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I dedicate this book to the challenges that make 
life so worthwhile. 
Jonny

 



I’d like to dedicate this work to my daughter, Emma, 
who I have thoroughly enjoyed working with on this project 
and whose assistance kept my focus. 
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Introduction

“ Lessons always arrive
when you are ready, and if you
can read the signs, you will
learn everything you need to
know in order to take the next
 step”

Paulo Coelho, The Zahir


 



 



Writing this book has been a pretty big deal for me. I have never been the most expressive person. I have the habit of hiding the revealing stuff inside, and just telling people what I think they want to hear.

I have been in professional rugby now for approaching twelve years, from the day I left school. That was when I first met Steve Black, Blackie. The first thing I remember, apart from his ridiculous beard and the fact that I couldn’t understand anything he was saying due to his Newcastle accent, was the aura which  surrounded him. When he spoke, I saw respect in the eyes of the senior players, all of them established internationals. It was, I later learned, an admiration born half from a state of worship and the other half from a state of absolute fear. It didn’t take me long to understand that doing what he told me, when he told me to do it, and staying on his good side, were all superb ideas!

For every day of those twelve seasons we have worked with great enthusiasm to find the true potential inside the both of us. We have trained hard in the gym, on the field and off the field, focusing on the body, the mind and never forgetting the spirit. Over our time together we have built a strong bond and shared some truly wonderful experiences, many of them in the highly intense world of elite sport among some of today’s most awesome competitors.

The lessons we have learned, and the messages and techniques they have inspired, are presented here. The crazy period which encompassed the two most recent Rugby World Cups, and the four years in-between, are what I have chosen to focus upon. It is then that the life I knew so well changed for me - over and over again. The kind of pandemonium I endured inside my head was something I am glad I experienced, but would certainly never welcome back anytime soon.

During this time though, I made a significant personal discovery, probably the most important of my life so far. It forms the central theme of this book. I realised that the way I interpreted what was happening around me was actually damaging me, and yet despite the obvious pain, I dared not challenge how I was looking at life. I chose instead to fight what were inevitably futile struggles; I just didn’t know that then. Today, all I want to feel is that I’m being the best I can be, and in pursuing a goal like that  there can be no right or wrong beliefs, only helpful and unhelpful ones.

I came to the conclusion that the way I perceive my life right now will definitely determine the quality of the rest of it. That’s what this book is about: a different way to look at experiences and emotions which might just help you to uncover more of the brilliance inside you.

Every word attributed to me is my own, from my imaginings, thoughts and memories, originally penned by hand. In tandem with my story, in shaded boxes throughout the chapters, Blackie has pulled together his years of knowledge and wisdom to produce insightful, objective and practical commentary on what he perceives to be the key issues in teamwork, learning and living - to name but a handful of the topics he covers. Blackie’s approach to life and living has energised me for years. I very much hope that, in the same way, you find something that works for you in the following pages.

Together, Blackie and I have wanted to take absolute ownership of this project. It is not a comprehensive life-teaching manual - heaven forbid - it is just our contribution to the subject. In staying true to the core concept of the book, I would say it is not what you read but what it makes you think about that actually counts. I really hope these stories inspire something deep inside you, the way my experiences did - in real time - inside me.

I learned that to turn anything around in my world, I have only to make a change inside of myself. It was a big relief. It isn’t anyone else’s responsibility but my own. For me, it was empowering to learn that and when I did, I began to feel a little more in control of my life and dreams.

I know there’s more to come, more excitement to be had along  this path of ours, and suddenly, that future looks very bright indeed.

 



Jonny Wilkinson 
29 August 2008




A Note from Blackie

In 2006 I was the proud recipient of the prestigious Wilkinson Sword Award given for services to North East sport. I felt humbled by the honour as it had been won by many of my heroes including ‘Wor’ Jackie Milburn and Sir Bobby Robson, so I was in exalted company. I really wanted to do justice to the occasion during my acceptance speech. I thought long and hard about what I could say. The best I could come up with, which also explains the philosophy behind my embracing this project so readily, as well as my relationship with Jonny was this . . .

‘I’d like to thank all the people who’ve helped me through the years . . . and all those people who have allowed me to help them. Without both sets of people I wouldn’t be receiving this wonderful award tonight.’

