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    To Kevin Ashton, my dad, for his honesty and integrity, discipline, guidance and unfailing support. Although at times it has been difficult to live up to the high standards he set for me, I hope he would have been proud of my achievements to date, both on and off the pitch.
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    Prologue




    Twickenham, 13 November 2010. Courtney Lawes receives the ball 10 metres from his line early in the second half. There’s only one thing on my mind, or rather coming out of my mouth. I want the ball and I want it now. In a flash, second-row Courtney – who had two Australians bearing down on him – delivered it like the best inside-centre and I was away, with almost the whole length of the Twickenham pitch ahead of me.




    At that stage I wasn’t thinking about exactly where I was going and whether I could score. It’s all about instinct and my instinct took me down the right wing, past the cover and inside Australia wing Drew Mitchell. But as I got closer to the line and realised I was going to score, one face came into my mind, one face that has been with me since my career began, one man who’s been right beside me through the highs and the lows – Kevin Ashton. At the end of my 100-metre run, I dived high and handsome over the line – then looked up to the heavens. I dedicated the try to my father.




    Of course he should have been there. He should have been there to see his son, from Wigan of all places, score the greatest try of his career at the home of English rugby in front of 80,000 people. I should have been able to look to my right as I went back to my own half for the restart to see my dad in the crowd.




    And when I saw him in the post-match reception, he would have shaken my hand – we never hugged because we’re Northern men – and just about mustered, ‘Not bad, son.’




    He wouldn’t have let me get carried away but deep down he would have been thrilled for his lad to score such a try at Twickenham. Though, of course, in dissecting the try he would have explained exactly why the dive was a bad idea. ‘If you drop it,’ I can hear him saying, ‘there’ll be trouble.’




    Sadly, that telling-off is only in my mind because my dad died a few months earlier, a few months before my proudest moment in the game so far. But it doesn’t mean he wasn’t there with me and if you ever look at the try again you’ll see me look up, glancing to the heavens, in a tribute to my dad.




    My dad had been there for every game, so it was hard not being able to share this moment with him. Right from the start he was there . . . When I was about twelve, he would take me out running and just dash off. I had to keep up or I wouldn’t find my way home.




    Two years before that 2010 Test against Australia, I was at my lowest ebb in rugby. I was stuck in the second team at Northampton and convinced that I should ditch this union experiment and return to the sport I’d known from a young age – rugby league.




    But my father was the reason I didn’t quit in those dark days and he should have been there to share in my joy. He’d always been there to help and advise. It wasn’t always nice. Sometimes after a game he’d tear into me, though it would be for the right reasons. He was invariably right in what he had to say.




    And the shame of it is that I never knew how proud he really was of me. I got some idea a few weeks after he had died when one of my sisters found a diary belonging to him – a diary he had never shown me. It detailed my whole career. From my very first game in league to my England debut in union against France, Dad wrote down his real thoughts on a Monday in his diary.




    To my face he’d tell me what I should have done and where I went wrong. Behind the scenes he’d write about his pride in seeing his boy playing rugby for a living.




    His diary is full of the things he wanted to say to me but couldn’t. He just couldn’t bring himself to open up. But I can’t tell you what it means to me to know he kept that diary.




    It all started when Dad had an operation on his knee. It should have taken him three to four weeks to recover, but it was taking twice that time and, Dad being Dad, he refused to go back to the doctor’s. He never wanted the operation in the first place and only agreed to it because the family insisted.




    Then things seemed to get worse. On the afternoon of my England debut in Paris, he used my hotel room to have an afternoon sleep. We all thought it was some kind of reaction to his knee. In the end we forced him to go back to hospital.




    Something was clearly wrong. For two weeks Dad deteriorated. The doctors thought he had an infection that they couldn’t identify. They did loads of tests but nothing showed up until he had a bone marrow test, when they found it was lymphoma. He was obviously upset but said that chemotherapy would make him better. He seemed keen to get on with it.




