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FOREWORD BY TOM YOUNGS


‘I guess earning an England call-up was
 just a matter of time for him.’


It is a minor source of salvaged pride to me that my brother Ben’s England career ended after his 127th cap. I managed 28 so he only beat me by 99, not 100. Which is important.


You need many attributes to become England’s most capped men’s player. Clearly, you don’t have to love the physical side of melting someone in a tackle, because Ben never had that in his repertoire. But he had pretty much every other gift a rugby player could have wished for.


When we were kids in Norfolk, it was obvious from the start how incredibly talented and skilful he was. When he ran with the ball, he would just glide through defences. He was always prepared to have a go, and always backed himself to make the difference.


He brought that fearlessness to Leicester. Some of the tries he scored in the early days at the Tigers were just maverick, off-the-cuff genius.


I guess earning an England call-up was just a matter of time for him. He certainly didn’t have to wait long. To break into the national side at twenty years old was amazing in and of itself, but it’s one thing reaching the top, and a whole other thing staying there. And Ben stayed there for thirteen years. Four different England coaches picked him as their scrum half.


It was his ability to change his game into something more scripted, as rugby evolved over the years, that enabled him to do so. He had an innate understanding of the game, for where it was going, and a gift for breaking it down that was like a sixth sense. Some say that awareness takes experience to develop, but Ben always had it.


It wasn’t just the skills Ben brought to the teams he played for down the years that made them better. It was his personality too. He’s great to have in any environment – he’s fun, warm and good with people. He’s also humble – I hate the word, it’s so Kiwi. But it’s true.


He can be sharp-tongued. If he feels that something is wrong, he will say so – but that’s what you need and want in a professional sports team.


You don’t carve out a career like his without being a really good person, and that’s what he is to his core – a really incredibly good person. I know that more than anyone.


Thank you, Ben, from the bottom of my heart – and well played.









INTRODUCTION


‘I shook his hand and I told him I needed a bit
 of time to myself to digest this. It was like


someone had punched me in the guts.’


I had reached the point of no return. My head was ready to explode.


France, November 2023 – my fourth Rugby World Cup representing England. I had travelled to the tournament knowing, inwardly, that something was wrong, but I couldn’t have known that the eight weeks I spent there would end up changing my life. They would force me to confront personal, painful truths and take me to an emotional place I had never been before. Facing up to those truths broke me – and then, miraculously, helped to put me back together again.


I had pushed my issues to one side in the build-up to the World Cup. England were in a mess, and as part of the team leadership group I had a role to play in sorting it out. We had just lost to Fiji at Twickenham for the first time in England’s history. It had been our final warm-up game, and there were plenty of pundits speculating that we would not even make it out of our World Cup pool.


Sometimes, the solution to a team’s problems feels miles away, but I knew this situation was fixable. There were a good few of us with experience of previous World Cups, and we knew the phoney war ahead of the tournament counted for nothing. If we could lift the standards in France, we knew we could turn it around for showtime.


A line in the sand was drawn as soon as we crossed the Channel. That first week at Le Touquet, where the English team was based, you could feel the difference. We were so much sharper, so much more intense than we had been. I’d trained well myself and I was an important voice in the squad, driving everyone else on. I felt like I’d really contributed. With our opening game against Argentina five days away, I was confident it was going to be all right on the night.


I was already preparing myself mentally for Marseille, my problems packed away and stored in a separate box.


It was the Monday morning of Test week and I was sitting in the team’s private area at the Holiday Inn in Le Touquet when I felt a tap on the shoulder. It was Steve Borthwick.


‘Can we go for a walk?’ he asked.


Experience has taught me that whenever you get a tap on the shoulder and an invitation from a head coach to go for a walk, it never, ever means anything good. The reason they take you for a walk is twofold. It guarantees privacy for the difficult conversation that is about to take place, and it means that if things overheat, the row will happen side by side rather than face to face. Less confrontational, you see.


I’ll never forget it. It was an overcast September day.


‘Should we do a loop of the grounds?’ Steve asked as we went outside. A loop? That meant he wanted to put some real distance between us and anyone else. This was definitely not good. ‘Fucking hell,’ I was thinking, ‘I know what’s coming. I’ve been here before.’


I want to make it clear: I always respected Steve hugely as a coach. I still do. I respect his work ethic and his desire for perfection. I thought he ran an incredible programme. But when it came to an emotional connection, I never felt anything. Nothing at all. It just didn’t happen between us. I always thought there was something about me and the way I played that he just didn’t fancy.


When Steve had been head coach at Leicester, he had a habit of leaving me out for big games for the club. We played Ulster in a Challenge Cup semi-final. He put me on the bench. We played Montpellier a few weeks later in the final. He put me on the bench. We played Saracens in the Premiership final. He put me on the bench. I was England’s first-choice scrum half at the time.


Selection is so subjective, but with the national team I had gone from working under a coach in Eddie Jones, who I felt valued and understood me, to Steve who I felt really didn’t.


We walked for a while in silence side by side and then he hit me with it.


‘You’re not going to be involved at the weekend against Argentina. I’m going to go with Alex (Mitchell) and Danny (Care).’


Not even on the bench this time, then. I didn’t say anything for about ten seconds. I’d blown up at Steve before, at Leicester, and I knew you didn’t get anything back – he just absorbed explosions like he was made of Kevlar – so I was calm when I eventually spoke.


‘That is really disappointing, Steve. What are the reasons?’


‘Speed of ball,’ was his reply.


That old chestnut. Every dropped scrum half knows that the ‘speed of ball’ line from a coach is a cop-out. Unless your number 9 isn’t reaching the breakdown in time, which I was, slow possession is down to issues with the ball carrier or the clearout. I had started against Ireland a few weeks beforehand and, while there had been a problem with the speed of ball, that was down to the breakdown being so messy, not how quickly I was arriving there.


I told Steve I strongly disagreed with his decision.