This book with Jonny incorporates some of the lessons I’ve learned from both relationships. I sincerely hope they are of interest and may be of use to you as you continue your journey through life. Please take up the hope that drives and underwrites my coaching career: Help Other People Excel.

Please enjoy.

 



Steve Black 
29 August 2008




Then and Now


“What is defeat? Nothing but education; nothing but the first step towards something  better”

Wendell Phillips



 



 



I find it incredible how, with the seemingly random nature of the world, we can conjure up elaborate dreams then use our abilities, and our strengths, to bring those dreams towards reality. It is almost impossible to fathom that, even with the individual desires and action of billions of others also in play, life can still find a way of balancing everything up and allowing us each to have an influence.

We do not exist as isolated individuals. All our actions and decisions are interrelated with those of others around us, who unknowingly work with and not against each other. If we hold a mental picture of what we want to achieve, and how we want to achieve it, we have the ability to take a potentially unpredictable future and organise it into something pretty wonderful.

As Einstein said, imagination is ‘a preview of life’s coming attractions’.

What we’ll never know though, is how the process works in full. But we need to keep faith that it does. Sometimes, often in fact, things don’t go perfectly to plan. When that happens, it can make us want to cave in.

I remember the three consecutive Six Nations international rugby competitions (the first was actually when it was the Five Nations) which ended in disaster for England. On all three occasions I was playing and we were unbeaten, in full flow leading up to the Grand Slam decider. I will give you a short account of each of them.

 



1999

England played Wales away at Wembley. Blackie was coaching Wales at the time but, despite that, it was a game we weren’t about to lose. With five minutes to go we decided to kick for the corner rather than for goal. It was not an irrational decision when you consider that, although Welsh goal-kicking had kept them in touch with us, we had outscored them three tries to nil. But Wales stopped our lineout, worked their way to our try line and scored on the final whistle. We fell victim to our own indiscipline - giving up all those penalties - but even then, the whole thing seemed grossly unfair. 






“We coughed and spluttered
our way to another
 shock horror defeat”



 



2000

England played Scotland away at Murrayfield. We travelled to the game in the early afternoon and the weather had been fairly reasonable. When we came out of the changing room for the match, however, there was a touch of rain in the air. That didn’t bother us. Midway through the first half we were looking fairly solid and in control with a small lead. But the ‘touch of rain’ soon became a downpour, so vicious and so cold that I couldn’t speak, let alone see. It was maybe the strangest weather conditions I have ever seen, definitely the most ridiculous I have ever played in - or tried to play under. As a team England had destroyed a few defences by moving the ball and in this situation we needed to play the conditions more effectively, as our opponents did. To a man we didn’t and we coughed and spluttered our way to another shock horror defeat.

 



2001

England played Ireland away at Lansdowne Road. Easily my favourite season, with the new addition of Jason Robinson in the back line, we were electric throughout the tournament. The momentum was building and building - it can’t have been far from unstoppable. Ireland are always tough opposition, even more so in Dublin, but the confidence among the boys was infectious. With the two lessons from the previous years’ shenanigans stored firmly under our belt, we could not, would not, let this opportunity slide. But we didn’t get the chance to prove to ourselves, and to the public, that we had become a winning team. An outbreak of Foot and Mouth put the game back five months. In that period players from all four home nations teamed together to represent the Lions. It was a great experience but the different agenda broke our  rhythm and when we reconvened, ready to finish the competition, in October, we were too slow to find our stride. Ireland, and their better teamwork, took the spoils and, in doing so, took a small part of my will to live. Third time unlucky. This was ridiculous.

 



I was fed up with failure after failure, I really was. My belief in my own set of principles, how I thought life should be conducted, how it worked, was being severely tested.

That was then. Now, when I look at these events, I do not see failure. And with the benefit of hindsight, which allows me to factor into the equation what happened for that England team shortly afterwards, I know why. With these defeats ingrained in all our minds, the England squad was now well and truly armed for anything. We had learned from them. More specifically we were ready for an uncompromising Grand Slam, a completely unbeaten season and, of course, a first ever Rugby World Cup victory. 



 






Blackie: Wales lend a helping hand

‘Failure is an event, never a person.’

