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—For Freya, Peanut, Buddha and Hetty

—No it’s not – it’s for Tatty, Freddie, Rosie, Archie and Flossie the Tibetan Terrier

—Can’t it be for everyone?

—Agreed






Introduction

DURDERS – For those of you browsing in a bookshop or digitally dipping your literary toes into this tome to see if it’s your kind of thing, or could possibly be the kind of thing of someone you like and you’ve got the urge to express that feeling in book form, I believe you are owed an explanation.

The first question you may well be asking is – who are they – this Flats and Durders? That’s a toughie. We’re niche. (That’s not a typo FYI, but I’d like to think we’re nice too.) We’ve been described by The Guardian’s Robert Kitson as rugby’s answer to Ant and Dec. Now, Robert is a first-rate journalist, and bloke as it happens, but he must have had some mind-altering substance sprinkled on his granola that morning. Multi-million-pound earning, universally loved, fêted national treasures Ant and Dec we are not. We’re more the Kermit and Miss Piggy of rugby. Who’s who we should leave to you, the reader, to decide, although I concede it’s not one of the most fundamental questions of the age, so don’t dedicate too much time to it. (Here’s a clue if you need it – I’m the green one.)

FLATS – It’s not even Page One and you’ve begun the weight-based gags. I was tiring of these hefty snipes about three hours after meeting you for the first time in Manchester circa 2010, yet they live on. Could be a long read, this.

DURDERS – That wasn’t a weight-based reference. It’s Kermit and Miss Piggy’s character traits I was alluding to. I think they mirror ours. Anyway, since teaming up to present the Gallagher Premiership Rugby Highlights show, originally on ITV before moving to Channel 5 eight years ago, we’ve become the oddest of odd couples. Tinder or Grinder or match.com would never have put us together in a million galaxies. Rugby Lovers United might have though.

FLATS – Actually I think they might. You’re posh, you drive a crumbling old car, and you wear threadbare old dinner jackets. I’m from Maidstone, I drive a luxury 4x4 and wear designer clothes. You’re all class and I’m a bit of rough. You’re old money, I’m so nouveau it aches. We’ve actually got a good few markets covered there. Is the last one a real dating app or are you just waffling as per?

DURDERS – Just rambling. But it’s an idea. My idea, so back off. Anyway, we’ve become an item. Which can be annoying. Such is the unfathomable but annoyingly undeniable appeal of Flats that I can’t turn up to a ground or a rugby-themed gathering without being greeted with ‘Where’s Flats?’ It’s humiliating. I often feel like the Prince Albert to his Queen Victoria – a reference to the monarchs, not the body piercing for the more infantile among our, presumably, cosy book club. If I had a pound for every time I’d been asked where the bipedal aubergine was, I’d be able to clear the national debt of Greece.

FLATS – Robert Kitson also called us ‘Posh and Pecs’ by the way, which would make me David Beckham. Or David Peckham. And you, Victoria.

DURDERS – I’m more than happy with that. She’s all about the style and the pout. That’s me all over. The point we’re trying to make is that, despite the pandemic and the cost of asparagus being at an all-time high, I think we both feel very lucky to have done the job we’ve done, with each other for company, and in the bigger picture – isn’t it a good time to be a rugby fan?

FLATS – Indeed it is. Which brings us nicely on to our book. Books on rugby union are basically everywhere yet, if we’re being honest, they’re often quite serious and a bit gloomy with the odd stunning declaration slotted in to help with sales. But why have just one former rugby player writing a supposedly humorous and entertaining book about one of the most technical and celebrated field sports on the planet, when you can have one former rugby player and the son of Judith Chalmers? That’s what’s on offer here. David Luke Flatman – 109 appearances for Saracens, 161 for Bath, and not as many as he should have had for England (some may debate this), and a posh bloke from Highgate with thick-but-malleable hair who played for Durham University a few times and has a very well-travelled mum, waffling on about the sport we both love. That’s what’s on the table. Imagine there’s a large bucket in the sky labelled ‘rugby books’. Well this is one, and it goes in that bucket.

DURDERS – Our mission was to produce an objective, at times dramatic and very, very occasionally – think wafer-thin needles in a mountainous haystack – humorous celebration of rugby union by pound for pound, the hardest presenter in British broadcasting and one of its hungriest and lesser-capped former players. It’s something the world has been crying out for.

But what will you find inside this instant classic of ours? Well, we’ll be covering all the intellectual stuff such as rugby’s hardest players and tours, not to mention our ultimate XV and our hero XV, which has required a bit of juxtaposing. (I don’t even know what that means but I’ve thrown it in there so you high-brow types might be tempted by the promise of bigger words to come.) Then you have player safety, which is a hot and controversial topic these days, the Five then Six Nations, the World Cup, life in the front row, best days, worst days, referees, and retirement. We even have a chapter on the perks of doing what we do and how I once got into trouble for taking an unhealthy interest in a pair of celebrity Y-fronts. That’s our big sell – Jackie Collins, eat your heart out.

FLATS – She’s no longer with us, actually, so well done.






The Six Nations

DURDERS – I feel I have to kick this chapter off with a potentially awkward question to my esteemed(ish) colleague-slash-loosely termed friend here. Did you ever play in a Six Nations game or were all of your eight England caps won on tours to North America that the top-end players couldn’t be arsed to go on?