First games at a World Cup are never pretty. They are invariably nervy and scrappy. Our opening game against Argentina in 2011 was an arm-wrestle that we only just won at the death. Fiji and Tonga in 2015 and 2019 had taken some shifting too.


‘I know what the first game of a World Cup is like, Steve, and it’s tough. A week like this screams out for some experience,’ I said. Steve countered that Danny had experience. No argument there, and he was a brilliant finisher so I had no issue with him being on the bench, but I was adamant I was the right guy to start. I made my points as we walked. Steve nodded, but I could tell that he had already decided what he was going to do and that was that.


We wrapped up the conversation, I shook his hand and I told him I needed a bit of time to myself to digest this. It was like someone had punched me in the guts. The Holiday Inn had its own training facility, which we were using. I walked off towards it alone and leaned against a barrier, staring across the athletics track towards the rugby pitch. ‘Fuck me, I didn’t see that one coming,’ I thought.


I hadn’t played much during the Six Nations that year – that was true. I had been left out after our opening game against Scotland. But Steve had explained that away by telling me he wanted to give the younger scrum halves more time on the pitch to get used to Test rugby. I could accept that. It made sense. I’d got 120-odd caps, while Jack van Poortvliet and Alex Mitchell were in single figures.


I had taken the precaution of checking in with Kevin Sinfield, Steve’s assistant, though. ‘Kev, am I done here, mate?’ I’d asked him at the time. ‘Because if I’m done, can you let me know? I don’t want to be that guy who’s still waiting at the port when the ship has sailed.’ But Kev, who was a great sounding board, reassured me that wasn’t the case, and at the end of the championship Steve backed that up. He told me that the squad needed my experience at the World Cup and that I would be part of his plans.


Now I was starting to see what those plans looked like.


I tried to tell myself it was only the opening game and that things could change, but there were a lot of other thoughts rushing around my head. Am I just here to be a support act? To train hard, to speak in meetings, to bring energy and life to the squad – all the things that I had done for more than a decade – but not to actually play? I had already spent a big chunk of time away from the family preparing for the tournament, and now it looked as if I could be in for another eight weeks as a training ground pawn.


Is that how it was destined to end? I felt my hackles rising.


I had almost quit England ten months earlier. I hadn’t said a word to the coaches, or any of my teammates, but in my head I had come close.


We had just lost at home to Argentina, and I felt for the first time afterwards that I wasn’t sure I wanted to play Test rugby any more. I had ticked off one hundred caps and gone past Jason Leonard’s record as the most capped Englishman – wonderful milestones for those close to me – but I wasn’t feeling the same buzz as I had done. In fact, I was wondering why I was still doing it.


I rang my brother Tom, whose own England career had ended after the 2015 World Cup, and told him how I was feeling. ‘Look, you’re less than a year away from the World Cup,’ he said. ‘Don’t throw it away now.’


And I didn’t. I stuck at it. But fast-forward to France, and here I was, left fearing the worst. ‘I nearly called it last year and now look where I am,’ I thought to myself.


Mitch – Alex Mitchell – hadn’t even made the original World Cup squad. It was only because Jack van Poortvliet had picked up an injury that he had squeezed in. He’d had to rejoin the squad hot off a holiday in Croatia. But now here he was, the starting scrum half for the first game of the tournament.


It was a big call, and not just for me personally. It would inevitably be a major talking point in the media and, more importantly, among the squad. I’m not brilliant at hiding my emotions; I’m an open book, and it’s pretty obvious if I’m up or I’m down. I knew I would have to deal with teammates coming up to me, asking why I wasn’t playing and what Steve had said to me.


My instinctive reaction was to go back to my room in the hotel and hide away, but that wasn’t an option. I had to help prepare the lads who would be involved against Argentina. They could not afford any distractions. I had to try to put a brave face on it and just get through that training day. But when training was over, I confided in my roommate George Ford and told him I was feeling hard done by, and this wasn’t how I expected things to go. He listened, like a good friend would.


I got through training on Tuesday too, supporting the boys, doing the best I could to get them ready but I was still unsettled. Wednesday was our day off. It was also the day David Priestley, England’s sports psychologist, arrived in camp. I had worked with him before at Leicester. I thought to myself that he might be a good guy to talk the situation through with.


How do I describe David? He’s intriguing. He has this aura of quiet wisdom. He stands in a room, not saying much, but taking everything in. I don’t know what it was about him, but I always felt I could be extremely open with him. His room at the Holiday Inn was twelve doors down the corridor, so I walked down there and knocked.


He opened it, invited me in and we sat down. It was daytime but it was noticeably dark in his room – like a place of mourning. We made general conversation for a couple of minutes and then he asked: ‘How are you, Ben, how are you feeling?’


I explained that I felt pretty pissed off. I didn’t really understand why I’d been overlooked. The decision had really affected me. There was a piece or two out of place in the jigsaw puzzle and I needed some help putting it back together so that I could park what had happened and crack on.


David paused for a moment and then said to me: ‘This is your fourth World Cup, right?’


‘Yes, that’s right.’


‘And when you went to your first World Cup in 2011, what were you?’


‘What do you mean?’ I asked.


‘Where did you sit within the squad?’


‘I was first choice.’


‘Right. And how old were you?’


‘Twenty-two. Just.’


‘Wow, twenty-two, starting in a World Cup. In 2015, what were you?’


‘I was the starting nine.’


‘Two World Cups in a row. Starting nine. Incredible. 2019 World Cup – how was that one?’


‘Well, it was probably one of the best rugby experiences of my life.’


‘Where did you sit in the squad then, Ben?’


‘I was first choice.’


‘So 2023, fourth World Cup – very few people get to do that. Where do you sit in the squad now?’


‘Right now, third choice.’


‘So you burst on the scene at Leicester, you were capped at twenty, you played in all these World Cups as first choice and now, at the back end of your career, you’re third choice. You’re just doing it the other way round to most people,’ he said. ‘They go to their first World Cup as third choice, then they maybe go to their second and third as first choice. Or maybe they don’t get a third. Not many get four. I guess overall that’s not bad, is it?’


