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  Preface




  I’m often asked if I miss playing, and the truth is that I miss it more than is healthy for someone who has been retired for nearly seventeen years. The fact is that I

  cannot recreate the adrenalin-fuelled battles that took place on the pitch, whatever other pastime I take up, and I know I am simply too old and unfit to play at anything approaching a decent level

  again.




  All that said, while the thrill of combat is the essence of what we do on the pitch, it is the camaraderie and the fun off it that I miss even more. I miss my friends; I miss the verbal

  jousting; I miss their warmth and their humour. Nowhere are all these elements more apparent than when a team tours or plays in a tournament, and that is one reason why I have written this

  book.




  I wanted to recount some of the highs and lows of touring, the special way in which rugby approaches the challenges thereof, and in particular the experience of playing with some of the

  characters with whom I was lucky enough (or not) to tour. I think that I am one of only a few people left who played and experienced tours and tournaments at all levels of the game: Junior tours

  (with the Old Crossleyans), England Students and England Under 23 tours, a Penguin tour to Brazil, a Barbarian sevens tournament abroad, England tours and World Cup tournaments, and tours with the

  most famous touring team of all, the British Lions. I counted up the number of countries I have visited through rugby, and while not all of these visits involved full tours or tournaments, they did

  involve playing a game of some sort where a team travelled abroad and stayed to play that game. The total number of countries came to 29.




  The early chapters set out what might be called ‘coarse touring’: the average junior club non-professional trips that annually take place in various parts of the country and

  globally. The descriptions will be instantly recognisable to players who have enjoyed such tours, and will, I hope, provide an insight to senior and modern players of what still happens at that

  level of the game. Tour Courts – those quasi-ubiquitous rugby tour institutions – entertainment committees, tour rules and songs, all feature heavily, illustrated by examples that I

  hope readers will find entertaining.




  Inevitably, many of the stories involve tales of drinking, often to excess; when that happens, what comes next is hardly ever edifying. The bar games and songs might be seen by some as boorish,

  even stupid, and readers are entitled to their views. All I will say is that those who understand the team dynamic will attest to how these things help foster team spirit. In any event, they are

  harmless when all is said and done, and if others don’t like them, who cares? They don’t have to join in. I apprehend that some people will also seek to stigmatise and caricature the

  stories as macho and, worse, sexist and/or homophobic. It is almost impossible to prevent those determined to be vicariously offended from being so. What I would say is that these things pertain to

  both male and female rugby tours, and the number of women’s tours has grown hugely in the last few years. Behaviour by male and female, gay and straight teams might still be riotous and

  bawdy, but given that they all go in for it, and in a similar way, if they are not offended, why are you?




  Later in the book I detail the development of international tours and how they evolved from being not much above that of an amateur level to a semi- and then fully professional one. This, I

  hope, will be of interest to junior players who will not experience touring at a higher level, as they will see not only the differences between the latter and their own more modest sojourns

  abroad, but also the similarities. Conversely, when today’s international players consider what used to happen on earlier tours, they will understand what they have gained and lost as a

  result of the game going professional. They will look with envy at the relative freedom enjoyed by their predecessors in terms of what they could do off the field and the enjoyment that went with

  that. But they will probably not envy or perhaps even understand how international teams put up with the relatively primitive standards of preparation, travel and accommodation.




  While the book tells many stories of happenings on and off the field, it also tries to explain the logistics of travelling and playing in large and disparate groups, issues the reader might not

  have thought about, but which were important, if only in a subtle way. I especially wanted to explain why tournaments are different from other forms of competition, and why experience of them is

  essential to success at later tournaments, something that some sports do not appear to have understood yet and/or accepted.




  While writing the book, I had time to relive some of the challenging, funny and important moments of a long career. In doing so, I was constantly reminded how lucky I was to have played in an

  era that saw huge changes in rugby at most levels. I was also reminded of one of the great benefits of playing a team sport: I could not only derive enjoyment from my own experience of playing, but

  could also vicariously share in the enjoyment of others. When I meet former team-mates of mine years later, from whatever team, I almost instantly rediscover the rapport I had with them – and

  that is especially true if I toured with them.




  Touring, above all else, creates a unique and ever-lasting bond. I hope that those involved in rugby will identify with the themes in the book, and that even readers who have neither played

  rugby nor toured will get an insight into why those who are fortunate enough to do both feel the experience is a special one.
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  The Art of Coarse Touring




  The first tour I ever went on was an Old Crossleyans cricket tour. Well, it wasn’t a tour, really, more of a long weekend – to Watford. As we were coming down from

  Halifax, I nonetheless viewed our trip ‘south’ with some excitement, given that I was seventeen at the time.




