn internationals and, with the Rugby World Cup that New Zealand eventually won about 10 months away, we obviously spoke about that tournament, but what was remarkable was how enthusiastic and animated he was when talking about the Lions tour to New Zealand in 2017.


I didn’t bring the subject up – he did. He said that the country was already talking about it. He was certainly talking about it, and he was already planning for it. And this was with a Rugby World Cup fast approaching. It was quite a startling admission, but it emphasised to me how big a deal a Lions tour is, and what it means to people and players in a country like New Zealand where rugby is the number one sport. For the truth is that they see the Lions as the number one opposition.


It is because the Lions, with all their history, have become part and parcel of the countries that they visit. The Lions virtually never play at home, so all their history and all their memories are in New Zealand, South Africa or Australia, and they naturally become woven into the fabric of those countries. For people growing up in New Zealand there is a long history of going to watch the Lions.


In 1977 I took part in a parade in Napier before the game against Hawke’s Bay. The whole place just came to a standstill. Everyone in the area had been given the day off and everyone was there for the parade, which finished at the ground before the game. In those days if the Lions were in town, everything stopped. It had been exactly the same in South Africa in 1974, where at one stage we were driven through the middle of Bloemfontein in vintage cars in the build-up to a game.


Take what Sean Fitzpatrick, the great All Black hooker and captain who played against the Lions in 1993, says: ‘When I was a kid, the 1971 Lions were our heroes. For the first time, the kids of the entire nation stopped kicking broken-toe style like Don Clarke and started kicking round-the-corner like Barry John [the brilliant Wales fly half who helped the Lions win that series]. We grew up with that kind of knowledge and heritage from the Lions in 1971 and 1977.’


For a lot of Fitzpatrick’s 92-Test career, Warren Gatland was his reserve as hooker. Indeed, Gatland played 17 non-international matches for New Zealand but never won a cap. In 2009 in South Africa Gatland was one of my assistant coaches. His attitude to the Lions was remarkable. Initially he said he could not speak to the players as a group because he did not feel comfortable. He said that he had not earned the right at that stage.


He was respecting the Lions jersey as he would an All Black jersey, and indeed he has always said to me that the Lions are the closest thing he has ever seen to the All Blacks. Little wonder then that he went on to coach the Lions in 2013 and will do so again in 2017. He gets the Lions. He understands the concept better than most.


With tours having been shortened now (from, say, 26 matches in 1977 to 10), the greater impact of the Lions is with the supporters. That fabric of the Lions in New Zealand, South Africa and Australia merges with those who visit wearing their Lions jerseys. In the September after the 2009 tour, I met an elderly lady at a charity dinner at my former club, Wasps. It was a convivial evening where we had dinner and then I did a Question and Answer session about the Lions tour.


Afterwards this lady, who must have been in her late seventies, approached me to have a chat. She explained that she was a Saracens supporter (you don’t get too many of them at Wasps’ events!) but that she wanted to say thank you to me. I looked at her rather quizzically because I did not know what she meant.


‘I’ll tell you why I want to say thank you,’ she said, and she set off on a story that was both moving and revealing. She said that she and her husband had always wanted to go on a Lions tour, so they had saved up for four years to go to South Africa that year. But, tragically, in the February before the tour, her husband had died.


Heartbroken, she had not even thought about making the tour, but her family had persuaded her to go because she and her husband had spent so much time planning and saving for it. They reasoned that her husband would have wanted her to go. So she went and she enjoyed an amazing three weeks watching the three Tests.


‘It was brilliant,’ she said. ‘I’d lost my husband but there wasn’t one moment on that tour that I felt I was on my own. I could have been an Irish, Welsh, English or Scottish woman, it didn’t matter. As long as I had my Lions jersey on I had a sense of belonging that I never thought I would feel in a rugby environment. God willing, I’m saving up for Australia [in 2013] so if I’m fit and healthy I’ll be there as well.’


That is the impact of the Lions – it is simply massive. It extends way beyond the field of play. It brings people and countries together like no other concept.


There are other instances that strengthen the Lions’ fabric. At home in my lounge sits a beautiful Waterford Crystal lion, which was sent to me after the 1997 tour of South Africa. A group from that company in Ireland had come over for one of the Test matches, flying over on the Friday, watching the game on the Saturday and then returning home on the Sunday. They had enjoyed it so much that they had had the lion made especially for me and sent it with a lovely accompanying letter.


There was another tale from that 1997 tour of someone who had driven all the way to South Africa, and we had all signed the roof of his car for him, which he had then sold so that he could fly back home!


