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  Will Greenwood was born in Blackburn in 1972 and was educated at Sedbergh School and Durham University. After graduating, he played rugby for Harlequins and Leicester Tigers,

  making his England debut in 1997. He went on to win 55 caps for England, scoring 31 tries. He was part of England’s World Cup-winning and Grand Slam sides in 2003, and also went on three

  Lions tours. Since retiring from the game in 2006, he has worked as a pundit for Sky Sports and writes for the Daily Telegraph.
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    Introduction




    I never dreamt I would become a rugby writer. When I daydreamed it was always about playing or scoring tries, never trying to make sense of a game that for many people is an unnecessarily complex way of getting hurt and muddy. At school rugby was a way to break up the days of studying, at university a means of making friends and drinking beer, and while I was working in London it became a way of letting off steam after a hard day in the financial markets. Professionalism seemed a long way off and not something I was actively preparing for, much like my eventual retirement from the sport.




    Events have had a way of creeping up on me, forcing me to deal with even the most extraordinary things in a matter of fact way. You never think the good times will end and try to get through the difficult moments as quickly as possible. That’s why I have so thoroughly enjoyed putting together this collection of articles. It has acted as a de facto diary, chronicling my life through rugby, reminding me of what I have done and lived through.




    Whatever I may want to become in the future I can’t get away from the fact that my past is stamped and was forged in the history of the game. I grew up in a rugby family and played the sport for the best part of three decades. It formed my view of life and ultimately shaped my career once I stepped off the field. During that time I have changed almost as much as the game. From a schoolboy amateur to full-time professional, from a vehement hater of weight sessions to someone who understood that without them he would never succeed, from a player with an intuitive understanding of the game to a pundit who is paid to watch every game of each season and dig out key moments in the hope of sparking debate and catching the imagination of an increasingly hungry and demanding newspaper readership and TV audience. In much the same way that rugby players now jump from league to union, and from country to country, so I am now expected to be international in my approach, aware of what is happening in the southern hemisphere and the rest of the world as much as in the local clubs up and down the UK.




    And if I have changed, then the game is almost unrecognisable. Upheaval has come so thick and fast over the past decade that many of the changes have been forgotten or blended into one. This collection has allowed me to curate not only my best writing and deal with jokes about how short that list would be, but also how the pieces are presented. Rather than following a strictly chronological timeline I have tried to break the book up into sections that show how the game has taken me places, how it has taught me key lessons from simple things such as passing to dealing with extreme pressure, and how its biggest personalities have had an effect on me. I have also focused on key events such as World Cups and big changes in the laws of the game.




    Luckily, my job as a writer has also allowed me to move outside of rugby to experience other sports and see if there are any common threads that unite athletes the world over, or if there are any truths that can be imported back into the game to help make it better. I found this to be one of the most enjoyable parts of the process because there is no doubt that rugby is still developing both as a game and a business. The more it can learn the stronger it will become. And this, in the end, is what I hope this collection will show the reader; that the sport can change and evolve, providing a bright future for all of us who love it and live it every day.








  



    




    PART ONE




    Rugby Can Take


    You Places




    From Bulgaria to Buckingham Palace, rugby can take you places you never thought you’d get to. And I mean mentally as well as physically. I’ve met sporting legends and held hands with injured soldiers and some of Britain’s most troubled kids. A rugby tackle nearly killed me and on another occasion left me crying in pain with a dislocated shoulder but the game still managed to help dry my tears when personal tragedy hit home. And when it came time to retire from a game I loved, rugby showed me that there was more to life than what happened on the field. Rugby has been central to my life and has given me more than I ever expected. It’s been the journey of a lifetime.








  



    




    Rugby Can Take You To


    Hell And Back








  



    




    Thanks to everyone for the memories




    In 2006, I realised that my time as a professional rugby player was coming to an end and I made the big decision to retire. It wasn’t easy, especially as I wasn’t sure what life outside of sport would hold in store.




    Old centres never die, they just lose their pace and stop attacking the gain line. As hard as it has been for me to admit, the time has come to retire from the game that has always been part of my life. I understand the reasons. I’m getting slower – if that were possible. I can no longer perform to the levels I would wish, and my body is falling apart; six operations, broken bones, a near-death experience, torn ligaments, dislocated shoulders and hamstrings tighter than guitar strings.




