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To my father, mother and sister; to Anwen, Mali and Efa.
Thank you for everything.









PROLOGUE:



TAITH | JOURNEY


This is where it begins, on match days.


Closing a hotel room door, down into the team room. Up into a hotel lobby full of supporters in red shirts, of cheers and applause and shouts of good luck. Out past the stone columns either side and more people in red. Scarves and pints of beer and Welsh flags being waved. Up the steps of the team bus, walking past Andy the driver in his shirt and tie and the coaches in their Sunday best, walking past teammates in red tracksuit tops, finding your seat.


There’s a tightness in your stomach you come to recognize. A strange comfort from the anticipation of pressure to come. After days waiting for it, weeks of pushing yourself so hard you should be broken, it’s real. No more meetings, no more plans. It’s today. That’s what the supporters tell you – the police motorcycle outriders in front of the coach, with their flashing lights; the look on your teammates’ faces; the feeling in your own head and heart.


It all builds, with every mile you get closer. First past the golf course on the right, players holding their shots to stand up and wave. The quiet little lanes, bare trees in the early part of a Six Nations, buds and blossom by the end. Thick hedges and little glimpses of the sky above. You look for clouds, for rain. You think about the pitch, in the middle of our capital city. How it will feel under your boots, how the ball will behave.


Across the roundabout, down the slip road onto the M4 and into the traffic. A nation flowing into the city, all carried along by the same love and hope and devotion, all flags flying proudly from car windows and rosettes and ribbons and old songs being sung. Phones pressed against the windows when they hear the cavalcade coming, when they see the colours on the coach. Fists clenched and shouts you can’t hear, grins and horns being sounded.


10 miles, nine.


The adrenaline starting to flow within. You’ve got to get the timing right. Let the nerves arrive but don’t let them take over. You don’t want too much time at the stadium – too long to think, to hang around. You don’t want too little – rushing your routine, skipping the stuff experience has taught you matters. Glancing around at the boys, headphones on for most, listening to what gets them to the right place. Listening to silence, sometimes. You all do what works for you.


Cars pull over when they see you coming. Down the dual carriageway off the motorway, grey metal barrier down the middle, low trees on the left. Drivers thinking it’s the police, at the start. Faces all worry and ready-made excuses, all phones and tooting when they see the coach and its colours and realize.


Past the supermarket superstores, the out-of-town retail parks. Past playing fields, kids with rugby balls running at each other, dropping shoulders. Tall white posts and mud in uneven patches, on the 22s, inside the touchlines.


There’s no pre-match apprehension for me. This is where I want to be. This day, this destination. This group of men around me. The fear would be of missing out, of not being here. At the heart of it all, in the heat. Able to influence it, to share in it like these thousands around all will be too.


It’s about belonging, playing for Wales. Wanting to be part of it, working your way through the age grades and the club matches and regional sides. Earning the right to be there, driven on by the desire to prove that you’re worthy. Feeling the bond to the past, to the traditions, to the great players not long gone. Feeling the ties to the nation, to the supporters you can see, to the millions in front rooms and pubs across the villages and towns and countryside, the hillsides and the valleys, coast to coast. You all want to belong, and you all do.


Five miles, four.


You can see the stadium in the distance from the end of the dual carriageway. The city laid out in front of you.


Coming in through the eastern suburbs, past the big Asda, the football stadium on your right. The white steel beams of its roof, the heaving bus stops, the drive-thru McDonalds and the Sand Martin pub, streetlights and grey pavements. An ordinary city on a magical day.


You look down at your phone and find the music that works in that moment. Maybe ‘My Sacrifice’ by Creed. The vocals, the opening line about saying hello to an old friend. A song that always seems to come back, my subconscious hunting it out.


Onwards into the city. The Jubilee recreation ground on your right, rugby posts again. Under the two railway bridges, the sign for Ninian Park train station. Black-and-white Cardiff taxis, new flats and old semis. The red-brick estates, the scaffolding round shopping parades. Corner shops selling cans and crisps.


Building inside you, building all around. Feeling wide awake. Controlled, composed. Senses heightening.


Swinging west onto the Cowbridge Road, towards the hospital. A mile to go.


Pubs are overflowing into the street. Cathedral Road up to your left, to Pontcanna, to Sophia Gardens. Plenty of places to drink up there. People striding through Bute Park, mates behind, mates ahead.


The roads are closed off before the bridge over the River Taff. The Westgate pub to your right, the Holiday Inn as you cross the river, with its Guinness lorry parked on the forecourt passing out dark pints. Always the same man in the same spot in the same suit covered in daffodils, waiting to watch you go by.


The crowd thickening now. Covering the roads, pouring onwards towards the stadium. 50 minutes to kick-off, and tickets being negotiated at vastly inflated prices.


You swing right, the grand old front of the Angel Hotel on the left. Where the teams used to stay, where the male voice choir will be on the big sweeping staircase inside, belting out all the usual favourites.


They bring the metal bollards down on Westgate Street. It’s slow now, the crowds heavy in front of you, opening up and then surging back all around. You’re high up in the coach and you see everything – the police horses in front, ready to part the sea, the kids on parents’ shoulders, the groups of young lads, swaying already from the sauce, the girls with red dragons painted on their faces or with yellow daffodil hats over their faces. You see the whites of eyes turned up towards you.


Driving on for 200 metres, looking forward and back and just seeing . . . people. Some of them don’t want to move, or forget to. They’re lost in the drinking and singing and staring at the coach. You spot faces you recognize. Your heart is beating fast now, your throat dry.


It’s Gate Four that we head for. Turning right off the street, under the raised security barrier, down the ramp into the heart of the stadium. Under a big sign, white on red:


CROESO – WELCOME


Suddenly, under there, it’s dark and quiet. Sombre, the intensity palpable. Grey concrete and pillars painted in yellow hazard stripes. A low roof, shiny aluminium ventilation shafts overhead.


There are television cameras when the bus stops and the door hisses open. Another choral battalion ready to march, providing another link in the chain connecting past and present. Men with neat hair and moustaches in V-neck sweaters. Headphones come off for that.


Double doors ahead of you, pulled back. On the wall to the left, a big red sign:


STADIWM PRINCIPALITY


On the right, the emblem of the Welsh Rugby Union: three white feathers and a gold crown, picked out on black.


You walk in. The walls painted white now, the skirting boards and handrails bright red. A huge silver dragon on the wall, claw up, wings back. Two flights of steps rising up in front of you towards another set of doors. A patch of daylight visible through them. The pitch.