  I attended Crossley & Porter grammar school, and had started playing senior rugby and cricket for the Old Crossleyans when I was seventeen. Although I played at hooker for their first XV, I

  also played in the centre for my school team, and would often turn out for both teams on Saturdays: I would play for the school in the morning and for the Old Crossleyans in the afternoon. You are

  not allowed to do this now under RFU rules, as they view it as a health and safety hazard, which it probably would be for many people.




  The cricket tour to Watford turned out to be a complete riot, which of course is the sole point of a junior tour (i.e. a tour by a lower-league, amateur, club). The games – be they rugby,

  cricket, football or any other sport – are frankly incidental, because the purpose is to have fun. In fact, the games are often a distinct inconvenience, because everyone is exhausted from

  other activities that have nothing to do with the sport in question.




  On this tour, we did actually play two games, but I have no recollection of where or against whom. What I do remember are incidents that went on to become part of club folklore, recounted many

  times in subsequent years and indeed decades. That they linger, rather than the details of the games themselves, is significant because it is these moments that often bring the fondest memories

  when you retire. It isn’t the minutiae of the battles, it is the havoc of the celebrations.




  Although every playing detail escapes me, I do remember that we got thrown out of our hotel in Watford, the worryingly named Spider’s Web Motel. On the first night, we decamped to the bar

  and, despite arriving late, made up for lost time by drinking until the early hours of the morning. As residents, we could do this, although the night porter appeared to view serving us as a

  nuisance rather than an opportunity for a large increase in bar takings.




  For some reason, the hotel had a huge fish tank in its lobby that contained several large trout. You could actually specify which one you wanted to eat for your dinner if you wanted to –

  an odd concept you might think, but not that unusual, at least in those days. At one stage that night, someone had the idea of catching one of the fish, but despite repeated attempts, they were all

  too fast. Even when he did actually get hold of one, they were too slippery. Having mocked his failure, a few other players decided to show him how it was done but suffered an equal lack of

  success. One of the disaffected catchers then decided that the job would be better done by a more natural predator, and the obvious one was the hotel cat who was promptly launched into the tank

  from several feet away. Instead of being excited at the prospect of being able to choose – rather like the other diners in the restaurant – which fish to have for its dinner, the cat

  was so shocked that it immediately started to flail around before mustering up a supercat-like effort, leaping out of the tank, and dashing off with a look of blind panic, leaving a trail of water,

  but sadly (or luckily, depending on whether you were the fish or the cat) no trout in its wake.




  The hotel manager was eventually placated, and normal order restored – until the next night, when the ‘traditional’ kitchen raid took place. Kitchen raids are very common on

  tours. Men get hungry, they might have had a bit to drink, it’s late at night, they want to quell those hunger pangs, and before long someone suggests a trip to check out the hotel

  kitchens.




  Technically this is probably theft but it doesn’t quite register at the time as an illegal act. As usual, on this occasion most of the kitchen cupboards were locked. But just when we were

  about to leave disappointed, one of the boys discovered that one of the fridges had been left unlocked. Expecting a savoury feast, we opened the door to find only a number of huge catering-sized

  cream gateaux, already in pre-cut portions. Not perfect, but at that time of night we would have eaten almost anything. Besides, we didn’t even need a knife. Several of the cakes were duly

  taken up to one of the bedrooms, and about twenty of us followed, all tiptoeing along the corridor, giggling and loudly ‘ssshh-ing’ each other. Other than me, all were grown men, yet

  they must have looked like excited 12-year-olds fresh from a tuck-shop raid.




  We all went into one player’s room and sat down to enjoy the food. At first we did even eat some of it, but it was soon clear what everyone was thinking . . . All it took was for one

  person to push his neighbour’s slice into his face, then it all kicked off. People were just grabbing handfuls of cake and hurling it anywhere and at anyone. The walls, beds, TV, wardrobe and

  everybody’s clothes were eventually all covered in gateau. In the cold light of day, it was juvenile behaviour, and that, not unreasonably, turned out to be the view of the hotel manager.