    Other people have fared worse, but for me this is enough. My brain can still see the options, I just can’t seem to put them into action. Part of my unwillingness to admit the inevitable has been a fear of what the future might hold.




    On July 1,I will not be climbing into the car and heading off for pre-season training. On Saturdays I will not lose my appetite to pre-match nerves. My kit bag will be put up into the loft, only getting dusted off for the odd game of five-a-side football.




    I need to focus on different areas of my life, and the change will not be easy. Rugby is part of my DNA.




    My mum used to take me to games when I was smaller than the ball, and it remained a family affair. I played rugby with my dad at Preston Grasshoppers, warming up with a schooner of sherry and then watching him hunt down anyone who tackled me late. I remember my mum’s face after I won my first England cap, and her expression when Dad said I could keep playing in a school match if I used his scarf to hold the broken collar-bone in place and stood at full-back. (He still reckons I came off too easily and should have stayed to kick the goals.)




    For a Blackburn lad who was only ever after a runaround with the lads, rugby has taken me on one hell of a journey. I have ended up in Ghana, New Orleans, Fiji and even Buckingham Palace. I have soared to the peaks and slumped into the troughs. You don’t always win, you don’t always play well. In the end, it really doesn’t matter. What counts is the feeling of unity that being part of a team brings.




    A lot of people want to know what happens in an international changing room. To be honest, there is very little difference between England’s and the others dotted around the nation on any given weekend. Every team has a head-banger, a thinker, a smiler, a scary bastard. Every coach passes on his final thoughts and secretly crosses his fingers. After the game there is one player who is always last out of the changing room, one who dodges the ice bath, and another who ramps up the music.




    There are no secret rites, you do not discover the meaning of life. What you have to do is learn to trust, share your hopes and fears, and show you are ready to put your body on the line. These are the bonds that are so much harder to replicate in the real world over a cup of coffee. It will not be the games I hanker after, but the changing room.




    Memories both good and bad, like Durban after winning the Lions series in 1997, and Auckland when we had lost a series 3-0. In Sydney on that famous night, but also in Paris in 1999 when our World Cup fell apart. At the Stoop and at Welford Road, winning trophies and getting relegated. Oddly, my memories are often stronger in times of failure than in victory. The changing room was always a home away from home, and in times of family tragedy it even provided sanctuary.




    When my wife, Caro, and I lost our little baby boy, Freddie, in September 2002, rugby seemed the last place I could find peace. Yet the lads of both Harlequins and England allowed my mind to relax for brief moments. At the World Cup in 2003 when it seemed we were going through the whole terrible process again, rugby gave me a respite. It allowed me to keep breathing, keep living.




    I still remember the phone call before England’s crunch game against South Africa, when Caro told me she was being rushed into an emergency operating theatre. Clive Woodward – who gave me my chance at international level and whose loyalty went beyond the call of duty – booked me on every available flight out of Perth. In the end I stayed and played, heading back to the UK after the final whistle. During the match I even scored a try and if you watch the replays you can see a smile on my face, because for a short time rugby had pushed the worry from my mind. There are not many jobs you can say that about.




    Caro has been the greatest partner and wife I could have wished for, insisting on my return to rugby after we lost Freddie, not asking me to stay with her when we risked losing our second son, Archie, and demanding we make a pact: she would stay in hospital, only if I promised to go back to Australia and come home with the World Cup.




    What will be strange is that she has only ever known me as a rugby player. But if she hopes to have me around the house immediately, she may end up disappointed. I still have two months of rugby left, two months as part of a squad who stuck together with their fans and their board, and refused to crumble after relegation.




    Harlequins should be immensely proud of themselves. The fans deserve Premiership rugby at the Twickenham Stoop and should that happen, it will be one of my happiest memories. There have been others. Jumping up and down with Wilko after winning the World Cup; organising two black-tie charity balls in memory of Freddie and seeing all my rugby mates there; scoring a hat-trick against Wales surrounded by men like Mike Catt, Austin Healey and Iain Balshaw. I will never forget laughter in the scariest of moments, like the time Mike Tindall and I were under the cosh in Wellington, with only six forwards left on the field, and the message coming from the touch-line to tackle. It has been a privilege to stand shoulder to shoulder with team-mates for more than a quarter of a century.