    But three days later the family all stood around his hospital bed and watched the doctors switch his life-support machine off. It was a massive shock to all of us. The fact that he didn’t suffer for too long gives me a great deal of comfort.




    What I’ve learned from the passing of my dad is that life is never straightforward. I always thought it was.
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    My Twickenham Debut




    The nerves were certainly jangling the first time I walked into the dressing rooms at Twickenham as an England player.




    The date will forever be ingrained in my mind – 6 November 2010. It was England v New Zealand at the start of the Autumn Internationals, and games don’t come much bigger than that. What a day to make your home England debut.




    A lad from Wigan, who started out as a rugby league player and was now about to play in one of the most famous rugby union grounds in the world – it’s the stuff dreams are made of.




    I say ‘first time’ at Twickenham but in fact I had walked through the dressing-room doors before, when Northampton played in the EDF Energy Trophy final in 2008. Of course we weren’t in the big England dressing room that day but in one of the smaller rooms under Twickenham’s West Stand. And after we had beaten Exeter, while most of the lads headed for the reception and the free bar, I sneaked off for a peek into the hallowed room where England got changed.




    I remember looking at the plaques with the players’ names on and thinking, ‘I want my name on there one day, when I play for England.’ And while I sat in the stand watching the Leicester–Ospreys match that followed ours, I vowed that one day I would be back there in an England jersey. I watched Shane Williams running around for the Ospreys and thought, ‘This is where I want to be and what I want to be: an England rugby player at Twickenham.’




    Of course, I didn’t get the real Twickenham experience that day – for one thing, the crowd was only about 20,000 for our game – and it didn’t prepare me for what was to come later in my career. That time couldn’t have come quickly enough for me and a couple of years later I was in the England team hotel in Bagshot, waiting for the side to play New Zealand to be read out.




    I had three caps to my name at the start of the 2010–11 season and even though I had played in England’s recent win over Australia in Sydney, I was very nervous when I went into the team room with the other thirty-odd players and management to hear the team announcement.




    Anyone who knows Martin Johnson won’t be surprised to hear that there is no fuss, no drama, when he reveals the England team to play in a Test match. There isn’t much ceremony, as all twenty-two names are revealed at once on an overhead projector. Johnno doesn’t let you know if you’re playing beforehand, but a coach will normally tell you in advance if you’re dropped. It’s only fair to give that player prior warning.




    Yet as I took a chair next to my Northampton team-mate Ben Foden, I wasn’t confident of being selected. So when I saw my name next to the number 14, I wanted to shout ‘Yes!’ and punch the air, as this was going to be my first England game at Twickenham. But you know there are guys in that room who are gutted not to see their name there, players you have beaten to the shirt. You don’t want to offend those who haven’t made it.




    I exchanged a cheeky glance and a smile with Ben, and even though I was ready to explode with excitement that was the extent of my celebrations.




    Once the team is revealed you’re sent straight out to train, so it’s a case of ‘let’s go’. On our way out, Ben congratulated me, as did Mark Cueto. We had been training as a team for more than a week at this point so you do have an inkling if you’re playing or not.




    Funnily enough, I had been given prior warning of my first England cap the previous March when I made my debut against France. Before the crucial team meeting, attack coach Brian Smith had taken Ugo Monye to one side to tell him he wasn’t playing and that I would be taking his place.




    I get on very well with Ugo and, typical of him, even though he wasn’t meant to, the first thing he did was come to shake my hand and wish me good luck. ‘What do you mean?’ I said. I had no idea I was playing. Mike Ford, our defence coach, spotted this and came over. ‘Ugo, what are you doing?’ he said. He had a bit of a go at him but it wasn’t Ugo’s fault. And it didn’t spoil the moment for me, so Ugo needn’t have worried.




    Training is a little different after the team announcement. Players are more relaxed, especially as the big defence session is already out of the way, on the Tuesday. That defence session can be punishing, and ahead of a game against New Zealand it has to be – you must replicate the physicality you’ll need at Twickenham.