  Early the next morning, he made the entire tour party assemble in the room in question in order to give us the dressing down that was to precede our expulsion from the hotel. He just was getting

  into his stride, trying to shame us into acknowledging how reprehensible our actions had been. ‘Look at this,’ he raged, with a dramatic sweeping gesture towards the cake-spattered

  Standard Twin-bedded room, one of the Spider’s Web’s finest. ‘This is disgusting! Who in their right mind would want to stay in this room after what you’ve done to

  it?’ Slight pause. ‘Charlie Cairoli?’ – a well-known clown at the time – sniggered someone at the back. We all collapsed in gales of laughter. That was the last straw.

  We were made to pay for the clean-up costs of the room and told to ‘get out’ in no uncertain terms.




  One of the great bonuses of these tours is that they are often made up of men from all walks of life, and of all ages (within reason, obviously). In most rugby clubs, there is real mixture of

  backgrounds and jobs, even in Wales where rugby tends to be a more working-class sport than in England. Although the Old Crossleyans name gives the impression that, as it is an Old Boys’

  club, it’s full of public schoolboys, nothing could be further from the truth. The school was a grammar school and, being in Halifax, turned out pupils from all backgrounds. So people from

  the professions – doctors, accountants, lawyers, teachers – played week in, week out, with people whom they would not usually spend much time with, and they formed very firm bonds, not

  least when they went on mini tours. Many of these respectable members of society also happened to be great characters, but touring is an egalitarian affair where differences are most often used as

  a source of fun, and you would be hard pushed to tell who are the more educated when it comes to being irresponsible.




  Junior club tours tend to take place over a long weekend, in order to minimise the impact on work commitments. Plus, to be honest, three or four days is usually just long enough to hold the body

  together to play two or three games. After that, it proves too much on the metabolism. After all, before each game, players inevitably go out the night before for a long, liquid evening, so once

  the actual game gets underway, it is usually a case of seeing how long it takes before the first person throws up. And there is no doubt that people routinely take to the field when they would

  still be legally over the limit – which is one advantage of travelling everywhere by coach.




  The Old Boys’ rugby tour I went on after the cricket tour was again over a long weekend, this time to the Isle of Man. While being granted full tourist status, I was in fact still underage

  and still at school, though that didn’t spoil what was another memorable three-day trip. We all piled on to the coach in a car park somewhere in Halifax, some of us wearing the rather

  dazzlingly coloured gold and blue club blazers, others rather more informally attired.




  These were the days before official tour kit, when any self-respecting tour has at the very least an official T-shirt proclaiming the date and place of the forthcoming trip. We drove over to

  Liverpool, boarded the ferry, and finally arrived at our rather basic hotel in Douglas later that evening. In true touring tradition, no thought was given to the game to be played the next day or

  to pacing ourselves for what would be an extended assault on our livers and a test of our ability to exist on minimal sleep. We convened for dinner, started with wine and then moved on to the local

  beer, Okkels Ale, which seemed to slip down quite easily.




  Service at the hotel offered a Fawlty Towers-style of welcome and, unlike the Spider’s Web Motel, we got no cooperation at all from the night porter when it came to extending our drinking

  session. On reflection, I suppose it was after hours. Not willing to accept what we deemed to be a poor welcome, and with several in the tour party having some knowledge of the law, we pointed out

  that their refusal to reopen the bar was out of order. ‘We’re residents,’ we insisted. ‘Plus, you’ve got a night porter, so we’re entitled to be served,’

  we pointed out, using a last-ditch legal technicality argument. But the man in question refused to cave in, and after closing the shutters to the bar, he remained firmly behind the reception desk.

  No amount of arguing changed his mind, not even the offer to make it worth his while by slipping him a few quid, so our thirty-odd party was left high and dry.




  What happened next is an example of how things get out of hand on tour, and how being a professional is no bar to being daft. Some of the players, including two lawyers, spotted that the bar

  shutters had quite large gaps in the grille through which they calculated that bottles of beer and spirits could pass if we could find a way to get them off the shelves. Using two pool cues and a

  couple of broom handles taken from a cleaner’s cupboard, they tried to lift the bottles by putting a cue or broom handle on either side of a bottle. While this was theoretically possible, it

  required a huge amount of strength and precision to obtain enough sideways force to grip the bottle and carry it firmly and steadily through the gaps in the grille.




  Despite impressively getting various bottles off their shelves and even off their optics, nobody managed to get one successfully all the way through and into our waiting hands. Instead, the

  bottles either bounced onto the bar or smashed all over the floor. Looking back, I don’t think it helped that most of us were three sheets to the wind by this time. Needless to say, we had to

  pay for the damage and clean it all up the next morning.