    Of all the magical performances, there are two that stand out, because the individuals involved almost achieved what every player strives for – the perfect 80 minutes. Both were in 2003, neither was at the World Cup. The first was a Grand Slam decider at Lansdowne Road, when Jonny Wilkinson was magnificent. A man who leaves nothing to chance, he was awe-inspiring that day. We had our tactical differences, but after that match I vowed to always back him up. If he was willing to put that much effort in for a team then the rest didn’t matter.




    The second performance was put in by a man who I cannot hold in higher regard, Martin Johnson. Pound for pound, eyebrow for eyebrow, finger point for finger point, the greatest captain and player you could find. Leading England to victory over the All Blacks in Wellington, Johnno went closer to the perfect game than anyone. On that blustery night he was The Man, leading from the front, grabbing the game, and anyone within his reach, by the scruff of the neck.




    The one thing that Johnno knew better than anyone was when to call it quits. It’s right to follow his lead one last time. I’ve been lucky to straddle the amateur and professional era. There is a certain poetic symmetry to a former HSBC trader who used to leave work early for training and never imagined getting paid to play rugby now having to get his kicks in a suit.




    It won’t be easy, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous. My life in rugby has been great. Thanks to everyone for the memories.






    Will Greenwood factfile







    DOB: 20.10.72




    Born: Blackburn (father Dick, former England flanker and coach)




    Age: 33




    Clubs: Harlequins, Leicester




    England debut: v Australia 1997 (one of five new caps selected by Clive Woodward)




    Caps: 55




    Tries: 31




    Last capped: Australia 2004 (rep)




    Lions tours: 1997 South Africa, 2001 Australia, 2005 New Zealand (two caps)




    
The healing properties of sport





    When Darren Clarke gave a heroic display to help win the 2006 Ryder Cup after the death of his wife, it got me thinking about the healing powers of rugby and sport in general. Sport had helped me through the most difficult time in my own life . . .




    Sport has incredible properties. The ability to unite, to entertain, to give hope. When you see Trafalgar Square crammed with thousands of people waiting patiently to see a bunch of guys who had been throwing a pig’s bladder around in Australia, you realise how powerful it can be. I’ll never forget the scenes in London in 2003, which showed us how much England’s Rugby World Cup victory meant.




    Other stirring moments that come to mind include Michael Vaughan and his men at the Oval beating the Australians, and Kelly Holmes’ face as she crossed the line seemingly unsure of whether she had won Olympic gold while the rest of the country was screaming at the TV in utter delirium. Or listening to Garry Herbert talking us through those final strokes as Pinsent and Co. triumphed by the smallest of margins at Athens 2004. Total drama for all concerned, theatre the like of which you could not script.




    The 2006 Ryder Cup was no different, as I was glued to a television from 8 a.m. on the Friday until just after 6 p.m. on Sunday watching a team so united, so at ease, so confident in their own ability. The European Ryder Cup team were a force of nature, a wave of blue that swept across the scoreboard and would not be halted by any American counter-attack.




    Whenever the US looked like coming back at us Ian Woosnam, the tiny Welshman, galvanised his troops, sent them back out in different groups and they simply went about hammering more nails into the Americans’ hopes.




    But even in this gladiatorial sporting arena, when the best of the best went toe to toe, one man stood tall above it all. Darren Clarke. A giant of a man both physically and emotionally. You can do nothing but doff your cap to him, admire him, support him and thank him.




    Clarke has been part of something truly special and played his role majestically – to see him hugging Woosnam, to see him spraying Lee Westwood with champagne and to listen to him talking so enthusiastically about what the whole week had meant to him, was inspiring.




    Sport has another hugely important property, and to me its healing ability is its greatest. When you find yourself in a dark place, when you feel there is no joy left in you, when you are unsure what you will do with the rest of your life – summarised so beautifully by the poet W H Auden: ‘Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone, Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone’ – it is difficult to know where to turn. But you can turn to sport.




