

  

    

      [image: Bomb_cover]


    


  




  

    

      




      [image: Bomb_TTP.pdf]




      




      [image: Headline_Logo.eps]


    


  




  

    

      




      Copyright © 2015 Adam Jones




      The right of Adam Jones to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




      Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.




      First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2015




      Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library




      Ebook conversion by Avon DataSet Ltd, Bidford-on-Avon, Warwickshire




      eISBN: 978 1 4722 3104 8




      HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ




      www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk


    


  




  

    

      




      To Mam, Dad, Nicole and Isla.


    


  




  

    

      




      ABOUT THE BOOK




      In rugby, there are the Flash Harrys and the Glory Boys: the fly-halves who run, kick and dazzle; the scrum-halves who nip and dart; the wingers who step and glide. But they only get to do these things because other, less glorified figures do all of the donkey work. Tight-head prop Adam Jones is one such figure, and for a decade he was one of the world’s best. In a nation of rugby heroes, Adam Jones has become a legend. He is one of the only six Welshmen who can say they’ve won three Grand Slams. He was the beating heart, the cornerstone of nthe most successful squad in Welsh rugby history. In his intriguing and frequently joyful autobiography, Jones tells his story of how a self-effacing manual labourer from the Swansea Valley traded laying paving slabs for running out in some of the world’s most imposing sporting citadels.


    


  




  

    

      




      ABOUT THE AUTHOR




      Adam Jones, aka ‘Bomb’, won 95 caps for his country and is the most decorated prop in Welsh rugby history. He is one of a very select group of Welshmen who have won three Grand Slams, and his considerable talents were also recognised by being selected for two tours with the British & Irish Lions. At club level, Jones has played for Neath, Ospreys and Cardiff Blues. His new side is Harlequins. Adam Jones was assisted in the writing of his book by Ross Harries, regularly seen presenting the BBC’s international rugby coverage, and BBC Wales’ Scrum V and Scrum V Live Programmes.
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      PROLOGUE




      OCTOBER 2014




      THE car windows were steaming up as I sobbed uncontrollably in the driver’s seat. The phone was still in my hand. Ten minutes earlier, I’d hung up in a rage. Now, I was consumed with sorrow. The call had been from my old mate Robin McBryde. Its purpose was to drop me from the Wales squad. There was no small talk, no preamble, no acknowledgement of our long history together. Just a curt message explaining that my services were no longer required.




      It lasted less than two minutes.




      I was so shocked, I could barely muster a word. The only question I managed to ask was who had been picked ahead of me.




      ‘Samson Lee, Rhodri Jones and Aaron Jarvis,’ came the reply.




      I hung up before McBryde explained his reasoning. I wandered in a daze past the training fields that the Cardiff Blues shared with Cardiff City Football Club, and made my way through the packed car park towards my Nissan jeep. I clambered inside and pulled the door to.




      My wife, Nicole, could sense the pain in my voice when I called. I felt light-headed and nauseous, like someone had punched me hard in the stomach. Once I’d told her the news, I hung up, unable to sustain a meaningful conversation. My brain was still catching up to what had happened.




      Once I’d said it out loud, the tears arrived.




      It was a beautiful autumn day. There were light traces of white cloud against a clear blue sky, and the sun was shining brightly. The playing fields ahead of me were a bright emerald green. The world outside was at odds with the torment inside.




      The easy option would have been to start the engine, pull out of the car park and drive home. But my years of playing rugby had conditioned me never to take the easy option. In ten minutes’ time, training was due to begin at my club, the Cardiff Blues. It was my first season with them, after my eleven-year career with the Ospreys had come to a bitter end. I’d been rejected by them, and now I’d been rejected by my country. Just over a year earlier, I’d taken part in a lap of honour at Sydney’s Olympic Stadium, having beaten Australia with the Lions.




      Then, I was one of the fifteen best players in the British Isles. Now, I wasn’t good enough for Wales.




      I stared at my reflection in the rear-view mirror. My eyes were bloodshot and my cheeks were red. My long hair and beard obscured the rest of my face. Today, they felt like a mask. I took a few deep breaths to gather myself, opened the door and retrieved my kitbag from the boot.
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      There was only one topic of conversation in the changing room. My teammates Josh Navidi and Josh Turnbull had been tipped to make the Wales squad, but had also been overlooked. Their friends were acting aggrieved on their behalf. Nobody said a word to me. I had been first choice in my position for more than a decade, so my omission seemed more significant. No one seemed comfortable raising it with me. The media, though, would make it their headline. It wasn’t about who was in the squad, it was about who wasn’t. Specifically, me.




      Training went by in a daze and my coach, Mark Hammett, could see my mind was elsewhere. When the rest of the squad trooped back to the changing rooms, he collared me for a chat. He’d been with the All Blacks for seven years before being dropped without warning, and could understand intimately what I was going through. He compared it to a death – New Zealanders take their rugby seriously. It sounded dramatic, but I understood his point. Something that had always been there had suddenly gone, leaving an immediate and gaping void.




      We sat for twenty minutes on the tackle bags out on the field. For those twenty minutes, he wasn’t my coach. He was my mate and confidant. My emotions were raw, and he respected that. When I began to well-up, he gave me a hug.




      Once we’d talked it out, he told me to write a letter to Warren Gatland, the Wales head coach, and tell him exactly what I was thinking. ‘Keep hold of it for twenty-four hours,’ he said, ‘and then decide whether to send it.’




      The writing itself would be an act of catharsis.




      Dear Warren,




      What the hell are you thinking? I can’t believe you’ve dropped me. It’s an absolute joke.




      I’m clearly some kind of scapegoat for the series defeat in South Africa. I admit I wasn’t at my best in the first test, but was I really the only player to play badly? Was dropping me the best way to man-manage one of your most loyal and experienced players?




      Talk about kicking a man when he’s down. I was out of contract in the summer, and without a club to train with. You could have picked up the phone and offered me a little support. It was a tough time for me. I guess that’s not your style. But did you have to belittle me in the press? Tell the world it was my problem, and that I needed to ‘sort my situation out’.




      You knew what my situation was. You knew I was being used as a pawn between the Ospreys and the Welsh Rugby Union.




      I’ve sweated blood since joining the Blues, and have been first choice all season . . .




      I wrote the letter. But I never sent it. In fact, I never finished it. I was sobbing long before I reached the end.




      I’d spent more than ten years at the top and was one of the best in the world in my position. Rugby defined me. It was my whole life. Pulling on that shirt, wearing the three feathers on my chest and representing my country meant everything to me.




      Not any more.




      I felt somehow reduced, shrunken. Emasculated. In an instant, everything had changed.




      There was no reward for my services. No gratitude for the blood I’d shed. For the ligaments I’d torn. For the bones I’d cracked. For the sacrifices I’d made. Just a phone call telling me I wasn’t needed any more. If the Lions tour of 2013 had represented the pinnacle, then I’d tumbled to the foot of the mountain. Dropped during the Six Nations, released from my club and now discarded by my country.




      My career had hurtled into the abyss.


    


  




  

    

      




      CHAPTER 1




      You’ll Never Play for Ystradgynlais




      I wish I was able to manufacture some kind of hard-luck story about growing up in the poverty-stricken Swansea Valley, with rugby as my saviour – the galvanising force that kept me on the straight and narrow. But the truth is, I had a pretty idyllic upbringing. I didn’t want for anything, and was brought up in the bosom of a warm and loving family. So, no complaints there.




      I arrived in the world a week late, which annoyed my mother. It meant she was in hospital when Wales were playing France in the 1981 Five Nations. She never missed an international, and was more than a little peeved when the nurses told her she wasn’t allowed into the common room to watch the match. Bed rest was the order – and as little excitement as possible – while she waited for her baby to arrive. Her response was that she’d discharge herself if she didn’t have her way. She won that argument, and as she sat there watching Graham Price scrummaging in a losing cause against the French, little did she know that the ten-pound baby in her tummy would be following in his footsteps in just over twenty years’ time.