FLATS – I actually did play in a Six Nations match. It was against France and, would you believe it, it has rather an interesting story attached to it.

DURDERS – Bitter experience suggests that’s very unlikely but we have a few pages to fill so let’s give you the benefit of the doubt. Bet I’m proved right, though.

FLATS – You wait. And you are going to have to wait as I think we should start with what the Six Nations means to us as rugby fans. People may assume that players who take part in the Six Nations will experience something different to the warm, fuzzy feeling that you get as a spectator, but the truth is it’s exactly the same.

One of my earliest rugby viewing experiences was watching England versus Ireland at Twickenham in what would then have been the Five Nations. I could be imagining this but I’m pretty sure we sat on wooden seats that day. Then again, that could be nostalgia playing a trick on me. Something I’m a lot surer of seeing happen is Rory Underwood score on the left wing just beneath us and me and my dad going wild. I could evoke that memory a hundred times a day and it would still make the hairs on my palms stand on end. That’s what the Six Nations means to me and, regardless of how many times you play in the tournament (a potentially dangerous statement given my one cap, but I’m standing by it), it’s your experiences as a spectator that make it special. You build your own legend of the Six Nations and if you don’t have that as a platform it can’t possibly have the same significance. Again, I’m being slightly presumptuous, but that’s who I am. I presume things.

DURDERS – It’s refreshing to hear you say that and it makes perfect sense. Not the presumptuous bit, that’s just you being pretentious, but that the tournament means the same to its protagonists as it does to us mere fans. I was lucky because my dad used to have four debentures at Twickenham so from about the age of eight, he, my mum and a mystery guest would go there each year to watch England’s home fixtures. And no, you weren’t imagining the wooden seats. I remember them clearly. They were green fold-down jobs. I was a proper obsessive about the Five/Six Nations and I remember vividly presenting my first game in the tournament: England against France at the Stade de France in Paris, when Sky Sports had the rights to the England games across the Channel. I handed over to the lead commentator, the brilliant Miles Harrison, who said ‘Welcome to your annual tingle down the spine.’ That’s exactly how I feel about the Six Nations. Almost nothing beats a Six Nations tingle.

Unlike, I should think, the vast majority of the population, when I was young I used to long for January and February to arrive. The Six Nations was what I lived for – that and M&S Toffee and Almond ice cream – a pioneering tub of gorgeousness from the 1970s and 80s.

FLATS – Going to Twickenham for one of the two England fixtures with my dad was obviously incredible, but if it hadn’t been for Rugby Special, which from memory was on at about 4.45 p.m. on a Sunday and used to cover the tournament in its entirety, I think I might have exploded from frustration. That was the other half of the fix.

DURDERS – Me and Neil the Deal (my father) were there at 4.45 p.m. too. I loved that programme – do do do do dadoo, do do do dadoo – that title music was the sweetest sound of my childhood, that and Supertramp live in Paris. Oh, and the sound of my mum’s garlic chicken drumsticks sizzling in the oven.

FLATS – What?

DURDERS – Garlic chicken drumsticks are another essential factor in my deep love for the Six Nations. My mum, Jude the Dude, would get up at the crack of dawn on match days to stick vast numbers of garlic-slathered chicken drumsticks in the oven, later to be hoovered up out of the boot of my parents’ car in the west car park at Twickenham. Wrapped in tin foil, pre-match they were still warm. I loved them! Consumed them like a tree surgeon’s shredder consumes recently chopped branches. I must have resembled a kind of miniature Henry VIII. Although not that miniature. I think my record for one sitting was 11 drumsticks, which isn’t bad going. Although my breath can’t have been Alpine-fresh when I come to think about it. That might explain the social distancing around me before it was even a thing. Such fond memories.

FLATS – The breath’s still a bit of an issue, by the way. But what about on the pitch, then? What was your first Rory Underwood moment?

DURDERS – He’s also on my quite extensive England hero list, actually – you can’t claim Rory all for yourself. I have so many good memories of watching the tournament and they’re all so vivid. Watching Jonathan Webb kicking goals, for instance. Sounds a bit dull, but for some reason I worshipped that man. I remember watching Ben Clarke, who played in the back row for Bath, Richmond and the British and Irish Lions, as well as England, catching a ball from a restart way above his head. A forward showing that skill level probably happens thirty times a match these days but back then it seemed exceptional. A forward catching the ball way above their head from a restart? Wow! Twickenham rose as one and cheered like mad. That is an odd moment to be etched in the memory, but who am I to argue with my memory?

Funnily enough, if I had to pick just one player who really captured my imagination, and my heart, I’d probably go for Ollie Campbell, the great Irish fly-half. He was quite quirky and a bit of a maverick, which I liked, but the reason I became such a fan of his, apart from him being such a great player, was because he had this weird superstition where he would never stand on the white lines before a game. Whenever England were playing Ireland I’d become completely obsessed by watching him. After he’d stepped over the white line as the teams took to the field I’d then watch him closely for the entire 80 minutes to see if he’d do it during the match. As I’m hearing myself recall these things, I’m beginning to think I might have been quite a peculiar child.

FLATS – No shit…

DURDERS – I’m going to ignore that… I also had room in my heart to obsess about Peter Winterbottom. I’d ‘be’ the England No. 7 when I was mucking about with my mates, but can there be a more heroic sporting warrior than France’s Jean-Pierre Rives? Has any player, in the history of the sport, ever spilled more blood for his country? He was a one-man episode of Casualty. That’s a proper hero.