I thought about that for a moment.


Then David said to me: ‘You’re England’s most capped player.’


I looked at the carpet.


‘I’ve noticed this about you,’ he said, immediately. ‘Why, whenever someone says to you, “You’re the most capped England player”, do you always look down? You never puff your chest out and take it in, you always shun it. Why is that?’


He knew there was something way deeper to this visit than just being dropped from a rugby team. And if I’m being honest, I did too – but I didn’t know if I could allow myself to go there.


I wasn’t looking at the floor now. I was looking directly into the eyes of the man sitting a couple of metres away. It’s OK, his eyes seemed to say. Let it go.


I could feel a bubbling volcano of emotions begin to rise inside me.


‘Let me ask you another question,’ he said. ‘If I gave you a pen and piece of paper and told you to write a letter to a sixteen-year-old Ben Youngs, what would it say? You’re going to tell him about all the things you’ve done and achieved. Do you think he’d be happy with it?’


And that was the trigger. That was it; all it took for all my emotions to come out. I just broke down. It was as if someone had turned on a tap. The tears streamed down my face in a torrent. Suddenly, I was sobbing uncontrollably. Crying, crying and crying some more. It felt like I was never going to stop.


At one point, David leaned over and touched my shoulder. ‘None of this is your fault,’ he said. ‘This didn’t happen because of you. You didn’t make the situation worse.’


That set off another bout.


I’m quite an emotional person, but I had never cried like that before. It came from somewhere cavernously deep within me. I don’t know how long it went on for. Two minutes? Five minutes? It’s hard to say. I just wept and wept.


When I had no more tears left to spill and I finally stopped, we began to talk. To talk about why.


I’ve always loved rugby, ever since I first picked up a ball. It’s in my blood, you might say. And the sport had given me so much during my life. But by the time of the World Cup in France, my relationship with it had soured – more than I think I knew.


In 2014, Tom’s wife Tiffany had been diagnosed with blood cancer, shortly after the birth of their daughter Maisie. In 2017, she was told that she might only have a short time left to live. I pulled out of the Lions tour that summer to be around to support them as best I could. Amazingly, she went into remission, but the cancer came back in late 2021. That season was meant to be the last one Tom and I would have together at Leicester, but he retired in November to look after Tiff.


She died eight months later. I still miss her terribly.


The previous June, I had also lost my brother-in-law Jake – who also happened to be one of my cousins – to motor neurone disease. It had been a horrible time for the family. Shattering for everyone. Yet rugby – my rugby – was their saviour back then. For eighty minutes, my family would be offered some brief respite and escapism from the grim reality they were facing. And for me, playing was something tangible I had to give to them when they were dealing with so much.


In very difficult times, as they were trying to piece their lives back together, rugby brought the people I loved more than anything in the world some kind of joy.


But not for me. The enjoyment the sport had always given me had disappeared.


I was carrying this burden – this sense of guilt – during that whole time. Why should I be the one still living my best life when everyone around me was trapped in this nightmare? There I was, playing professional sport for club and country, like nothing had ever happened. Winning the medals. Picking up the accolades. Revelling in my privileged existence.


From the outside looking in, I must have seemed bulletproof. Everyone just assumed that because I was playing for England, because I was winning a Premiership with the Tigers, because I was breaking records, I was all right.


But I wasn’t all right.


I was far from all right.


The truth was that I was struggling. I wasn’t thinking straight. In my head, rugby had become interconnected with tragedy. I couldn’t separate it from what had happened to Tiff and Jake. Rugby, illness, death – everything had just merged into this vast, enveloping black cloud.


Where once I had been in love with the game, suddenly I could only think of it in negative terms. I had started to resent it. Hate it, even.


When I sat down with David, he knew that there was something buried inside. He knew I had some trauma that I didn’t know how to express. The floods of tears were me starting to untangle the knot. That grieving session was the release I needed desperately, and I have to thank David for taking me there. I don’t think I could have gone there with anyone else.


We had maybe an hour together and, as we unpicked my thoughts and feelings and he made sense of them for me, I could feel some of that cloud begin to lift. When I left David, I went back down the corridor to my room with my face a tear-streaked mess, hoping against hope George wouldn’t be in. I hadn’t the emotional energy left to explain myself to him at that moment. I felt exhausted. Thank God, he was out.


I went and lay on my bed. On the table next to it was a pen and the England notebook I used to jot down the game plans for match day. I turned to an empty page and started to write. What I wrote was pretty deep. This was it, word for word.


I felt nothing but guilt for achieving all I have, for seeming like I was the only one happy or having fun.


For it looks like my life just carries on as normal while others’ fall apart.


When all that was a lie, I too was falling apart, broken and lost, driven on by the fact that if I stop, I, we, will all crumble.


At that time, I was the only one who could bring a smile or give the family hope.


I did it for them, not me. It was never for me.


By doing this, the game I once loved is now the game I hate.


Only, now I realize I wasn’t selfish. I did bring them joy. I did the right thing.


On the opposite page I wrote some more, trying to move myself on.


How do I feel?


Relieved – it’s not my fault.


I couldn’t have done any more.


It’s OK to achieve, have fun, without feeling guilty. I did the right thing.


They would be so proud. You are not selfish.


You did bring joy and hope.


They would have wanted you to carry on.


I don’t need to feel like this any more.


Then I rang my wife and I read it to her. She was so happy that I’d been able to go to that place. I had bottled it all up and not shared how I felt inwardly with anyone, not even her. Or my brother. She said: ‘You’re going to feel so much better for that.’ And I did.


Once I’d had the courage to be vulnerable, I was able to start to disconnect rugby from tragedy. I had more sessions with David at that World Cup.