These are all heart-warming stories of the sort that everyone should consider before questioning the value of the Lions. For since professionalism arrived in 1995 there seems to have been an ever-present question mark against the Lions’ place in the calendar. Indeed, even in September 2016, ahead of the 2017 tour of New Zealand, some were again talking about its future in very negative terms. Such people really should first read stories like those just mentioned. They epitomise what the Lions can do, that there is simply nothing else like it.


The Lions can change you both as a player and as a person. I always remember Clive Rowlands, the Welshman nicknamed Top Cat because he captained his country in all 14 of his Tests, addressing the Lions squad in his capacity as manager of the 1989 tour of Australia. He held up the Lions badge on the jersey and said: ‘This badge will either get bigger or smaller by whatever you do on the field.’ That resonated with everyone, and it still should do so. The badge is either enhanced or diminished by every action, every match on every tour. That is the essence of the Lions.


I have no doubt that the Lions changed me after that first tour in 1974. Being with the best of the best can do that to you. I didn’t expect to be on the tour. It was only my second season in international rugby and I had only played 10 Tests for Scotland. I came back and I had a confidence about me that I had never felt before. You even look at your life differently because you appreciate people more.


I certainly did. I appreciated the uniqueness of the Lions and how special it all was. Having been away for the best part of three months, I came home and appreciated my family, the environment I was coming back to, and actually what good people I was coming back to and what good people I had left behind.


After I had become a Lion, playing in the Five Nations was never the same. You just looked at players differently. There was a different rapport. You respected them and they respected you. I particularly remember that 1975 Five Nations and the special feel it had.


Even as a coach it was different. So after the Lions tour of 1997 when I was coaching at Northampton and we were playing our arch East Midlands rivals, Leicester, I would look at the likes of Martin Johnson and Graham Rowntree in the opposition in a very different light. I would never see them in the same way again. There was an inner feeling, something very deep that I struggle to put into words.


We shall come to it later in the book, but it was this that I was referring to when I made an impassioned speech to the squad before the second Test in Durban, South Africa, in 1997. ‘You’ll meet each other in the street in 30 years’ time, and there will just be a look, and you will know just how special some days in your life are,’ I said. It might not be immediately obvious to those outside the Lions environment, but it is very true. If a Lions tour has gone as it should, this is one of its impacts on players and also on supporters.


The players must, though, be given the opportunity to create that. They must be given the chance to get to know each other, to bond and to blend. The tours that have missed the mark did not have that. The thinking from the management team must be kept open, especially where selection is concerned. Every player must board the plane convinced that he has a chance of wearing the Test jersey, otherwise you cannot create the environment that makes the Lions so treasured.


I have always thought that every player should be given at least one start in the first three or four matches of a tour, so that the Test players have two starts before the first Test. Psychologically it is massively important that everyone has the chance to wear a starting Lions jersey early on. You need to be able to press your case.


This was not what happened in 2005 with Matt Dawson. The England scrum half was the designated back-up to Wales’ Dwayne Peel but there were four scrum halves on that trip – Scotland’s Chris Cusiter and Wales’ Gareth Cooper – so the others were getting starts early on when Dawson might have had opportunities. He only started once early in the tour, in the fourth match of the tour against the New Zealand Maori side, but thereafter was not risked as a starter because the thought process was that he would always be required as a reserve.


It meant, however, that by the last week of the tour Cusiter had started three games and Cooper two, while Dawson still had had just that one opportunity to prove himself from the start. So it was rightly decided to give Daws a start in the final midweek match, against Auckland, before the final Test. But it was probably too late.


The lesson to be learnt here is that you have to understand how different the Lions are. You need to have an open mind about looking at players, and about managing the itinerary and how it operates. It is about trying to keep the players together as a group as often as possible, so you prevent any divisions forming. And it is also about getting the chemistry right with support staff as well as the players.


So there needs to be a central focus tactically, technically and operationally right from the outset. From the very start all the coaches have to make sure they are clear about how they see the Lions evolving tactically. I think you have got to have a really good picture in your head about the rugby you want to see the team playing, and about how that is going to challenge the opposition in the Test series.


So while you should keep an open mind about selection and try different combinations, you can repeat the same tactical theme in all the practices, even if you are not sticking to any rigid game plan, simply because the players are so good that they will evolve their game naturally.


In 2009 in South Africa that is what we did. All the words we used, all the tactics, they all had the same names – so it didn’t matter whether you played on a Wednesday, a Saturday, the following Wednesday, or the following Saturday, all the vocabulary was the same. Under pressure, when a split second call was made, everybody understood what it meant. And when you have got good players, that moment is what makes the difference, because if you give a good player half a second extra or half a yard extra in which to play, then suddenly you have a big advantage.