  Doubtless some people will say that this, and other similar behaviour, amounts to nothing more than criminal damage and hooliganism. And that tours such as this give rugby a bad name. If the

  police do get involved then, yes, those on the tour have to be prepared to put their hands up and accept that what they did was wrong. But what I will say in the defence of rugby tours is that

  trouble hardly ever occurs in the majority of them, and even if it does, it is usually minor, whereas incidents of people getting stabbed in nightclubs or glassed outside a pub occur regularly on a

  Saturday night on many of Britain’s High Streets.




  I can’t remember much about the two games that we played, although I do remember two players running behind the goal posts and vomiting after the first ten minutes of the second game.

  Although I was the youngest member on both tours, I was the best player of the rugby tour (and a decent wicket-keeper on the cricket one), and they didn’t have to look after me on the field

  of play because I was already quite feisty and streetwise. Actually I was a bit of a lunatic at times and would fight with anybody, no matter what their size or position. In the second game, for

  example, after a massive set-to, the opposing captain confronted our captain and said, ‘Listen, will you stop this hooker? Ours is only eighteen years old and just out of school,’ to

  which ours replied, ‘Well, ours is only seventeen and still at school.’




  I loved both the tours I went on. As I was still a schoolboy, I had no money, but others in the party who were of working age looked after me and were generous enough to allow me to drink to my

  heart’s content for nothing and despite being underage; no one cared about such things in those days. My parents, who were Methodist lay preachers, had hardly ever been into a pub in their

  lives, so they had little idea – indeed it simply did not occur to them – that alcohol was the leitmotiv of all such tours. Good job, really.




  Also, mobile phones hadn’t been invented, so it was a case of ‘out of sight, out of mind’. You just couldn’t check up on what your kids were doing, even if you had wanted

  to, unlike parents nowadays who often expect the reassurance of near-constant text messaging when their children are away somewhere. And conversely, the fine upstanding geography teacher

  couldn’t be filmed on someone’s phone with a flaming piece of toilet paper up his arse, there for all the pupils, parents and governors of his school to watch on YouTube.




  Finally, importantly, the elf’n’safety brigade had not yet made an appearance, so on tours involving underage players, it was basically a case of caveat emptor. If you

  wanted to drink, that was up to you. If you courted danger, that too was your responsibility. Unless you got injured on the field. Even then, if you were unlucky enough to have an injury that

  required you to go to hospital, the chances are you would go to the nearest A&E department, while your team-mates would basically say, ‘Tell you what, once you’ve finished, call the

  hotel. We’ll let them know which pub we’re in so you can make your own way there.’ Simple as that.




  These days, tour organisation is much more sophisticated, but back then the Tour Committee was basically made up of people who could be trusted to sort out the logistics that really mattered,

  like hiring a coach, getting on the ferry, or knowing where the hotels and the games actually were, given that Google maps and satnavs didn’t exist.




  Junior club tours are usually the highlight of the year, and a lot of work goes into planning them, hence the importance of the Tour Committee. When I played for the Old Crocs, Watford and the

  Isle of Man represented the limits of our furthest horizons. Nowadays, tours often go further afield, and I don’t just mean to Wales or Scotland, but all over the world, and for weeks instead

  of days. Specialist travel companies have sprung up to do much of the organising; full tour regalia is now a given, whereas in the past, cheap screen printing was not available; but the Tour

  Committee remains in charge of arranging fixtures, tour clothing and travel. Nevertheless the same mix of ages and abilities go on tour, and at junior level it remains the case that playing is very

  much a secondary consideration.




  If a tour is well organised, it will not only have a Tour Committee to cover the logistics, but also an effective Entertainment Committee to cover the after-hours element. Both bodies are

  unelected, and the Entertainment Committee is often more important than the Tour Committee because as much planning goes into what happens off the field as goes into the fixtures to be played and

  the hotels to be booked. A good Entertainment Committee finds out which bars and pubs are lively, for example, and which serve good food. Most importantly, they check and clear in advance with

  whichever night clubs the tour party wants to visit: nothing ends the revelry quicker than the ‘No large groups of men’ rule.