My perspective shifted. Training became easier and I found a bit more joy in the sport again. I felt much more able to just accept rugby for what it is. When all is said and done, it is just a game. Even the World Cup. Just a series of games.


Had I not knocked on David Priestley’s door, who knows where things would have ended up? I wasn’t thinking rationally. Without those conversations, I just don’t know how I’d have coped. I could still be sitting here now, not really understanding why I felt a seething resentment towards the game that had given me so much. It took David to bring it all out.


To this day, I still think I should have been picked against Argentina. But here’s the thing. I wouldn’t have been able to get to that place of self-awareness and understanding if I had been.


In a very personal sense, maybe that dispiriting walk with Steve in Le Touquet was for the best.


Mitch had a brilliant tournament. I had a couple of cameos off the bench against Japan and Chile, and a farewell send-off in the bronze medal match, but I remained, effectively, the third-choice scrum half for the 2023 World Cup. I wouldn’t have chosen that path, but I dealt with it.


As for being introduced as England’s most capped men’s player, I’m getting better at looking people in the eye and accepting it.


But it’s still a work in progress. And – I guess – so am I.
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BUILDING BLOCKS


‘I wasn’t a naughty kid at school,
 but the sound of laughter was like a
 magnet for me. I liked to have fun
 wherever and whenever I could.’


So how did I manage to win 127 caps? How did I convince four different England coaches, with four very different outlooks on rugby, that I should be the one to wear the number 9 jersey for so long? For the answer to that, we have to go all the way back to the start of my life – to the undersized Norfolk farm kid who struggled to read and write.


An international rugby career presents many challenging situations. Taking on massive South Africans in the thin air of Loftus Versfeld, facing the haka at Eden Park, fronting up to Wales in Cardiff when every person in the stadium wants your blood – it’s a life lived on the edge. Yet I can honestly say I never felt fear in any of those moments.


Ask me to write a few words on a whiteboard, though, and I’m terrified.


Standing up in front of teammates and verbally presenting tactics in a meeting isn’t an issue. Talking through video clips with absolute detail and clarity, I can always deliver information in a way that they engage with and listen to. But try to get me to write up there? Not a chance. I would feel inadequate, uncomfortable and embarrassed.


Dyslexia does that to you.


Academically, I always found school really difficult because of it. Exams were always stressful because I didn’t have the skill set to spell out certain words. While I had my way of writing things down that I understood, something I would go on to use in team meetings in later years, I always worried that if something was spelled so badly (and my work was), then the examiner would have no idea what I was trying to say.


Reading was also a problem for me. With the letters all mixed up, it would take me a lot longer to get through sentences than most kids. Growing up, I was put in the bottom set for English with some others who were in a similar boat and, when it came to reading out loud, it was a case of who was going to stand up and make a fool of themselves first. Sometimes, I would just suddenly hit a dead end. There’d be one word that would stop me in my tracks, usually one that was spelled weirdly or that started with a silent letter. If I couldn’t sound it out, then I was done for. I was still trying to get through Biff and Chip aged fifteen.


My dad is dyslexic, and my brother is as well. Tom didn’t get diagnosed initially. His reading issues were put down to a problem with his eyesight, so he was given these milk-bottle-bottom glasses that gave him banging headaches whenever he wore them. I remember there was a student from Hong Kong, Queenie, who joined his class with limited English and within two weeks could already spell better than him. By week three, Tom was copying Queenie’s notes.


Our dyslexia was a real stumbling block for us both in the early years. If it hadn’t been for the support we received at our school, it might have proved an insurmountable challenge.


Gresham’s is a school in North Norfolk, set on a 200-acre estate, four miles from the sea. James Dyson, the inventor and industrialist, was educated there. Because it took boarders as well as day pupils, the intake included kids from all over the country, and from all sorts of different backgrounds too.


It was a public school, so we were lucky to have small class sizes and extra one-on-one tuition. One of my early influences was an amazing lady called Linda Rose, who helped me with my English. My God, she had her work cut out! But because of her, I ended up passing my GCSE with what must have been one of the lowest C grades possible. I also had a great history teacher called Mr Kinder, and his enthusiasm for the subject captivated me, but on the whole, I didn’t enjoy being in the classroom. All I wanted to do was escape to the sports field – the place where all my struggles melted away, and I could properly prove my worth. It’s funny though, because now I look back and I think that dyslexia actually helped me in becoming the rugby player I did.


I could always problem-solve. I think that was partly a product of having to be adaptable as a child; I had to figure out alternative ways around my difficulties in school. So often, the conventional way of doing things wasn’t available to me, and I had to think out of the box. I don’t know the science behind it, but I reckon the brain rewires itself a little when you are dyslexic. My son, who has it too, did a test with a question asking how he might fit an awkward sofa through a doorway space, and he scored amazingly. He could just see the solution really quickly.


I think there’s something of that in my rugby. With thirty players on the field, rugby is a game of many moving parts. It’s a puzzle that’s always changing. Growing up, I could always see where the space was on the field and work out how to get the ball there in two moves instead of three. I just saw things differently to other players. Was dyslexia, which I always thought of as my curse, actually my superpower? Maybe.


Gresham’s was only twenty minutes from where we lived on the family farm, but somehow we managed to be late most mornings. My mum would be desperately trying to herd us into our increasingly battered red Audi A4 estate to get us there on time, but it was always touch and go.


Dad, in the meantime, would always be busy out at work on the farm. It was a mix of livestock and arable; we had cows and sheep at various times, and we had working sheepdogs as well. We also had a Jack Russell at one point – Roly. I don’t know why, but this dog had a straight-up vendetta against my brother. Basically, any time Tom went near him, he would growl and go for him, which was obviously a great source of amusement to me.


The farm was a great environment to grow up in, with all that space available in which we could freely run around. My grandfather fashioned us some rugby posts out of broken and rusty irrigation pipes – being a farmer too, he didn’t want to sacrifice any good ones. I’m pretty sure he didn’t get the measurements right, though, because the crossbar seemed to be ridiculously high. A conversion was impossible until I was around thirteen – but hey, we effectively had our own pitch to play on. That was pretty handy if you had designs on becoming a rugby player.