    Out in the arena, surrounded by friends and doing what you have always done, you find yourself living again, you can breathe more easily, you can smile a smile that you thought had left you forever, there is hope. The dark days will always be there, there will be times when you struggle to understand why something has happened. When you have lost someone who was part of you, there will always be a part of you missing, but healing starts with those first few smiles, those first few tentative steps taken with your trusted friends, and sport allows you to take them.




    I cannot, of course, begin to understand what those few weeks were like for Darren Clarke after the death of his wife. I can only tell you of my own experience. My wife and I found the incredible healing properties of sport so comforting in dealing with our own grief after the death of our baby boy, Freddie. Out on the field or on the course, where you are asked to perform at the highest level – where in my sport huge men are trying to knock you into next week, where in golf the opposition are trying to apply pressure that they hope your game will not be able to endure – you enter a world of calmness, a world you truly understand, a place that allows for brief moments to escape reality and return to childhood innocence, for we all took up our sport for fun and enjoyment, the rest was always a bonus.




    Your thoughts always return to your loved ones when the action is calm but when called upon, your mind returns to its state of calm and well-being as the battle for victory ensues. It is only when it is over, when the game is won, that the emotion sweeps over you again, but there is no better place in the world to be than among your friends, surrounded by those with whom you have achieved Herculean glories.




    I am not foolish enough to try to describe how Darren Clarke truly felt; I can only say how humbled I was by his performance – not as a golfer, but as a husband and a father. The whole sporting world salutes a true hero and hopes that, given time, he will find happiness again. Sport is a true healer.




    
The deadly side of the game





    Not everyone has a photo of themselves on the day they nearly died. I do, and it still creeps me out.




    I was so young, I look so scared. Every time I see that photo I am convinced I knew something was about to happen. It just does not look like me.




    I am not a joker before games, but I like to think I never forget to smile. Not on that day. I was in Bloemfontein in South Africa with the 1997 Lions. The only uncapped player, living a dream and getting ready for the unofficial fourth Test against the mighty Free State.




    My parents had just flown over and we met in the hotel before the game. They got the photo taken, Mum on one side, Dad on the other, and they still have it up in their house in North Wales. None of us knew that a few hours later I would be close to death and they would be out of their minds with worry.




    We were still enjoying the occasion because that trip to South Africa was the greatest tour of my life. The midweek team had a riot in 1997, we never looked like losing.




    The victory against the Gauteng Lions (formerly Transvaal) at Ellis Park, the home of South African rugby, is seen as the turning point of the tour. A week before, the likely Lions Test side had been buried by Northern Transvaal in Pretoria.




    We needed something special in the stadium where South Africa had been crowned world champions two years earlier. John Bentley scored ‘that try’, where he turned them inside out, and the Test team came into the changing room after the game and celebrated as if we had won the series.




    On a Lions tour, you cannot over-estimate the importance of unity and togetherness. It was onwards and upwards from there. The first-Test victory on June 21 stunned the world, and the dummy from Matt Dawson on the way to his crucial try still stuns me. And so it was, that our turn came around again, and Free State were lining up to give us a smashing.




    The Lions team meeting was unbelievable. Lions’ coach Jim Telfer, even writing his name has the hairs on the back of my neck standing up, gave us a speech that few could match. Then on to the bus, and the arrival at the dark, brooding concrete stadium. Barbecues everywhere, and quickly we were into the lair, into the changing room.




    South Africa were relying on the Free State boys to dent the physicality and psychology of the now rampant Lions. I still remember arriving at my peg and thinking there had been a terrible mistake. I never wear No 12. But as an uncapped player you say nothing, as a youngster playing alongside Allan Bateman, one of the finest exponents of outside-centre play of the last generation, you keep quiet.




    I loitered in the changing room that night. You don’t get many chances to be in such an elite environment and I didn’t want to waste it warming up.




    Ollie Redman was captain that night; I couldn’t believe how hairy he was, everywhere except on his head. Strange memories. Then Batman, as we called Allan, returned from his usual Olympic warm-up, and wandered over to his young sidekick, me, and said words that will live with me forever.




    ‘Don’t cut your sleeves off tonight, there is a bit of dew on the grass and the long sleeve will help your grip of the ball.’