    Mentally that first home Test was difficult in small ways – I didn’t know exactly how to behave, such as where to sit on the bus or how to interact with the other players. As the team was still new there were four of us making our first Test start at Twickenham: myself, Ben Youngs, Courtney Lawes and Shontayne Hape.




    We also had two players who were born in New Zealand in Shontayne and Dylan Hartley. Not that I see Dyls as a Kiwi because he has lived here so long. When he talks to Kiwis he might put on a bit of a Kiwi accent, but that’s as close as it gets. It’s a bit different with Shontayne, who I knew from rugby league. I played against him in Wigan–Bradford matches but never when he played for the New Zealand rugby league team. He was a very good league player and it’s unusual to see him not only change codes but countries as well. It’s the same with Lesley Vainikolo – I found it a strange thing to happen.




    However, Shontayne has taken the move really well and the most important thing for England is that DJ Shapes (as we call him) is a world-class player. He couldn’t really offer an insight into the All Blacks as New Zealand’s league and union set-ups are completely different. The All Blacks completely rule that country.




    As always, I roomed with Ben Foden the night before the match. Judging by his nerves, it was as if he was making his first appearance at Twickenham, when in fact he had twice come off the bench there for England, against Italy and Ireland.




    All the lads tried to make you feel relaxed, but it wasn’t considered as big a deal as when we had to go to Wales at the start of the Six Nations. It was home, a place you didn’t need to worry about or get nervous about.




    With England we have small group meetings with the coaches and I’m in a group with some of the younger lads like Courtney, Dan Cole and Ben Youngs.




    On this occasion we met with the team sports psychologist Gerard Murphy and Johnno. Johnno tried to tell us what he would do, what he always did at Twickenham, and how he found playing at the home of English rugby. And that really helped.




    He explained that everyone is different in the way they prepare for games. Some people go nuts, banging their heads against the wall, and then you have people like me and Ben Foden, who like to have a joke. Johnno told us there was no right or wrong way to get ready for your Twickenham debut.




    He encouraged us to do it our own way and to be ourselves. ‘Don’t get too worked up about playing at Twickenham and do exactly what you normally do for your clubs,’ he said.




    I know some sportsmen are sceptical about sports psychologists but Gerard has been very useful to me since coming into the England squad. At first we all found his session quite hard. He would just tell us to say what we were thinking and we’d all look at each other and wonder what he was going on about.




    But now we understand the value of our chats with him. Johnno clearly listens to Gerard as the things we tell him can affect training. Once we give our feedback they do things differently and the coaches listen to what we say. It has opened the group up a little.




    Not everyone has the confidence to speak up in a big group so the small groups are an important link between the players and management. Often the younger lads in a team can be forgotten and left without a voice, but that doesn’t happen with England – Gerard sees to that. Sometimes you don’t feel it’s your place to talk but in a small group I find it much easier to say my bit.




    After a defeat Gerard will ask us why we felt we lost. It might be because we trained for too long or because training wasn’t good enough, and the coaches will take that into account.




    Over the years a lot has been said about the aura of the All Blacks, but it just wasn’t talked about by us that week. Johnno isn’t like that. For him every match is fifteen blokes against fifteen blokes on a piece of grass – simple.




    Johnno’s been to New Zealand, played for their Under-21 team, and won there with England, so he knows exactly how they work. He’s not interested in what’s said in newspapers, just what happens in the eighty minutes.




    One thing that is different with England is that all your kit is laid out in the dressing room by our kit man Reg (Dave Tennison), and he makes sure there is an almost unending supply of base layers, tops and bottoms. As I don’t wear shoulder pads or anything similar (that’s for league players), all I really needed in my kit bag was my new boots and a clean gumshield. But it still didn’t feel right when we left the Pennyhill Park hotel that morning to have an almost empty kit bag in my hand. So, as we were boarding the team bus, in a fit of nerves I went back to my room and filled my bag with tops, socks, trainers, extra boots – anything I could get my hands on. All of which I was never going to wear.