As was having a dad who had played scrum half for Leicester and England.


Back in the days where Tigers scrum halves had letters on their backs rather than numbers, Nick Youngs was quite a player. So I’m told, anyway. I never saw him in the flesh. By the time I arrived, he had retired, so the only time I got to see him in action at Welford Road was during a veterans’ game – and, being honest, by then all the players looked as if they had swapped training evenings for a night down the local pub and the fish and chip shop.


Still – he was good enough to play six times for his country and to be part of the England side that beat the All Blacks in 1983. You never would have known it from our house, though. There was no shrine to his achievements, no framed shirt on the wall. The only clue was in his office – a photo of him dive-passing the ball away in an England shirt. Dad was always very, very humble about his rugby, and never really talked about it himself. It was only when old teammates like Peter Winterbottom and Chris Butcher called round that Tom and I found out a bit more about his career.


So Dad wasn’t a pushy rugby parent by any means. The total opposite, in fact. He did teach me how to pass off both hands – he obviously thought that skill might come in handy somewhere down the line – but for the most part he left me to develop at my own pace. He certainly didn’t have me running up hills like the Vunipolas had to (in fairness, there weren’t that many in Norfolk), nor did I spend my formative years in an elite changing room as Owen Farrell did with his dad at Wigan. Instead, when I think of my parents and our family, the first things that spring to mind are the love and laughter, rather than some hot-housing coaching environment. There was no sense that I was pre-programmed to follow in my dad’s footsteps; I honestly think nurture had more to do with it than nature.


To succeed in international sport, you need many attributes – physical ones, for sure, but mental ones too. If you’re not a competitor, you either don’t survive very long, or you never make it in the first place. Luckily for me, growing up in an extended family like I did, I had to develop a competitive streak. Tom and I might have been the only two children under our roof, but the gang we rubbed along with was absolutely enormous.


My mum is one of six sisters. My poor grandfather kept trying to keep the family name (Hannant) alive; he got to six girls and then gave up! Every one of them had children – that meant an explosion of cousins on my mum’s side. There are twenty-five first cousins in all and, of those, I’m the second youngest. Not only that, but I was small for my age. Very small.


A lot of my early interactions when it came to sport – or any competitive activities – were with all these older cousins, and there was absolutely no allowance made for age or size. We’d play rugby, football, hockey, British Bulldog, whatever – and I had to fight to survive. My grandparents lived at Barningham, a few miles away from us, and they had this lovely lawn that was basically our playground when we all got together during the holidays. The cousins, who called me Lenny for no better reason than it rhymed with Benny, liked to play this one game where we would stack ourselves on top of each other and build a sort of human pyramid. Five people would lie on the bottom one way, then four more across each other in the opposite direction, then three the other way, and so on. Right at the top would be Jake – the eldest cousin and the ringleader, like the mafia boss. He always put me at the bottom of the pile, which was akin to being pressed to death in medieval times.


The rules were that everyone had to grab hold of somebody else to link the whole heaving mass together and then, when the game started, everyone had to fight like hell to break free. If you managed to, then you raced to the finish line twenty metres away. The last-placed cousins would be put on the bottom in the next round. It was every child for himself. There was no sense of the older ones being gentle on the younger ones. Anything went.


These games could go on and on and there would inevitably be injuries. Run inside crying and you would be met with five aunts and your mother nattering away with a cup of tea in one hand and a cigarette in the other. It was a Silk Cut fog in there, like a scene from The Simpsons with Marge’s sisters, Patty and Selma Bouvier, puffing away. You would receive a cursory check-up and a ‘there, there’ but, basically, you’d be sent back out and told to get on with it. Between the wall of smoke and the tough love, the tears weren’t usually worth it. So you’d opt to stay in the battle.


We also had the Norfolk coastline on our doorstep, and the cousins would get together there too on the sand at Sheringham Beach for mass games of anything. The same rules applied, i.e. none. You needed resilience to deal with those batterings. You had to be competitive. I reckon that, subconsciously, the desire and fight and all the inner essentials I would one day need to survive and thrive in Test rugby were being shaped in those rumbles.


It was an outdoor upbringing. My cousin Monty would come and stay for a couple of weeks during the summer holidays, and we would spend countless hours kicking a ball about together. Tom was more into helping Dad with the farm, but sometimes we would play one-against-one rugby together too.


Basically how that would unfold was that Tom would kick the ball out to me, I would catch it and take him on and, being little, quick and elusive, skin him. He would get so annoyed that, when it was his turn to receive the ball, he would just run straight at me and basically bulldoze me out of the way. He always had that natural farmer strength, even as a kid, and he was a lot bigger than me so he could hurt me very easily. Sometimes that happened and Tom got told off. We never physically fought – a result for me, I think, as I would have come off second best by a long way.


It was Tom who eventually got me into organized rugby, indirectly. A lot of my older male cousins had started playing locally at Holt Rugby Club, where one of my dad’s best friends – a guy named Mike Bush – headed up the Sunday morning mini-rugby section. Dad wanted to start taking Tom down there but, aged five, I was still too young to play.


Dad decided to bring me along anyway. He enrolled me with the Under-6s and I ended up playing with the year above all the way through. I was the youngest and the tiniest but I loved it. The rugby was great – exhilarating, thrilling, free – but there was a whole lot more to it besides. It was like a family gathering, with all the cousins playing and the parents watching. The rugby would finish at twelve o’clock but we would all still be there a couple of hours later, running around outside, kicking a ball around, while the parents propped up the bar.


Eventually, we would head home to a Sunday roast that Mum had cooked, gorge ourselves on that and crash out in front of the fire.