    An absolutely correct and valid point but one that would almost end my life. ‘Wonderwall’, the tour song, as always blared out during the warm-up, and we were ready. Free State never saw it coming.




    We absolutely destroyed them in that opening half. The game was over by half-time and so was my tour. Mike Catt had opened holes all over the place that evening, and I was enjoying some nice easy yardage up the middle from simple scissors moves.




    It was all lined up again, and I set off on the switch and found space. But as I looked to stretch away, Jaco Coetzee, the Free State No 8 just caught the sleeve I should have cut off. There was nothing illegal in what followed. Rough, but not foul play. I was 12 stone dripping wet and he put a fire out with me, swinging me round and throwing me to the floor, my arm pinned to my side by that bloody sleeve.




    The rest, I am afraid, I have had to put together down the years by watching the incident on tape and talking to old pals. Because the next thing I really remember is being in Durban for the second Test four days later. By all accounts, things had gone very wrong very quickly on the pitch.




    Austin Healey was straight over to me, sensing something was seriously wrong, gum shield whipped out, stuffed down my sock, and turned on my side. The doctor, James ‘Robbo’ Robson, was on in a flash.




    My mum nearly followed. She was sprinting down the steps and was about to charge on to the field when Jason Leonard pulled off one of the great last-ditch tackles.




    ‘Come here Mrs Greenwood, there is nothing you can do, he is in good hands, let’s just get him off the field first.’ He saved me from total humiliation – a mother on the pitch in the middle of a Lions series.




    Slow and methodical, Robbo controlled the medical staff as they lifted me on to the stretcher. The faces looked pale carrying me off. As we passed my mum, she cried: ‘William, William, what have you done?’




    It is not a video I want to see again, and I now understand how hard it is for mothers across the country to watch their children take the field worrying if they are going to be hurt. The anguish was etched on her face. In later meetings, the good doctor said he thought I had gone. The video of the medical room shows me all I needed to know. Robbo was white and shaking, my mum was distraught in the background.




    I had swallowed my tongue, my pupils were not reacting to light, my throat was about to be cut open to free up the airways. I can tell you that there was no out-of-body experience, no going towards the light. I just wasn’t going to wake up.




    Then it happened. With Robbo’s help and my mum’s howls I came to.




    What was the first thing I did? I told my mother to go away as she was embarrassing me.




    I was transferred to the ambulance, my old man accompanied me. I was asleep again, the body shutting down to recover. Then suddenly, the journey had hardly begun when I sat bolt upright and shouted ‘Dad, tell them it’s my hamstring’.




    As soon as I had said it, I was straight back down and asleep. You see in those days, concussion was a mandatory three-week ban, and my old man had always told me never to admit concussion.




    Somewhere in the dark recesses of my mind I must have known it would end the tour I wanted to go on forever. I still smile at that. I am still proud that my battered brain was still thinking. At the hospital, I was given brain scans and a bed. I rang my wife. She tells me we chatted for an hour. I don’t remember a word, and maybe my inability to listen began that night.




    I have one hazy memory of that time. I woke again at 4.30 a.m. and all I could hear was Afrikaans, I had no idea where I was. I lifted my sheets and was still in full Lions kit, gum shield down my sock. I thought I was dreaming. Confused or not, I was not hanging around in that hospital, no matter how messed up my head was.




    The second Test was three days away. I headed down to Durban and my memories began to flood back. Rooming with Nick Beal, the glorious beach and then that amazing night, high up in the stands as we watched Neil Jenkins kick South Africa to the brink and then the Jerry Guscott drop goal that sealed it.




    On the pitch, scenes that no matter how hard I bang my head I will never forget. The stuff of legend. My drinking ban ignored, it was one of the great nights. I have realised in later life just how close I was to losing everything. But would I turn back the clock and miss that tour? Are you bloody crazy?




    Those were the days of our lives, my friend, and a Lions tour is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. It is the memory of what was achieved in 1997 that makes all the pain and risk worthwhile.




    
No pain, no gain?





    Having shoulder problems as a rugby player has nothing to do with position or size. I had four shoulder operations, the first as a 20-year-old in 1993, and my final one in the spring of 2005 at the age of 32.