      My mother will tell you it was destiny. She says I looked like a prop when I emerged from the womb the following day, on 8 March 1981. I was a big lump, my nose was squashed against my face, and she felt she had to warn visitors about how ‘ugly’ I was before she allowed them to see me. Lucky for her that I eventually blossomed into the handsome, charming man that I am today.
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      The first present I received was a miniature rugby ball, and I have early memories of scrummaging against my older brother, Nathan, in the living room of our home in the mining village of Abercrave. It was a rugby-mad village in a rugby-mad country. The chances of me avoiding the oval ball were slim. From the age of four, I’d organise rugby matches on the living-room floor between teams captained by Han Solo and Luke Skywalker. My brother was an avid collector of Star Wars figures, which I used to purloin from his bedroom. As far as I was aware, they didn’t play rugby in Tatooine, so I had to fashion my own ball out of a piece of Blu-Tack. The carpets were relics from the seventies, with a gaudy rectangular pattern, which served as the pitch markings. I’d while away hours presiding over these fictitious games. It was obvious to my parents that the passion for rugby was within me.




      My father – like every Welsh father who had lived through the seventies – wanted me to be a fly-half. As soon as I was able to walk, he took me across the road to the local rugby pitch, in the shadow of Cribarth mountain, and tossed me a ball. He swears that I scooped it up one-handed before it touched the ground, and was convinced from that point onwards that I would play for Wales. He told my mother that night.




      The kick-about in the field became a daily ritual. I’d insist that my dad took me there every night. I was a right pain in the arse. He was a mechanic at the bus station in Pontardawe, and he worked incredibly hard. He’d be there at 5.30 every morning, and wouldn’t get back until half-five at night, so the last thing he’d want to do would be to come and kick a ball around with me. But he almost always did. He’d last about an hour, before returning to the comfort of his armchair and a bit of television. In the summer months, I’d refuse to go in. That was when my grandmother took over. Grandma Meg, my mother’s mother. She was well into her sixties and used to jog down the path to meet me. I had two rugby balls. She’d stand behind the posts while I endlessly practised my place kicks and drop goals, patiently booting them back to me over and over again.




      Meg was my biggest fan. When I started playing professionally, she’d watch every televised game and write down everything the commentators said about me. So if Eddie Butler had talked me up, or slagged me off, she’d write it down and present me with her notes the following day. Her handwriting was shocking. It was really spidery and barely legible, but it was the thought that counted.




      [image: Ornaments.pdf]




      Grandma Meg was a big influence in my life. Her husband, Wyndham, died in a road accident the night after my mother found out she was pregnant with Nathan. He was fifty-five. His grandsons never got to meet him. He’d been travelling to his shift at the quarry above the village, when the van he was in collided with a lorry going the other way. Meg was working nights as an auxiliary nurse at the nearby hospital in Craig-y-Nos, and she rushed to the scene. Initially, it looked as though he was fine. The driver was a younger man, and Wyndham encouraged the paramedics to attend to him first. No one realised he’d suffered serious internal injuries, and he died later that day.




      It was the latest in a long line of tragedies in my family. Wyndham had been a miner all his life, until his knee gave way and he swapped his job underground for one at the quarry. He’d left school early when his father died in a mining accident. He was still a child but was forced to become a man overnight. And to earn the money on which his family would survive, he had to descend daily into the hellhole that had taken his father’s life.




      Grandma Meg’s father used to look after the horses in the same mine. When Meg was six years old, he was walking to work in a blizzard, following the railway line, and a train appeared from the gloom and ran him over. He died instantly. Meg was one of seven children, and her mother had an eighth on the way. Because the accident had happened away from the mine, she received nothing in the way of compensation, and faced the prospect of raising eight children as a single parent. It proved too much for her, and half of Meg’s siblings had to move up to Llandrindod Wells to be brought up by distant relatives. It must have been heartbreaking. She’d lost her father, and was then split apart from her brother and sisters.




      I cannot imagine how hard life must have been for Meg – growing up in the same village as me, two generations earlier – but I will always remember her as a happy old soul, full of vim and vigour for life. On several occasions, she accompanied me to school sports days when my parents couldn’t make it. And instead of sitting politely on the sidelines, she’d insist on entering the parents’ race. More often than not she’d win, against mothers twenty years younger than her. Her passion for sport – and for rugby in particular – was fairly typical. My family was a big rugby family: Wyndham played tight-head prop for Abercrave for years during the fifties, and my old man played hooker for the firsts for around fifteen years. I suppose there’s a trend there. The Jones family didn’t produce much in the way of fleet-footed wingers, but we supplied more than our fair share of hard-nosed front rowers!




      As well as being my de facto coach and training partner, Meg was also something of a disciplinarian. If I was ever late back from playing up the mountain, it would be Meg who’d give me the bollocking – and a clip, if I talked back. And she worked me hard too. She was quite the keen horticulturist, and enlisted me from an early age as her unpaid labourer. Often, she’d take me down to the river and supervise while I collected stones for her rockery. Then she’d skip back home while I trudged behind her, laden with a bulging rucksack. No sooner had I unloaded it than she’d order me to vault the fence, into the field behind her bungalow, and gather up a load of horse manure for the garden. So there I’d be, literally shovelling shit while she barked orders from her garden gate.




      Tragedy also haunted my father’s side of the family. My paternal grandfather, Selwyn Rees Jones, originally hailed from Corris in North Wales, where his family worked in the slate mines. His father contracted tuberculosis and died at the age of thirty-five, when Selwyn was just seven years old. He moved with his mother to Brecon, twenty miles north-east of Abercrave, where she eventually remarried. He joined the RAF at the outbreak of the Second World War, when he claims to have ‘seen a lot’. He never elaborated beyond that, other than to dismiss war movies when they came on the telly as sanitised, sentimental nonsense. He suffered a bad stroke when he was forty-five, and died four years later. He was a heavy smoker, often with a cigarette and a pipe on the go at the same time. Unsurprisingly, my parents raised me to consider tobacco and nicotine to be twin evils.
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      Despite the family obsession with sport, I could easily have ended up as a choirboy instead of a rugby player. One of Selwyn’s cousins, Dick Rees, was a singer of some note in the Mid Wales area. He once appeared on the front cover of the Radio Times as the ‘Singing Ploughman’, so it’s in the genes. My mother was very religious and insisted I go to church every Sunday. It was embarrassing. There I was, dressed up in my purple cassock, trying to hit the high notes, while my mates were kicking a ball about and getting muddy outside.




      I suspect it had something to do with the fact that my mates all played for Ystradgynlais. My mother would never have allowed me to do that, church or no church. She’s an Abercrave girl, and Ystrad were the hated local rivals. If I was ever to play club rugby, it was to be Abercrave or no one. She once threatened to break my legs if I ever turned out in Ystrad colours. I don’t think she was joking either. They didn’t have a mini-rugby section in Abercrave, so it came down to a choice: soil the family name by playing for Ystrad, or be a good boy and go to church. It was an early insight into the extreme tribalism of Welsh rugby and village life.




      I could hold a tune, mind. I even sang a few solos.




      Abercrave is in the middle of nowhere. It’s not a million miles from the bright lights of Swansea, but it felt much more rural as we were at the southern edge of the Brecon Beacons National Park. It sounds old-fashioned, but much of my childhood was spent outdoors. I was a really active kid, always out climbing mountains and swimming in the river. I look back on those days with a misty-eyed nostalgia. Instead of relying on games consoles and technology, we made our own fun, wandering off for hours among the sandy rocks, and riding our bikes around the lake. During the summer, all the kids in the village used to go out at around ten in the morning, and rock up back at the house at six in the evening. We’d have five-hour-long football matches, and never seemed to tire. All of us had limitless amounts of energy.