Holt was a great community rugby club. It being Norfolk, there were lots of farmers, of course, but everyone else – from the postman to the butcher to the accountant to the tree surgeon – was there too. People from all different backgrounds. It just felt like a really welcoming place. I went back not long ago to watch my nephews play, and I instantly got that same warm feeling. I associate Holt with so many happy memories. It’s a special place for me. I made friends for life there. James Knight was part of that first Holt team I joined, and he is still one of my best mates.


In a lot of ways, Holt was like any other local minis team in that it was a bit of a mish-mash. You had some kids who loved it and were good at it, some who loved it but didn’t have a great deal of talent, and some kids who only did it because their parents just wanted them to do something on a Sunday. I remember one lad called Charlie, bless him, who would genuinely rather have been anywhere else. He used to wear every bit of protective kit possible, stand on the wing hoping not to get involved and drop the ball every time you chucked it to him.


I never minded the physical side of rugby – the cousin pile-ons had prepared me for that well enough – but the bit that really appealed was running with the ball. I wanted it in my hands all the time. Being so small, my point of difference had to be to move quickly and to step and I found I had a talent for that.


I soon realized that being good could have spin-offs too. One Sunday in the Under-9s, Mum offered me a chocolate try bonus. She said she would give me one of those really nice shell-shaped ones – Guylian seashells, I think they’re called – for each try I scored in the two games we played. I managed thirteen so it was a decent payout.


A lot of us at Holt minis were into wrestling on the TV – WWF, as it was then. Triple H, ‘Stone Cold’ Steve Austin, all those guys. Mike Bush used to get so annoyed at our rugby games because it was all we would be talking about. Even at half-time. I remember him completely losing it before one game because we were all practising these wrestling moves on each other instead of paying attention. It was absolute chaos and Bushy couldn’t get any control. He must have blown his whistle twenty times. Then he just said: ‘That’s it. You’ll have to coach yourselves.’ And he walked off into the clubhouse.


My initial reaction was: ‘Brilliant, we can just carry on messing about.’


It took some maturity from James, who suggested we should probably go and apologize to Mike and ask him to come and coach us again, to get him back on board again. The wrestling stopped for a while after that.


The Sunday tournaments we played in were brilliant fun. Our biggest rivals were Braintree – we would always meet in the final and pretty much always end up drawing with them as well. We couldn’t be separated.


When Dad came along to watch, he would stand on his own behind the posts rather than on the sideline where the other parents stood. People would want to chat to him, but I think he just enjoyed watching in peace. He would never shout anything during the game or try to influence what I was doing. If I wanted to talk about the game in the car on the way home, he would chat to me about it, but he would never initiate that conversation.


The only thing he might tell me was to pass a bit more to my teammates instead of going on one of my glory runs so they saw more of the ball. He wanted me to love rugby, yes, but because I loved it not because he loved it. You might have expected – with him being an ex-Tiger – that I would have gone along to Welford Road with him a few times as a kid, but I reckon we only went a couple of times when I was growing up.


I went to Twickenham to watch England more often than I did Leicester. The first time I went – to watch a Calcutta Cup game – I was awestruck by the sheer scale of the place. It was vast. Because Dad had played for England, we were allowed into the England Rugby Internationals Club room before the game, so I went around collecting autographs while Dad had a drink with his old mates. The game that really lit a spark inside was when New Zealand came to play. Seeing the haka in the flesh and feeling the electricity around the stadium as the England fans drowned it out was exhilarating.


It made me want to be out there one day.


As I grew older, rugby was starting to play a bigger and bigger part in my life. It was coming at me from all angles. Before I knew it, I was going to rugby training on a Monday, playing in a school fixture on Wednesday, training again on Thursday and then playing games on Saturday for school and Sunday with Holt. That was five times a week. But I couldn’t get enough of it.


When it wasn’t rugby in the flesh, it was Jonah Lomu Rugby on the PlayStation. And there was this old VHS I used to play over and over again – Bill McLaren: The Famous Voice of Rugby – in which he ran through some of his favourite players down the years.


Then there was the Living with Lions video, chronicling the 1997 tour to South Africa. That got some hammer too.


I used to absorb the Five Nations and Six Nations and the Tri Nations and Super Rugby from the southern hemisphere, and go out into the garden pretending to be Christian Cullen in a Hurricanes jersey. Then I would be Carlos Spencer in an Auckland Blues shirt. I was the easiest kid in the world to buy a present for, because all I wanted was rugby shirts. Every Christmas Auntie Lulu would get me a different one. One of my favourites was the France one that Émile Ntamack was wearing when Jonny Wilkinson upended him in Paris. I had loads. But what was really weird was that I never asked for an England shirt. Or a Leicester one.


I had a couple of great rugby coaches at prep school in Richard Brearley and Simon Worrall who, like Bushy, nurtured the talent I had and helped me to express it. Before school games on a Saturday, Mr Brearley used to gather us in his geography room and put on these old tapes of the Barbarians playing. We would be watching this vintage footage with no clue who these ancient players were. But the passion and enthusiasm for the game that he had was easy to recognize – he would deliver these brilliant Churchillian speeches that we loved.


At school, I would play at outside centre, which gave me the space to use my speed. Because I was quick, I also shone at athletics, which we did during the summer term. When I was ten years old, I was entered into the 400 metres at the junior regional championships, trying to win a place in the national finals. It was at a proper athletics track with a small stand beside it where all the parents were sitting watching.


Each event had two heats and I was running in the second heat. I was nervous because there was a lot on the line – the top three would go through to the nationals. Big stakes. Nerves can affect people in different ways, and for me on that day they manifested themselves in an urgent need to wee. ‘Excuse me,’ I said to one of the grown-ups organizing the race. ‘Can I go to the toilet?’


The official said that I could but if I missed the race that was on me. It was a dilemma. I didn’t want to miss my big moment, so I thought I had better just hang on. Unfortunately, the first heat took an age to get under way for some reason. We were left waiting for more than ten minutes. So by that point, I was absolutely bursting.