William D. Brown

 



I have this romantic thought that England’s Wembley loss to our Welsh team in 1999 taught a lesson that became an integral part of the strategy behind their eventual World Cup victory. We beat an England team who were better than we were on the day in all areas, other than our out-and-out passionate belief that we were destined to win. I also think that the England team didn’t think of us as a real threat. We  were an ‘easy touch’, an undisciplined, fragmented group who hadn’t proven consistent ability. What the media didn’t realise was that the spirit in our camp had moved to a new high after our victory in Paris against the French and an outstanding performance of flowing rugby against the Italians in Treviso. Subconscious or not, there was a definite air of inevitability emanating from the media leading up to the game, and some of the England camp probably lowered their guard accordingly.

The press didn’t ask who would win, instead they asked if we could give them a game; could we keep it competitive? Did the game matter more to England? On the surface, perhaps. A victory for them would have given them the championship whereas a victory for us would give Scotland the championship. But Wembley that day became a mini-Wales as thousands of Welshmen and women, including Max Boyce, Tom Jones and all, descended on the English capital. We were convinced that England would underestimate Wales’s desire and collective resolve to overcome her greatest sporting enemy.

Watching the game again, it was actually closer than I remember. I thought England were by far the stronger, better team. But on reflection, they were better, but not out-of-sight better. Neil Jenkins kept us in the game. Kick after kick. We had known that during the eighty minutes we would have chances, and when we got those chances we had resolved to take them. Eventually that’s what happened; we took our chances and they didn’t.

To be fair to Sir Clive, he and his team learned from the experience and undoubtedly continued the journey better  equipped to deal with the tournament pressures of an Australian-based World Cup. The team and its support off the field became more streetwise and better able to deal with an emotionally charged opponent. That type of opposition always poses a challenge but if your mental focus doesn’t waver, the right team will probably win.

There are epiphany moments in all sports - games and results which serve as a massive learning tool for the future. A couple of years ago in the soccer world, Chelsea were once again leading the charge for the Premiership, but Manchester United were coming up fast on the rails. They’d won nine in a row in the league and their week ahead was, and would prove to be, vital to the eventual outcome that season. They would play bottom-of-the-table Sunderland (where I had not long been coaching alongside my pal Kevin Ball, the manager) midweek then their arch rivals Chelsea in the game after next. This was a huge test of focus for that Manchester United team. They had the two opposite ends of the league to negotiate in the space of little over a week.

So the scene was set, almost a cup final for our Sunderland team, who had already been relegated and would be playing for professional pride, and for the wonderful fans who had stuck behind the team in so difficult a season. For United, it was the chance to keep their winning run going leading into what people thought would be ‘The Championship’ game against Chelsea. Subsequently, that United team of Ronaldo, Rooney, Ferdinand vintage has matured and swept away all before them. Sir Alex Ferguson has stated that they are probably Manchester United’s best ever team. But at that time they  were on their way there. They were still on their journey to that higher level. Well, that night we were Rocky Balboa from the Hollywood movies and against all the odds with nothing to play for but personal integrity (is there any greater cause?) we got a 0-0 draw before 72,000 Old Trafford fans.

United went on to lose 3-0 to Chelsea and I am certain the psychological blow they were dealt by not securing all three points against us was a contributing factor. So, just as England learned from their Welsh defeat, so Manchester learned from their draw with the Black Cats. Both events were hugely disappointing for the teams, but because the players and the management had been brought together on such strong foundations and a belief in teamwork and team ethics, I believe they were able to turn the results into something positive. They didn’t crumble. Instead, they grew and both sides went on to become world class.



 



 



 



The interrelated nature of life was showing its hand in those Grand Slam defeats. I didn’t see it at the time of course, as I was way, way too upset, too disappointed, too insecure and too self-absorbed to learn anything from the losses. But those three defeats certainly made us stronger as a team. They helped us. They laid the path to victory in Sydney in November 2003. I can see that now. We hated the taste that had been left in our mouths and we were determined to do everything we possibly could, as individuals and as a unit, to savour something far sweeter. 






“With these defeats ingrained
in all our minds, the
England squad was now well
and truly armed for anything  ”



  



Of course, you’ve got to recognise that you can take something from such upsets; that there is a way to make your world better as you go forward. But you don’t always realise exactly what that is at the time. Yet somehow you respond. If you allow yourself to, that is. To me, instances such as those three matches are like the seemingly random coming together of events and people that happen to us all and actually shape our lives.