      And it always felt very Welsh. I was never in any doubt about where I came from, but I never learned to speak the language, despite being surrounded by it. Abercrave was at the centre of a strong Welsh-speaking heartland. You’d hear Welsh spoken in shops, at the park, on the terraces, and there were a number of Welsh language schools in the area. My dad spoke it, and my mother could get by, but I – like many of my generation – was never encouraged to speak it.




      These days, there’s a certain social cachet attached to speaking Welsh, and since devolution the number of Welsh speakers has risen steadily. But when I was growing up, despite it being a constant presence, it was never something I felt belonged to me.
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      I’ve always looked up to my dad, Alwyn. Not literally – he’s only about five foot eight – but he’s always commanded my respect. And he was well respected at Abercrave RFC as well. As a former captain, he had a certain standing at the club.




      I’ll always remember being down there one Saturday afternoon when a huge fight broke out outside the club, with fists flying everywhere. My old man rushed out to break it up, and everyone immediately backed down. It struck me then that he was held in pretty high regard, and it made me feel strangely proud – as though he was better than those blokes who couldn’t control their tempers.




      Having said that, I later found out he was a dirty little scoundrel on the pitch. I’ve lost count of the number of people who’ve told me he would kick anything above a blade of grass. He was a good player, though, and could’ve played for Neath. Abercrave were approached, to inquire about his availability, along with an uncle of mine. But the message was suspiciously never passed on. The officials at Abercrave were none too happy about their players being poached. Welsh tribalism again.




      My dad found out much later, and was fuming when he did.




      [image: Ornaments.pdf]




      My brother, Nathan, and I couldn’t be more different. Chalk and cheese. Growing up, he was the academic one. He breezed through his GCSEs and A levels, was head boy at school and went on to university. I was the total opposite – a dreamer, and never a big fan of the classroom. Given our different temperaments, and the four-year age gap, we never had much to do with one another outside the house. We didn’t have that close buddy–buddy relationship that some brothers do, but I remember one incident when I was nine that left me under no illusions as to how much he cared about me.




      I was in Ynyswen, hanging out with some kids at the youth club, and there was this older boy, around eleven, who was picking on me. Being the coward that I was, I ran back to Meg’s and burst into tears. She rang my parents and told them what had happened. I think my mam and dad were a bit embarrassed, to be honest. But my brother had overheard the conversation and, without a word to anyone, he pulled on his coat, got on his bike and cycled up to the youth club. He found this boy, grabbed him by the throat and smacked him one. He then told him that if he ever picked on his little brother again, he’d knock his head off! Now, let me just clarify that my brother was not some hotheaded brute always spoiling for a fight. He was a swot – the most ‘un-fighty’ bloke you could ever meet – more of a Clark Kent than a Superman. But that day he was my hero.




      Nathan dabbled with rugby, and was pretty good, but it was never the path he was going to choose. He played for our school side, for his halls in Loughborough University and for the London Welsh Occies. He was a hooker too – the Jones genes do lend themselves well to the front row – but if you were to meet him now, you wouldn’t believe he’s my brother. He’s become obsessed with triathlons and Ironmans, and has become as skinny as a rake. He has a full-time job working for Deloitte in Switzerland, so he’ll be on his bike at five in the morning, do two hours before work, go for a swim in his lunchtime, then have a run after work. All for the love of it. If I had even half the drive he’s got, I’d be some sort of player. Personally, I couldn’t think of anything worse, but I take my hat off to him. He’s got a strong competitive streak, and this is his outlet. If he takes fourteen hours to complete an Ironman, the next time he’ll want to do it in thirteen.
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      We’d always go on holiday every year as a family. We weren’t wealthy by any means, but my mother and father worked extremely hard so my brother and I could have what we needed. Camping and caravanning were their passions, and we spent several weeks of the year in Northern France or at random British seaside resorts like Scarborough. We went to the Lake District once.




      Typically, though, I didn’t remotely appreciate it. My attitude was, ‘This is shit. What the hell did we come here for? Why can’t we go to Spain like my other mates? I could be sitting in a hotel, watching a band play and eating as much as I want from the all-day buffet!’ I was an ungrateful little tyke.




      At the age of ten I took the first of many trips to Canada to visit my mum’s brother, Wayne. That was a real eye-opener for a wide-eyed valley boy from a tiny village in Wales. My uncle Wayne hired a Winnebago, and we went on a massive road trip through the Rockies – covering hundreds of miles in three weeks. The wide open spaces, the majesty of the scenery and the sense of freedom really appealed to my imagination and sense of adventure.




      The sights were entirely alien to me. One day, we came across a dead bear cub on the road. Its mother was at the roadside, wailing and crying. It was a harrowing scene, but an utterly surreal one as well. Back home, the most you’d see would be a squirrel, or very occasionally a fox. But here I was, a ten-year-old boy, staring out of the window at a huge brown bear.




      Uncle Wayne seemed like a cowboy to me, strutting around in his ten-gallon hat. A cowboy with the thickest, deepest Welsh accent imaginable. He looked like John Wayne but sounded like a dyed-in-the-wool Abercrave boy – apart from the times he’d say ‘gas’ instead of ‘petrol’, or ‘sidewalk’ instead of ‘pavement’, and ‘pants’ when he meant ‘trousers’.
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      I never wanted to be a Welsh international. I wanted to be an All Black. They were my idols.




      The Welsh team of the 1980s lurched from one disaster to another, and they didn’t inspire a sense of hero worship in a young boy from the Swansea Valley. I vaguely remember the Triple Crown in 1988, but I’d be lying if I said I’d fallen in love with any of the players. Apart from, maybe, Bleddyn Bowen. I named my goldfish after him. My lack of patriotism led to a few fallings-out with my mother – most notably in 1991, when Wales lost 36–3 to France. I stood up and declared that I was embarrassed to be Welsh. It didn’t go down well. My mother is enormously proud of where she’s from, and wasn’t going to stand for this display of petulance. I was given an almighty row and sent to my room.




      I suppose it illustrates how strongly Welsh identity is entwined with rugby. When Wales are poor, you take it personally. It was disheartening being a Welsh fan.




      The game was still amateur while I was growing up, and we lost a generation of our most gifted players to the professional code of Rugby League in the North of England. ‘He’s gone north’ was the phrase you most feared to hear. Rugby League was anathema to the purists at the WRU, and lifetime bans were issued to those who even considered switching codes. Jonathan Davies was the one who tipped the balance. He was our jewel in the crown, a player of genuine world class. When he went north, it felt as though Welsh rugby would never recover.




      So I didn’t have any Welsh heroes. My favourite players were all Kiwis: Sean Fitzpatrick, Olo Brown and Craig Dowd. I was fascinated by them. There was an aura and a mystique surrounding them in the eighties that has dissipated with the advent of satellite TV and annual tours. But back then, they were this brooding, mysterious group of warriors. There was something sinister and unsettling about them. They appeared to be a different breed – a different species, even.




      My dad used to talk a lot about the 1971 Lions tour, which took place at the other end of the earth, and the distance fuelled the sense of mystery. Where exactly was this ‘New Zealand’?




      I had a library of well-worn video tapes: 101 Best Tries and Another 101 Best Tries were on constant rotation. While other kids memorised and recited song lyrics, I did the same for Bill McLaren’s commentaries. The one that really resonated with me was ‘100 years of All Black rugby’. When I was five, I declared that I’d be moving to New Zealand to pursue my ambition of becoming an All Black. My mother agreed on the grounds that, if I did ever represent them, I’d have to have a Welsh flag sewn into my collar. I was happy to do that, but I expressed my doubts about whether their captain at the time – the notorious hardman Wayne Shelford – would allow it. ‘You just tell him your mother told you.’ Not even Buck Shelford would argue with my mother.