As coaches on the 2009 tour, we had agreed what we wanted to do and how we wanted to do it against South Africa – running their front five around and playing in the outside channels – even before we got to work, so that in the very first training session we had at Pennyhill Park (England’s training base at Bagshot in Surrey), we were beginning to put into practice what we wanted on the field in order to beat South Africa in the Test series.


The problem is that if a different set of coaches are delivering that message, it can cause some problems. That is what happened in 2005 in New Zealand under Sir Clive Woodward. There is no doubt in my mind that Clive deserved to be in charge of that tour. He had led England to a stunning Rugby World Cup triumph in Australia in 2003, which had been building up because of the way his team had dominated everyone else in the world in the run-up to the tournament. And during his time as England head coach he had shown a vision and attention to detail that set him apart from other coaches and managers. In many respects he was ahead of his time. So it was only right and proper that he was granted his wish to try to implement his methods and beliefs upon the Lions.


I truly believed that, so much so that I accepted his offer to be in charge of the midweek side on that tour. I would never have gone if I had thought for even a moment beforehand: ‘This is not right.’ The challenge excited me. I wanted to be involved and I wanted to see if it could work.


The crux of Clive’s thinking was that right from the start of the tour he wanted to have in his own mind the team that would take the field for the first Test. He then wanted to work with that team in preparation for that first Test. All the focus would be on that team. He therefore wanted two separate teams of players and coaches on the tour; there would be a Test operation and a midweek operation. It had been something that had been hinted at by Graham Henry in Australia in 2001 because his Test team appeared to be easily identified from the outset.


Clive had been a Lion himself in 1980 on the tour of South Africa and in 1983 in New Zealand, so he knew how important the midweek games were, despite there being a lot of calls at the time for them to be curtailed. But he also did not want his chosen Test players traipsing around the country for those matches. So there was often one squad in one place with one set of coaches, and another in another place with another set of coaches. It naturally meant that we needed more players, so the tour party began at 45 and ended with 51 players being used.


For the Test team Clive had with him Andy Robinson and Phil Larder, both from the England set-up, as well as Ireland’s Eddie O’Sullivan. I was in charge of the midweek team, along with Wales’ Gareth Jenkins and Mike Ford, who was then defence coach with Ireland. There were two tactical streams because no two coaches, even when talking about the same things, will deliver their messages in the same way. It was definitely confusing for the players, because they were being taught in a different way by coaches who saw the game plan slightly differently.


Whilst I was very proud that the midweek team remained unbeaten, defeating Taranaki, Wellington, Southland, Manawatu and Auckland, the Test series was lost 3–0. We were up against a brilliant All Black side, with Dan Carter absolutely majestic, especially in the second Test at Wellington where he scored 33 points in the 48–18 victory for the Kiwis.


There were other challenges. For a start, and indeed the very start, there was a match against Argentina at home. The Lions decided to do something different and organise this match in Cardiff to begin their preparations early. Lions games at home are a rarity, for very good reason. The most recent one to this had been when they played the Rest of Europe at Twickenham in 1990. I had actually taken part in one in 1977 when we played the Barbarians at Twickenham – winning 23–14 – as part of the Queen’s silver jubilee celebrations, about three weeks after we had returned from our Lions tour of New Zealand.


But this match against Argentina in 2005 created a difficult situation. We only drew it 25–25 thanks to a Jonny Wilkinson penalty deep into injury time, and I felt it was a wasted week in Wales spent trying to prepare a group of players to play a game in isolation rather than getting the tactics and the specifics in place for what we wanted to build on over the next seven weeks.


Then there was the challenge of how we were perceived in New Zealand in 2005. In general Lions tours have been positively received by the host nations and the media, even though in 1977 in New Zealand under coach John Dawes there were some uncomfortable moments in that respect.


Clive decided to take Alastair Campbell, the former Labour spin doctor, as his head of communications. It was always an interesting move and you could see the logic of hiring such a big hitter in that field. But I think he created the wrong impression for us in the eyes of the New Zealand public.


In terms of the actual press dealings, he wanted to be in total control so every media session was exceptionally professional, but it was too sanitised. He actually really impressed me with how he would know exactly what the questions would be in follow-up to your answers. He would give everyone who was doing a media conference a sheet of paper with answers already written on it, detailing what to say and then, if you said what he suggested, what the next question would be, and what your answer should then be to that. And he would always be right – I found that incredible. But the press hated it because they knew they were being manipulated and as the tour wore on they became more and more irritated.