  Rugby tours have tour rules. These can be prohibitive or prescriptive, reasonable or ridiculous. It depends on whether there is a formal Tour Court in place as to which body is responsible for

  making and disseminating these tour rules, but it is not uncommon for them to be printed up on headed notepaper. Common rules include those where people are forbidden to mention a particular

  subject or say a certain word or words. I am quite partial to the one stipulating that the whole tour party has to burst into song if anybody outside the party asks a particular question, such as

  ‘Where are you from?’




  Clubs that are touring regulars may have even more committees or defined positions like a Tour Taste Committee that makes arbitrary rulings on whether a comment or act is within the acceptable

  limits of taste – basically an excuse to get everyone drunk, as their choices are completely arbitrary and inconsistent. A Tour Fitness Officer might be assigned to ensure that each

  player’s drinking is up to scratch, and to impose appropriate remedies if it is found to be deficient. One of the junior clubs near to where I now live in London, the Old Isleworthians RFC,

  appoints a Tour Jester for each trip whose job is to maintain morale by telling jokes, playing practical jokes and leading the singing. One year, on their trip to Amsterdam, the jester’s

  first little wheeze was to cancel every room at the hotel at which they intended to stay, apart from his own. I bet they saw the funny side of that joke straight away.




  Breaches of tour rules usually won’t end up in the Tour Court as they are probably covered by a standard fine within the rules: usually a pint downed in one. However, egregious and

  repeated offending may still find the miscreant before the court. (It’s a measure of the enjoyment that rugby tours derive from the judicial process that I devote an entire chapter to Tour

  Courts.) Sensible rules aside, the aim of tour rules is to act as a leveller, to make sure no one takes themselves too seriously and, unsurprisingly, to guarantee that large quantities of alcohol

  are consumed.




  One of the most disastrous rules – because it gets people very drunk – is also one of the most well known. It involves switching from left-handed to right-handed drinking every hour

  or half-hour, depending on how evil one wants to be, and how fast one intends to get people drunk. Because if you drink with the wrong hand – and let’s face it, unless you’re

  checking your watch with OCD-like regularity, you will eventually get it wrong – you have to down what is in your glass. That rule is a very quick way for people to become completely

  hammered, because it doesn’t matter what your capacity is: if you suddenly have to drink at a faster pace than you are used to, then you will get drunk. That tour rule is made to be broken,

  and is often instituted to last an entire day, or several days at a stretch. And before long, people are checking their watches in order to catch others out, and anarchy breaks out.




  Although there are standard rules that are regularly instituted on tours, the most memorable are the quirky ones. They often arise out of nowhere, and no one can remember who thinks them up or

  why. On the above-mentioned cricket tour, it was decided that everyone had to speak in a Dame Edna Everage voice for an entire day. This included a mass visit to a pub in St Albans and having to

  order drinks from the bar. People were obviously staring at us, mentally going ‘WTF?’ or words to that effect, but we managed to get through our drinks without being set upon by the

  locals, which was an achievement in itself.




  During that same tour, the idea emerged that we should also all have to speak in a sort of semi-falsetto operatic voice for half a day, which is obviously extremely stupid and pointless, but

  certainly means that it’s very difficult to be pompous if you’ve got to speak in that sort of way. Still, at least on that occasion we didn’t have to run the gauntlet of a

  pub-full of stares and the smirks of the bar staff.




  What is great about tour rules, such as the last two examples, is that you often discover people with hidden talents. Sometimes, it’s the quiet ones, the ones whom you never seemed to have

  much in common with or much time for – they are the ones who turn out to have surprising talents, who can sing incredibly well, or whatever. And suddenly they take centre stage for the

  evening, and the ice is broken. Tour rules are good for taking people out of their comfort zones, but in a good way. They make people bond, and in the end they add to tour morale.




  Along with the standard tour clothing, people are often made to don particular items. A yellow jersey is often produced for the person to wear who has had the most success with the opposite sex.

  Conversely, other tours – and I know this is quite common – have a paper bag, to be worn by the one who has hooked up with . . . well, I’m sure I don’t need to spell it out.