      The former Wales scrum-half and coach, Clive Rowlands, ran a sports shop near us, and it was there I went to get my first school rugby kit.




      ‘Right then,’ said Clive. ‘Who’s your favourite player?’




      I told him I wanted to be an All Black.




      ‘OK, then. You’ll need shorts without pockets. The All Blacks don’t have pockets on their shorts. And when you run out to play, you have to stand with your hands on your hips, like this.’




      Clive is an enormously charismatic man, and I was hanging on his every word. I left with two pairs of pocketless shorts, and thought I was one step closer to becoming an All Black. Looking back, he probably just had a job lot of shorts with no pockets to get rid of, and spied an opportunity to offload a few pairs. But I was convinced that my new shorts would make me a better player.




      Later on, I made a sportsman’s bet with Clive that I’d win more caps than he had. Every time I played for Wales, I made a point of walking past his shop, with my fingers held up – one for every cap I’d won. He’d chuckle away to himself when he saw me. When I reached the magic number of fifteen, I went outside and gestured ‘fifteen’ using my hands.




      Quick as a flash, he rushed outside and said, ‘Ah yes, but I played more bloody minutes than you.’




      I couldn’t argue with that.




      I got to see the All Blacks in person, in 1989, when they played Swansea. I stood entranced, as they disembarked from their bus at St Helen’s. Among those superhumans I was gazing at in awe was a young forward from the Waikato called Warren Gatland. I didn’t know it then, but that moody-looking hooker would come to play a pivotal role in my career.




      There was a real buzz around those tour games. Everybody took the afternoon off school to go and see them. Swansea lost that day 37–22, and Wales lost the test a week later by a bigger margin. But I’d seen my heroes up close, and that was all I could have wished for.
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      My mother’s refusal to let me play mini-rugby for Ystradgynlais meant I was first exposed to it at school. I was a prop from day one, and our PE teacher, Mike Harries, encouraged a few of us to go down to try out at Swansea Valley Under 11s, a representative side that pulled in players from all over the valley.




      I didn’t want to go. I was painfully shy, and used to hiding in my brother’s shadow. My mother was driving me down to Pontardawe Leisure Centre, and I pretended I wasn’t feeling well. I told her my stomach was hurting and that I wanted to go home, but she saw right through me. ‘Let’s keep on going so you can at least meet them and say hello,’ she said. She tricked me into getting changed, and I watched from the touchline in my full kit. Hywel Williams, the schoolmaster from Cwmtwrch, saw me kicking my heels, and dragged me on to the pitch.




      By the end of the session I was hooked.




      There were boys from all over the valley there – from clubs like Ystrad and Glais and Vardre – and I realised that I had to join one. Glais was a further ten miles south than Ystradgynlais, but it met with my mother’s approval, so it became my first club.




      Those nerves I felt on the way to training that day would never fully desert me. I’ve learned to control them better over the years, but that sense of apprehension that accompanied me on the journey to Pontardawe has been a constant companion throughout my career.




      My ambition reached no further than wanting to play for Abercrave RFC. As with many villages throughout Wales, the rugby club was the beating heart of the community, and local pride was inextricably linked to the performance of its team. Abercrave were good back then. We played St Peter’s in the Welsh Cup the year after they’d beaten Cardiff – a giant-killing act of monumental proportions that’s still talked about today – and we beat them. According to my warped logic, that meant that Abercrave were better than Cardiff. They were my team, more so than Neath, more so than Swansea or any of the big clubs. More so than Wales, even.




      Our weekends were totally shaped around Abercrave RFC. The whole family would go down to the home games, and my father and I would hit the road on away weekends, travelling all over Wales, lending the boys our passionate support from the sidelines. There were no blurred lines, as there are now, with clubs, regions and the national side. It was simple – you supported your local team, unconditionally.




      There was a reassuring familiarity to it, a match-day ritual that touched on all of life’s simple pleasures. Down the club, watch the game, hang around, drink a glass of squash or two, and then wait for my mother to pick us up. And there was always Bernard’s Chip Shop on the way home. A heavenly old-fashioned chippy, with a coal fire to heat the fat. Even now, that pretty much amounts to the perfect day for me. Maybe I’d have a pint now, instead of a glass of squash.




      I was once asked to write a poem at junior school beginning with the line: ‘Happiness is . . .’ I wrote: ‘Happiness is Bernard’s chips, and being a professional rugby player.’ I was eight at the time. It was a good six years before rugby would turn professional.




      During my early teens, my dad started coaching Abercrave Youth, so we started following them every weekend. That side attracted all the nutters and ‘headers’ in the valley. They were a team short on talent, but brimming with testosterone. Violence was always bubbling beneath the surface, and most matches soon erupted into ugly brawls. My dad spent as much time peacemaking as he did coaching. On one occasion, the players had formed a tunnel at the end of the game – traditionally the moment when differences are put aside and players shake hands in the spirit of rugby – but some fiery words were exchanged and it all kicked off in front of me. Fists flying, the sound of bone on flesh. And my old man trying to restore some order amid all the chaos. I was thirteen or fourteen at the time and remember thinking, ‘Is this really for me?’




      But overall I have fond memories of those times, following my dad around and immersing myself in the social side of rugby. After the youth games, he’d collect up the kitty money, go to Bernard’s and come back to the club with forty packs of sausage and chips for everyone. That was what appealed to me more than anything, back then.




      In 1997 we had a good run, with our school side, Maesydderwen, reaching the Welsh Cup final, where we played Dwr-y-Felin comprehensive school. It was the first time I propped against Paul James – an aggressive and angry loose-head prop, who went on to become one of my best friends and colleagues. It was his brother, Kevin, who made the difference that day, though. Their game plan was simple – get it to Kev on the wing, and watch him steamroller everyone, just like Jonah Lomu.
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      I was on the cusp of entering the world of youth rugby, and once you reach that fork in the road, there are only two options: take it seriously, or embrace the beer. I chose the latter, leaving Glais for my hometown team. For the next three years, it was all about drinking. And a very good drinker I was too. Not many of the boys could keep up with me. It was a case of play the game, get showered, then head straight to the bar. The amount I put away depended very much on how much pocket money my mother had given me, but it all went on booze. And I rarely left before I’d sunk at least ten pints. Not that I’d ever keep count. We bought it in jugs, and it was just a free-for-all. Once one was emptied, another was ordered.




      Our coach was a big fan of the sing-song too, and before long I had an admirable repertoire of rugby songs at my disposal. Journeys home from away games would be the prelude to our drinking sessions – a raucous, tuneless cacophony on the team bus. It was a vital part of my rugby development; those social bonds forged on the bus, and at the bar, are of enormous importance. You’re more likely to come to the aid of a teammate on the pitch if he’s your bona fide buddy off it.




      These days, half the youth boys don’t drink, and they’re more likely to travel to and from games with headphones on. Some of the bonhomie is disappearing from rugby, as the game becomes more professionalised, more scientific – and more serious. Don’t get me wrong, we were a tidy side – and were always desperate to beat the likes of Ystradgynlais and Crynant – but largely, it was all about the drinking, and I’m not ashamed to admit that.




      When we started drinking in the rugby club, we all wanted to impress the senior players. They’d be at the bar, swilling ale and singing hymns in their booming baritones, and we’d be sitting meekly in the corner desperate to join in. In a small village like that, they were our heroes. They’d often segue into more modern stuff as well. ‘American Pie’ and ‘Sloop John B’ were particular favourites and could be heard reverberating around the Swansea Valley after several gallons of ale on a Saturday night.