I would like to think that I have always got on well with the media. Even in 1977 when we were supposed to be at loggerheads with them, I can remember myself and my Scotland team-mate Andy Irvine often having a beer with the touring journalists. Sometimes you have to bite your tongue a little bit with some journalists, but overall I was always trying to make it easier for them to do their job well.


There has got to be a trust. You need to know that you can say things confidentially and they will not be written, or you might say to the journalist: ‘Can you hold on to that until the weekend or nearer the game or until when it doesn’t affect anything?’ But if that trust is broken and a line is crossed then that is it, the relationship is over.


I learnt all this very early on from one of the best sports journalists I ever came across, the late Norman Mair of the Scotsman newspaper. He had played rugby and cricket for Scotland so he understood the game and sport in general, and we built up a trust that meant we could help each other. Norman was absolutely superb to talk to and he always made me think, whether I was talking tactics or talking about other teams. I could tell him what I was thinking, and then he would put points back to me. ‘Why are you doing that?’ he would ask and the like. So he was actually helping me in my own role, just by making sure I was clear in what I wanted to get across. He was brilliant in that respect.


Sometimes he would go to a game and say to me afterwards that a certain player was worth having a second look at in terms of selection, whether it was for Scotland or for the Lions. When you can have that sort of conversation and you know that it is respected, I think you build a very different kind of relationship.


Mind you, things have changed an awful lot since my first tour as coach in 1989. Then there were probably only about a dozen journalists on the tour, as opposed to the hundreds now, and I used to do my press conferences at the side of the pitch after training. On that tour we allowed the press to be at those training sessions so that they could see what we were doing. They never knew what time the session was finishing. We didn’t give them a time, we just said that the press conference would be at the end of the session, so they had to watch some of the rugby first. We hoped they then might find it harder to be critical! Nowadays the press – except the photographers, obviously, and even they are only given a limited amount of time – are not allowed anywhere near the training field.


In 1989 after we had won the series in Australia, there was still a week left of the tour when we had to play a New South Wales Country team in Newcastle in midweek and then an ANZAC team in Ballymore for the final match. It meant we had some time to relax during that week and one of the many things I did was go out for lunch with some of the journalists. They paid for the meal and a lovely bottle of wine to say thank you to me and my assistant coach Roger Uttley for the way we had cooperated with them on the tour.


That relationship with the press is vital on a Lions tour. To me it is as vital as all the other relationships you need to work on. It is a key part of building the wider environment that is conducive to togetherness and inclusion.


There are obviously other ways of fostering this togetherness. For example, I always think that it is best if players share rooms on a Lions tour. In 2005 they had single rooms. Sharing a room is part of the bonding process. It is about the little things like chatting late at night and making coffee for each other in the morning. You get to know each other and you have to get on.


This is part of the Lions’ uniqueness. You have the opportunity to make friends with players you might not ordinarily get to know that well, and that is part of the seven-week challenge. Banter and good communication build a spirit of togetherness. It means you can be more natural with each other and therefore forge a trust, with the result that you want to win for each other because you’ve got inner respect for what each other does. In conversation you learn what makes each other tick.


If a player wants to go to his room and have some time to himself you have to respect that, and it is perfectly understandable, but what you also need is for that player to know that there is a location in the hotel where everything is happening in one place as regards the operation of the tour and the management of the squad.


In 2005 we were staying in five-star hotels but we did not really have team rooms, centres that we could go to that were just for us. The places available were more like open lobbies, and even when in Auckland where we had an area that had table tennis tables, some seats and some computers, it was in a foyer. Meanwhile the medics were on the fifth floor in another room, so you were dividing the group all the time. I learnt the lesson that you needed one room for everyone.


It is so important to do things together. I think back to that first tour of mine in 1974 and of the 30 players on the bus and all of us singing together. There was one incident when we were going to the second Test in Pretoria. We always had these particular songs that we sang, one of them being ‘Flower of Scotland’, which was the tour song that the Scotland wing Billy Steele had introduced.


We got to Loftus Versfeld and we hadn’t finished singing, so we sat on the bus until we had finished the songs that we always sang. People outside couldn’t understand why we were not getting off the bus to go into the stadium for the Test match. But we had to finish our song. It was important to us.


It is little things like that that can be crucial, where you just accept that you do things together and you finish things together – then you are ready for the next challenge. We were not ready for the match until we had finished our singing. It was as simple as that.


What was good about 2005 was the planning. Clive Woodward was always known as a superb planner, and he never spared any expense in making sure those plans were implemented. He had Louise Ramsay as team manager; she had performed the same role with England and was excellent at it. She was extremely organised and efficient.