  I know, it’s not very sophisticated, but I know of many female tours where outrageous things go on that would never win a Good Taste Award either. For a particularly stupid act, the

  ‘Dick of the Day’ T-shirt or other suitably humiliating accoutrement is commonly worn for one day only. Indeed, one of the things that attracted criticism during England’s

  disastrous 2011 Rugby World Cup campaign was the decision by Lewis Moody, the England flanker and captain, to resurrect this tradition. While in keeping with the best traditions of coarse rugby, it

  perhaps wasn’t the best symbol of professional preparation. Moreover, as one press wag cruelly, and unjustifiably, commented, ‘Why do you need a Dick of the Day Award when James Haskell

  is in the tour party?’
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  The Sexual Life of a Camel, and Spoofing




  Tours are an opportunity for players to get together and sing. While junior club tours have a tradition of singing and playing games which is maintained to this day, sadly

  these have almost disappeared from senior rugby. By ‘games’, I do not mean fireside games of Monopoly, but rather drinking games, or games played on unsuspecting team-mates. Taken out

  of context, these can appear puerile, irresponsible and juvenile. They may reinforce some people’s opinions of rugby players as boorish oafs. On the other hand, they are a lot of fun. The

  common denominators are alcohol and drinking and probably a lot of noise. If others disapprove, they might remember that all these things are a matter of taste, which is entirely subjective. I

  don’t like The Smiths and find Morrissey offensive, but I don’t berate people who put their music on pub music systems.




  The great thing about singing is that because it is communal it encourages team-spirit and, as we all know from programmes like The Choir, it’s just hugely uplifting. Great

  singers are sometimes revealed as a result of a sing-song, players whom you would never suspect of being able to sing a note. Others turn out to have an encyclopaedic knowledge of particular types

  of music. With that in mind, I’m reproducing at the end of the book a few of my favourite songs, in the hope that readers can enjoy learning and singing them.




  The consumption of alcohol explains why these songs and games were much more common when I toured with England and the British Lions. Nowadays, the only drinking being done at senior level

  – whether at club or international level – involves, in the main, the imbibing of isotonic drinks. I’m not surprised the players sit during their down-time staring at iPads and

  laptops, playing on phones or listening to iPods in order to while away the hours; they’re hardly going to start a sing-song or play games when they’re stone cold sober.




  Having served a long apprenticeship at various levels of rugby in my formative years, I could lead a singalong for literally three hours if I wanted or had to. With the Halifax Colts, Old

  Crossleyans, Nottingham University and Nottingham rugby teams, singing was a part of every match day. It wasn’t compulsory, it didn’t have to be; nobody wanted to abstain because, like

  drinking games, going through the club repertoire of songs was fun. The types of songs ranged from the traditional rugby songs, through medleys of songs, to songs which were specific to one club;

  basically anything that was fun to belt out in a group. And that was the point: a big sing-song is just bloody good fun. Everyone joins in; it doesn’t matter if they can’t sing. The

  singing can be done almost anywhere, on the coach, in bars, hotels and pubs.




  The highpoint of my singing career was undoubtedly at Nottingham RFC, where I played from 1981 to 1990. Nottingham was a ‘singing club’, but not in the manner of other senior clubs

  where after-match singing was also customary. At Nottingham we sang the typical medleys of rugby songs but never touched the bawdy songs at all. Unlike many clubs, where only a few players know the

  words to all the verses of songs and the rest join in the first couple and the choruses, all the players took the trouble to learn all the words. In fact, so seriously did players take this

  after-match part of the game that they learned and introduced a huge variety of songs from musicals, films and the pop charts. On top of that, it was terribly frowned upon to shout while singing or

  to start a song which you did not know in its entirety. I remember several players having to do drinking fines for shouting in the middle of the song ‘You’ve Lost That Lovin’

  Feeling’.




  When it was my turn to lead, I often used to do songs from Oliver! and The Jungle Book and I knew the words to all the songs from both. Personal favourites were

  ‘Reviewing the Situation’, ‘Consider Yourself’ and ‘Oom-Pah-Pah’ from Oliver! and ‘The Bare Necessities’ and ‘I Wan’na Be Like

  You (The Monkey Song)’ from The Jungle Book. So seriously did I take my duties that I went away and learned all the nonsense words sung by Baloo the bear after I heard the

  Loughborough students give a perfect rendition in one of their post-match singing sessions. Should you ever find yourself leading this song, you will get instant fame and adulation if you add this

  part of the song because nobody else will be able to match you. For your assistance on this walk to greatness the ‘words’ go like this (you can thank me later):




  

    

      

        

          

            Hey, de-zop-ba-nonie




            Hap-de-dee-ba-lat




            Da-dat-dat-non




            Hey a-baby-dot-doo




            Zaba-doo-doo-day-doo-bop




            Doo-boo-doo-day, ze-bonz




            Za bop-bop-bobby




            Za bah-doo-dee




            Well, a-reh-bah-naza




            He-beh-do-beh-doy




            Well, a-lah-bah-zini




            Wadahlabat-boodalabat




            Seebahlalat-dodie




            Oooh-ooh-ooh




            Well, a ha-ha-ha.