    The odd thing about your shoulder popping is that it makes almost no sound. It is like a slide and stretch, followed by shock, pain and bewilderment.




    You realise you are badly injured. You know it’s all over, not just for an afternoon but for weeks to come. There is the strange sensation of having a bone protruding and putting pressure on skin in a way the body just doesn’t recognise.




    And then there is the pain. The body desperately wants everything back in its socket, and everything around the joint spasms.




    If you think it is hard to dislocate a shoulder, it is nothing compared to putting it back in again. As the spasms and pain come, so the shoulder becomes trapped in its new surroundings. That’s why doctors and physios try to manipulate it back in immediately on the pitch. The longer the shoulder is out, the more damage is done to the surrounding ligaments.




    My first dislocation happened while I was playing against Oxford University at Iffley Road.




    Audley Lumsden stepped inside my outstretched arm, the classic way an outside back would dislocate a shoulder; my body going one way, the arm the other, with a player hitting the middle at full tilt.




    A doctor in tweed and wellies took me into the old changing shed, asked me to lie on my back, removed a boot, placed a woolly socked foot under my armpit and yanked for all he was worth.




    The tears rolled down my cheeks, I held back a scream. And then, under the traction of his foot, the pop came as the vacuum was filled, the shoulder slotted back in its place. I had a masochistic realisation that the pain I had just endured was worth it.




    They use more subtle techniques now, not requiring traction or brute force. No matter, because this is just the first step. Next comes the wait for the specialist for his view on your injury. England use Len Funk for the Northern boys and Andrew Wallace for the lads down South.




    The most likely course of action is a MRI arthrogram – where they scan you after injecting a blue dye into the joint to check the leakage from the socket and gauge the damage and potential style of surgery. Once this is done, you go under the knife.




    There are different types of shoulder surgery and I have had three of them. In 1993 it was a Bankart lesion repair, where your muscles and ligaments are used to keep the ball and socket secure.




    In 1998 I had the capsular shrinkage approach where the socket is shrunk to a snug fit using extreme heat once the bone, or ball, is back in place. Finally, in 2004 and 2005, I had the slap lesion repair (superior labral tear from anterior to posterior), still widely used.




    In this process they try to re-attach the labrum with darts to the rim of the socket from where it has been torn away.




    Gone are the days of the full anaesthetic, which put you into a blissful sleep but left you groggy for days. Now you are awake with a numb arm and shoulder. And instead of the big scars that opened you up to the world, today’s injured get it all done through cuts, arthroscopies, that look like shaving nicks.




    The best bit is when they drill your shoulder and then attach the darts. You smell burning bone and experience the sensation of a power tool working away inside you. You think it can’t get worse at that point, yet it does.




    Welcome to the sling. Four weeks of doing nothing lest you cause more damage. Remember that no matter how small the external scars, inside it’s akin to a car crash. You get to take your arm out of the sling every now and then.




    Then after a month, the work begins. Mighty men are reduced to lifting one-kilogram dumbbells. Giant elastic bands are attached to home radiators and car doors. Internal rotations, external rotations, you are retraining the arm to work. It’s not about the big muscles in the early days, it’s the little ones.




    Slowly they begin to let you loose, running and weightlifting after about eight weeks, and then, at about 10 weeks, maybe hold a pad in training, the gradual reintegration into full training. Finally, if all has gone well, three months after the operation you find yourself in boots and gum shield, the referee’s knock and you’re back out there again.




    No matter how you have prepared, nothing can replicate that moment when an opponent takes on the shoulder that a while back could not even lift a cup of tea. The hit comes, you wait, nothing happens. You get up, dust yourself down, shoulder still attached, and off you go.




    The sobering thought for the current crop of injured, though, is that things will never seem the same. The scars will remind you every time you look in the mirror.








  



    




    Rugby Can Introduce You To


    A Few Choice Characters




    Rugby is a game of character for characters. From the hard, silent men in the pack to cheeky, chatty scrum-halves, the game has them all. I’ve had the privilege, or rather misfortune, to have met quite a few. They have punched me on the nose and run round me, they’ve laughed at my skills and been shut up by defeat, they’ve stood next to me when it mattered and never let me down. What’s more, they’ve all stayed in my memory. Rugby has also given me the chance to meet some of my sporting heroes and learn one or two skills from pros in other sports. From darts to horse riding, rowing to race yachting, I have had a crack at them all. Luckily I am still here to tell the tale.