You go into the dressing room first, turning left for the home team. The honours boards on the corridor walls, every man ever to play for Wales. Brown polished wood, names in gold. First your cap number, then given name in lower case, then surname in upper case and the year of your debut.




1045 Ian Richard EVANS 2006.


1046 Alun Wyn JONES 2006.


1047 James HOOK 2006.





Great photos of triumphs past. Tired, muddy faces grinning back at you, trophies being held aloft. Maybe your face, if you’re one of the lucky ones.


The dressing room. Pushing the door open, a big photo of the team in a huddle on the wall to your left and a slogan beneath it: HOW DO YOU WANT TO BE REMEMBERED?


Round the corner, through the warm-up area, past the tables of drinks and food, the massage tables set out and ready. The main room round to your left again.


You’re in the starting XV, so you turn right. A squared horseshoe of brown wood, each place laid out with a red cushion on the seat and a cupboard above, your name and cap number above your peg. Each of you in position order, the front row the first pegs, then the locks, the back row, the half-backs, centres and back three.


You’ve brought your boots, your spare boots and your gumshield. The rest is waiting there: wet top and wet trousers in case of rain, t-shirt, spare t-shirt. Towel. Anthem jacket. Shirt, shorts, socks.


You can feel the noise down here. Muffled and distant, but impossible to ignore. Like the rumble of heavy traffic. Like a nightclub when you’re in the alley outside.


Eye contact across the room. A little look, a shared feeling.


Tip sheets on our seats with simple messages, something tight from the coaches: LINE SPEED. DISCIPLINE.


Drinks there, everything from water to isotonic to caffeine. The smell of someone’s nerves coming in from the toilet area. The sound of retching, spitting. Vomiting.


Jackets on for the huddle. Some with smelling salts. Pulling each other in tight. Staring into each other’s faces.


‘We’re ready?’


There’s a shout, with two minutes to go. Telling you the countdown. You close in tighter.


Another shout.


‘30 seconds!’


The clatter of studs on concrete, the dressing-room doors open again. A shock of noise as the subs shout you out, 75,000 more waiting beyond.


Turning right into the corridor, turning left into the tunnel, putting your hand on the shoulder of the mascot waiting for you. A smile and a shake of the hand.


Black walls to the tunnel, sloping away to a narrow V of grass and stands and bedlam. Walking, absorbing the energy.


Noise. More noise. A crescendo, a deafening wave of it, breaking over you.


The away team already out on the pitch. People leaning over the sides of the tunnel, slapping hands on the paint. The heat of the pitchside flamethrowers hot on your forehead, your cheeks. You feel the spray of propellant and its taste, droplets on your face and on your hands.


You can’t see the seats, not now. No red and green of the first tier, deep red of the second, dark green of the third. Just shirts, flags and faces, and the choir out on the pitch in front of you. Supporters around you, above you.


You think about everything, when the anthem sounds. Your family, the ones who will tell you how you’ve played, the ones who can’t any more. The villages and towns, the pubs and front rooms.


You’re only as good as your next game. Aware there may not be a next one, so make this one count. Thinking: these days are forever, but it’s different every time. Different opponents, a different team around you. A day threaded with the familiar but which will never come again.


The anthem peaks, the crowd roars. You unzip your jacket. Throw it to the bench.


You breathe deep. Look around.


This is where it begins.
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CARTREF | HOME


That’s where the journey ends, on that pitch in that city, if you want to play for Wales. If you obsess over it, fight for it, make yourself sick in training. If you keep going when it hurts, stand up again when you don’t think you can, work hard through injury and selection. Making your own luck. If you can get past the heartbreaks and regrets, not get swept away in the big days, keep the trust of those around you. If all the things you dream about as a kid come true.


And it starts for me maybe 50 miles west, along the M4, past the steelworks at Port Talbot and then turning south around Swansea Bay, all the way along the coastal road and promenade to the village that sounds made for a shy kid towering over all his mates.


Mumbles. That’s me as a boy. As a kid growing up, as a man coming home.


It’s all sea views and rocky headlands, Mumbles. It’s the rugby club at Underhill Park, the old clubhouse on the sea front. It’s the old tumbledown ruins of Oystermouth Castle up on the hill, the lifeboat station and the pier sticking out into the sea, the blue-and-white front of Joe’s Ice Cream Parlour on Mumbles Road. The cemetery tucked up the winding path from Newton Road.


The tide comes and goes out in the bay. Sometimes it’s all grey, glassy water, sometimes all shiny sand and stretches of mud. In winter the wind comes in and chops it all up into white horses and sweeping currents. You look north to the taller buildings in Swansea and further round again to the smoke rising from chimneys and cooling towers. On clear days you can see all the way across the wind turbines on the hills further north still, up the valleys towards Maesteg and Glyncorrwg and Treherbert.


Go the other way, further west around the headland by the lighthouse, and it’s into the Gower Peninsula: big wide beaches, holiday chalets, open heathland and white-painted houses. It’s wilder on this side. Big westerlies, all calm on the eastern side when trees are going sideways round here. The coastal path takes you round to Rotherslade beach, then opening out into Langland Bay, a big sweep of yellow sand between the two headlands, Victorian beach huts with green metal struts.


The steep road up from Rotherslade. That was the place. Halfway up on the right-hand side, a two-storey house with big windows looking out from the ground floor, dark brown tiles on the roof, a sloping lawn in front.


It’s easier to remember stuff when I go back. The smell of my dad’s cigarettes, the kitchen out back. My mum’s favourite chair in the front room, the rain splattering against the windows in winter or autumn or during a spring storm.


If you opened the windows of my bedroom, right up under the angles of the roof, you could hear the waves on the beach and rocks outside. Trees opposite, wooden garage doors painted white, houses on the top of the next little hilly ridge along.


There’s gaps in my memory, when I try to remember. I’ve always looked forward. As a player you have to. You spend too long on the last match and you’re never ready for the next one. There’s things that stand out as a kid and there’s weeks and months that won’t ever come back.


I’m not complaining. If I never played rugby maybe I would still be exactly the same. Waiting for my dad to come back from his office in town, always the last one there, dealing with all the little legal dramas that make up the life of a local solicitor: wills, contracts, houses, rows.


He loved it, my dad. Always a cigarette on the go, sometimes lighting one, taking a puff, putting it down, forgetting all about it and sparking up another. Piles of paperwork in his office, a sense of duty to the people of Swansea.