          


        


      


    


  




  Having now set out those words and looked at them again, I am forced to ask: what kind of person goes away and learns stuff like that? The answer: an addictive perfectionist

  with a mild personality disorder.




  If you are unfamiliar with the genre of entertainment that is the traditional rugby song, the words of ‘Four and Twenty Virgins’ are at the end of this chapter. It is sung by male

  – and female, I should point out – rugby players up and down the country. There are, literally, hundreds of others in the same vein and at one time I knew the words to hundreds,

  although now that is probably down to about eighty or ninety. The truth is that while I know many traditional rugby songs and am happy to join in when they are sung, I find some of them a bit

  crass. We didn’t sing them at Nottingham, other than to accompany any away team that sang them. Instead, we would often start with what I call ‘tour medleys’ of well-known songs.

  One medley began with players dipping their hands in their beers and flicking drops of it into the air to accompany the starting verse which was:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                I’m singing in the rain, just singing in the rain




                What a glorious feeling, I’m happy again




                I walk down the lane, to the happy refrain




                Just sing and dancing in the rain.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Then we went immediately into:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Pack up all your cares and woes, here I go, singing low




                Bye bye blackbird




                Where somebody waits for me, sugar sweet so is she




                Bye bye blackbird




                No one seems to love or understand me. Oh, what hard luck stories they all hand me




                So, make my bed, light the light, I’ll be home late tonight




                Blackbird, bye bye.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Then:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Show me the way to go home, I’m tired and I want to go to bed




                I had a little drink about an hour ago and it’s gone right to my head




                No matter where I roam, over land or sea or foam




                You will always hear me singing this song




                Show me the way to go home.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  


  

   Followed by, if you knew it, this second lesser-known verse:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

               

                Indicate the way to my abode, I’m fatigued and I wish to retire




                I had a small beverage sixty minutes ago and it’s gone right to my cerebral cranium




                No matter where I perambulate, over mass or water or atmospheric pressure




                You can forever perceive me orating this melody




                Indicate the way to my abode.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Without pausing for:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                You are my sunshine, my only sunshine




                You make me happy when skies are grey




                You’ll never notice how much I love you




                Oh, please don’t take my sunshine away.




                The other night, dear, as I lay sleeping




                I dreamt that you were by my side




                When I awoke, dear, and found you gone, dear,




                I just laid on my pillow and cried.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  And then:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Shine on, shine on harvest moon up in the sky




                I ain’t had no living since January, February, June or July




                Snow time, ain’t no time to sit around and spoon




                So shine on, shine on harvest moon for me and my gal.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  And into:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                The bells are ringing for me and my gal




                The birds are singing for me and my gal




                Everybody’s been knowing, to a wedding they’re going and for weeks they’ve been sewing




                Every Susie and Sal – every Susie and Sal.




                They’re congregating, for me and my gal




                The Parson’s waiting for me and my gal




                And someday soon we’re gonna build a little house for two, or three or four or more




                In Love-land, for me and my gal, for me and my gal.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  And swiftly to:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Abie, Abie, Abie my boy, what are you waiting for now




                You promised to marry me someday in June it’s never too late and it’s never too soon




                All the family, they keep on asking me




                Which way, what way, I’m in the family way,




                Abie, Abie, Abie my boy.




                What are you waiting for now?




                Wait till the sun shines, Nellie,




                As the clouds go drifting by




                We’ll be so happy, Nellie, don’t you cry.




                Down Lover’s Lane we’ll wander




                Sweethearts you and I




                Wait till the sun shines, Nellie,




                By and by.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  And so we would continue, song after song, for sometimes up to half an hour without stopping. Once the standard medleys had been sung, a player would pick one of his favourites

  from shows, films or anything else they wanted as long as it was a decent tune. ‘There Is Nothing Like A Dame’ from Rodgers and Hammerstein’s South Pacific, would move

  seamlessly on to a Guys And Dolls number, maybe ‘Luck Be A Lady’. The breadth of songs was wide, and provided it was a good song, nobody minded if it wasn’t to their

  taste. Even Country Western music got a look in with ‘Coward Of The County’, ‘Ring Of Fire’ and ‘Lucille’ being regularly sung.