      Every Friday night from the age of fourteen, I’d rush home after school, have a shower and meet my mates down at Ystradgynlais Cross. It’d be like, ‘Right, who’s getting the ’Bow?’ And if no one could pluck up the courage to try their luck in the off-licence, we’d have to persuade an older boy to go in and get two flagons of cider on our behalf. Then it would be over to the youth club for the disco. Before that we’d all be sitting around in the field, playing drinking games and trying to avoid Masky and Hugo, the two blokes who ran the youth club. They used to patrol in their cars, shining their headlamps into the fields, trying to find the rebellious drinkers. It was like the American film Dazed and Confused, but with Welsh accents.




      There were two pubs in Ystradgynlais. That was our world, our bubble, and I felt uncomfortable leaving it. I remember going to Swansea for a school Christmas party when I was about sixteen or seventeen, and it felt like another universe. I was so nervous I couldn’t enjoy the night. It was around about the time when some of the guys were chasing girls, but a ladies’ man I most definitely was not. I was too shy, too big, too sweaty – and too fat. It was during this period that my weight really started to balloon.




      It won’t surprise you to learn that I’ve always liked my food. If it’s in front of me, I’ll eat it. Nathan would get a bar of chocolate, nibble a bit, and then save the rest for later. I could never do that. He reminds me to this day of the time I ruined his Christmas by stealing his Terry’s Chocolate Orange from the tree. It had been hanging there for most of December, taunting me, and one day I devoured it, leaving a couple of slices, before delicately rearranging the foil into what passed for a sphere.




      His face on Christmas Day was a picture. I’m not sure he’s ever forgiven me.
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      School was something of a disaster for me. I left with two GCSEs. It’s not because I’m stupid, it’s just that I couldn’t be bothered. My approach to lessons was always: ‘Get through this, then go and play rugby.’




      My laziness was thrown into sharp relief by my swot of a brother. I lost count of the number of times I heard my teachers say, ‘Nathan would never do this,’ or, ‘Nathan would have worked harder at this’. While he aced all of his exams, I did my level best to fail all of mine.




      The morning of my mock catering GCSE was spent around my mate Rowan’s house methodically making our way through his dad’s drinks cabinet. There were four of us and we spent the morning downing shots of whisky while another mate, Owain, necked half a bottle of Bacardi. He was in the worst state as we stumbled into our exams later that afternoon, giggling and shoving each other around. My exam was in catering, so I just kept my head down and made a barely edible flan. But Owain’s was in graphics, and he was all over the shop. I think he just wrote ‘I am a fish’ over and over again.




      It’s funny, looking back on it, but it sums up my attitude to education as a kid. I really didn’t care.




      The day of my GCSE results was when it finally dawned on me that I should have worked harder. I waited around for two hours to collect my results, afraid to go in, before bawling my eyes out when I opened the envelope. I’d passed two – one in English literature and one in catering. As a big lad who liked his food, the irony wasn’t lost on me. Once I’d got over the heartbreak, I couldn’t complain, because I hadn’t put any effort in.




      While I was contemplating a future with two paltry GCSEs to my name, my brother was excelling himself at university in Loughborough. I think my parents twigged fairly early on that Nathan and I weren’t cut from the same cloth. But I can never remember them being disappointed in me. I used to dread every parents’ evening, because every year I’d end up having an almighty bollocking. Not because I was naughty, but because I was lazy. They tried in vain to get me into reading, even going so far as to get me a subscription to Rugby World magazine, but I just wasn’t interested.




      I guess you could say I lost my way a bit around this period. I didn’t know what to do with my life, my self-esteem started to suffer, and my weight began to balloon. I’d always been a bigger-than-average kid, but I began to expand outwards as my appetite for junk food and booze grew. I virtually lived off fish and chips, and cheese on toast. Some of the fitness coaches I’ve worked with since would be horrified at what I was putting into my body, but I wasn’t thinking then about becoming a professional sportsman. It was the furthest thing from my mind.




      I think my parents were getting a bit worried about me – not so much at the weight gain, but all the other factors. I was drifting along in life, with no goals and no ambition.


    


  




  

    

      




      CHAPTER 2




      Battling the Bulge




      I was rescued from a life on the dole by a dinner lady who worked at my mother’s school. She happened to mention that a former Aberavon player by the name of Sean Holley had set up a rugby course at Llanelli College. It was a combination of rugby and sports science, and sounded right up my street. As the new term dawned, I was heading west in my dad’s battered Citroën BX.




      It was a journey I would become very familiar with.




      Over the two years, I played an awful lot of rugby. The college team was decent, and I was turning out for Abercrave Youth at the weekends. Add in my summer job dressing up as a bear in Dan-yr-Ogof Showcaves, and it was a busy period.




      Sean was a big believer in every player having strong core skills, and playing for the college allowed me to develop my game significantly. I was encouraged to carry the ball and became renowned for my charging, bullocking runs. I was also encouraged to kick, and I became one of my side’s regular place kickers. Strange, considering I hardly touch the ball now. My attempted drop goal for the Cardiff Blues last season is the only evidence in my professional career that I had a useful right peg on me. (I should point out that I missed on that occasion. Just.)




      My performances were attracting a bit of attention, and I got selected to play for Dyfed off the back of a college trial. I was told to drive to Pont Abraham services off the M4, where the team bus would pick me up. An hour passed before I realised I was at Cross Hands services, several miles away. This was in the pre-mobile-phone era, so I was left stranded. The guy who played instead of me went on to get a Wales A cap that year.




      I was furious with myself, and lapsed back into my comfort eating. Every day, as I made the journey from Abercrave to Llanelli, I’d stop en route for a McDonald’s or a bacon butty. Lunch would be Scotch egg and chips, and a bottle of full-fat Coke. And I’d usually pull over for another bacon butty on the way home. By the time I was eighteen, I was comfortably twenty-three stone. My head was like a beach ball.




      I knew by this stage I was a good player, and that if I knuckled down I could do well, but my attitude was letting me down. By ‘do well’, I meant nailing down a starting spot with Abercrave. I had no inkling that I could make a career out of playing rugby. Llanelli RFC’s head coach, Gareth Jenkins, popped down from time to time as part of his scouting brief, but he dismissed me as being too fat and out of shape.
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      I did get invited to train as part of the Welsh Youth squad around that time, after having a few run-outs for Neath and District Under 18s. The squad met up at Carmarthen Leisure Centre around Christmastime, and I felt really out of place. There were no academies back then, and no one giving us advice about nutrition. ‘Fitness’ meant going for a run. I would occasionally do some weights, but that’s only because my uncle ran a gym in Sennybridge. So when I rocked up at the Welsh Youth session, I wasn’t exactly what you’d call a ‘specimen’! I was pushing about 30% body fat, which is pretty high. It’s roughly what Richard Hibbard is these days! (At the last check, I was about 16.5%.)




      At that squad session, we had all manner of bleep tests, fitness tests and shuttle runs, and it culminated in a trial match. Although I’d made a conscious effort to lose weight before the camp, I was still far too heavy, and it would be kind to say I was average in those tests. I came nowhere near making the cut. But rather than going away and resolving to get fitter, I just descended back into my routine of binge eating, and the weight piled back on. That was Wales Under 18 level, and it pretty much counted me out of featuring at Under 19 level. Much like my GCSEs, I think I just expected to do no real work, put no real effort in, and have it come to me.




      It wasn’t as though it was a great ambition of mine to play for Wales Youth, but I was disappointed when it didn’t come to pass. I was still playing for Abercrave Youth and, occasionally, the firsts. We were in Division Four Central, playing the likes of Blaengarw, Pontycymmer and Maesteg Quins.




      There were a few of us there who thought perhaps we could play to a higher level. Jonathan Stevens was one of them – a big second row, with a similar physique to mine. He also loved his food and struggled to keep the weight off. One summer, Llandovery RFC invited the two of us to train with them. I’ve got to be honest, the big selling point was that you had free fish ’n’ chips after training, but there was something about being asked to train with a Division One side that tickled my ego, and we went for it. That’s when I realised I wasn’t fit. I was strong – I broke the club bench-press record – but I was severely lacking in other departments.