    If Reg had seen this he would have thought I was mad, but at least my bag no longer felt light – which made me feel better. I suppose I was worried my stuff wouldn’t be there when I got to the ground.




    This was a day of new experiences and that included the bus journey to the ground. I had played for England in Paris, Perth and Sydney but never at home, so I had no idea what to expect. I’ve never seen anything like it.




    The journey is pretty short from our team hotel in Bagshot. It’s around twenty minutes and it’s rare for anyone to talk. I like to sit as near the back as possible, whether I’m playing for England or Northampton.




    On this journey most people were listening to music or just focusing on what lay ahead. It isn’t the time for a laugh and a joke; not even I tried to crack a funny.




    I hadn’t realised we would receive a police escort, nor anticipated the way fans would cheer us almost every inch of the way once we left the motorway. People were coming out of shops to give us their support, stopping what they were doing to turn round and send us on our way. If we didn’t already know it, this was a big day!




    It was amazing to experience coming into Twickenham for the first time. When you finally get to the big gates, hundreds of people are leaning over wishing you well – it’s pretty humbling and reminds you how much England rugby means to so many people. Everyone wants England to do so well. That is never a burden – as players we love the support we get.




    I’m always one of the last off, and I was so nervous on this occasion that I came close to offending Johnno, the man who lifted the World Cup for England in 2003.




    I didn’t know it but Johnno likes to stand at the front of the bus, shaking the hands of all the players as they get off. But no one told me this and I was so distracted by the fans outside that I walked straight into his outstretched hand. I quickly stepped back to shake his hand but I felt a bit stupid.




    As you get off everyone starts cheering and then I met Pete Cross, the huge England fan who follows us everywhere and acts as a bit of a mascot for the team. I didn’t know he existed before. He stands there shaking everyone’s hand as we head to the dressing rooms.




    And before you get in the changing room you see a lady who hands the captain a rose and a letter encouraging the team.




    ‘Who’s that lady?’ I asked the players when we got into the changing room. ‘That’s Rose,’ they told me.




    I didn’t quite know what was going on for my first Twicken ham cap, but I’ve read her letters a few times since then and you can tell she means exactly what she writes in there. She’s just a fan but has carried out this tradition for years. No one else is allowed into the area where she stands near the dressing rooms. It’s just the players, management and her at the doorway. She goes into detail about the game and what we need to do. She means every bit of it and it reinforces to me that we’re part of something special, something to really treasure. What a lovely lady and a lovely gesture; she’s a part of the tradition of playing for England at Twickenham.




    We reached the ground about ninety minutes before kick-off. The huge changing rooms aren’t anything like the sort we might encounter in club rugby. They’re split into four rooms, and each player is given a changing booth above which is a plaque with their name on it. It was a real thrill to walk in and see my name engraved on the plaque. I couldn’t resist running my hand over it. Sitting there waiting for you is your shirt and other kit, a couple of programmes and, usually, a few messages from the coaches.




    My messages that day revolved around New Zealand outside-half Dan Carter, reminding me which foot he kicked with and making sure I remembered that in their recent games the All Blacks had hardly kicked at all, running almost every piece of possession they got. The coaches were preparing us for a similar game from them.




    You don’t get any choice about where you sit in the dressing room, but most people keep the same seat for every game after their debut. I was sitting between Mike Tindall and Mark Cueto, which is where I have stayed ever since. I don’t know if there was a conscious effort to put me between two of the most experienced players, but both of them acted as a calming influence. Cuets helps a lot when I’m preparing for a game, as he has all the experience in the world.




    I like that time before the game. It allows some players to get psyched up but I like to read the programme and get more relaxed, as I know I play my best rugby when I’m relaxed – though it’s not easy when you’re making your Twickenham debut for England.