Finally, the race was called, but all I could think about as I walked towards the start line was my bladder.


‘I need the toilet so, so badly. I’m just going to have to sprint this thing then just run to a bush,’ I thought to myself. I was in lane one and my mum and Tom were nearby in the stand as we went down to our marks. I lifted up on ‘get set’ and then on ‘go’ I went.


Literally.


I just started wetting myself! I could feel it running down my leg. A puddle was forming on the start line as I remained there, frozen. It was at that point that Tom – helpful as always – stood up and shouted: ‘Oh my God, he’s pissed himself!’ Humiliated.


I set off and ran like the wind – as quickly as I could in my desperate desire to get off that track. It was that, rather than my athletic ability, which took me to victory. Mum was there to meet me at the finish line and help me through it, but I’ve never quite lived that down with Tom.


I did actually win the prep school national 100 metres one year, but for some reason he talks less about that race than the pissy one.


I also played hockey at school in one of the winter terms. Auntie Lulu was an England international and, while I wasn’t quite that good, I liked it. I did manage to play Norfolk representative schools hockey once. I think the exposure to hockey was beneficial for my rugby, certainly in terms of the position I ended up playing. In hockey, you are bent over, playing the ball with your stick while simultaneously trying to scan the peripheral picture. It’s exactly what a scrum half does at a ruck. Your head is down but you’ve got to have a mental image of where there’s space on the field and where the ball – or you – should be heading.


You’d imagine if I could play hockey then I’d be able to play cricket. I couldn’t. I couldn’t bowl, I couldn’t bat, and I didn’t like the thought of being whacked by a hard red ball. I made it to the dizzy heights of the C team, which basically consisted of all the kids who were terrible at it.


We only had about two fixtures a year, which was two too many in my book. There was one memorable incident when we were playing Uppingham. I was messing about in the slips with my mate Charlie, who was wicket-keeper, trying to make the best of it, when this guy came into bat for them. He asked for middle and leg, scraped his guard with his boot and then proceeded to do a load of gardening, prodding the pitch with his bat for ages like he was a Test player.


I thought: ‘Does he think he’s Joe Root or something? He’s number six in the C team. What is he doing? We’re all useless – that’s why we’re here.’ So as the bowler ran up and released the ball, I shouted: ‘Don’t miss it!’ just as it left his hand – which this Root wannabe promptly did. And he was bowled first ball.


Well, there was uproar.


The square leg umpire was one of our teachers and he bellowed at me: ‘Youngs, come here.’ I went over: ‘Yes, sir?’


‘That was absolutely unacceptable. Not in the spirit of cricket. He will carry on batting, and you can go and score for the rest of the game.’ Charlie was in tears of laughter behind the stumps as I was dispatched from the field.


I was quite happy with the arrangement. Filling in the dot balls in the scorebook was definitely an improvement on having to play, as far as I was concerned. But I had to go see the headmaster on the Monday to explain myself and apologize for my unsportsmanlike behaviour.


So cricket was never my thing.


I wasn’t a naughty kid at school, but the sound of laughter was like a magnet for me. I liked to have fun wherever and whenever I could. I can’t say the teachers would always appreciate that.


I remember rehearsing for a play once in our drama lesson. I had to lie on the ground face down and then pop up and say my lines. Charlie came out onto the stage and delivered my cue, but I had an attack of the giggles and couldn’t move for laughing. All you could see was my shoulders going up and down as this wave of laughter washed over me. Charlie delivered his line about five times, but there was nothing I could do. It was a proper corpsing. The drama teacher was just watching on, simmering.


If I was never going to make an actor, then there wasn’t much hope for me as a farmer either.


While Tom loved everything about it, I wasn’t interested in it at all. There was one incident when I was about eleven that summed up our contrasting attitudes.


Dad asked my brother and I to pull out the wild oats that were growing among the crop in one of the fields. He dropped us off in the morning, told us to clear the field and said he would pick us up at lunchtime. It was back-breaking work, walking up and down the lines, bending down every time you spotted a strand and pulling it out, but Tom went off like a man possessed. Soon I was fifty metres behind him. Then eighty metres. Then a hundred metres.


It was a really nice morning and, in the end, I just thought, ‘Bollocks to this’, and lay down in the sunshine, allowing the warmth to wash over me. As Tom marched on into the distance, I fell asleep. Unfortunately, Dad decided to check in on how we were doing mid-morning while I was kipping. When he turned up, Tom had done pretty much the whole field on his own and I was happily enjoying a siesta.


Dad just burst out laughing.


Another time, Dad – who by now was painfully aware of my limitations – gave me the job of topping. For any non-farmers (like me), topping is basically grass-cutting big fields with a glorified lawnmower on the back of the tractor. It’s an idiot-proof job – or so he thought.


Everything started off OK, and I was going up and down the field on the tractor without a hitch, when in front of me this massive mound of soil came into view. I had the choice of driving around it or over it. Big decision. I turned around, looked out of the back of the tractor cab and saw the huge blades behind me. ‘Those things will just chew that mound up and splatter the soil everywhere, no problem,’ I thought. It turned out they didn’t. And there was a problem. The blades got stuck in the mound, there was a horrible screeching noise and suddenly there was smoke everywhere.


I did 1,800 quids’ worth of damage in that incident.


‘Why didn’t you just go around it?’ Dad asked afterwards. It was a reasonable question. Then, when he eventually gave me another chance at the topping, I managed to get the tractor stuck down a verge and needed towing out.


Basically, I was shocking with any sort of machinery.


Dad only ever turned to me when he was desperate. One year, he was short-handed for the sugar beet carting (ferrying the beets away from the field, in other words), and he called me in to lend a hand. He talked me through the process very carefully. I had to drive a tractor with a trailer behind it. My task was to pull the tractor up parallel to the harvester so the sugar beet could be dropped into the trailer and then, when it was full, drive off with the full load.