  



    




    The best spanner thrower around




    As the sand wedge hurtled through the air, making a noise akin to a helicopter’s rotor blade and with the clear intent of wounding someone, I wondered how on earth a quiet game of golf could have come to this.




    The day had started well. It was Richmond golf course, 48 hours before England were due to play New Zealand in the group stages of the 1999 Rugby World Cup. A friendly fourball had set off with Austin Healey and Will Greenwood representing the Leicester Tigers, Matt Dawson and Nick Beal the Northampton Saints.




    By the time we made it to the 14th hole, it was clear the Tigers were going to carry the day and nerves were getting frayed. As Matt Dawson lined up a putt that could have kept his game alive, Austin decided it was time to discuss the state of play. That’s the trouble when you pit two of the world’s most competitive men against each other – they just can’t help it.




    A couple of comments was all it took, but the fuse had been lit. The fireworks came on the 15th when Austin found a bunker and was accused of cheating by Dawson. ‘Call me a cheat once more and I will knock your head off,’ threatened an irate Austin, who to this day swears he never flattened the sand behind his ball.




    It was too good an opportunity to miss for Dawson, a player who is always happy to press other people’s buttons on the field, and he once more accused Austin of cheating. No more slow fuse, the explosion was sudden and the golf club flew through the air as Austin charged out of the sandpit, took his glove off and squared up.




    Luckily good sense and humour prevailed, and we all fell about laughing. But Dawson had once again shown one of his true, and very handy, skills – the wind-up. I tell you, play that man at Cluedo and you can guarantee that the lead piping would get involved before too long. Dawson has been involved in some titanic battles in his illustrious career against foes including the likes of George Gregan, Justin Marshall, Robert Howley and Joost van der Westhuizen. They have all had to deal with the constant chatter, the persistent haranguing, the deadly step that has done many like a kipper, the sixth sense that puts Dawson in the right place at the right time, and, as was so beautifully illustrated on the golf course, his ability to find a chink in an opponent’s armour and pick at it until it becomes unbearable. And while he may not be the one to toss his golf clubs into the air, Matt Dawson is the best spanner thrower around.




    
The real Shaggy





    I had my first argument of the Lions tour within an hour of meeting up with Shane Horgan. We have had a long-standing dispute, you see, because both of us have been called Shaggy for a long time and both of us have been trying to get rid of the nickname for a long time.




    While Shane is certainly one of the scruffiest wings and not one of the quickest, lolloping around at about six foot four inches tall, appearances can be deceptive. He lost the argument, by the way, and was stuck with the nickname on tour – and I became Will again – and anyway it’s a long time since Shaggy relied on his speed.




    Horgan is a tremendously articulate and intelligent bloke with an appetite for travel and debate. Along with Denis Hickie and Gordon D’Arcy, he was one of the great coffee-drinking thinkers on the Lions tour.




    On the pitch and off he was one of the top performers, marked out by his consistency, endeavour and ability to find space. He also is a very humble guy, the least known of the Leinster triumvirate of Brian O’Driscoll, D’Arcy and himself.




    Quick blokes tend to snatch headlines. They are the guys whose feet twinkle that little bit faster, who can accelerate through half a hole before you even see it. When they have the ball, the crowd rises. Such excitement does not follow Horgan around. Where this Leinsterman beat everyone was in the brain department.




    Horgan was one of the most telling contributors to Irish rugby in recent years, and he was a man who – dare I say it – has occasionally been missed more than ‘yer man’ himself, O’Driscoll. When Horgan played well, Ireland played well. He was a creator of space, he was always thinking two moves ahead on the rugby chess board. While Shane is a big bloke who you ignore at your peril when he trucks it up the middle, he also has tremendous footballing skills.




    Against England in the 2006 Six Nations, he gave his audience a little bit of everything. For the first try he did what every poacher does best, he anticipated an error, he took a gamble that something might happen.