If I stop to consider how any one of the many factors that make up my life today came into being, I will find its path littered with coincidences and chance. If I trace my life back far enough I will notice some nonsensical and, to be honest, unfeasibly ridiculous moments when my path crossed with someone or something at just the right time.

At other times important people appeared from nowhere and stepped into my life and made it better. There were also, of course, instances when my world was turned upside-down, my trust tested and my ego crushed. I know now some of these moments actually saved my career in so many ways, and others somehow managed to make me a better and stronger-performing person. They prepared me and empowered me, ready to go on. 






“If I hadn’ t worried so
much, I would have made
 more of my time”



 



Back then I was blind and deaf to all this. Nowadays I try to listen to what my experiences are telling me - I truly believe the world has my best interests at heart - provided I am prepared to  fight for those interests in the right way. I realise now I shouldn’t be afraid when some new, unexpected (and probably unwelcome at the time) avenue suddenly opens up in front of me. I am on my way down a new road now, but my dreams and hopes are still the same as when I set off. As long as I never stop trying to achieve more, and to follow my dreams, then the route will be OK. It might not look exactly like the perfect map I envisioned at the beginning; I believe, instead, that it will in fact turn out to be going somewhere far better.

That all makes sense to me now. Sort of, at least. But it certainly didn’t for a very long time and I suffered because of it. If I hadn’t worried so much, I would have made more of my time. And if I’d done that, I would have enjoyed life to a far greater extent and I might even have got to more or less where I was wanting to be a lot quicker.

I am still trying to make sense of all this. I probably never will. But I don’t think that’s a problem in the least. What I do know is that I feel a lot better in myself and I enjoy life and success a lot more now. A lot more. And that’s important. How can I explain what I mean? About how we can take in what is happening around us, the people, places and things, the good and the bad, and utilise them to move forward? It is a bit like creating a painting.

How we physically influence the outcome and mentally perceive what happens in front of our eyes determines the kind of picture of life that we will paint. Without our perceptions there is no real world out there. Our interpretations of what we see, taste, hear, touch and smell give us our attitudes, our limits, our successes and our failures. They give us the memories of our pasts and the dreams of our futures. These and all the emotions which go hand in hand with them become the colours from which we  can choose when we want to begin the painting process. Our actions, which are driven by our feelings, offer us the opportunity to live; they let us go out and leave a mark, they put the brush in our hands. Actions cause things to happen and from those outcomes we learn, we improve and we find the best path for an amazing existence. We make our own masterpiece. And it all starts from a blank canvas.

I base my perceptions and beliefs on a natural desire for peace and the desire to experience exciting opportunities. The quality of how I see things determines how much of my zest for doing good stuff, for being brilliant if you like, manages to shine through. We can all shuffle our views and interpretations around a bit to make a better life. Just look at the way we are able to put the past behind us and reinvent ourselves, if we so choose. We can throw away yesterday’s painting and begin afresh tomorrow.

To make the best of life, sometimes you need to run into a few dead-ends and sometimes you have to be prepared to drop back and look at your painting from different angles. Once or twice we may be required to go back to the start before the realisation of the helpful or unhelpful really sink in. That’s certainly my story. Feeling devastated at throwing away those Grand Slams - what good could come of that? I may as well just jack it all in. That was me. But if I’d listened more carefully to what my experiences were trying to tell me, I would have seen that these little (or not so little - the mud and rain of Murrayfield felt anything but minor) unexpected excursions were there to point me towards the good stuff, physically and mentally.

The events of my own life in the strange world of professional sport, and what they have shown me, are what I want to share  with you because I strongly believe they relate to almost every walk of life.

That’s what this book is all about. Trying to explain where I felt I went wrong in my decision-making and my attitude and how it hurt me. How I wasted time and didn’t achieve all that I now believe I was capable of. How I could have extracted more enjoyment from the journey which at times did get me exactly where I was aiming, and how I might have arrived there a little sooner. I hope it makes interesting reading.




1

The Winning Habit

“As a hyperactive nine-year-old I had already drawn up my first list of goals for my future. Clearly outlined at the top was playing for England  and winning a World Cup”


 



 



2003 was a great year for the English rugby team. Success didn’t just appear out of thin air though. We had been working hard for it long before the previous World Cup in 1999. It hadn’t been plain sailing either - that’s for sure.