    My locker contains my kit, programmes and my new boots, which are as pristine as you can imagine. I’ve never understood people who want to wear in boots or who worry about blisters. For me it’s the same every game I play for England – I wear new boots, clean and shiny.




    I also can’t understand people having dirty boots as they’re pretty much the only thing we have to look after. If you were a builder you wouldn’t want bent or rusty nails, so why have dirty boots? I like to make an effort to feel and look good.




    This is in complete contrast to someone like Ben Foden, who looks like he’s done the gardening in his. But he only cleans his car once a year, so that probably explains it!




    It does mean I collect quite a few boots over the course of a season. I give away some to charity and some I keep. I still have the ones I wore against Italy and in the home win against Australia.




    With my boots sorted and kit arranged, I enjoy the eighty minutes or so that is left before kick-off. It’s a chance to chill out and look forward to the game. I flick through the programme and might try to fill in some of the crossword. At Northampton it might be spot the difference or the word search, which is a little easier!




    Looking around that impressive dressing room, I gazed into the area where the famous baths are. I gather when they rebuilt the changing rooms that there was a plan to replace the baths with showers, but the players dug their heels in and they were kept. A real Twickenham tradition that the public don’t see.




    One of my early team-mates at Northampton would throw up about five times before every game. All we could hear was him retching – he didn’t feel ready unless he was sick. Fortunately there’s no one like that in the England team!




    I went out early onto the pitch before the All Blacks game as I wanted to soak up the atmosphere. I tend to go over to the right-hand side to start my warm-up and I was pretty much on my own, as usual.




    I did the same things that I’ve always done, which is running around for five minutes. It’s crucial when you play for England that you still keep your club routine, the routine you’re used to. So it’s the same sprints, the same shuttles, as I do for Northampton. It’s my form for Northampton that has got me here, so I need those routines to perform at my best. I remember telling Mike Tindall, ‘You must be sick to death of doing this warm-up.’ Since his first cap in 2000, he’s done exactly the same warm-up every time, and hopefully in ten years’ time I’ll still find myself doing the same thing at Twickenham.




    You shouldn’t have the attitude that just because this is England you need to do everything fifty times better – that’s not how it works. Stick to what you know, or else you’ll end up trying too hard.




    Once I’d done a few runs, I did some stretching and then some kicking. Being up on the halfway line allowed me the chance to study the most important player on New Zealand’s team, well to me anyway: outside-half Dan Carter. The ten is the man I need to worry about. Where and how he’s going to kick. Over the years I’ve discovered that outside-halves tend to kick in a game exactly the same way they kick in that final warm-up. They’re going through their final routines just like me.




    When Northampton played Munster in the Heineken Cup the season before, I stood on the halfway line watching Ronan O’Gara banging kicks right in the corner. Perfect spirals every time. And when the game started he carried on banging kicks right into the corner.




    From watching the All Blacks in the run-up to this game, we learned they hadn’t been kicking the ball at all. They had been running everything, so we knew they were going to do that, and that I wasn’t going to have to go back and get too much ball.




    I had to think more about how they were going to run the ball back. I had watched video and studied my opposite number, Hosea Gear, but it’s not the same until you actually come up against them. Of course I’d know if my opposite wing is right- or left-footed or how he likes to make his breaks, but there’s only so much you can learn from a video.




    We went back inside. We had the option of wearing Global Positioning System (GPS) devices in this game for the first time after England had been given special dispensation by the International Rugby Board (IRB).




    We had been wearing them in training, on our backs, and they were providing some useful information. They track exactly how far and how fast we run in a training session, so a coach can immediately discover how effective the session has been. Their use shows exactly how much work Johnno and his management put into the job.




    But like the majority of the team, I had decided against wearing GPS in a match. They’re about the size of a small mobile phone, in a pack, and I didn’t feel comfortable wearing one in a game. Some players did – Mike Tindall put his on as he was sitting next to me – but I made the decision not to wear it in the days before the game, when we had to sign something saying we were happy if the other lads wore them.