The office stank of the smoke. You could have licked the nicotine off the yellow walls. No matter that he’d played for Swansea seconds on the Saturday. The obsession with rugby had been switched for an obsession with work. Monday to Friday was the office, early in the morning to late at night. When you’re a kid you just accept it: I’m not going to see Dad today, I’ll look after myself. It’s only looking back that you realize, I really missed him. I wanted more of him.


So there’s me, this kid who’s always taller than the ones around me, often heavier too. There’s my big sister Lowri, seven years older, way ahead. There’s my mum, a working teacher, dedicated to what she was doing.


I was in Aunty Ivy’s creche in Gowerton by eight each morning. Picked up by Mum on her way home. I have to rely on her for that detail. And when primary school started at Oystermouth, half a mile’s walk up the hill and then back down again, the memories come back again. Me, the new kid, much bigger than a four-year-old should be, sitting on a bench in the playground and taking massive chunks out of my break-time apple. Black trousers, a blue jumper with the emblem of the castle on it, munching everything except the stalk, just in case any of the other kids were in any doubt about my appetite.


There’s still kids around from that day. People stay in Mumbles, or they don’t get away. You drive around and you see an old mate grown up, or someone comes round to help you with some building work at your house and you hear the surname and think, ah, yeah, I remember your brother.


I’m still the shy kid. But I was always in the school plays, always the one who got the show-off roles. A Galloping Major one year, with the old comedy sponge in my top pocket, soaked in water beforehand so I could dab at my feverish brow and twist it for effect. Another year in a pink satin shirt and black wig, like a young Tom Jones, if Tom Jones had been twice as tall as everyone else on stage.


That probably sounds strange for a boy who was happiest saying nothing, just watching the world around him, listening to the noise from everyone else. I’ve never played a role since. I’m always me, whether you like it or not. But the pretending then was fun. It’s always the quiet ones who surprise you, right?


I didn’t mind a sulk. I still don’t. When you’re a kid and you’re quiet, people are okay with it. As you get older and you’re still quiet, they tend to assume you’re being rude. That’s harder.


The stubbornness? That’s always been there. My mum spent hours trying to get me to read. I refused, partly because Stig of the Dump wasn’t working for me. When the family went out on Friday nights for our weekly curry, I’d get my sister to read out the menu for me so I didn’t have to. Easy.


Until she refused. Suddenly my curry was on the line, my mum threatening to choose me what she wanted. And so I discovered the motivation to read within a month, although Mum didn’t realize until she saw me giggling uncontrollably with the menu in front of my face.


‘Alun, what on earth’s the matter?’


‘Can’t tell you.’


‘Lowri, what’s the matter with your brother?’


‘Ah Mum, it’s just him.’


How do you tell your mum that you’ve just spotted chicken breasts on the menu at the point where you’ve just been told about women’s breasts? It’s not an easy conversation. It’s not an easy thought process. Chickens have breasts too? How do you eat them?


It was easier with my Lego. You follow the instructions and it always turns out okay. Look at the picture, make sure yours is the same, guaranteed satisfaction. If it goes wrong, it’s your fault.


I had all my sets lined up on the bottom shelf in my bedroom. My bed on the left as you walked in, next to the radiator – big win in winter. A collection of Micro Machines on the next shelf up, a couple of Transformers given their own space. Posters of Ieuan Evans and Scott Quinnell on the walls, the two of them standing on some rocky outcrop in their Cotton Oxford jerseys.


The Scalextric went in the bay window in the dining room, the cars flying off in the corners, the desolation following when they smashed into the wall and would never work again. Airwolf and The A-Team on TV.


And always a cigarette in every ashtray. My mum never smoked. She hardly ever drank – maybe a cheeky Cointreau or Tia Maria or Grand Marnier at Christmas, but never a natural. Whereas Dad . . . Dad just had a way of gathering people to him. Or forcing them away.


People loved him or hated him. I found that out as I grew. How loud he was, how intense he could be. How he’d launch straight in when he saw something going wrong. If he was writing a legal letter on your behalf, there would be gleeful anticipation of that letter landing on the recipient’s doormat. You knew it would be a rocket. If you had one coming your way – if you were another solicitor in town, or the employer who’d done over a worker, or someone trying to pull a fast one – you feared it and you loathed where it came from. And that stuff would go everywhere, because Swansea is a small place. News would travel fast. ‘You hear what Tim Jones has done now?’


There could be quarrels with friends. It was all logic to Dad: the legal process is A leads to B and on to C. There are no shortcuts. There’s a way of behaving and there’s no blurring of the lines. There was the old mate who casually asked him to speed something along. They didn’t speak for three or four months, not after the reply Dad gave.


Black and white, right or wrong. He had an elderly client who he felt was being undercut as he sold his business. That one ended in phones being thrown across the room. There would be shouting matches and storming out. And all those people he helped, all those he pulled out of holes or steered them away, would be loyal to him forever more. They thought he walked on water. The rest? He didn’t care.


You ask Mum, it was never going to be Swansea. She grew up in Cardigan, west Wales. She hated Swansea. She was never going to marry a Jones, not as a woman called Ann in an era when the tennis-playing Ann Jones was a Wimbledon champion. She was never going to be involved with anyone who smoked or wore glasses.


And then she got the lot, because he just swept her along, like he did with so many people. The two of them fresh-faced students at Aberystwyth University, and he caught her with his handkerchiefs. Right up until his death, he would always have a clean one in his breast pocket. That’s what she says. And she should know; she washed them for 30 years.


When they were students, if anything happened, he would always produce a pristine pocket handkerchief. A friend of hers fell and cut her leg open. Dad was there with the handkerchief, binding the leg, offering to carry her home. The friend never liked him and wasn’t going to change her mind; my mum was hugely impressed by his gallantry, his old-fashioned manners. And in such strange ways do stories begin.


Drinks, fags, conversation. That’s my dad, as I grew up. You help someone out, they help you out. A partner at his firm had a flat in the south of Spain, so that was holidays sorted for a few years, until the work took back over, because that’s where his real satisfaction came from. Always an investment too, looking out for us, looking at the long term, making plans and putting a safety net in place.


You’re a solicitor, and you spend your days trying to fix mistakes. The people who have left it late to get a will, the ones who didn’t bother. The work contract with the small print that no one bothered to read until they were sacked, the argument over a piece of land that one man thinks he owns until another one shows him something he never remembers signing.


That’s Dad, trying to make sure we don’t stumble into any of those holes. Buying three holiday chalets up the road as an investment, Lowri on the phone taking the bookings, me climbing up on the roof to fix the tiles until the time I fell through a rotten piece of ceiling that wasn’t supposed to be there.