During this period we won many games, we lost a few big ones, learned a lot and refined our plans daily. By the end of it there were a little over thirty players from a wide range of Premiership clubs working hard together in a very tight squad. We became good friends through our journey, getting to know each other so well, and began operating pretty much on the same wavelength. 





“When people combine to pull in the same direction, with a will to give unselfishly to the cause, there can only be  one outcome”


 



The enormous positivity which became our driving force generated self-belief and momentum. This in turn created an air of inevitability about the quality of our performance, which began to take care of our preparation, and ultimately our results.

Our enthusiasm and desire didn’t just encourage us to get out there, do our best and last the full eighty minutes. Although that is important, it went deeper than that. The team held inspirational energy in spades. Every attitude, thought, feeling and intention had a boosting effect on the group. We had learned to support, drive and push each other every day to be better than we ever thought we could be. We all wanted exactly the same thing and we wanted it more for one another - I think - than we did for ourselves.

When people combine to pull in the same direction, with a will to give unselfishly to the cause, there can only be one outcome. We developed a reassuring self-confidence in the final stages of tight games.

Winning was becoming a bit of a habit. By keeping each others’ feet on the floor, however, we were able to maintain our focus and use it to improve our individual contributions and our collective strength.

What gets rewarded, gets done!

Winning is always a great feeling - we treasured it and celebrated it. We were not willing to give it up.

There is such a thing as a Law of Attraction. We have the ability to acquire whatever it is that we want as long as we go about it the right way. It is what turns our dreams into reality. The Law of Attraction has been brought to wide public attention by Rhonda Byrne’s book, The Secret, but I’m not sure if any of us knew much about it back then. Not that that mattered, as we were definitely using it well.

 



‘Don’t panic! There is no need to panic. We still have plenty of time. We will win this game.’ World Cup final, one minute, thirty-five seconds to go. Martin Johnson (as I remember it) under our own posts as Australia level the scores.

 



What we focus our minds on is more often than not what we end up with - well, pretty much what we end up with. There is a slight difference. In my head I can hit the ideal kick over and over again. In real life I probably can’t but I reckon with the right preparation, understanding and conditions, like the ones in my mind, I could get damn close. Practising flawlessly in the mind without even venturing anywhere near a field can actually improve my physical skills and begin to close the gap between imagination and reality. There is no harm in striving for perfection, there is only good. With my thoughts and imagination I am drawing the experience towards myself. With great actions I can finally receive it.


Blackie: The Law of Attraction

‘As a man thinketh in his heart, so is he.’ Proverbs 23:7

 



Our Newcastle Falcons league-winning team in 1997 is a great example of the Law of Attraction in action. We knew we had a good team of people working together who all felt they’d been hand-picked for success. Rob Andrew, Dean Ryan, Steve Bates, Jonny, Inga Tuigamala, Pat Lam, John Bentley, Tony Underwood, Doddie Weir, Gary Armstrong, Garath Archer, Alan Tait, Nick Popplewell, Tim Stimpson . . . the list is long. They were household names and all expected to win consistently. We felt we couldn’t get beaten and when we were, on the few occasions, we ignored it. We had the inner team confidence and collective belief to keep doing the same things in training in order to embark on a new winning run. It was the collective confidence that drove our team performances. Just looking around the dressing room lifted expectations and heightened our faith, knowing that each of us fully supported the man next to us. That effect is priceless.

When Graham Henry and I arrived in Wales in 1998 we found a team full of talent but lacking enormously in expectation and confidence. I remember my first collective address to the lads. The essence of the message was that we’d now follow what are known as Nordstrom Rules - each of us would be expected to use our own good judgment at all times. We’d train with great energy and enthusiasm. The team would effectively play a brand of rugby that suited this ‘new’ squad of highly talented individuals. They would reinvent  themselves, not necessarily with regard to the outside world, but more so within themselves. And that is what they all did. But that wasn’t where the X-factor lay - that was in their total belief in their ability to win each game that they played, to the extent that Wales won ten international games in a row, a record for the national team. During that run we beat England, France twice, won a tour in Argentina and beat the then-current World Champions South Africa at the opening of the new Millennium Stadium in 1999. We then lost a fluke game in the 1999 World Cup during the opening round matches, but since we had over seventy per cent of play (possession and territory), we probably had deserved to win.