‘Whatever you do, though, don’t hit the front of the beet harvester with the tractor. The last thing we want is for that to be damaged,’ he warned me. ‘No problem, Dad,’ I said confidently. ‘Leave it to me.’


I put the radio on in the cab and waited my turn to load up. When it came, I pulled in perfectly. Like Lewis Hamilton coming in for a pit stop. Nice and parallel. Spot on. Into the trailer poured the sugar beet . . . I was loading like a champion. When it was full, all I had to do was drive off and deliver my precious cargo.


That was when things went wrong. I made to pull to the left thinking, for some reason, that the guy in the beet harvester – Ian – would turn right. But he didn’t. He turned left too. And we collided. I drove straight into the front of him with a horrible thud. Exactly what Dad had told me not to do.


I had two options. Either get out and face up to my mistake like a man, and cop a face-full of fury from Ian, who was going mad in the beet harvester cab. Or drive off and hide.


I took the second option.


I scuttled away with my trailer full of beet and parked in the woods for an hour while the storm blew through. When I eventually went back, everything had calmed down, so it had been a smart move really. The front of the harvester was damaged but was fixable. It could have been worse.


In the end, the only job my dad trusted me to do on the farm was potato grading. This was basically the lowest role going. My job was to pick out the rotten ones on the conveyor belt and lob them away. That was it.


I will essentially go down as one of the worst farmers that the Youngs family has ever produced. I was absolutely incompetent.


If it hadn’t been for the actual farming, living on a farm would have been perfect. For one thing, it enabled Tom and me to build our own race track. There was a local garage up the road, which used to scrap cars that had failed their MOTs, and Dad decided he would take some of these bangers for us to drive around the farm.


Jimmy the Jeep was our first banger, and he lived in the potato shed. We used a cultivator to make a track in the field to speed around in Jimmy. We wouldn’t go on the public road, obviously – I was thirteen – but because the field ran parallel to one, we would sometimes race cars that were on it. We had lots of fun with that, although we were only ever allowed one banger at a time, to stop us from racing each other.


Sometimes we would drive off into the woods. I remember taking my cousin Bruce for a spin one time, losing control and ending up in this boggy ditch. The banger was on its side and there was water seeping in. It was balanced precariously, so it was a bit of a situation. Bruce wasn’t keen on me moving and unbalancing it, but I wasn’t going to stay there. I pulled myself out, and fortunately he got out in one piece too.


My worst scrape growing up was actually on a BMX bike rather than in a banger. I got whacked by a car near the farm, was knocked a fair distance and landed in a hedge. I was pretty bruised after that one. My underpants suffered collateral damage too – I crapped myself in mid-air. I don’t know if the pain or the embarrassment was worse. I ended up waddling back to the house like John Wayne after a full day’s filming on horseback.


Correction, the worst scrape could have been one Christmas when I set myself on fire. I was walking past a floating candle in the house. It was really hot in the lounge and Dad had opened up the side door to let some air in. A gust of wind caught the tail of my shirt and sent it into the candle flame. I panicked and ran when I saw it on fire but that made things worse as the flames spread up my back. Fortunately, the family were able to rip the shirt off, but I ended up spending the night in hospital. It was less Christmas, more Burns Night.


Ultimately, though, mine was a carefree and happy upbringing, with the only clouds around my schoolwork.


When I was fifteen, I predicted my school report was going to be a particularly bad one. It just was. I knew it. This was a concern, so I decided to do something about it. The school posted the reports out to our home addresses, so every day, when the postman came, I would run to the front door and intercept the mail, flicking through the letters in search of the report.


When it finally landed, I was ahead of the game. I took it away before my parents had the chance to see it, tore it open and read the whole report through. It was as bad as I had expected. I thought: ‘They can’t see this. Any parent who spends their hard-earned money on a private education for their son and reads this would go bananas.’


So I burnt it.


We had an oil drum at the bottom of the lawn that was used to get rid of rubbish, so I chucked it in there, followed it up with a lit match and watched it go up in flames. A couple of weeks went by, and Mum and Dad kept asking about the missing report. They rang the school, who assured them it had definitely been sent. They kept on at me asking if I was sure I hadn’t seen the report and in the end I just cracked.


At dinner one night I announced to them that I had something to tell them. ‘My report has been sent. I’ve seen it, read it, and I thought that you wouldn’t enjoy reading it, so I burnt it,’ I told them. Now, obviously, most parents would react negatively to this piece of news. It would be understandable in the circumstances.


But Mum and Dad’s reaction was to burst out laughing. That’s my parents for you. They are laid back and lovely. I think the greatest compliment I can give them is that I’d like to bring my kids up the way they brought up Tom and me. If I can look back and say I’ve done that, I’ll be a very happy man.


My mum and dad make a good pair. Mum (Patricia – or Trot, as everyone calls her) is always up for a good time. Our kids call her Granny Cuckoo, which is about right. My dad is different – less bonkers, but he loves a laugh all the same.


I guess I adopted some of their same take on life; that the best way to live it is with a big smile on your face. Over the course of my career, I had so many teammates who were perplexed at how I could be laughing and joking minutes before a big game, when others had their eyeballs lodged somewhere in the back of their heads, but that’s just the way I was brought up to be.


By the time I was a teenager, rugby was starting to get more serious, even if I wasn’t. Norfolk was in Leicester’s academy catchment area and Tom had already been taken on. My career took its first significant shift with a move to North Walsham. Walsham and Holt had always had this rivalry, so it felt a little bit like joining the enemy, but I had no choice in the matter.


When Holt had moved up to fifteen-a-side games, we were struggling for numbers. We were fine for the first year, but then some of the team started moving away to other schools and others just stopped playing. We’d go to away games and have to borrow players, and of course, we were always given the crappest ones, or they would say they didn’t have any spare, so we just had to play with twelve and things like that. Before we knew it, we had only ten players left. At that stage the decision was taken, with heavy hearts, to call time on the team.
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