I was delighted to work with her when I became head coach again on the 2009 tour to South Africa. She was fantastic. She was always able and willing to change things at the last minute with the minimum of fuss. She never panicked, never said: ‘Oh no, that’s just not possible.’ Instead she always just said, ‘Leave it with me.’ Sometimes as coach you have to change training or travel times, and it can cause huge problems, but with Louise you knew that she would simply sort things. There would be no ripples in the water at all, it just happened.


As I acknowledged in my 2009 post-tour report (which I submitted to the four home unions after every tour on which I was head coach):


 


Louise is quite simply outstanding in every respect. It is fair to say she probably took time to work out my idiosyncrasies, but she responded to late changes of decision with the flexibility of approach, which, I think, is vital to create a successful Lions environment.


We were successful because the main programme was planned and agreed months in advance, but the daily/weekly workings were often late calls reflecting the requirements of the situation and environment.


 


Indeed, despite our travails in the Tests, I took many useful things from the 2005 tour in terms of facilities, travel and attention to detail: for instance, the presence of a chef on tour, a legal expert and the organisation of charter flights in a private jet around New Zealand. The charter flights are especially important because this allows you to travel at the times that suit you best, and to work around training times.


Sometimes you need quiet moments on a tour to appraise where you are and what has been happening, and I was lucky to have such an opportunity late in the tour with Bill Beaumont, the tour manager, who was the ideal man for such a chat. During the last week of the tour, just a few days before the final Test in Auckland, we took the 40-minute ferry from Auckland to Waiheke Island so that we could talk. We had some food and then we went for a walk. We were laughing and joking but there was a very serious side to our talking, too. Both of us knew that this was crunch time for the Lions.


Bill and I have always got on really well. We have always loved talking rugby and that was something I had missed on that trip. There had simply not been enough of it. I have always loved the boot-room chats with other coaches and management staff, whether over a coffee or a bottle of wine at the bar. ‘All the management staff did a superb job and we had a relaxed but professional relationship – some meetings did take place in the bar!’ I wrote in my 2009 report. I have often found that these informal chats result in the most productive rugby ideas and information. The 2005 tour needed more of them.


I had been worried in 1997 about the Lions, because professionalism had just arrived and had we not won there in South Africa, or at least given a good account of ourselves, then you do wonder what might have happened. And I was worried again now – probably more so. But both Bill and I were adamant that we must be positive and that the Lions must not just survive in the professional era, but that the concept must thrive.


We talked about the good things and the bad things from the tour. But we kept coming back to the overall view that this group of Lions had not really felt what a magnificent experience a Lions tour should be. They had not really got to know each other, they had not experienced the country of New Zealand as they should have done, and in truth they had not got to realise what being a Lion in New Zealand could give them – in other words that, even in the professional era, after all the hard work and the pressure, you can enjoy yourself, have a drink at the appropriate times and savour a unique experience with some special team-mates.


The importance of players getting to know each other is actually heightened in the professional era, because the players from both teams hardly know each other. When I played there would be an official dinner and dance after every Test, and over a few drinks players would mingle and often get to know each other very well. That does not happen so much now. There is a much smaller after-match reception and often teams are keen to leave and prepare for the next match, which sometimes is only a matter of days away. We would quite often have weeks between internationals, so there was no excuse not to have a few beers and let your hair down. Good friendships were made.


All the 2005 tour did in reality was highlight the uniqueness of the Lions and the approach that you have got to have, especially with the tours having become shorter. Yes, what happens with the four home union teams these days is very professional and very well done, but you have to loosen up a little bit if you want to get the environment and atmosphere right for a group of players that really do not know each other at all and have so little time to mix.


Winning for the Lions is so difficult because every series is away from home, and it annoys me that there is this myth that they are a huge failure. Do you know how many Test series South Africa have ever won in New Zealand? One, that’s all, and that was in 1937! And while we are at it, do you know how many Test series New Zealand have won in South Africa? The answer to that is one as well. That was in 1996.


Yes, because of the advent of the Tri-Nations competition and its subsequent reincarnations, there are not full-scale tours between these countries any more, but it still does tell a story of the arduousness of the task facing the Lions every time they tour. And interestingly, after the Lions had toured South Africa in 2009, the South Africans then beat the All Blacks in three consecutive Tests in the months that followed. They had not done that since the 1970s. It just showed how tough we had made that series for them, even if we lost 2–1, and the preparation it gave them.


In 2017 the Lions travel to New Zealand to play the world champions, and, as I began writing this in late 2016, before Ireland surprisingly beat the All Blacks in Chicago and then pushed them close in Dublin two weeks later, already some people were saying that it was mission impossible and that the Lions were in danger again because they simply cannot win. But they won their last series, in Australia, in 2013! As Bill and I talked we came to realise that we were very much of the same mind, that certain things were important and had to be a priority for future Lions tours.