      Suddenly, though, it felt like I was on the verge of something. I thought I had no chance of ever playing at the very top level for the likes of Swansea or Neath, but Llandovery seemed attainable.
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      As the summer of 2000 came to an end, and my fitness levels improved, I got wind of a new Under 21s club league, and was invited to represent Neath at U21 level. I was summoned to the Gnoll along with fourteen other boys from the district. We turned up like it was the first day at school – a ragged bunch of misfits with mixed kit and mixed reputations. Rowland Phillips, a famous Neath player and Wales international, had been put in charge of the team. He was immediately engaging, and won me over by saying they had no time to work on fitness and just had to work on the game plan. That suited me down to the ground.




      We had a month or so to prepare, but I still wasn’t taking it remotely seriously. It was definitely a step up from Abercrave Youth and the firsts. Steve Tandy, the current Ospreys head coach, was captain. He was already playing for Neath, as an understudy to the Welsh international Brett Sinkinson, and was at a different level in terms of skill and commitment. He was as dour and miserable as he is now, but his rugby brain was impressive. He knew all about lines of running, how to offload in the tackle, and how to steal the ball on the floor. All the kinds of things I’d later find out were hallmarks from the Lyn Jones coaching manual.




      Our first game was against Cardiff, and we were a little concerned. Tandy and scrum-half Mark Davies aside, there weren’t many known players in our side, and we were struggling for numbers. A guy called Lyndon Bateman was roped in to play for us from UWIC in Cardiff. He didn’t look remotely like a rugby player, with his ridiculous buzz cut and his two massive gold earrings, and there was a definite feeling that we were the dregs of the league.




      But that first game was a big turning point. Rowland bigged us up and convinced us we were capable of beating this Cardiff side that was packed with youth internationals. And so we did. Our scrum dominated, and we were off to a flyer. Trooping off the field, I jogged past the near-mythical figure of Lyn Jones, Neath’s first-team coach.




      He approached me quite earnestly and said, ‘You played well out there, young man,’ before slapping me hard in the guts and saying, ‘now go away and get rid of this, will you?’
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      A few weeks later, I was back to my day job, laying paving slabs. It was a hard way to earn a living – and a daily reminder to me that I’d screwed up my education. My day would start at seven and would be spent shovelling dirt and laying slabs. It was hard, repetitive, physical labour, but I took a perverse kind of enjoyment from it. Peter Evans was my only colleague, and the two of us were big into our music. The sixties was our decade of choice, and the long days would unfold to a soundtrack of The Beatles, Elvis Presley, and Procol Harum. They were my favourites. I’d asked my mother, quite seriously, as an eleven-year-old, if I could have ‘A Whiter Shade Of Pale’ as my funeral music when I died.




      At some point during that period, I received a call from Rowland saying Lyn wanted to meet the two of us in his local pub, the Bryncoch. Lyn offered me the menu and told me to pick whatever I wanted. With hindsight, wanting to impress a top coach, who’d clearly invited me there for a reason, I should have opted for a glass of water and a salad. But being a valley boy with a penchant for junk food, I went for the Southern-fried chicken, with a side order of potato wedges covered with bacon and melted cheese. Despite this, he said that he liked the look of me and wanted me to come and train on an informal basis with the first team.




      As I was wiping the last of the mayonnaise from my plate, he looked me in the eye and said, ‘I’d also like you to come and meet our fitness coach, Steve Richards.’




      Not for the last time, I was being invited to a personal session with a fitness coach.




      The first thing ‘Ritters’ did, understandably, was weigh me. Now, because I’d been engaged in manual labour all summer, I’d dropped to a lean (in my eyes) twenty-one stone – a colossal two stones beneath my regular fighting weight of twenty-three.




      Steve Richards looked at Phil Pugh, the team manager, with an expression that said, ‘What on earth is this on my scales?’ before asking me to return in a few days’ time with a ‘food diary’ telling him what I ate during a typical week. Because I was working, it wasn’t that bad. I’d have a big bowl of cereal in the morning, sandwiches for lunch, and then work it all off in the afternoon. But it was all the extra bits – the beer, the Coke, the crisps and the snacks – that were doing me harm.




      My diet changed radically overnight. After Ritters entered my life, my standard evening meal became plain chicken with a plain jacket potato. No sauces, no garnishes, no butter, no vegetables. It sounds miserable, but I was so chuffed Neath were keen to take a look at me that I was willing to go through with it. They weren’t offering me a wage, so I was still holding down a full-time job and living at home. But my parents – because they’d put my brother through university – were more than happy to support me.




      In addition to the diet, Ritters put me through hell. He ran me ragged. Twice a week he’d have me running through the woods above Neath, followed by hellish, lung-burning sessions up and down the dunes at Merthyr Mawr – the biggest sand dunes in Europe, I hasten to add! It was bloody hard work, but the weight soon dropped off, and before long I was down to a svelte nineteen and a half stone.
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      I trained with Neath every day and played for them occasionally, when the opportunity arose. But most of my rugby was for the Under 21s side – we ended up coming fourth in that league – and for Abercrave firsts. We had a great team at the time, with a big gnarly pack of forwards. Our game plan was based around the scrum and the driving line-out, which suited me perfectly, and we had a couple of wingers who could run the 100m in less than eleven seconds. So whenever we had parity up front, we’d take the piss with the ball in hand. Bryncoch and Maesteg Quins were the only sides that could live with us.




      I like to think I was more than just a monochrome bruiser, though. All those years practising with Grandma Meg in the field behind my house meant I was a tidy kicker, and my skills had been honed under Sean Holley’s tutelage at Llanelli College. So whenever the opportunity arose, I took on kicking duties. During one match, against Ogmore Vale, I scored 27 points – three tries, and 12 points from the boot. That is a fact. I was a frustrated fly-half in a fat man’s body.




      Because I was also turning out for Neath, I’d get the occasional dig because people always want to have a pop at someone playing at the top level. But the Abercrave boys were chuffed to bits for me. It had been a long time since someone from the club had gone on to play at that level, and they were proud. They felt protective of me, because almost every opposition prop I came up against would be taking cheap shots – knees in the face, jabs on the floor and occasional eye gouges.




      One prop I played against (I won’t name him) was clearly irked that I was playing for Neath. He thought I was some sort of Billy Big Time and was determined to bring me down a peg or two. He collapsed a scrum deliberately, and as I was returning to my feet he kneed me square in the face. There was blood everywhere and it bloody hurt, but I was determined not to show it. As is the code with rugby, he bought me a pint in the clubhouse afterwards, and the incident was soon forgotten in a fug of alcohol and bonhomie.




      Some people might find that hard to take. It might seem to you that I’m condoning violence. In polite society, that would be considered an assault. But there’s something about being out in that arena that changes the rules of engagement. It’s brutal and it’s violent. But it’s all part of the ritual, and while that’s not the way I like to play, I’m not going to shirk from it. And I’m not going to pretend it doesn’t happen.


    


  




  

    

      




      CHAPTER 3




      An All Black at Last




      YOU don’t have to be an angry man to play in the front row. It can be a dark place in there. All sweat, gristle and raw flesh. You can smell last night’s beer on the breath of your opposite number, feel the sandpapery scrape of their stubble, and taste the blood from their cuts and bruises. God knows, some nasty stuff goes on that most backs wouldn’t have the faintest idea about. But if you’re good enough, you can rely on your skill and your technique. Playing dirty and throwing punches doesn’t make you a better player. I’ve never been an enforcer. Never looked to intimidate or frighten my opposite number. Just to get the better of him. To beat him, not to beat him up. I’ve always been too laid-back for that. Any of my mates will tell you the same. When I was at the Ospreys, as part of a formidable front row with Paul James and Richard Hibbard – they were my bodyguards – I could always be relied upon to start a pushing contest. But if things got tasty, they’d be the ones piling in to finish it off.