FLATS – So as a child you were obsessed by superstitious Irishmen, garlic drumsticks that made you sick and a man covered in blood called Jean-Pierre?

One of the things that has allowed the Six Nations to become so special to so many people is its continuity. Because it happens every year and in a similar format it has become part our own cultural fabric, and that familiarity is as reassuring as it is exhilarating. We’re back to what I said about the tournament developing its own legend. I’m hypothesising here, but you might remember that moment from a previous year when Liam Williams did some damage, or when Paul O’Connell nicked England’s line-outs at Twickenham. That recall will help you set the scene for the next tournament. That’s rare in international sport. It’s obviously not as exotic as a World Cup but it’s far more intimate and far more familiar.

DURDERS – You’ve hit the nail on the head. That’s twice in four pages. You’re very wise for one so young. That familiarity we have with the players of all the competing nations is essential to the tournament’s appeal. One factor we haven’t touched on yet, however, which I believe is key to the success of the Six Nations tournament, is tribalism. In fact, if you had to choose one adjective to describe the Six Nations you could do a lot worse than go for ‘tribal’. When you marry a Welsh woman, as I have, this fact becomes all too apparent. My Welsh in-laws are actually very mild-mannered, amazingly lovely people, but a few hours after our first two children, twin boys, were born they were there at the hospital brandishing two Welsh dragon-emblazoned Babygros. Archie and Freddie had barely mastered the art of breathing and Rachel’s family were trying to indoctrinate my boys, who I hoped and dreamed would grow up to share my passion for English rugby, into the cult of Wales. They were like a gaggle of demented witch hunters. The spell worked. My two sons, it pains me to my core, support Wales. I’m weeping as I write. But I have convinced my daughter, Rosie, that the red rose is a better way forward. So she’s with me. (Essentially because she went through a phase of fancying Owen Farrell. It was too good an opportunity to miss so I signed her up at the height of her crush.)

FLATS – Quick joke for you. How do you know if somebody is from Wales? Don’t worry, they’ll tell you. I believe the same joke is used to mock vegans and CrossFitters these days. And they all seem to have this Welsh dragon sticker on the back of their cars. What’s that all about? If I put a St George’s cross sticker on the back of my car I’m either Nigel Farage or somebody who wants their sovereignty back despite not being able to spell it. The Welsh can’t even cross the border into England without having a dragon on display. Just get over it! It’s like being proud of being ridiculously tall. You were born that way! Also, if dogs are anything to go by, you probably won’t live as long as a normal-sized person. Welsh people haven’t achieved Welshness. They were simply born Welsh.

DURDERS – Are you going into partnership with Austin Healey or something? You know that he has Welsh fatwas on his head, don’t you? I’m now beginning to feel uncomfortable, for the sake of my half-Welsh offspring, with your unenlightened attitude. I will not tolerate you being in league with Healey – who I like very much by the way – but he takes his Welsh-baiting to a level that no fully sane person should take it to. It’s reckless.

FLATS – What gives me the right to sound off about the Welsh, but to a far lesser degree than Austin Healey, is that I could have played for them. I should have done. I’d have won a lot more caps if I had.

DURDERS – That’s a lie… and patronising… and fanciful… but go on, explain this delusion of yours.

FLATS – What I usually say when people ask me why I could have played for Wales is that my mum was conceived in Pontypool (it usually gets a laugh), whereas she was actually conceived in Durham but was born in Pontypool. My grandfather’s also Scottish so I could have played for them, too. The reason I say I could have won more caps playing for Wales is because they have fewer players. I still wouldn’t have been first choice, though, because Gethin Jenkins was there. He also sounds a lot more Welsh than I do and that’s important. Gethin Jenkins? Could there be anything more Welsh?

DURDERS – So, you’ve just debunked your own ‘I could have been a Welsh legend’ delusion. What about Scotland?

FLATS – Tom Smith would have been first choice for the first half of my career, but after that I’d have walked in. I’d be a centurion. A Scottish legend like Christopher Lambert in Highlander. In all seriousness, I didn’t want to simply choose the country where I knew I’d win the most caps.

Anyway, back to what you were saying about tribalism. I think the tribal atmosphere associated with Six Nations matches has lessened slightly over the years. Not to the extent that it no longer exists, but enough for you to notice that it’s not quite as omnipresent as it once was.

DURDERS – Omnipresent? Have you been lunching with Stephen Fry again? Your words don’t usually have so many syllables in them. But I agree. It’d be easy to blame it all on corporate hospitality or prawn bagels or something, but there’s probably a bit more to it. Take Twickenham, for instance. Twickenham’s sometimes accused of being quite sanitised, which is usually blamed on the fact that there are a lot of reserved middle-class people in attendance. I’ll grant you that some of them might not be as vocal as many of their Welsh counterparts before the match (he says, blatantly sucking up to his wonderful and generous in-laws, whom he loves very much), but as soon as that whistle goes, to borrow phrase from old Frankie who went to Hollywood, two tribes go to war. It is tribal, whether you’re a lawyer, a glass-blower or a labourer.

Anyway, shall we all find a comfy chair and let you share your ‘interesting’ Six Nations tale with us?