Clive Woodward was disappointed with how things panned out. I am pretty sure that if he had had the opportunity to take charge of another Lions tour, he would have done it very differently. It is about learning from your mistakes, moving on quickly and altering things for the right reasons. I am lucky enough to have had the experience of four tours as head coach. I have learnt so much along the way in that time.


One of the key things Bill and I talked about was the relationship between the coach and the manager, and how roles had to be clear and interlink. And over the course of our chat Bill did mention that I should consider being manager of the next tour to South Africa. It was a surprise because at that stage I had never contemplated going on another Lions tour.


So the final Test came and went, with a 38–19 defeat in Auckland. And once the tour was over I was asked to help John Feehan, who is still the British and Irish Lions’ chief executive now and had just taken over, in making a tour report, which was unusual because I was only an assistant. But in that report I was able to make all the points I had mulled over with Bill on Waiheke Island, as well as throw my hat in the ring as a possible manager for the 2009 tour.


But as time wore on, it became clear that the Welshman Gerald Davies, who was already on the Lions committee and had toured with the Lions as a superb winger in 1968 and 1971, had also put his name in the ring to be manager. Having given it some thought, I told my old Scotland colleague, full back Andy Irvine, that Gerald was the ideal choice and that I would not put my name forward. In 2007, though, I received a call from Andy, who was by then chairman of the Lions Board. He asked whether I might consider being head coach of the Lions for a fourth time.


It was a shock, to say the least. Thinking about being manager was one thing, being head coach again was quite another. But it was not as if I was out of the coaching loop. I was coaching Wasps at the time and felt that I was coaching as well as I had ever been. I thought long and hard about it, and then asked my wife, Judy, what she thought. ‘If you really want to go for it, then go for it,’ she said.


I think Bill Beaumont had spoken quite a lot to the Board about the things we had talked about on Waiheke, so I was confident that they were well aware of how I felt and what I would want to do as coach. I knew how hard a task it was to be head coach of the Lions, but I also felt there was a real opportunity here, given the state of the game and the resources available, to drive the tour in exactly the way I wanted.


So I went for it. I said I was interested. I don’t actually know who else was in for the job, but I was asked to attend two interviews, one in London and then another in Dublin, because not everyone was available to be in London. Gerald had been appointed as manager but he stayed out of it because he felt that it was not right for him to be involved, which was rather surprising and certainly slightly different from 1989 when the manager Clive Rowlands had got someone to ring me up to see if I fancied being head coach. Clive knew whom he wanted then.


But anyway, in May 2008 I stood before the Lions Board and gave what might be termed my sales pitch. I told them that there were certain principles that I considered vital for a Lions coach to work to. As mentioned, the overriding theme to them was togetherness. Everything had to be as one: the squad, the coaching team, the medical team and the management team.


I said to the Board: ‘If you don’t agree with those principles, then, for goodness’ sake, don’t pick me as head coach, because I am not going to change my values. I am not prepared to compromise. These are fundamental principles that I think have to be in place if you are going to have any chance of being competitive in the Test series with a new group of players.’ A couple of days later Andy Irvine phoned to offer me the position of head coach.


Those principles will form the basis of this book. My pitch was my blueprint for running a Lions tour, taking in my experiences from all those tours as a coach and player. There have been many good times but I also know that I have made many mistakes and learnt many lessons from them. So this book will consider all points of a Lions tour, from the moment the coach is selected to the moment the players disembark from the aircraft and disperse after their life-changing adventure.


This, through many recollections, anecdotes, memories and indeed quotes from previously unseen official tour reports, will offer the principles I believe are key to making a successful Lions tour.
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1974 South Africa, First Test


This is where it all began for me; my first Lions Test as a player.


Rampaging Lions trample Boks into mud


South Africa 3, British Lions 12 


from sunday express reporter: 


What a victory this was in the mud of Newlands, Cape Town, yesterday.


It was a triumph which will reverberate from the Cape to the Highveld with the resonance of thunder.


For this was the first time over that a Lions’ pack have trampled Springbok forwards into their own Kikuyu turf.


Sure, the margin was only three penalties and a dropped real to a dropped goal. But the scoreline does not reflect the complete, utter superiority of mighty Willie-John McBride’s men.


Weary


“We played it exactly as we wanted to play it and controlled the game from start to finish.” chortled happy Lions coach Syd Millar as his mud-splattered heroes trotted off while weary Boks trudged behind shoulders hanched, heads down, after losing their first Test to the Lions since 1955.