Looking back, the only good things to come out of that defeat were that we’d still qualified for the quarter-finals, and the Samoan team that had beaten us contained Inga Tuigamala and Pat Lam, two great friends of mine. Although I hasten to add that, at the time, that was no consolation! I suppose it’s the beauty of hindsight which affords me the ability to draw some positives from these experiences, given the bigger picture.

We had developed the habit of winning and we genuinely believed we were going to win the tournament. The quarter-final threw up a good Australian team (is there ever any other?) and for the first time since early in our winning run, we were playing a team whose expectation of victory was as great as ours, if not greater. The game was close, very close in fact, and at seventy minutes we were 10-9 down, still very much in it. There was a stoppage and I ran on to give the players a drink. I became aware of a strange feeling I had not felt from within this team since we’d lost against Scotland at  Murrayfield back in February, which was a dozen games ago. I sensed that the team did not really believe that they could win in the last ten minutes. My journal entry that evening, as I considered our 24-9 exit from the World Cup, told of that collective lack of confidence I felt as I ran on to the pitch.

I feel I must also quantify something about the Law of Attraction. There are some things that you simply can’t attract into your life. If you don’t have the necessary talents to star in a leading Hollywood movie, then no matter how you try, you’ll never get that role. However, you can, and almost definitely should, apply the Law of Attraction in the areas where you  know you are capable and set into motion the possibility of making your dreams come true from the belief and knowledge in your ability to achieve.

Your dreams are incredibly powerful and wonderful things in this sense. They can be a potent stimulus to guide you towards taking the action which will turn them into reality. Frank Sinatra was once asked in a TV interview if he preferred his life as it was, with all the luxuries and excesses that his position brought him, or his fantasy life. Unhesitatingly, and not so tongue-in-cheek, he answered, ‘Dreams, without doubt. You meet a far better class of people.’ What an answer!

Your dreams can really act as a powerful magnet which draws you towards your ambition. And fortunately, our dreams tend to filter out things that are wildly and truly unrealistic, a waste of time and thought. I believe the filter process stops me, for example, believing I could play the lead role in a West End or Broadway musical because no matter how I try to convince myself that I’m capable of that, I know I’m not!

The knowing is the thing. The things you know you can do, you can pursue with a chance of making them come true. I dream of an opportunity to develop a club from scratch again as we did at the Newcastle Falcons from 1995; to put processes and structures in place that optimally support the right group of players, recruited in order to grow and maintain success. It can and will happen.


 


‘Whether you think you can or you can’t, 
you’re right.’ Henry Ford



 



 



 



The autumn series 2002-03 season was, I believe, a turning point for us. We faced New Zealand, Australia and South Africa, the superpowers of modern-day rugby union. In the latter stages of two of the games the scores were incredibly tight. Against the All Blacks we had to hold on to a slender three-point lead. They were running hot when it mattered - at the end of the game. The pressure was ours to deal with. In situations like these, with very little separating winning and losing, every bit of energy from the execution of your belief, decisions and skill becomes hugely important. A few thoughts out of sync, or a few fears, can decide the game, either directly or indirectly, in the way it touches your team-mates. Do you make the choice to inspire or do you make the choice to limit the future? Do you respond to the call of circumstance or do you hide - leaving everyone out to dry?

In all teams every member has a big contribution to make. This will include a technical side - calls to understand, specific moves  and skills (for instance, lineout throws, kicking) to perform etc. But it is a great deal more simple than that for me. A true team player is someone whose every behaviour feeds positive energy into everyone else’s efforts. The biggest problem always lies in those whose actions sap energy from everyone else. The kind of people around whom you find it difficult to be yourself and feel good.This is the only benchmark I need for evaluating my daily contribution. Does what I say, feel or do make it easier or harder for myself and the team to be at their best? It’s all about my intentions - are they decent and honest? Do I prefer to look after myself first and judge others? Or am I unselfish and supportive, first to put my body on the line?

 



‘Drop goal routine. Drop goal routine.’ World Cup final, one minute fifteen seconds to go. The call heard and understood by every member of the team including Ben Kay, who then demanded that Steve Thompson, under pressure, hit Lewis Mood at the back of the lineout.