FLATS – Why not? If the rules about there being two props on the bench had come in a year earlier, I’d probably have had a few more to tell, but that’s life. Then again, had I played for Scotland or Wales I might have had hundreds, so you could judge that as being quite a lucky escape.

The match in question was against France and I obviously played in the front row. Playing in the front row against France or Argentina used to be one of the challenges in world rugby, although not any more. They’re just not as good as they were. That had always been my dream growing up, as France, in particular, always had the roughest and toughest front rows. They were almost like mythical creatures in their own country. Revered and feared in equal measure. We talk about the Six Nations crowds being tribal, but ultimately that’s just an extension of what takes place on the pitch.

DURDERS – As far as the French front row were concerned, that used to be bloodlust! There’s no other word for it. It was gruesome, it was violent and it was fraught with danger. It’s obviously changed a great deal since then – primarily because of safety – and despite that being both a positive and sensible move, I do miss those battles. Brian Moore was a master of making the French lose their marbles. What’s the French for ‘marbles’… J’ai perdu mon…?

FLATS – Marblez.

DURDERS – Ridiculous man. I just googled it. It’s actually ‘marbres’, so your infantile response wasn’t a million miles off. But I used to read those Brian Moore incendiary headlines and think, What the hell’s he doing? But of course he was getting under their skin. Very effectively.

One of my favourite Six Nations experiences of recent-ish times was watching England play in Dublin for the first time. I’d been working in rugby since my mid-twenties but I’d never done a Six Nations game, professionally or personally, in Dublin. What an amazing city to watch rugby in. It was magical. After the match, we went to a fantastic bar/nightclub/fairy light-festooned nocturnal dreamworld and as we arrived a very famous Irish actor who I obviously can’t name stumbled out, full of the joys of a Six Nations weekend in Dublin. I wondered if he was paid by the Irish tourist board to be out and about, adding to the authentic Dublin experience. It’s wondrous.

FLATS – Hang on. So you believe the Six Nations tournament, which was established in 1883 as the Home Nations tournament by lots of extremely distinguished people and is loved and revered the world over, is all about watching middle-aged actors falling out of bars and onto pavements, having drunk their own bodyweights in Guinness? I’m guessing it was Guinness, by the way, and appreciate that by doing so I’m probably reinforcing certain outdated stereotypes. Sorry.

DURDERS – And so you should be. I was talking about the experience as a whole – making the journey to Dublin, wallowing in the atmosphere, meeting all the different characters, watching a great and hard-fought game of rugby, soaking up more atmosphere, meeting yet more characters. And yes, getting just a little bit alcoholically bamboozled and taking a certain amount of delight in watching people I recognise from the telly doing the same.

FLATS – You are right on this occasion. The reasons that people adore the Six Nations are manifold, yet what sits astride them all is the experience it provides as a whole and the memories it leaves you with. That’s why we love it so much and it’s also why the players love it just as much as the fans. My dad loves the Six Nations for exactly the same reasons I do, and I love that.

DURDERS – We keep veering off course. What about your Six Nations story, then? You’re several pages late.

FLATS – I got sidetracked. Right, it obviously involves my one appearance in our beloved Six Nations, which happened in the year 2000, and is a short yet agreeable tale of endeavour, triumph and brutally honest defence coaches from Oldham.

The squad would always get together on the Monday before a Test and then on the Tuesday afternoon or evening Clive Woodward would inform seven players that they were surplus to requirements and then send them off to join England A – or, as they’re now known, the England Saxons, which I find a bit cringy.

On the Tuesday morning before the Test we were summoned to take part in a defence session. These days every pro rugby team in the world will have a defence coach, but in those days they were found at only the very richest clubs or within the international set-ups. England’s defence coach was a Lancastrian gentleman called Phil Larder, who had once been head coach for the England and Great Britain rugby league teams. One of the first exercises we did in this session involved us standing in a line opposite players holding pads who were supposed to be a line of attackers. Somebody roaming around behind that line would then cut in and we’d have to try and stop them. Or just punch them very hard indeed, as is my wont. The guy roaming around at the back was Dan Luger and alongside me in the defence line were Julian White on one side, who was at Bristol, and Darren Garforth on the other, who played tighthead prop for Leicester Tigers. At one point early on, Luger came through one of the gaps next to Julian and went straight past him. ‘Whitey, what the hell are you doing?’ shouted Darren. If you shout at Julian White he’ll give you one of his ‘I’m going to fucking kill you’ looks, and if you do it again he’ll follow it through. Darren was on a warning.

A minute or two later, Luger came through again and this time he went straight past me. ‘For fuck’s sake, Flats,’ shouted Darren. ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ Unlike Julian White, I have neither the menace nor the eyes to be able to inflict looks that threaten imminent death, so I decided to protest vocally. ‘Daz,’ I began. ‘I’ve never done this before and I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing.’ ‘I gathered that,’ he replied. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘When he comes into the line, hit him!’

Just then, Lawrence Dallaglio walked over and elaborated. ‘If he comes in there, you hit him, and if he comes in there, you move in. Okay?’ ‘That’s all I needed to know,’ I said indignantly. ‘You’ve all done this before whereas I haven’t.’ A couple of phases later Luger came through again and so I twatted him. I still didn’t really know what I was doing, though. I was out of my comfort zone.