      That doesn’t mean you can be soft. Anyone growing up in South Wales and expecting to make it as a prop has to go through one hell of an apprenticeship. There is no exam to sit, no theory to learn. You just have to be prepared to get smashed by older, gnarlier, bigger blokes for years. Eventually, you emerge on the other side with a rhino hide and a mental toughness honed on those muddy fields and wintry pitches, the length and breadth of the country.




      Places like Banwen. Banwen is only five miles from Abercrave, but it feels like it’s on another planet. Even on a nice day, it’s grey and bleak up there. Being that close, there was a sense of mistrust and animosity between us that so characterises Welsh rugby. It’s both a strength and a weakness that we despise our near neighbours so much. The bad blood between us and Banwen was particularly toxic. They had three brothers – the Thomases – who played for them, and they were an intimidating bunch.




      There’d been an unsavoury incident on the pitch the previous year, and the Thomas brothers would often come down to Abercrave seeking revenge, spoiling for a fight. They seemed to fancy themselves as the Swansea Valley’s answer to the Krays (though I’m not suggesting for a second they were involved in any criminal activity!). We played them down there in the winter of 2000, and there was a real sense of menace around the game; a genuine fear that things would kick off. The WRU got wind of it and assigned three of their most senior referees to the match – Derek Bevan, Clayton Thomas and Rob Davies – which was ridiculous, considering it was such a low-level game. It’d be like Nigel Owens and Craig Joubert reffing Abercrave now.




      Going up there as a nineteen-year-old was intimidating. Back then, before the game, we’d all gather in a circle, stamp our feet and count to ten to get us going. On this occasion, our coach insisted that our loose-head, Gethin, lead us through a rendition of ‘Who’s that man with the big red nose?’. It really spun the Banwen boys out to see fifteen blokes singing a novelty song before such a big game. Several hundred people were there – probably the biggest crowd they’d ever had. All their supporters were on one side of the pitch, baying for blood, and all ours were on the other. I might have appreciated the atmosphere if I hadn’t been so on edge.




      Their hooker was a Thomas brother, and so was the loose-head, so I was stuck between those two psychos in every scrum. Every time we’d pack down, they’d glower at me, snorting like bulls, with hate in their eyes. All through the game, I was expecting a clenched fist to come flying through and splay my nose across my face. Typically, it never did. The presence of the top referees had worked, and everyone was on their best behaviour. But that didn’t mean the threat of violence wasn’t there – and sometimes that is more frightening than a bout of fisticuffs actually erupting.
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      I had to get through the same rites of passage as any young prop looking to establish himself in the most macho position in the most red-blooded of sports. I had more than my fair share of cheap shots, gouges and stray kicks. Some bloke kicked me in the back of the head once in Abercwmboi. Our coach, Wyn Rees, went ballistic with my teammates because nobody weighed in to help me out. He was more annoyed with them than he was with the guy who kicked me. Such is the strange unwritten code that governs rugby. Even though there is an ugly side to the game – particularly at lower levels, where there are no TV cameras to scrutinise every transgression – there is still an honour in standing up for your teammates; the one-in, all-in attitude that led to the creation of the infamous ‘99’ call during the 1974 Lions tour.




      Nothing ever happened that made me want to give up. You accepted that this kind of thing came with the territory. If you were unfortunate enough to be caught at the bottom of a ruck, you knew you were having it. You’d just hope that your arms weren’t trapped, so you could at least try to protect yourself. Otherwise, you knew you’d be having studs rained down on your ribs, your chest, your face and – most painfully of all – your nether regions.




      It reached the point where I was getting more and more off-the-ball attention because – and I don’t mean this to sound big-headed – nine times out of ten, I was better than my opposite number. If they couldn’t beat me through legitimate means, they’d resort to dirty tricks. I’d started to lose a bit of weight, and I was getting fitter and stronger. It was having a real impact on my game, and I picked up a string of man-of-the-match awards in a team that was brimming with good players.




      We should have walked the league that year, but we blew it. We lost up at Bryncoch, and at Maesteg Quins. They were hard, difficult teams to play against. Those two were the only sides in the league, apart from us, with a good blend; a half-tidy set of forwards and a decent set of backs. All the other teams were just about the forwards; big, heavy sides who’d try and strangle you up front, but with no panache behind.
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      During the summer of 2001, I had a phone call from Lyn Jones inviting me to his house. Since he’d told me to lose my gut, he’d barely spoken to me, so I wasn’t sure what he wanted. He revelled in his eccentricity, and was possibly a little unhinged. I’d heard stories – probably entirely fictional – of him conducting coaching sessions in the nude, and urinating in the middle of TV interviews, so I felt a little on edge as I rang his doorbell. The door swung open, and Lyn was standing there with an expression I took to be a grin. Mercifully, he was fully clothed. I was beckoned in, and invited to take a seat in his study.




      Once the formalities were out of the way, he asked, ‘How would you like to become a professional rugby player?’




      I could barely contain my excitement. I’d had a suspicion that this was the purpose of my visit, but I hadn’t dared contemplate it.




      He leaned over to the computer, opened up a blank Word document and began typing. He was writing out my contract from scratch. He typed out the word ‘salary’ and put a miserly figure next to it. Sensing my obvious disappointment, he deleted it and inserted a slightly higher number. This charade continued until the figure reached the astronomical figure of £650 a month.




      I was going to be rich. It was more money than I’d ever dreamed of earning. Since school I’d been living with my parents and relying entirely on their charity. Now, all of a sudden, I was a man of means. Lyn clicked ‘print’, the document emerged from beneath his desk, and we signed it there and then. Simple as that. A two-year contract with Neath RFC – one of the biggest clubs in the land.




      Standing there with the contract in my hand, I was suffused with a sudden rush of self-confidence. ‘Any chance of a car as well?’ I asked, my voice sounding a little higher pitched and less authoritative than I’d hoped.




      ‘Good point!’ said Lyn, and he scribbled a phone number down on a piece of paper. ‘This fella owns a garage in Skewen. You can buy one off him with your first pay cheque, you cheeky bastard.’




      As I drove out of Lyn’s driveway in my dad’s ageing banger, I realised that a line had been crossed. Rugby was my job now, and I owed it to myself, and to Neath, to knuckle down, train hard and keep the weight off. Although I also owed myself a little celebration first, so I gathered together some mates and headed down to Swansea for an all-you-can-eat Pizza Hut buffet. That was my equivalent of popping the cork from a champagne bottle.




      When I signed that contract with Neath, it felt like I’d stepped through a portal into another world. Whereas my brother couldn’t wait to leave the valley, to go to university and travel, I was content where I was. I might easily have been one of those people who never left the village they were born in. I never had big plans and dreams. But rugby put me on a path and allowed me to see the big, wide world.




      I had a word with my old man to get an idea of the history and the culture around Neath. A lot of very good players had passed through that club. As a prop, Brian Williams set the benchmark. He was hard as nails. All these stories about him had passed into folklore, like the time he mangled his hand in a horrific farming accident, developed a massive infection, and then returned to play a fortnight later. Or the time he dislocated his shoulder and refused to leave the field. Or the time he refused to have stitches in a massive gash beneath his eye, because he thought he hadn’t played well and didn’t deserve it. Apparently, he just sat there in the bar drinking a pint while blood continued to trickle from the wound, dripping into his beer.




      Signing for Neath as a prop brought with it certain expectations. You were supposed to be hard, mean, and willing to play through the pain barrier.
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      I soon discovered that you had to earn your respect at Neath. During my first ever session with the seniors, I put my bag down in the changing room. Moments later, big Gareth Llewellyn strode angrily in, scooped it up in his giant hands and slung it into the showers. The zip was open and my stuff flew everywhere, all over the wet, slimy floor. There were no words, or even a look. That was his way of saying, ‘Never sit in my seat again.’