 



It is impossible to over-emphasise the impact the slightest negative imbalance can have, even if it occurs inside just one member of the team. Is someone unsure of a play call they just heard or concerned about an injury? Is someone else still stewing on an earlier error or busy shouting blame at his team-mates? It can and does happen all the time when you let it. In a rugby game it can be disastrous. 





“Does what I say, feel or do make it easier or harder for myself and the team to be at  their best?”


 



In both of the tight Tests we needed every ounce of every  player’s focus to be right on the money. We were exhausted and facing the big defeats which could have changed everything that year.

With two minutes ticking away on the Twickenham digital display, New Zealand set themselves for a lineout fifteen metres from our try line. They had the momentum in their favour and the last two scores too. The stage was set perfectly for them to cap off a great second-half comeback with a last gasp win.

Ben Kay read the movement of their lineout jumpers and their lifters and worked with his own to rise up and steal possession. I cleared the ball back towards halfway. We grabbed ourselves a piece of the upper hand and it was enough; the final whistle blew. It was the first time we had beaten them in nine years.

Without all our self-belief and the inclination to attack the situation with ambition, we might have tried instead to soak up ten or so phases waiting for the sort of mistake that New Zealand teams just don’t make. 



 






Blackie: The power of optimism

‘I became an optimist when I discovered I wasn’t going to win any more games by being anything else.’ Earl Weaver

 



Being in an optimistic state of mind will ensure that when opportunity presents itself, you are ready to take it. It is very difficult to be in this mindset if you are fearful, restrained or just trying to survive. Ambition opens doors that conservatism can’t possibly, but you have to maintain your concentration so that the chances that come along don’t pass you by. This is  hugely important in general, but especially at elite level where opportunities to win games are at a premium.



 



 



 



In the second match of that autumn series, Australia deserved the nine-point lead they held in the final stages of the game. To pull back two scores within less than ten minutes is a big thing to ask by anyone’s standards, but against probably the best team in the world it is damn near unheard of. In any field of life some demands can seem like way too much. The key for us that sunny November afternoon was to break down this ten-minute challenge into single seconds.

Clive Woodward, our coach at the time, enjoyed reminding us all after our 1999 Grand Slam Wembley disaster against Wales, in which they snatched victory at the death: ‘It only takes twenty seconds to score.’ 





“‘I don’t want to lose’ is not the same sort of thought as ‘I want to win.’ The message that this focus emits is totally  different”


 



To win this one we had to forget the past - leave the ‘what ifs’ well alone. We had to get into the very here and now of the present. Bit by bit was how we were going to claw our way back. Johnno asked me to shoot for goal instead of kicking for the corner with five minutes to go, so he obviously felt the same. We were going to have to go the length of the field to win this game now, with the patience to remain composed. One step at a time, we advanced down the  field. With a clearly defined vision of what was needed from every player we managed to keep our eyes off the clock and on the ball, waiting to pounce on the first sniff of an opening. Ben Cohen found that opening and, as he so often does, found the try line shortly afterwards.

‘I don’t want to lose’ is not the same sort of thought as ‘I want to win.’ The message that this focus emits is totally different. The first is almost a plea for mercy which gives away any power you have as you cry out to be spared by chance. The latter is an eminently stronger, more proactive intention which forces you to look inside and uncover the innate strength we all possess for making things happen. As a member of an underdog team I have been pipped at the post too many times because when potential glory loomed, the grip of fear was stronger than the liberating effect of ambition. Fear is negative and inhibiting; ambition is positive and motivating. The effect is manifested clearly in the team as a whole. We had got rid of fear and were embracing ambition. We were getting that bit right. 



 






Blackie: Believe you can run the four-minute mile

‘Faith is a passionate intuition.’ William Wordsworth

 



You’ve got to believe in what it is you are trying to achieve. Without that belief you’ve little chance of accomplishing anything of worth. The winners in life have a feeling of certainty that they are going to achieve what they set out to achieve. They want to win, they set out to win, and they do just that - they win.