After the session Phil Larder held a debrief. There were about 30 players in attendance and he began by saying (assumes a Lancastrian accent), ‘Every player in here is a top-class defender who I would trust to defend at Test match level.’ There was then a pause of about five seconds. ‘Apart from two of you. There are two men in here who I would not under any circumstances trust to defend at Test match level and they are Whitey and Flats. There’s work to be done, lads. There’s work to be done.’

Thanks, Phil.

I was indignant at the time and what I wanted to say in reply was something along the lines of, ‘Why don’t you explain it to us before you start, instead of chucking us in at the deep end, watching us fail and then humiliating us?’ Clive was in the room, though, and I thought better of it.

DURDERS – I take it you were one of the ‘not as magnificent as the rest’ seven that week?

FLATS – Correct. Clive came over and said, ‘You’re on the list, Flats. You’re not needed this week. You’re going to be playing against France A.’ ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Where are they playing?’ ‘Redruth,’ said Clive. ‘You have got to be fucking joking,’ I said, very much under my breath.

Some of the lads at England A got wind of what had happened and just as I was setting off on the 15-hour drive an avalanche of texts began to arrive obviously wishing me well. ‘Enjoy the drive, mate,’ one said. ‘We’ve got live scrums first thing in the morning.’

Our coach at England A was Ged Glynn, who was at Leicester Tigers until quite recently. I remember we were playing Scotland A once and before the match Ged said, ‘I wouldn’t swap any of you for any of the England team playing at Murrayfield tomorrow.’ It was a very generous thing to say, but at the same time it was bollocks and I remember looking at Julian White and whispering, ‘I fucking would. I’d swap about fourteen of us!’ We ended up drawing 3-3. It was not a classic.

I arrived in Redruth at about 9 p.m. and, after accepting the anticipated barrage of abuse with as much good grace as I could muster, I went to bed. The following morning at breakfast Ged grabbed me mid-porridge. ‘Pack your bags,’ he said. ‘You’re wanted back with England. Trevor Woodman’s twisted his ankle.’ Twenty minutes later, I was back on the motorway and when I arrived at the training ground the first thing I was told was that I was going to be on the bench at Twickenham on Saturday for England versus France. I love Trev and would never wish him harm, but I was over the moon that he’d twisted his ankle.

Before the game Phil Larder came up to me and said (assumes a Lancastrian accent once again), ‘You are a top-class defender and I know that you are capable of defending at Test match level. I have every confidence in you.’ No, you haven’t, I thought. I haven’t done any more training since you told me I was crap yesterday, so how could you? Phil Vickery was standing next to me and he was pissing himself laughing, as my eyes were clearly betraying my thoughts. Most young players would have said, ‘Thanks, Phil, that means a lot,’ but I didn’t because it would have been a lie.

DURDERS – What did Mr Larder say?

FLATS – ‘Good man.’

DURDERS – What?

FLATS – ‘Good man.’ That’s all he said before walking off. His line about me being a top-class defender who could deliver at Test match level was obviously something he rattled out to every single player and the replies he received, which were probably just variations of ‘thank you’, had obviously stopped registering.

DURDERS – How fortuitous! Okay, the question we’re all asking now is, did you get a game?

FLATS – Of course I bloody did. Otherwise, what would be the point of the story? I came on after Jason Leonard was sinbinned, but couldn’t take to the field until there was a try.

DURDERS – How long were you on the field of play, Flats?

FLATS – About 90 seconds. I didn’t half put it about, though.

DURDERS – So your sole Six Nations appearance lasted a minute and a half? It takes longer to go to the loo. I’m talking about a number one for the avoidance of doubt.

FLATS – Try holding your breath for 90 seconds (actually, make it minutes).

DURDERS – I bet I could. There’s a headline for you: ‘Judith Chalmers’ son can probably stay under water longer than David Flatman played Six Nations Rugby’.

FLATS – I didn’t miss a single tackle in that game (or make any), and I also hit a scrum against a hero of mine called Peter de Villiers. Remember him? A South African prop who was renowned for his scrummaging ability. I thought it was going to be brutal in there, but actually it was okay. We won the scrum, I came off and England went on to win. After the match, Tom Shanklin called me up to see how I got on and when I told him what had happened he said, ‘Oh well, you still get paid the same.’ That lifted my pecker up a bit.

DURDERS – Well, that was definitely worth the wait. Does irony come across in print? Before we move on, any final words about the Six Nations?

FLATS – There is a conversation to be had around the continued presence of Italy. It’s the tournament’s very own elephant in the room but the issue has to be addressed. In my opinion another country should at least be given the chance to qualify.

DURDERS – So would you go down to five established nations and a sixth to qualify?

FLATS – No, that’s not what I mean. You have to keep it honest. Nobody should be locked into the tournament and nobody should be safe. Whoever finishes sixth should have a play-off against the next best country and if that country wins they become the sixth nation. For me, Italy have been treading water for almost 20 years. They just haven’t progressed. How much of that is down to the fact that they’re guaranteed a place in the Six Nations, I’m not sure. What’s much clearer is that by having a glass ceiling above the nations just behind Italy, such as Georgia, you’re preventing them from investing enough to progress to the next level.

DURDERS – I see what you mean. They might get one big game every four years at a World Cup, but they won’t have had much prep as they’re not being tested in a decent regular tournament – like the Six Nations.