    The English drift defence had marshalled the Irish midfield well, O’Driscoll looked for some territory and nudged the ball ahead with a kick to a well-positioned Ben Cohen. Then came the error – a combination of oval ball and a misplaced foot – and quick as a flash Shane was on it. One chance, one try. Shaggy then waited; he roamed, he carried, he tackled.




    The excitement followed others while he quietly went about his business tracking the ball, biding his time, waiting for a chance. In truth he should never have been given the opportunity to show off his skills.




    England gave Ireland a chance to win by running a back peel at a line-out and losing possession in the middle of the pitch. England were on the rough side of some calls all day, but this was one call all of their own making.




    The ball should never have left the bottom right-hand corner of the field. England’s pack were in the process of dismantling the Irish eight in those final minutes. Andy Goode should have been in his armchair sipping man-of-the-match champagne. At this level you make your own luck. Ireland certainly did in those final seconds.




    Ronan O’Gara dinks a chip in behind the England backs, Tom Voyce gambles and misses, and O’Driscoll is off. He thinks about going on the outside, but Cohen does his job in defence; the split-second means Horgan must break stride to take the pass.




    This buys just enough time for Lewis Moody to make the first of two wonder tackles, but rather than die with the ball and go for the corner Horgan stays away from the touchline and has the strength to recycle the ball with three Englishmen all over him.




    The ball goes left, Shane is back on his feet, back into position and does what he does best; he loiters with intent. Seconds out, round two of Moody versus Horgan. Peter Stringer floats a wonderful ball over the top, and with a combination of strength, footwork, intelligence and experience, Horgan just gets the better of Moody’s attempt to tackle him into touch. What a reach, what a try! What a footballer!




    
Brains and brawn





    During the 2007 Six Nations Nick Easter won his first cap. He wasn’t the first choice of everybody and he still divides opinion today on his merits as a No 8. For me, he has always been a classic player of the game.




    Nick Easter is not coming from left field to win his first England cap, he’s coming from rugby’s old school.




    The first time I met him was when Easter moved to the Harlequins on loan. His arrival coincided with a kangaroo court session and the old hands in the changing room smelt fresh blood. Easter never flinched, he took all the abuse on offer, sank a few pints and then turned the tables and cranked up the pace.




    It wasn’t pretty but it signalled that Nick Easter had arrived and wouldn’t back down. The new man had made his intentions clear. He is top dog at Harlequins. Player of the season every year, hard as nails, the biggest ball carrier, the new Keith Wood of the club.




    This is not a strange England selection, as some have suggested, this is the epitome of picking on form. And it feeds into the philosophy of Phil Vickery, the captain who wants to build a band of brothers in the forward pack who are hard as nails and can start winning England their reputation back as having the nastiest, most bruising eight in international rugby.




    I had the great fortune of taking the field with Easter and have seen at first hand what he can offer. First of all, he is one of the most hard-nosed competitors I have come across. Every time he takes the field it is with one purpose only, to dominate. He takes his rugby seriously, and perhaps the shock that has greeted his selection may point more to the fact that, just maybe, rugby didn’t take him seriously.




    His journey to the top has seen him hop from club to club in the lower, but well-respected, ranks of places such as Rosslyn Park and Orrell, before he got a shot at the Premiership. ‘Have boots will travel’ would pigeon-hole him nicely.




    He has serious rugby experience, not all top flight but it doesn’t matter. He has learnt to look after himself and every time he has stepped up a level he has delivered. From close to rucks, Easter drives into the big defenders with tremendous leg drive and generates momentum in places he has no right to. Out in the midfield, hanging off backs from off-the-top line-outs, he always gets over the gain line, and more often than not stays on his feet. This allows two things to happen that are key in international rugby. His team can either generate a strong driving maul, draining the lifeblood out of opposition forwards, or, as three defenders struggle to drag him down, the ball can be shifted away from the point of contact and sent in search of those vacant spaces.




    The key to Easter is his ability to bowl a heavy ball – it is a cricketing term I have used before and it means that while many bowlers can send the ball down the wicket at the same pace, only a few can take the bat out of your hand. Easter is definitely in the rip-your-bat-out-of-your-hand category.
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