      I realised quite quickly there was a hierarchy at Neath, and I was on the bottom rung of the ladder. Suitably chastened, I ended up getting changed in the shower while Rowland Phillips looked on, laughing uncontrollably. There was an order in the Gnoll changing room. The tight-head’s seat was behind the door. But even when I became the established first choice, I never felt as though it was mine. I continued to defer to Andrew Millward, even when I was keeping him out of the team.




      This hierarchy extended to the team bus as well. Years passed before I was allowed anywhere near the back. That was exclusively the domain of Llew, Brett Sinkinson and James Storey. The back of the bus is a sacred place, and you had to earn your right to sit there – through seniority, playing prowess, or being a kiss-ass. The Kiwi scrum-half Jason Spice told me he once offered to catch some balls for Sean Fitzpatrick during line-out practice at the Auckland Blues. The next week, Fitzy allowed him up the back of the bus with the likes of Craig Dowd and Zinzan Brooke. It was the proudest moment of his career.




      I hate to disappoint you all, but I was never forced to go through an initiation at Neath. I’d heard the rumours, and was dreading the day, but mercifully, it never happened. I can’t go into too much detail, because it’s sacred, but many before me had been forced to ‘kiss the turd’. It doesn’t take much imagination to figure out what’s involved there. But the one I feared the most was ‘the gauntlet’. That involved you being stripped naked and crawling on your hands and knees from the front to the back of the bus, while the senior players kicked, punched and whipped you with belts. The last two boys to have done it were Kevin James and a guy called Dylan Pugh. Dylan went through as quiet as a mouse, and took the punishment. But Kev tried to fight back, and got an absolute beating. Richard Francis, the old back rower, was one of the worst. He was a farrier by trade and had big old hands with big knuckles. He used the belt buckle to good effect on Kev. Poor old ‘Kipper’ was battered and bruised for weeks afterwards.




      His brother, Paul James, and I went to Bourgoin with the team once, when we weren’t playing. We were thinking, ‘Oh God! This is the day when it’s going to be done.’ The whole bus journey we were on edge – paranoid and twitching – but it never happened. We totally got away with it.




      There were dressing-room rituals that had to be adhered to, though. No one was allowed to wear pants in the shower, you had to be butt naked at all times. And you also had to cover your arse, literally. If you didn’t – and readers of a sensitive disposition may want to skip this bit – one of the boys would stick their finger up your backside. It all stemmed from an incident on the pitch during an Australian Rugby League game when a guy called John Hopoate was banned for twelve weeks for ‘interfering’ with an opponent. That was the polite way of saying he’d stuck his finger up his bum. So after that, if anyone at Neath neglected to cover their arse in the shower, they’d have the same treatment while the rest of the dressing room shouted ‘HOPOATE!’ in unison.




      Paul and I joined at the same time, but he enjoyed a lot more respect than I did. He’d represented Wales at age grade, and his brother played for the club, whereas I was just a fat kid from Abercrave. Paul arrived with a reputation, whereas I had to develop one. The turning point for me came when we played Newport at a time when they had a gnarly old pack of forwards including Adrian Garvey, Simon Raiwalui and Rod Snow. I did well against Rod Snow – didn’t take a backward step – and I think the old stagers like Llew started to look at me in a different light. They saw that I could hold my own against seasoned professionals.




      Llew was the Godfather. He was very much in charge. During my first season I was put in a weights group with Allan Bateman, Barry Williams and Steve ‘Jabba’ Jones. I loved Allan Bateman, growing up, so it was like training with one of my idols. We’d do a session in the gym, then the fatties would go for a run in the Gnoll woods behind the ground. Afterwards, we’d all go for breakfast down Belly Busters in town. Ritters would keep a close eye on us, so I’d have to restrict myself to poached egg on toast. Bateman would have the works – full fry-up with extra chips – but he never put on so much as an ounce. It killed me. He and Andy Moore were, without question, the fittest blokes in the squad.




      The second row, Andy Newman, was at the opposite end of the scale. We bonded immediately because he was another one who struggled with his weight. The year he signed, he was keen to make a good impression. The first day of training saw us doing brutal shuttle runs on Aberavon beach, and he decided to take a load of Pro Plus tablets to get him through. He had so much of it in his system, he was flying and was hardly panting after three lengths of the beach.




      Steve Tandy was glaring at him and thinking, ‘Who’s this English prick, coming down here thinking he’s hard, sprinting around, trying to impress the coaches?’




      On his fourth length, Newman collapsed in an ungainly heap. He’d passed out.




      Lyn and Rowland rushed over, panicked and started pouring Red Bull down his throat in a desperate attempt to rehydrate him. But the tablets had set his heart rate soaring, and the caffeine only made it worse. They called an ambulance, while Newman came to and started writhing around on the floor. The backs had been off doing their own thing but they sensed that something odd was going on, and started jogging over. Allan Bateman knew Andy well from Northampton, where they’d won a Heineken Cup together, so he was looking particularly concerned.




      Sensing an opportunity for a prank, Rowland covered Newman’s face before turning to Allan and saying, with a sombre expression, ‘We’ve lost him, mate.’




      Allan’s face went white as a sheet.




      Rowland kept it up. ‘I’m really sorry, mate, but he’s gone. His heart’s stopped.’




      Allan was frozen to the spot, on the verge of tears. An interminable amount of time seemed to pass before Rowland whipped the towel off to reveal Newman’s beetroot face. He was very much alive, if a little the worse for wear.




      ‘Only joking, butt!’ shouted Rowland, before collapsing into fits of laughter.




      He thought it was hilarious, but Allan wasn’t particularly amused. And neither was Andy, who spent the next three days recovering in hospital.




      Unlike today, when pretty much everyone has to be at a certain level, the differing levels of commitment at Neath were staggering. I’ll resist naming names in the interests of preserving reputations, but the coaches would regularly have to drive to a certain player’s house on a Monday, where they’d inevitably find him fast asleep, fully clothed, bathed in a pool of sick and on the threshold of a monumental hangover. They’d have to wake him up, drag him to training and prop him up on a bench in the gym. He’d be useless, but he’d always turn it on when match day arrived. Nobody would get away with it these days.
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      I’d like to dispel the notion that Neath was an insular club that didn’t like outsiders. They welcomed everybody. James Storey was a prime example. He was a posh plummy-mouthed kid from Hertfordshire. The son of Stuart Storey, the BBC commentator. He was skinny as a toothpick, but hard as nails, and his background was no barrier. He was honorary Welsh, as far as we were concerned – part of the gang. As was everyone who wore the Welsh All Black jersey.




      The older boys would go out of their way to look after you. Not in a sentimental way. But you knew out there on the pitch, they’d have your back. Many was the time that Gareth Llewellyn would send a punch through from the second row of the scrum if he thought the opposition loose-head was taking liberties with me. Those bonds were forged not just on the pitch and in the changing room, but in the clubs and bars of Neath, where we spent a lot of our spare time.




      We’d always end up in the Duke of Wellington – a crazy rock venue in the centre of town. It was grimy and dirty, with blacked-out windows and peeling wallpaper. From the outside, you’d swear it was derelict. We had our Christmas parties there, all of which were hard-drinking, debauched occasions.




      One year, Gareth Llewellyn and Andrew Millward came to blows after some pointless argument. Both were standing outside with their chests puffed out and their fists clenched, shouting blue murder at one another. But their appearance rather undermined their attempts at macho posturing. Llew was dressed as Rod Stewart, and ‘Bully’ was dressed as Paul Shane from Hi-de-Hi!. It didn’t take long for them to cotton on to the absurdity of the situation, and within minutes normal drinking had resumed. Michael Jackson was the peacemaker, if I remember correctly.
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