FLATS – Exactly. The idea that because it always was, it always should be, simply doesn’t rub any more. Just as you have to qualify for the World Cup, I think you should have to qualify to be the sixth of the Six Nations. Not least because the games against Italy are often quite boring. Hard fought, but boring.

DURDERS – It’s still the greatest rugby tournament in the world, is it not?

FLATS – Indeed it is. As Phil Larder might say (assumes a Lancastrian accent for the final time), the Six Nations is a top-class tournament and I have every faith that it will continue to deliver top-class rugby for a long time to come.

DURDERS – Bellissimo!






Referees

DURDERS – Having studied you closely in your playing days, as Chris Packham would study a water vole, I noted you were one of those players who tried to ingratiate themselves, smarm their way into the affections of the referee and make friends with them. ‘All right, ref? What did you have for breakfast? How’s the wife and kids? Love those socks, where did you get them? I’ll be on your side, don’t you worry.’ But it was ultimately an insincere cynical ploy, was it not, as after sucking up you’d try to get away with as much as possible, you filthy, cheating baboon.

FLATS – Which proves absolutely nothing, least of all that my words were not sincere. Wily, perhaps, or even laced with an air of cunning. Nevertheless, I am an inquisitive soul by nature who also likes his food, so my having asked a referee what they had for breakfast would invariably have been a sincere enquiry and completely in character.

DURDERS – I can’t argue with that. So you never cheated, then?

FLATS – Never. That said, I knew when I’d made mistakes that should have been penalised and went through phases of sucking up to refs and laughing about said mistakes, which made them less inclined to penalise me. I also went through phases of being very angry with referees and making that very clear indeed, but without swearing. It’s a bit of a skill I developed, although sometimes I’d take it a bit far.

DURDERS – Any examples you’d like to share with us?

FLATS – I was playing for Bath against Leeds once and got penalised a few times. Wrongly, in my opinion. After the second or third time, I became very angry with the ref, to the point where my comments were making some of the players laugh and others feel uncomfortable. After the match I had a shower, went to see the ref and kicked his fucking head in and he went straight to A&E. Only joking. I sat down and actually apologised to him for being such an arsehole. I still thought he was wrong and I told him so, but I should never have spoken to him the way I did. The referee’s name is Dave Pearson and we’ve got on very nicely since then.

DURDERS – We’re not interested in happy-ever-afters. Not at this early point in the chapter. No, our readers will be disappointed if the pantomime villains of the sport don’t get a bit of a verbal rucking – all within the laws of literary masterpieces of course. Come on, you are very, very disparaging about referees in a particular context and I’d like you to share these intolerant views of yours with the world. We’ve talked about this hundreds of times off camera while presenting our show on Channel 5.

FLATS – You mean the warm-ups, don’t you?

DURDERS – I do indeed. Watching you watching the referees going through their pre-game plyometric high-intensity warm-up is one of life’s great pleasures. Your attitude to people who take great pride in what they do does not reflect well on you, my favourite Obelix tribute act.

FLATS – I knew you’d bring this up. Why do I see referees warming up with more intensity than international rugby players? I’ll tell you why, because they’re obviously making up for the fact that they’re a bunch of non-athletes who effectively jog for a living. Just stop it!

DURDERS – Don’t hold back, will you? You’ve always had a slightly condescending attitude to these finely tuned athletes. Wayne Barnes, who we worked with on Channel 5, being one of them. Wayne’s a lovely man – a barrister by profession – and he’s supremely fit. The other day, Wayne did a bleep test and it was agreed by everyone present that he was probably 78 per cent fitter than David Luke Flatman in his prime.

FLATS – That’s because Barnsey weighs less than my lunch! I could do better on the bleep test if you took away about 40 per cent of my bodyweight and forced me to practise running for about five years. If a car rolls into a ditch, Barnsey ain’t getting it out. That’s where I come in. I can pull a horse’s legs off. He can’t.

DURDERS – We’re obviously being facetious for the sake of keeping things light-hearted, but can I assume that you do actually harbour a certain level of respect for referees?

FLATS – Of course I do, although I’d be lying if I said that the warming-up thing doesn’t get on my nerves a bit. But what I was going to say before you mentioned the warm-ups was that referees can’t be anywhere near perfect. There are just too many variables. The key to being a good referee is communication, which is why I think Barnsey is the best referee in the world today. The way he communicates, not just with the players but with assistants on the pitch, is a cut above anything I’ve ever seen before.

DURDERS – Surely you’d put Nigel Owens in the same bracket?

FLATS – Nigel Owens was widely regarded as being the best referee in the world for a long time, but in my opinion Barnsey’s communication on the field gives him the edge now. Perhaps it has something to do with his pretend job as a barrister? I still think that’s bullshit, by the way. Nobody I know has ever seen him in court. It sounds good, though, doesn’t it? Wayne Barnstable Barnes QC, Premiership and international rugby referee and barrister. During the week he specialises in charging people tens of thousands of pounds just to send them a bloody email that he hasn’t even written and at the weekend he’s a top rugby referee with legs like twiglets who does a lovely line in plyometric warm-ups and who weighs less than a couple of roast chickens.