Always work, from both Mum and Dad. It was in them. It was what you did. Mum’s own mother had been a teacher at a point where most women in the country were doing it all unpaid at home. Mum had been the one earning more when she and Dad got married, because it takes a solicitor a long time to get qualified. But always more from Dad – longer hours, more time away from home, less time with the family.


We all wished he was around more. Work first, family second. But that made sense to him, and with Dad, you never argued. You just followed.


Work, and family, and rugby. Dad had captained Aberystwyth. Then he comes to Swansea, as a number 8, and he goes straight to the rugby club’s ground at St Helen’s, just as his own father had as a centre before him, and there’s Mervyn Davies swerving everywhere with his Mexican moustache and Wales caps and all those adventures with the British Lions.


So there would be no first-team action with the Whites for Dad, but plenty of chances with the Athletic, the second-string side – not that they saw themselves as second best. Which suited him, because most things came before the Athletic for all of them. You trained once a week, you had a lot of fun playing, you tried your best to have more fun afterwards. All that history at St Helen’s – where the Whites had beaten Australia, and the Springboks, and the All Blacks; where Garry Sobers had hit his six sixes off Glamorgan’s Malcolm Nash. Seagulls circling overhead, the beach just across the road, whitewashed houses stacked up in neat rows behind the stands.


They called themselves the F Troop, him and his mates. There was a US sitcom on ITV about a group of soldiers out in the Wild West, and that’s how they saw themselves – doing it for fun, doing it for the laughs. One pair of boots for the year, bought in Bill Edwards’s sports shop on King Edward’s Road in Brynmill, dug out from among all the cricket bats and pads. Cleaned by his dad, then by Mum. Hankies and boots, the recipe for true love.


Maybe the only surprise is that it took me a while to follow him. I was playing football for Mumbles Rangers, eight years old, stuck in goal as always because of my size, sticking out for the same reason. There’s a team photo of us, and as you look along the line it’s child, child, child, small man from Wales under-16s. Shirts baggy on everyone else, skin-tight on me. A puppy-fat roll on my tum, a bowl haircut to complete the look.


The way my mum remembers it is a kid coming down the wing, all pace and balance. Then me charging out towards him with an attitude and body position that made carnage inevitable. And finally Mum apologizing to the other parents even before I hit him.


The coach was blunt in his assessment: Mrs Jones, it might perhaps be time to put Alun’s skills towards rugby. And soon as I turned up at Mumbles RFC, I felt comfortable. My size was suddenly an asset. Send another kid flying backwards and suddenly everyone was cheering rather than wincing. Mum had the time to take me training because Lowri was old enough by then to look after herself. She never had to ask because I always wanted to go.


But we tried it all, on the way. Mum thought of herself as a facilitator. Rugby was there in the family, and it was there in my physique. But I got the chance to experiment, to double check, to see what else might float my boat.


Including floating boats.


It’s easy to get into sailing when Mumbles is home. Water to the east, to the south, to the west. Two sailing clubs along the bay and the old pier. The wind.


You could do it through my primary school, you could move on to the club. A tiny little Oppie and then Toppers and Lasers, doing races at weekends, loving the competition, the fun of it all.


I wasn’t the most suitably sized child for a small boat. Yet get out in the great sweep of Swansea Bay, and I could almost disappear. Sometimes I wished I could. There was the occasion Dad invited some of his friends over to watch a race. Ice cream from Verdi’s, sit out on the prom and watch me slice by, sails cracking.


Which would have been great, had I not forgotten to put the bung back in the bottom of the hull. I got about 150 yards off shore, felt water sloshing around my feet and found myself flung overboard.


I climbed back in. I’m not stupid. But I could hear the commentary coming from the spectators on the prom, ice creams suddenly forgotten.


‘Tim, what’s happened to your son?’


‘Alun! What on earth you doing?’


‘Tim, I don’t want to worry you, but is he a strong swimmer?’


There was the time I flipped my Laser on its side, catapulted out again and dislocated my shoulder as I hit the water. Same humiliation, different commentary when I got back to shore.


‘Bloody hell, Ann, someone will have to put that shoulder back in.’


‘I’m not sure . . .’


‘Uncle Bill will do it, won’t you?’


‘But can he?’


‘Hello, Ann? I’m Mike Jefferies, I’m the commodore for the day. Will you give me permission for Uncle Bill to kick your son’s shoulder back in?’


‘Well, I suppose so. If you’re sure . . .’


I considered myself lucky. The bung went back in, as did the shoulder. Neither came out again for a number of years. And the sailing carried on for a long time, and the independence of being out on the water by myself, just me and the wind and the tide, chimed with something inside me.


I liked the silence. I liked the challenge, and the danger. Being reliant on myself, and my effort, as long as Uncle Bill’s size 12s weren’t required. I kept it going for years, until the faff with the rigging and the maintenance started taking longer than the actual adventures on the high seas. And Mum kept letting me try things – flying big kites down on the beach, great six-foot-long things that could pull you along or test out your shoulder’s recovery; a buggy so you could race along the flat sands at low tide. There was the inline skates period, the PlayStation with driving games and snowboarding games, the diablo time – juggling what looks like a giant egg-timer on a long piece of string. I was better with the diablo than the skates. There’s a reason why you don’t see many adults of six foot six playing roller-hockey.


There was music. I started on guitar and graduated to the simpler pleasures of a drum kit parked up in my bedroom, leaving indentations in the dark blue carpet. Lowri played sax and flute, Dad the trombone. My grandfather could play anything he wanted on the piano, all by ear. There would be skiing, later on. Dad staying back to work, me, Mum and Lowri going happily to Austria. Big Foot short skis for me. Insert your own joke about my physical appearance here.


Nothing was as simple as the rugby. A pair of boots, from the same shop as my dad’s, a desire to run about. That’s it. Trying everything else helped me. It meant I was never bored; it meant I knew rugby was the one. I wasn’t going to get to 13 or 14 and wish I was doing something else instead.


There was Swansea to watch at weekends. Hot toddies passed from adults to kids for a quick sip. New heroes to follow Rob Jones and Richard Moriarty, Dai Young, Bleddyn Bowen and Scott Gibbs. Players who showed you the path: you play here, get in the team, and you can play for Wales, all those miles down the M4 in Cardiff. It’s possible. It’s real.


And then there was somewhere else, in between. Somewhere like nowhere else. Like nowhere you’ve been before.


Bonymaen.
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CYMERIAD | CHARACTER


There’s stuff we have to talk about. Stuff you won’t know. That I don’t normally share, that I don’t show, unless you’re on the inside.