Millar, who schemed the game with McBride and Gareth Edwards, had summed up perfectly.


Apart from the opening 25 minutes, with a strong wind at their backs, the Springboks were scarcely in the hunt. Edwards and Phil Bennett, retrentlessly kicking in support of their pounding pack, drove them backwards, backwards and ever backwards.


The Springboks had only one hope against this thunderous driving urgency: they had to run the ball.


But such was the strangle hold of the Lions puck, and so complete their control, that the Boks scarcely got any ball to run. When they did they were cut down like ripe corn by devastating tackling.


Three years ago, when the Lions won the first Test against the All Blacks in New Zealand, I could feel the tension mounting in near-frenzy towards the end of the game.


This time there was no tension. McBride’s men exerted such iron control that once they went into the lead just after half-time, the result seemed Inevitable.


Flair


The heroes? Well, out of this bunch of gallants it is difficult to nominate individuals, but “Mighty Mouse” Ian McLaughlan in the front row, McBride and the ubiquitous Mervyn Davies were outstanding up front and Roger Uitley looked perfectly at home on the flank.


Behind, Edwards stole the show and conducted the orchestra with the aplomh, flair and brilliance of an Andre Prevln.


Bennett, too, rose to the big occasion, placing his penalty goals with almost professional detachment as if he had never looked up the word “failure” in his dictionary, J. P. R. Williams, too, was his usual ice-cool self.


But they were all heroes and they played superbly as a team whose watchwords were control and perfection.


They made just one mistake in the game, and this led to the Boks’ score. In the 18th minute, Springbok full-back Ian McCallum was wide with a 50-yard penalty. J. P. R. Williams, instead of touching down, decided to run the ball, but left J. J. Williams stranded in goal.


Williams kicked to touch. From the resulting five-yard scrum, the Boks won a quick ball and their fly-half Dawie Snyman dropped a 30-yard goal.


That was their last taste of honey. In the 38th minute their centres were caught offside in front of the posts and Bennett kicked his first penalty for the Lions to turn level at 3—3 with the wind now in their favour.


Five minutes after half-time. Bennett booted them into the lead when Springbok skipper Hannes Marais was offside at a ruck 30 yards out.


Offside


Twenty minutes later Bennett goaled penalty No. 3 for offside at the scrum.


Gareth Edwards applied the coup de grace to the stricken Springboks with a great 35-yard drop goal 10 minutes from the end.


Yes, a great and memorable victory.


• Mike Gibson, the experienced Irish player, will join the Lions as replacement for the injured Alan Old, on June 21, a day before the second Test in Pretoria.


• The New Zealand All Blacks beat Australia 16–8 in the third and final Test at Sydney yesterday. They have won two Tests, with one drawn.
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THEN AND NOW


I was a professional rugby player in 1974. Yes, professionalism did not officially arrive until 1995, and no, I am not saying that I received any underhand payments, but what I am saying is that I became a professional rugby player on that Lions tour, my first, that year. For me being a professional is not about being paid a salary, it is about your approach and attitude.


In 1974 we were given just 75p a day allowance for the tour. I had to put my mortgage on hold back at home because I could not afford it, and I had to leave my wife, Judy, behind at home and only keep in touch by letter because making a telephone call was so difficult and so expensive.


We would collect our letters from a PO Box and I recently dug out the letters I received from Judy on that tour. Even she admits they are ‘hilarious’ now. It is because they seem so random and often humdrum in their content, but as she says: ‘I was just trying to talk about things that you didn’t know about.’


The matches were not even shown live on television at home back then. So family and fans would crowd around radios to listen, while the Test matches would be filmed and sent home so that they could be viewed in midweek. Judy would spend a lot of time with my mother during the tour and they would listen to all the games on the radio.


There was one occasion late in the tour when they travelled up to Inverness to stay with a cousin of mine. They went out for the day to have a picnic but when it came to the time of the game, they realised that they had forgotten the radio. Judy said that it did not matter, but my mother insisted that they had to listen to the game. So Judy had to drive all the way back to get the radio. She got the blame, too!


That was a very different era from now, where satellite television, social media and the internet provide instant blanket coverage, and over 30,000 fans travel in person to watch the tours.


But I still felt like a professional because I was living and breathing rugby for 24 hours a day, training hard at every opportunity (I had done so beforehand too, doing circuits and sprints on my own with Judy holding the stopwatch and shouting instructions!) and watching my diet so that I weighed in at over 12 stone for the first time in my life.