DURDERS – I’m hoping Wayne will find something in that last paragraph to give him good cause to sue you for defamation of character. Go on, Barnesy – show this upright protein shake your legal guns. Anyway, I think something Wayne’s particularly good at is breaking down a decision in the moment. He’ll say, ‘This is what I saw, this is the law, and that is why I have made this decision.’ It’s very difficult to argue with somebody who makes eye contact – and those eyes of his are piercingly blue – and who calmly tells you why they’ve come to a decision. Not in an officious way. Not in the ‘I am the law and you’ll do what I say’ kind of way. It actually reinforces his authority. And you know with Wayne Barnes that he’s very happy to admit when he’s made a mistake, which again is key to his success.

FLATS – I’m watching a series on Netflix at the moment about people who’ve been planted in prisons but who aren’t really criminals. They’re there to report back about the conditions inside the prisons and the number one problem they encounter is that people in positions of power, such as wardens, refuse to communicate with the inmates. They don’t tell them why the hot water hasn’t worked for 36 hours or why the visiting orders have been cancelled. They don’t deem the inmates worthy of being a party to that kind of information, which in turn causes a great deal of resentment and consternation. But how on earth are you supposed to respect people who quite evidently believe that you’re shit on their shoe?

When I was playing, there were two refs in particular who I thought fell right into that category. They were incredibly patronising and went out of their way to insult the players. I absolutely hated it and in turn I hated them. I used to think, You are getting it so, so wrong, mate. You really are. As a consequence, my fellow players and I had zero respect for these referees, which always made for a toxic atmosphere on the pitch. We hated it.

DURDERS – Hate is a strong word and emotion. I think you’re just showing off – you’re no hater. Anyway, I was the same at my school.

FLATS – Here we go. You went to Radley, didn’t you? Carried around a nice soft cushion I hope.

DURDERS – Said the hardened Maidstone gangster… who went to Dulwich College in south London, where the motto is ‘Detur Gloria Soli Deo’, which I think translates as ‘We Glory in our Poshness’. All I was going to say was that teachers who used their elevated status, not the strength of their personalities, to get the attention of the class never won the hearts and minds of their pupils. Never got the best out of us. You’d learn despite, not because of, them.

FLATS – That’s actually quite a good analogy. We had a couple of teachers on the other side of the coin, who went out of their way to get on with the pupils and, as well as creating a comfortable and positive atmosphere in the classroom, we all listened and were enthusiastic. I remember running out for a game once at The Rec, and Barnesy was refereeing. I said, ‘Hello, Barnesy.’ ‘Hello, Flats,’ he said. ‘How’re you doing, mate? Let me guess. Keep the tighthead straight today, is it?’ I said, ‘They say the same about you.’ ‘Ha,’ said Barnesy. ‘Good luck, Flats.’ I remember thinking to myself, That’s how you do it. My aim going into the game, apart from helping my team win, was not to let Barnesy down.

DURDERS – What you just said would probably sound ridiculous to some non-rugby fans, but it’s the essence of the sport. Respecting the officials is one of the first things you’re taught when you start to play rugby. It’s a cultural cornerstone. The referee’s word is final. It’s a non-negotiable. Always has been. Always will be. So get on with it. Having said that, a little bit of insubordination has started to creep into the sport with the introduction of the TMO, but the fact remains that I don’t think, certainly at the professional level, a referee has ever felt genuinely intimidated by the players. They may well have been made to feel a little uncomfortable by frustrated fans – just ask Craig Joubert, the South African referee, after his controversial decision that ended Scotland’s World Cup hopes at Twickenham in 2015 – but not by the players. Nor should they. The officials may well have had pressure heaped upon them by directors of rugby and coaches, as happened in the Lions series in South Africa in 2021. (The South African Rassie Erasmus taking it to the next level with his 62-minute video.) But I can’t recall any officials ever having been made to feel intimidated by the players.

FLATS – Unlike in association football. I promise you this is not just a cheap win and I am conscious of the fact that rugby should never be superior in its attitude to other sports. However, the sports’ cultures with regards to the treatment of referees are poles apart and that puzzles me to the point of distraction. They never used to be. What’s frustrating is that the intimidation and bad language that is displayed towards referees and officials by pretty much everyone concerned could be stamped out in a matter of months if the powers that be wanted, but they don’t.

Have you ever been to an Under-15s football match? The amount of abuse they give the referee is shocking and in some cases it’s worse from the sidelines. The word respect doesn’t exist in that environment and I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near it. That isn’t because I live in Bath and it’s posh. (It is and I do.) There are plenty of football clubs down here in the West Country and sometimes I’ll see it being played while I’m walking the dogs. Lots of it is very pleasant and lovely, but some of it is horrible. For some reason it brings out the very worst in people – parents and children alike – but what makes it especially distasteful is the fact that they’re essentially given permission to act like that by the sport’s governing bodies. They’ve basically rubber-stamped it. They’re always talking about kicking out racism in football, which is vitally important, but what about instilling some basic respect? You’d stand more chance of kicking out racism if you did.

DURDERS – I remember that game when a referee in charge of a Man Utd game was chased by a pack of baying hounds. The names of those hounds were David Beckham, Nicky Butt, Jaap Stam, Ryan Giggs and of course Roy Keane, who was literally in the ref’s face – their noses must have touched, and not in a nice Eskimo-kiss kind of way. Keane was the captain, which I guess makes it even worse. As you rightly said, Flats, rugby should not be superior in its attitude to other sports and the football authorities are trying to change attitudes. What rugby can and should do, though, is look at sports that no longer consider the respect of its officials to be an essential component and steer well clear.