This is the thing. Some people think I’m arrogant. They come to that conclusion because I won’t say much, first time I meet you. I won’t be full of chat. I might not be that friendly, at the start.


Some people might think I’m ignorant, when I don’t say much. They might think I’m putting the quietness on, or trying to be enigmatic.


I don’t think I’m any of those things. I’m just quiet. I’m not an extrovert; I’m not naturally gregarious. You don’t like me? Fine. You make up your own mind. I’d rather be perceived the wrong way than have to pretend to be something I’m not.


I’ll get asked for my autograph. I’m happy about that. I’m lucky it happens. But I can’t give myself to you in that moment, because I don’t know you. I’ll bide my time, when I meet you for the first time.


I let people show their own intentions. They want to keep talking? That’s happy days. I’ll find out pretty quick whether they’re friend or foe.


I understand how this might make me look. It’s not that normal. I’m a sportsman, I captain my country. And I’d rather take the time and be genuine than rush in and have to do a sudden about-turn when I find out what someone’s really like. Less embarrassing for me, less embarrassing for them.


Here’s another secret, sort of linked, sort of the same thing. I do still have moments when I’m in that coach heading along the M4 on a Six Nations Saturday and I think, I can’t believe I’m playing for Wales. Almost 150 caps in, and I’m still pinching myself. I’ve never got used to it. The mystique has never worn off.


It can become routine to some players, and I can understand that. You get a new car, you love it. It’s fast, it’s cool, it’s closer to what you wanted than the one you had before. Six months later and it’s just your car. That’s the way the world works. Rugby’s a job, too. You work hard every day at it, you get paid, you hope to keep it going as long as possible.


Me? I’m never bored of it. I’ve never had enough. Maybe this is having a history teacher for your mother, because every time I take the field I think, you’re writing a few more words of your own history here, your own story.


You might think that’s a load of old nonsense. It’s pretend, not profound. And it’s true no one’s recording my tiny part in it all. Where the game was, the score, who scored, how many supporters were in, the weather – that’s all there. How good or bad I was? That slips away with the final whistle, for most people. But it’s my life, and it’s what matters to me. Every game counts as much as the one before. Every cap I’ve had I’m thinking only of that one, not how I played last week, last year.


And I’m always conscious of my nerves. I’m a senior player. I have to know my roles. You can make a mistake in the execution of a play, and that’s one thing. That’s not good, but worse is not understanding the play, not being in the right position to make that mistake.


I still make mistakes. The trepidation about making a mistake is always there. But you have to try things as a professional. You’re paid to be a problem-solver. You’re given the tools by the coaches, and you go out there, and whatever your opposition does, it’s not always going to be what you see in the analysis.


Play it safe and you make fewer mistakes but you also become easier to read and easier to beat. Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t work, and that’s the game. I never wanted to be a robotic player. I don’t ever want to feel comfortable. I don’t ever want to think, ‘If I mess up, I’ll be all right again. They’ll still pick me. It won’t change what I’ve done to this point.’ Screw that. If you’re thinking that, you don’t care. And if you don’t care, more than anyone else in the world, why are you here?


I’m probably not as hard on myself as I once was. Maybe close, but not all the way. What would still scare me the most is if I didn’t give a fuck any more. If it was only a job. If it was only another game. Fear? That’s a good thing. It keeps you on your toes. The most dangerous player in the team is the one who’s not in control of their emotions. Too cavalier.


The arrogance thing, the mystique thing that’s never gone? Here’s a moment from the big World Rugby dinner that takes place at the end of a World Cup. On the next table, and then coming over to say hello, was Francois Pienaar: World Cup winner, statesman, champion against apartheid. I was taken aback. I couldn’t understand how he recognized me. I just found it weird. I thought, he’s just being polite.


I still find it weird seeing Neil Jenkins around the Wales camp. He’s been there forever, coaching the kickers, coaching the restarts. He was there when I was an under-19, him cutting his teeth as a coach, getting us up in the morning after we’d sunk a load of Guinness, putting us on the bus and looking after us. Back then I kept staring at him. It’s actual Neil Jenkins! 15 years on I still find myself doing the same thing. I’m on the same bus as Neil Jenkins!


The memory thing. For most of my life I’ve been so focused on the moment that I’m not aware of it in context. It’s the tackle I’m making, the ruck I’m running to, the clear-out that’s coming. It’s never soaking in. And when that game is over, my focus shifts instantly to the next one. My instinct says, right – get on with it, wipe that last one and go again.


The biggest secret of all? It’s all worth it. You have to want to be there, and you have to be prepared to give everything to it, but the rewards are like nothing else. When rugby is really good, it’s incredibly special. The satisfaction, the exhaustion. The bonds, the collective efforts. The way your body feels, bashed up but with a purpose, a reason to be. The knowledge that you’ve been pushed past where you thought your limits were, and survived, and then gone on further again.


You play for Wales and you understand what it means. Where it came from, what you’re representing. I was there at Wembley in 1999 for the Scott Gibbs try and the Jenks conversion. Me and my dad somewhere near the 10-metre line, halfway up the stands, absolutely covered in beer by the bloke behind us when Scott stepped his last man and stuck his arm up in celebration and dived over the line.


You know what it means for the kids you were at school with, for the coaches at your local rugby club. You know what it means for the hours you put in that no one else will ever see – the time you were on the beach in summer with your mates, aged 14 or so, and it was time for training and the best player you knew, the one everyone knew was going to make it, said nah, I’m staying here, and you still went training even when they didn’t. You think about the times a few years later when you could have gone out to the pubs on the front, done the Mumbles Mile, gone after those girls you’d been too shy to talk to, and you went training again instead. When you thought, these two hours could be the difference between getting in that team and not. The time, years on, when you pissed off other players in training before an international by going so hard you were like a bear with a headache. The whispers you heard: ‘Oh look at him, he’s going off again, he’s never happy.’


All those little moments that come together, the little decisions you make. The running at Underhill and University Fields, the stuff I’ve bought and stuck in the garage just in case it makes the tiniest difference to how I train and what I can do.


The further on in my career I’ve gone, I’ve come to think of myself as my own small business. I’m essentially a sub-contractor for whoever I’m playing for. You have to invest in yourself, emotionally, financially. Whatever you spend on something that the other lads laughed at gives you more time on the field. Cumulatively, maybe it comes to less than a couple of match fees. How can that not be worth it?