They don’t actually consider in much depth, if at all, the prospect of failing. Even if they don’t succeed in a particular task, they are likely to consider that the circumstances which engulfed this task were beyond their control and therefore their loss - the failure in their eyes - can be dismissed as the result of these external influences. I am not suggesting they’d openly voice this reasoning though. In fact, I’d go as far as to suggest the contrary, as in many situations they would appear humble, self-effacing and absolutely accountable to the outside world. But they’d probably also be saying something rather different to themselves, repeating the message that they will win the next time out so as to recharge their confidence. They have to believe that the loss they have encountered does not represent or reflect the true extent of their abilities. Such winning individuals let the experience go and move on. This is because most successful people don’t subscribe, or dwell upon, excuses. You can’t make excuses and be a high-achiever. You can only do one or be the other. It’s a choice.

Your actions are driven by your beliefs which, over a period of time, become your habits - your recognised behaviour and reputation. A strong belief in your ability to get the job done will allow you to be assertive, decisive, patient, reflective, supportive and optimally pro-active. You will play above yourself. Your thinking will be empowered and you will find yourself in a very positive position to move forward. On the other hand, if your belief system is weak then you’ll be in a negative mindset which will hinder your progress. People with this personality trait more often than not want proof that something can be done before they’ll confidently embrace the belief that they  can do it. High-achievers adopt a very different approach - they have a faith that the best of life yet to come.

One of the best examples of this is the world mile record set by Roger Bannister in 1954. There were medical experts who told the world that there was no way a man could run the mile in four minutes or less and, if a person did, their heart might explode. Here was the ‘proof’ that stopped others believing they could do it. Yet with Bannister it was different, he knew he could do it. He’d hit the mark often in training and knew that it wasn’t if he was going to break the four-minute mark but rather when. So he had the belief from his training stats to support his intuitive feel that breaking the record was inevitable. Of course once Bannister broke the record in 1954, thirty-seven did it in 1955 and over two hundred in 1956! Breaking the four-minute mile is now commonplace among senior school and college athletes. People now believe they can run the mile inside four minutes - so they do it.

One great strategy to help nudge you towards the habit of expectancy and inevitable success is to imagine you’ve already reached what you set as your ‘ballpark destination’ - picture that you have accomplished your goal, you’ve won your World Cup. Act as if you’ve already achieved what you wanted to achieve. Behave how you’d expect yourself to if you met this particular goal; consider how you’d walk, talk, sit, listen, show patience, be controlled and exude confidence.

Become relentless in forging the habit that drives you to behave in that winning way. If you do this, the strength and unstoppable momentum of your mindset will deliver. It’s got to. 



 



 



 



‘Catty, it’s yours mate. Get us going forward. You know what to do!’ World Cup final, one minute ten seconds to go. Me passing the ball and the buck to inside centre Mike Catt.


 



In the 2003 Rugby World Cup the big game in our pool group, which everyone had earmarked as the crucial Test, was the match between England and South Africa. It was going to be massive, the atmosphere, the build up, the nerves. It wasn’t going to disappoint.

When I looked around the fairly tight changing room at the faces of my team-mates I smiled on the inside. They were going about their last-minute preparations; putting on shoulder pads, stretching, talking to physios or just sitting down staring deep into a potentially great performance and towards an ideal outcome. As they did, I saw looks of quiet confidence and controlled self-assurance shaped by years of experience and decisions taken to face up to big questions and challenges. The energy was infectious, and the whole team was feeding on that energy.

I saw Neil Back and Will Greenwood, players who, as far as I was concerned, did it right every time. Their values were spot on when it came to team play and individual performance. I saw Jason Robinson, a man who had already spent ten years at the very top and yet still managed to create a sense of awe in a packed stadium. He was hungrier than ever, a hero of mine in rugby league and now union too. I heard Lewis Moody’s unique form of laughter down the corridor. Here was a guy who gave the expression ‘putting your body on the line’ a brand-new meaning. Phil Vickery and Martin Johnson walked by me and grinned. ‘You all right, Wilko?’ They had a way of making me feel like a million dollars, at ease yet raring to go. With these characters around me I always felt ready for the challenge. 



 






Blackie: The worth of mutually beneficial relationships

‘Set high goals, and be positive so others who share your goals will work together to attain them.’ Jody Conradt

 



Recognition and affection from a respected source who is universally acknowledged as a master of their craft is worth its weight in gold. The same words and gestures from someone who has failed or who has yet to gain your respect are rendered almost inconsequential. The lesson here is to surround yourself with substantial and worthy team-mates, colleagues and supporters with whom you can form mutually beneficial relationships - you gain from their promptings and they gain from giving someone of your perceived stature their support.
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