This was a squad out in South Africa to win a Test series and give everything we had on every single day. We had no work to go to. We had hotels to stay in, rugby fields to practise on and train on and games to play. That was all we were concerned with. I understood what taking rugby as a profession meant all right. So much has changed since that first Lions tour of mine in 1974, but at the same time so much has remained the same. Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.


The 1974 trip to South Africa was a remarkable tour, as we went unbeaten throughout the 22 games and the side became known as ‘The Invincibles’. No other Lions side had done, or has done, that. The squad that had toured New Zealand in 1971 had won the Test series 2–1, and remains the only Lions side to have done that in New Zealand, but they had lost games there, not least the very first match of the tour against Queensland, as they played two games in Australia before moving to New Zealand. They also lost one of the Tests and drew another.


Debate still rages today as to which was the better side: 1971 or 1974? Is that for me to judge? Well, why not? I was only on one of those tours so I know that I am not necessarily impartial, but, yes, I do think the 1974 Lions were the better side, the greatest Lions even. We set a record that I do not think can be broken. No Lions tour is going to be as long as 22 games any more, that is for certain.


The much respected Welsh journalist J.B.G. Thomas wrote a chronicle of the 1974 tour and entitled it The Greatest Lions, ending the book with the words: ‘They must be the “Greatest”. If not, please tell me why?’ Indeed.


What is certain is that rugby union in the four home countries was in rude health in those times. The Five Nations, as it was then, was a ferociously contested tournament every year, a fact that is no better illustrated than by the result of the 1973 competition when there was a five-way tie for the title. Every side won their two home games and lost their two away games, and there was no other judging criterion used. All five were equal.


Wales – for whom, of course, this was a golden age with outright Five Nations titles in 1969, 1971, 1975, 1976, 1978 and 1979 (with three of them being Grand Slams in 1971, 1976 and 1978) – would have won it had it been decided on points difference.


These days it is, of course, the Six Nations with Italy having joined in 2000 (and in 2017 bonus points were introduced to help determine placings even more), and they are often not alone in struggling in the competition. There always seems to be one or two other countries struggling alongside them. Back in the 1970s nobody ever seemed to be struggling. It was always a monumental scrap.


In South Africa we won 21 games, and we only drew the final Test in Johannesburg 13–13 because the referee Max Baise disallowed a try from Ireland’s Fergus Slattery in the final moments. Slattery had been put through by the great Welsh full back J.P.R. Williams and was initially held up over the line by centre Peter Cronje, but then touched the ball down between Cronje’s legs.


It was definitely a try – Cronje later told Slattery so – but in fairness there had been a disputed score for us earlier when Roger Uttley had touched down after South Africa had lost control of a scrummage and he and the South African winger Chris Pope had both gone for the ball, with both claiming they had got to it first.


Uttley later admitted that he had not got there first, though. So maybe justice was done in the end, even if it did not feel like it when the referee Baise, under so much pressure to explain the Slattery decision, said something along the lines of it was OK for us as we were going home, but he had to remain and live in South Africa.


But it was not just in terms of the results that the tour was so remarkable. It was in the way the tour was set up and how the key individuals worked and interacted that then had such an impact and influence on me for the rest of my career, both as a player and as a coach. Indeed, the thinking and the principles of that trip still remain relevant today. You have got a group of people who either want to put it out there on a rugby field for each other or they don’t. It’s as simple as that.


If the attitude is right, the tour will be right. So you do everything to make sure that the right attitude is imbued in the players. You then build a belief because you know that you can trust each other. Out of that comes loyalty because you can trust that someone will deliver when necessary. You have all committed to saying: ‘If it is my time to deliver and it is needed, I will deliver.’ If you have that collective unity and intent, that is when I think teams grow to a different level. That’s the moment when you see Lions rugby as a team sport at its best.


Those principles do not change even though the game has gone professional. Warren Gatland will still need all this when he takes his Lions to New Zealand in 2017. They are things that do not go away. They give a tour its substance and its strength. I can genuinely trace them back to 1974 and that first tour and its impact.


Yes, you have got to be well organised but first and foremost it is about the group of people you have and how they come together and how they then react to one another. This ultimately will have the biggest impact on whether the tour is going to be successful.


That is why sometimes you can actually argue that it is not always Test results that count in the end – some Lions tours have been outstanding even though the team ultimately haven’t won the Test series, and without wishing to be too biased I would place the tour of South Africa in 2009 in that bracket.


It shows that when you are managing or coaching a tour – and 1974 proved this – selection is hugely important. This remains the same in 2017. Warren’s biggest challenge will have been selection: who might play with whom, how players who might never have played together before might mix and how the chemistry they might produce looks. You are almost looking at a game beyond what the players are producing when you first select them or consider selecting them.
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