As a professional rugby player, were you taught by your coaches to accept bad decisions on the field of play?

FLATS – Yes, all the time. You were taught to suck it up. As you just suggested, though, this kind of behaviour is starting to creep into rugby when decisions go against pro players. The thing is, football wasn’t invented on a Monday and then on the Tuesday the players started abusing referees. It starts with, ‘Aw, come on, ref!’ or, ‘Really, ref?’ Also, if you watch football matches from two or three generations ago, nobody said a word to the ref.

The point I’m trying to make here, in addition to the fact that football is found lacking when it comes to protecting its officials, is that people wrongly assume that rugby is a perfect example of how to do it right, but it’s not. Players are pleading with and baying at referees all the time. Owen Farrell spends a lot of time disagreeing with refs, but then again, I do believe that aggression is an important part of what makes Owen Farrell such a great player and although I think he can push it a bit sometimes, he’s generally careful not to cross the line.

DURDERS – So if you could introduce one new rule to curb bad behaviour on the rugby field, what would it be?

FLATS – That’s easy. If you try to tell a referee what to do, you’ll get penalised. If you do it again, you’ll get a yellow card and if you do it a third time you’ll get a red. Simple as that. I got a red card when I was 15 years old. We were playing a team who’d been cheating and in my eyes the ref had turned a blind eye. During a break in play I said to the rest of the team, in earshot of the ref, ‘Don’t worry, boys. If the ref won’t do anything, we’ll sort it out.’ It was industrial-strength petulance, really, especially from a kid. ‘Excuse me,’ said the ref. ‘I heard that. Red card.’ After the game, I still hadn’t learned my lesson and when I went off the first thing I said to my dad was, ‘What a tosser.’ ‘You’re the one whose acting like a tosser,’ said my dad. ‘Now get back over there and apologise and don’t you dare speak to a referee like that ever again.’ I was one of the senior players of the Under-15s team and was supposed to be setting an example. ‘Will Carling would never do that,’ was my dad’s usual riposte whenever I transgressed, which was often. I bet you Will Carling will have done something similar at some point – perceived injustices cut deep, even with those that have square jaws and an eye-catching mid-chin dimple.

DURDERS – That dimple is one of the great wonders of the world. I reckon you could eat a boiled egg from it. I’d love one of those. The dimple, not the boiled egg. I’m a poached man. Do plastic surgeons do mid-chin dimples these days?

FLATS – Are you being disrespectful to William David Charles Carling OBE?

DURDERS – Quite the opposite, I am being respectful to both him and his dimple.

FLATS – Let’s drop this and get back to the refs.

DURDERS – Okay. Is there any benefit in comparing the referees from the amateur era with the refs of today?

FLATS – It’s something I’m asked to do quite often in an interview environment and to be honest it’s futile. Regardless of the sport turning professional, everything evolves, and everything has evolved. What turning professional has done, however, apart from forcing the referees into making fools of themselves before a match, is to bring the refereeing up to a standard that, hitherto, has never been seen before. The problem that has created is that some of the fans have become obsessed with achieving perfection and are now calling for scrum refs and more video refs. That, I’m afraid, is as a direct consequence of the game turning professional and should be stamped out. The nuances that each referee brings to a game of rugby are vital and add balance. We need those imperfections.

DURDERS – I take it that when the game turned professional the referees didn’t suddenly turn into the world’s fittest people and start making far fewer mistakes.

FLATS – Good God, no. As I just said, the game evolves no matter what. Referees of Wayne Barnes’s calibre only started appearing about a decade ago, and when I was playing, the standard varied greatly. As did the amount of fun you could have. For instance, one of my absolute favourite referees was Tony Spreadbury. Spreaders is a great bloke and as well as being a superb referee I don’t think he had an enemy anywhere in the game. He’s from Bath originally and has a heavy West Country accent. I used to go into scrums and while Spreaders was standing there making the mark I’d grab him a bit to steady myself, so I could lean forward and gain an advantage. He’d say, ‘Stop leaning on me, you bugger.’ After letting go of him, I’d go back in for a second time and after putting my arm around him I’d tickle him around his midriff as though I was playing an accordion. ‘Cor, good Christmas was it, Spreaders?’ ‘Bugger off, you!’ He didn’t like me touching his lovely tummy.

DURDERS – You couldn’t do that with Barnsey.

FLATS – For the simple reason he has a BMI index of about 7.5. I’ve seen more fat on a chicken’s lip. Spreaders did get his own back on me once. You know when you’re in a scrum and you’re bent at 90 degrees? In that situation you’re always careful not to let your shirt ride up as your gut will stick out. One day in a scrum Spreaders came behind me, pulled my shirt right up and said, ‘How was your Christmas, you fat bugger? Bloody hell, Flats, that’s massive!’ I used to try to pull him in when we were engaging. ‘Get off me, you bugger!’ He once penalised me for something and I said, ‘Aww, come on, Spreaders.’ ‘Save your breath,’ he said quickly. ‘It sounds like you’re running out.’

DURDERS – You must have missed him when he retired.

FLATS – We all did. I used to apologise to him when he penalised me. I genuinely felt guilty. He used to say, ‘Well, you will keep on doing it, Dave, you old bugger.’

Halcyon days.
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