You can’t be a carpenter, or a builder, or a plumber, if you don’t have the tools to do your job. We’re the same. I’ve talked about this to some of the younger guys, and they can’t always see it at first. ‘I don’t know, I can’t do that, I don’t need this.’ Well. If you do need it now, you’ve got it, and you’ll use it. If you don’t need it, you’ve got it for when you do. I used to go in to Wales training, and Adam Jones would look at me and say, ‘What on earth have you bought today?’ I’d be gone 10 minutes and he’d be having a go on it. ‘Oh, a load of old shit, is it?’


I bought an ice-bath during the first long lockdown in 2020, on the basis that it might help my recovery. Then I bought a Jacuzzi, because there were no massages available for us during that time, so I had to cobble it together myself. Suddenly I could train twice a day and do the same again the next day.


Make your own decisions, take control of your own destiny. In the past I’d go through sessions just to complete them. You want me to do 10 runs? I’ll do them regardless of how my body feels. Doesn’t matter if I do 10 shit ones, at least I’ve done what they wanted.


Now? Now I take more responsibility. I’ll think about my training load, about change of direction, about quality. Maybe two sets of six done really well is better. My decision, my body, my career. Even if I’d never used the ice-bath again, at least I couldn’t blame anyone else if I couldn’t train, if I got injured. The more decisions you get taken away from you, the less you’re capable of making big decisions yourself.


Maybe it goes back to that fear thing. At 6 a.m. the day after we moved into our new house, I went out and did 10 sets of 50-metre sprints. As I was doing it, the lactic building up in my legs, the sick feeling in my throat, I did think about it. Why am I doing this? And I knew it was fear – fear that now I’d got a nice big house, I’d be too comfortable.


I had to do that dawn session because it proved something to me. It meant I wasn’t going to be complacent. I wasn’t going to stop training as hard as I possibly could. I could go back to the house, with its fresh paint and new kitchen and views out over towards the sea, and know I could carry on. I’m still me. It’s still inside me. That’s what I proved to myself that morning.


I say I don’t look back, and I don’t look forward. Another secret: you need to look far enough ahead not to let anyone get in. This might sound terrible, but every time I train with Ospreys or Wales, I know other people are after my job. They should be – that’s elite sport. They’re not supposed to be benign colleagues; this is not sitting in an office, or working for a charity. It’s you or them who gets in the team, who keeps playing, keeps walking out at the Principality.


You have to use that to drive you on, just as you can use the knowledge that one day this will all be over. I never wanted the tap on the shoulder. ‘Alun, about the game at the weekend . . .’ I’d want the conversation to come before. Tell me now that you don’t think I’m good enough, and let me make the decision. I don’t want to hear the criticism building in the media, read the pieces saying I’m hanging on for my own sake.


I think about why I’ve managed to play as I have for as long as I have. And all those glamorous attributes that you might want as a rugby player don’t matter, not compared to a work ethic. Keep going. Keep working. Go harder and longer than anyone else.


I don’t care how good or bad I am on execution, I will always fucking try. If it looked as if I wasn’t trying, then I would have retired a long time ago. If I knew I wasn’t trying, I couldn’t live with myself. Thinking about that kid on the beach, even now. Thinking, if you keep going, you could play for whoever you want. Thinking, you’re way better than me. Thinking, I cannot understand what you’re doing.


Working hard is the training ground, but it’s so much more too. It’s an obsession when you’re at home. All those little moments when you could have a burger for tea, or a beer with it, or not do your stretching. The times when you could do all your prescribed stuff with your team and then leave it all there at the ground to be someone else at home. The times you go to mates’ birthday parties and stay selective around the cake and crisps, not standing around when you need to be tucked up early, recovering. When you’re invited to a glitzy event up in London on your day off that would pay well too, but you turn it down because going means driving back late and then being only at 80 per cent in training the next day, and then feeling the lack of recovery on the Friday, and going into Saturday’s match knowing that you could have given more.


I’ve been too hard on myself at times. I can see that now, understand it in a way I couldn’t before.


There have been times when I could have taken opportunities and I didn’t because I was scared that I would be compromising, that I would be giving someone else an opportunity to get past me. There were times with Wales when Warren Gatland would give me days off, and I’d go back into training anyway.


‘Alun, what the fuck are you doing here?’


‘Well, you gave me a day off, but I don’t want it.’


He would sigh and let me crack on. He’d see me flagging all day, the tiredness piling up on top of tiredness. A week later he would call me aside again.


‘Should have had the day off, shouldn’t you?’


And I still wouldn’t be able to see it. ‘No, no, I’m fine, this is good . . .’


That was Gats. When he came in, he made it simple: this is about honest, simple, hard work. You know the phrase, once you die, you’re dead? That was me in those training sessions. Once you blow up, you’re gone, and it happened all the time to me, often quicker than the others.


I don’t know whether that’s because I was trying harder or because I was less fit. But as long as it wasn’t fake, I didn’t care. I had no qualms with being blasted for putting it all out there. I’ve always been comfortable with doing that. Look at me, I’m in bits. Look at me, and know I’ve been honest – to you, to myself. And always better that way than the guy who saves himself for the last rep. You’re suddenly faster than everyone else now? Where’s that come from? Where was that on the nine reps that came before?


There’s one of those guys in every training group, every rugby team. That’s fine. It’s how the world works. I just never want to be that guy. When I play rugby there are guys far quicker than me who make a break and I will always try and chase them down. I know I’m going to screw myself up for the next minute but it’s what it’s about. That’s where the satisfaction comes from. The honesty with myself.


You’ve given me the world’s best environment to train and play in. The best food, coaching, strength and conditioning, recovery. Hotels and perfect pitches. You’re telling me all I’ve got to do is work hard? I can do that. I will always do that.
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CAREDIGRWYDD | KINDNESS


You don’t go to Bonymaen by accident. You don’t stay there unless you can handle it.


It’s Swansea, sort of, like a thorny crown on top of the city. A rugby club like lots of other rugby clubs in Wales, but also all on its own. A place for a big shy kid to grow up. To be independent. To feel accepted.


You go past the Liberty Stadium, now. Turn left up the B5444, and it’s like ascending into a different world. First the dark trees, thick on either side, like you’re starting a classic cycling climb, like you’re heading into the mountains. Then, as the road rears up in front of you and you change down a gear to get up it, the houses crowding in – small, squashed together, dark terraces with stone cladding and 30 shades of grey paintwork. Cars parked under single streetlights, telegraph poles and wet tarmac. Tyre shops out front, little yards out back. Bus stops and old phone boxes and the cream and dark green front of the Jersey Arms pub.


You turn right before the pub and keep climbing. If the window’s open, you can feel the drop in temperature. If the wind’s blowing you can hear it on the side of the car. Clouds overhead and the city left far below.