  I miss doing this terribly; the singing that is, not the manner in which we performed.




  Some of the more traditional rugby songs are actually quite inventive, though they probably are of their time, when rugby clubs were almost the sole province of men. They are egalitarian only in

  the sense that they are rude and insensitive about men, women, gays, straights and animals alike. In today’s politically correct world where people are quick to take offence, they no doubt

  have the capacity to invite outrage. However, they are not sung with any intent to offend and, given that they are usually sung within the confines of a members’ clubhouse, not really in

  public. So the following may offend you, but if you don’t want to risk this, please don’t read it; skip this chapter and go to the next one. If you don’t heed this caveat, please

  don’t feign offence thereafter!




  Such songs might be sung elsewhere, but what is unique to rugby is that you could go into any clubhouse in England, plus many others around the world, and if you started singing any of these

  songs, you would find that most of the assembled company would join in, knowing the words and tunes. I can’t think of a similar thing in any other sport. That is nothing startling but you

  should maybe ask yourself why it is that only this sport has that tradition, particularly as anyone can learn or invent a song. For those involved in rugby, these songs and the tradition of singing

  represent a much-valued addition to the atmosphere of communality that everyone wants to exist in their club, and one which does indeed exist in most.




  The difference between this tradition and, say, the songs and chants sung in football is amply demonstrated by what happened when I went on a whirlwind ‘tour’ of three days to Japan

  to see the England football team play Brazil during the 2002 World Cup finals. We went to the game in Shizuoka by coach, and I was the only person on it with a rugby background. The rest of the

  passengers were solely football people, including many Arsenal fans. At one stage, two Gooners spotted me and eventually started pressing me to share a singalong with them. ‘Come on then, you

  can sing rugby songs, and we’ll sing football songs.’ ‘Okay, fine,’ I replied, reluctantly, fearing this was not going to be as much fun as they imagined.




  I started with a rendition of ‘The Good Ship Venus’, an extract of which goes like this:




  

    

      

        

          

            CHORUS:




            There’s frigging on the rigging;




            Wanking on the planking,




            There was fuck all else to do.




            

              

                

                  

                    Chorus


                  


                


              


            




            T’was on the good ship Venus,




            By God you should have seen us,




            The figurehead was a whore in bed




            And the mast the Captain’s penis.




            

              

                

                  

                    Chorus


                  


                


              


            




            The captain of this lugger,




            He was a dirty bugger,




            He wasn’t fit to shove shit




            From one place to another.




            

              

                

                  

                    Chorus


                  


                


              


            




            The captain’s wife was Mabel.




            Whenever she was able,




            She’d fornicate with the second mate




            Upon the galley table.




            

              

                

                  

                    Chorus


                  


                


              


            




            The second mate’s name was Andy,




            His balls were long and bandy,




            We filled his arse with molten brass




            For wanking in the brandy.




            

              

                Chorus


              


            




            The cabin boy was Kipper,




            A dirty little nipper,




            He stuffed his arse with broken glass




            And circumcised the skipper.




            

              

                

                  

                    Chorus


                  


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  And so on and so on.




  Even if you don’t find that entertaining, they did and, on finishing, I received a round of applause. In reply, they sang this ditty, sung to the tune of ‘When The Saints Go Marching

  In’:




  

    

      

        

          

            We won the League,




            We won the League,




            We won the League in Manchester




            We won the League at Old Trafford




            We won the League in Manchester.


          


        


      


    


  




  I joined in the fraternal spirit by reciprocating the round of applause, even though the song was a little limited in its ambition and content. I would have been considerably

  more entertained if I’d known that they would win so few trophies over the next ten years. Still, moving on . . . ‘Okay, that’s your song, fine,’ I went, and then sang

  ‘The Vicar’s Song’, a well-known rugby ditty, which goes like this:




  

    

      

        

          

            One evening after Evening Song




            The curate said for fun




            I bet I’ve had more women than you




            And the Vicar said you’re on.




            We will stand at the door as the women go by




            And this will be our sign




            You Ding Dong for the women you’ve had




            And I’ll Bing Bong for mine.




            There were Ding Dongs, there were Bing Bongs




            There were more Ding Dongs than there were Bing Bongs




            Until as certain lady walked by and the Curate said Bing Bong.




            Just a minute said the Vicar there’s a mistake there




            That’s my wife I do declare.




            I don’t give a bugger, I’ve been there,




            Ringa-dinga-dinga, ding dong, ding dong.
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