    I relished putting my match shirt on. It’s embroidered at the bottom with my name, the opposition, the date and the number of caps I’ve won. Then all twenty-two of us got in a huddle so Johnno could address us. Things were starting to get really serious.




    Johnno was in the middle, stomping around as he said his bit. I can’t remember half of what he said but he spoke exactly as he would if he was a player. It’s what I imagine he would have said if he was the captain and at the end of it he told us to get out there before he ended up putting on a jersey and coming out with us.




    Johnno gets himself up for it and it works on the lads in the same way. He knocked the All Blacks down in that team and tried to build us up – a bit of both. The great thing is that he knows exactly what we’re about to go through. He told us that people talk about the All Blacks as the best team in the world but that talk doesn’t mean anything.




    He’s faced the haka before, he’s played against and beaten New Zealand before, so who better to lead us into this crucial game? At this stage – twenty minutes to go – not much sinks in but tone is important and Johnno got that just right. Upbeat and positive.




    From that we go straight out and do the team warm-up. It may look energetic but it isn’t too testing for the backs! At that point I could have run all day. We did the same warm-up as we did in the second Test against Australia in Sydney so everyone knew it, which helps us all to fall into it and keeps our minds focused on the job ahead.




    I wasn’t thinking about the calls and moves as they’re already stuck in my head from the preparation we’ve done in the preceding weeks. I find it pretty easy to remember calls; it’s just a matter of learning them. England will change their calls every match sometimes but definitely every series, so it was totally different to how it was the summer before.




    Learning the England calls is something you’re expected to do in your own time and something you’re expected to do well. It’s more intense than an exam – if you get them wrong, 80,000 people in the stadium and millions on TV watch you fail. You not only need to learn the calls but make them instinctive. That does take time.




    The last messages to me, from Brian Smith and Mike Ford, were to just keep on doing what I’ve been doing. They reiterated how well it had gone in Australia and that my form for Northampton had brought me into the team, so it was simply about replicating that.




    As usual, just before we went out, I washed my gumshield in hot water and went to the toilet. I like to take a minute to gather my thoughts and this time I had a special moment to think about my dad and have a little word with him. His opinion meant a lot to me but now, on one of the biggest days of my life, he wasn’t here. He had died a few months earlier. It was strange not to have him there for my first Twickenham cap, but if anything that spurred me on, as it has done every day since we lost him. He was a very special guy and being a rugby union player himself he was always available for advice. I felt he was still alongside me.




    Before we ran out, the starting fifteen were pulled into a huddle, with the captain, Lewis Moody, giving us a few words of wisdom before we were ready for the off.




    Lewis spoke really well and it helped focus my mind one more time and appreciate the task ahead. It’s difficult to give instructions at that stage but, like Johnno, Lewis set the tone. It’s a matter of unity and reinforces that you’re playing for and with the lads.




    Outside the dressing room and into the tunnel there was a real union tradition with the substitutes waiting to cheer us on, clapping the lads out. I never saw that in league.




    I remember feeling the heat from the fireworks going off as we ran out and Mike Tindall saying this is exactly what we want and where we all want to be right now. Lewis said these are the days of your life, so remember them.




    With only three caps behind me when I ran out that day, not to mention the five-month gap since our last game, it felt a bit like my debut all over again. You do feel unsure in the environment.




    And there was something else. Perhaps it was because it was New Zealand waiting for us – the world’s number one side – or just because the 2011 World Cup was now less than twelve months away, but you could feel a certain frisson. The players and management weren’t sure what to expect. How would we carry on from the summer? Would we build on our great win in Sydney against Australia?




    It was time for the anthems. I love standing there and singing the national anthem with my mates. I belt it out. We always try to get the Northampton lads together and I stood between Dylan and Courtney this time. I tend to shut my eyes during the anthem.