It’s right at the top of the hill that you find it. No houses any more, no cars. Like it’s the last place on the road, like an outpost that everyone else forgot about but those who are born and live up there. You look one way and you see grey metal railings and a school beyond. You look the other way, and it’s a couple of traffic cones and a bumpy car park and then the dark red hand-painted sign above a single turnstile:


BONYMAEN RUGBY FOOTBALL CLUB


It’s a little plateau of green grass and a big sky. The pitch in front of you, the concrete terrace of steps back behind you to the two-storey clubhouse, the changing rooms further along. A fence down one touchline, green plastic padding strapped around the posts, white fencing behind the rugby posts at either end.


A scoreboard to your right, backed against the thin line of trees.


Bonymaen. Visitors.


Waiting for the scores, waiting for the game.


It looks smaller to me now, yet all the memories still come back when I drive up there again. I was 11 when I first came, some sort of happy accident. Mumbles Rugby Club didn’t have the numbers for a team in my age group, so that little period came to an end. No more kids running everywhere, piling into parents holding pads. If I wanted to play for Swansea, like my dad, like my grandfather, there were other options in the area, but a lad I knew called Jamie Williams told me about Bonymaen. I’m going up, fancy it?


This school right at the top. Cefn Hengoed. That was the other connection. My mum was teaching there, ending up there almost by accident after another role she went for in Neath fell through. An adventure for me already, another element suddenly there with it too. And I went up there with Jamie Williams, and they welcomed me with open arms.


Maybe it helped that I was a decent size. There were other lads I recognized from school matches. I hope I could play a bit, too. Maybe it helped that I didn’t complain about the cold. Even that day in late summer it was coats weather. You’d be down in Mumbles by the beach and it would be tropical. You’d drive up that long, twisting road and the wind would be bashing the long grass about and the temperature would suddenly be early November.


We would train on the second pitch, over the far side of the main one with its slender metal floodlights for training in winter. Never much grass on our one, at least not around the hotspots, the 22s, some of the edges. Horses from the next field along used to get through the fence and wander on. One time one of the lads jumped on board, no saddle, and disappeared over the hill. No control, no hope of getting back for kick-off. The weather came down the valleys to the north and wanted to blow you all the way across the water to Port Talbot.


I never cared. It was another green rectangle where you could charge about and lose yourself and find yourself too. One changing room for all the teams, stacks of shiny metal beer barrels and all the rich strong smells that came out of them. Kids wedging sticks into the tops of the kegs to try to get the beer spraying out and covering each other.


You go back now, and you can still see scrambler tracks in the grass all around. You haven’t lived until you’ve seen a kid with his top off and no helmet come flying up one of those hills and go revving through the air. You could hear the wind whistling through the metal electricity pylons, hear the shouts of the senior players on the main pitch. Tops and bags and water bottles left on the wooden trestle tables on the sidelines, the slap of arms on thighs as tackles went in and the echoing thump of a ball being kicked up into the skies.


I never took that welcome for granted. You’d hear stories about Bonymaen, in other parts of Swansea. What the estates were like all around, what else those kids on scramblers were up to. But there were never any barriers for me. We played rugby; we played together. We won a lot of games, and I was always happy winning.


There’s a scene in the film Twin Town that’ll make sense if you’ve seen it. Twin Town’s the touchstone movie about Swansea. It might be the only movie about Swansea. Came out in 1997, billed as the Welsh answer to Trainspotting, but because it’s set in Swansea and Mumbles, less about shoplifting, Iggy Pop and heroin than rugby, static caravans, karaoke, massage parlours, male voice choirs, curry houses and a boat being launched from Mumbles pier.


Early in the piece, an intoxicated Rhys Ifans and his brother, having stolen a sports car, drive it to a rugby club and pull doughnuts all over the pitch, scattering the juniors practising on it. The club’s owner, Bryn Cartwright, comes out of the prefab clubhouse to vent his fury at the twins, unaware of how much worse things will shortly become for him. Well, that pitch is Bonymaen. The prefab clubhouse is Bonymaen. The road the twins race up is the road that leads to Bonymaen. Bryn Cartwright? A fictional character, and thus never actually involved with the rugby club, yet still a name that carries weight in Swansea on account of Twin Town’s iconic status in the area and his behaviour in a curry house a few scenes later.


The real Bonymaen did okay out of the filming. Enough was made for a gentle refit of facilities. But because the Bonymaen that exists in some people’s minds is exactly the sort of place where that sort of questionable behaviour would happen, the real Bonymaen has also developed its own mentality: us against the world, a determination to make it a tough place for opposition teams to go, at least until the kegs were opened post-match.


It toughened me up, although that wasn’t why I first went. You go up to Bonymaen and play as a kid, and you come back down and go to other places and it all seems relatively soft and easy. You’re not thinking about reputations at that age. That comes later. You just know when somewhere makes you feel at home, feel yourself. And that’s what Bonymaen did for me.


Mum made a difference. She knew a lot of the boys, knew a lot of the families. She had respect at that school, and it carried over to the club across the road. She’d defend them all, too. Ask her now, in retirement, and she’ll talk about how genuine the locals are. If someone says there’s rough families up there, she’ll say that there’s rough families everywhere – they’ve just got a bit more money behind them, or plastic. If someone calls the kids rude she’ll say they’re not rude, they’re just not accustomed to the same manners as you. She loved the school and the kids and she loved the area. She talks about the time she’d had quite major surgery, and how all the kids were impeccably behaved when she came back to work too early and still in some pain, how without ever spelling it out they gave her the breathing space and recovery time to get better. I’ve been up there and seen big bears of men stopped in the road, carrying ducklings around a drain that was threatening to suck them into oblivion. That’s Bonymaen.


She never felt any resentment aimed at any of us, and that includes Dad. At Bonymaen we were never made to feel like outsiders. There were times at Mumbles Rugby Club when some of that occasional undercurrent you get in a small village would become visible.


Like all dads, my dad was supportive of the club. A simple gesture, putting a bottle of Scotch in the club raffle. He also bought a load of raffle tickets, and with a certain inevitability won his own bottle. That was when one little group started a slow handclap, and when Dad unscrewed the lid, held it aloft like a challenge and said, ‘Right, who will have a drink with me?’


At Bonymaen no one bothered at all about who my dad was or what he’d done in his job. They didn’t care where he was from or where we lived. He was just another parent on the side of the field, one more rugby disciple who cared about the club. You came to watch games and you cheered when your son did well, but just as much when someone else in the team made a big hit or turnover or ran in a try.


That was all over my head back then. For me it was simple: I played rugby, and I felt at home. And I probably took it for granted, that kindness, everything they did for me, because you do at that age. This is what rugby clubs have always done in Wales. Wherever you are – a mining village, a town once rich on industry, a county town of farmers, a suburb of a big city – there’s the rugby club, and it’s never just about rugby. It’s a youth club, it’s a pub. It’s an after-school club, it’s an accidental weekend creche and hard-play centre. It’s food and it’s a social life and it’s a place to watch far bigger games than yours. It’s an identity and a history, a rivalry and a place to belong. That’s what rugby is in Wales.


Maybe that’s changing now. Kids want more. They look further afield for inspiration. There’s everything else competing for their attention. There’s gaming and phones and a whole life lived online. You get older and there’s gyms. Working out on your own, headphones on, everything you’re doing all about you.


Us? We lived on that scrubby pitch beyond the fence. We played as a team. Different sizes, different backgrounds, different levels of skill, all aiming for the same thing. That’s what I thought about all week. That’s where I wanted to go every evening. That’s where the weekend went by.


We had a reputation at Bonymaen, but for the way we played the game. Decent bit of size up front, a lot of intelligent rugby players for our age. There’s a phrase we have now when someone new comes into a squad and they’re decent. We’d say, he knows his trade. Like they’re an electrician, like they’re an architect.


And in our junior teams at Bonymaen you had kids who just knew rugby. They’d watched it, played it, grown up with it all around them. That’s why I describe them as intelligent players. They were clever in how they played the game. Some natural combinations from school teams, a lot of games of touch rugby in training to develop our lines and support play and passing skills.


This was the drill. Roll into the frosty car park in Mum’s Daihatsu Sportrak on a Tuesday or Thursday night, pick up a ball, some pads and tackle-bags and away you go. A few cones, nothing more, just like all those other junior sections at all those other rugby clubs across the country. It was about enjoyment and working hard. Winning and losing? They were there, and they mattered too, but not really. It was more to do with occupying kids and developing kids. Go up there, train, have fun, feel good about yourself, come back down incrementally better than when you arrived.


Thursdays were my favourite session. Not because there was a great set difference between plays, as if we were doing starter plays and exits on one day and high-intensity defence drills the next. Thursdays were more like, what have we forgotten from Tuesday? Let’s get it done, and now we can play. Thursday was closer to Saturday, and Saturday was the game, and that was where you really wanted to be.


I was always going to be a forward. Size, shape and lack of pace dictated that. But it was never you, forwards, go stand over there and stay away from the ball. Everyone had to be able to handle the ball. Everyone had to play.


There are images and scattered moments I’ll never forget. Cold evenings with your breath coming white out of your mouth like smoke from a dragon. The floodlights burning bright and then blackness until the streetlights far below in the city, so you felt like you were floating in space, like you were on another planet far away. Horses in that adjoining field, tossing their heads and stamping their feet. Coaches like Kevin Brooks with rugby socks halfway down pronounced calves or rolled up over their tracksuit bottoms. Short shorts and big arms, shouts and swearing, but jokes and laughter too. The red and black of the club badge and the shirt, the old cracked balls we’d get that far down the pecking order, and the giddy excitement if we ever got a slightly newer set.


Depending on your take on beauty, there could be a lot worse places to train. If you were wet and cold, there was always the inducement of a chocolate bar in the back of the car afterwards or a stop-off for a cheeky chicken kebab. And I always wanted to go up there, whatever the weather, all year round. There was never any dragging me. It was pure enjoyment, in the heat of summer, in the snow come winter, in the gales and sideways rain in between.


As I’ve got older, as I’ve had kids of my own, I’ve had pangs about what it meant for Mum. How it must have felt to have driven up there and back again for work, picked me up from home and driven all the way to Bonymaen again. I know she was savvy with her time. Me playing rugby meant her sitting in the car getting her marking done. But there were the matches, and the trips away, and if it was cold playing, it was twice as fresh watching on the touchlines. Contrasting approaches from my parents: Dad vocal in supporting his son but also fully about the collective rather than just his son, Mum whispering about just making sure we came off safe.


There was the kit, too, for a kid growing faster than anyone else. The time everyone thought they had to have the gloves made by Optimum, at least until you realized they weren’t actually magic, that you could still spill the ball while wearing them. Up would come the shouts from the other boys: ‘Ah, dropped one now, see!’ The time, once a year, when you would have a new pair of boots, and time about an hour later when everyone else had made sure they were christened good and proper and covered in mud.


It wasn’t always easy finding stuff that would fit. I’d be ushered towards the men’s section of shops and the price hikes that would follow. The opening of a Canterbury store in Swansea was big news, and could be exploited if you knew what you were doing. Mum had a certain pride, taking me to her place of work.


‘You’ve got to be looking smart now if you’re going up there, Alun.’


‘But Mum, I’m going to get stinking!’


‘No, you’re up there as Mrs Jones the history teacher’s son. So we’ve got to have you looking at least as if you haven’t been cobbled together, or I found you on the street . . .’


So I had the old-school Canterbury harlequin shorts, one leg red, one leg black, reverse them for the opposite effect. Old-school Canterbury jerseys with the proper collars and the baggy sleeves. Helly Hansen skins with the chevrons down the sleeve that didn’t last long once the hot iron went on them and they melted away.


I always looked after my boots. My dad was adamant about it. Same as my grandfather. They’d show me how to stuff them with newspaper to dry them off and keep them in shape, brushing the mud off the leather, rubbing in Vaseline to keep them supple. ‘Alun, we’ll have to buy you men’s sizes now – they’re more expensive, so if we’re having those boots then you’ve got to look after them . . .’


The pride, the unforgettable moment, when you get your first boil-and-bite gumshield. Putting the hard plastic in the mug of boiling water, putting a stopwatch on it so you leave it in there for exactly 30 seconds and no more. Going too soon out of excitement and burning your lips; going too late out of caution and finding it all softened out of shape. Ending up doing it all three times and scalding yourself twice.


All that’s Bonymaen to me. And there are times when I look back on those days, and what they did for me, and wish I had a time machine. To go back and just have another 10 minutes. To feel it all again, to experience it afresh.


Dad loved to record everything. Boxes of reports and cuttings, legal folders stuffed with anything. He was always on at me – keep a diary, keep a diary. I always said the same thing to him: I haven’t got time.


Now? Now I’ve forgotten more than I can remember. Now I wish I’d written that diary.
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