    I had organised for a number of family and friends to come to the match. My mum Angela, girlfriend Melissa, sisters Claire and Beth and brother David were all there, although I’ve never been able to pick them out in the crowd, as some players say they can. It may be due to my poor eyesight. When I was young I’d always know where my dad was in the crowd and I’d always try to pick him out – but spotting someone is slightly more difficult with 80,000 people at Twickenham!




    After the anthems I just want to get the game started but against New Zealand you must first face up to the haka. The players stand 20 metres apart while the All Blacks do their dance. Like many of our players I hadn’t faced the haka before.




    Over the years there have been some legendary responses to the haka. Such as Richard Cockerill advancing and going nose-to-nose with Norm Hewitt, or teams turning their backs on them, or David Campese ignoring them by going back near his own posts to do a bit of training. I’d have gladly done what Campese did but there was no one to go with me!




    There hadn’t been any chat from the players about us doing something to respond to the haka, although I’m up for something like that. I’m keen on making a statement of your own but it doesn’t seem anyone else is and to be fair those sort of responses do seem to wind them up more.




    England’s attitude that day, which came from Johnno, was to let them get on with it. We all knew about the new protocol for the haka, with all teams having to stand behind the 10m line. So we just stood there and watched.




    Hosea Gear was also winning his first cap that day. That didn’t change anything for me. You could see he was a really good player in a confident team, so it wouldn’t make any difference to him. I didn’t pick him out in the haka as there was so much going on, so many faces being pulled. The winding-up side of things is probably more for the forwards than a wing like me.




    It was great to be there on the pitch watching but we all appreciated the England fans singing during it, trying to drown it out. It showed they were right behind us. I wanted to join in with their rendition of ‘Swing Low, Sweet Chariot’. Again, if someone else had started to, I would have joined in.




    I don’t think the haka had any effect on me. I didn’t need anything else to get up for that game – if anything, it just added to my sense of impatience to get the game started.




    The first thirty minutes of the game were a bit of a shock to me, a bit of a reality check after the high of beating Australia in Sydney a few months earlier. It’s hard to work out why but we just didn’t do any of what we said we were going to do. We started completely the wrong way, and at half-time we were trailing 17–3 with converted tries from Gear and Kieran Read and two penalties from Carter. There was to be no miracle comeback victory from there.




    I don’t want to make excuses about the way we lost but the All Blacks were coming off a successful Tri Nations, whereas we hadn’t played together for six months. Of course we had seen each other in the club environment but it’s difficult switching straight from club to Test rugby, if only because of all the calls you have to learn.




    It’s hard to explain why the switch is so difficult because it’s all rugby and you train intensely with the England lads. But until you play there is something missing, and it’s only then you feel part of a team. It’s the reason why the warm-up games before the World Cup were so important to get our rhythm back. It’s okay training together but you don’t feel right until you’ve played that first game together.




    Unfortunately that had to be the All Blacks in my first autumn series and it took us thirty minutes to get going in that game, to wake us up and make us realise we probably weren’t as good as we thought we were after beating Australia in Sydney the summer before.




    That win in June helped me enormously when it came to making my home debut against New Zealand. But I think that for the first half an hour some of us sat back and thought, ‘We’re playing against New Zealand here and need to be careful about what we’re doing.’




    We let ourselves down in those first thirty minutes and after the match all I could think about was why that happened. There was a lack of pace and tempo, something we’d had in Australia in June. The fact they came out of the Tri Nations having played a load of games, while we hadn’t played in months, was crucial. That can’t be an excuse but we weren’t up to speed as we were in the summer.




    We let them score too many points early on and you can’t do that against New Zealand. That’s what can happen with a good team but the way we came back to win the second half 13–9 let us know we can actually do it, and gave us the belief that we can beat the All Blacks.




    After the game we were all really annoyed but Johnno was calm, repeating that you can’t expect to win if you give the All Blacks a head start like that. He said he was happy with the way we rallied and he focused on that. One of the things that defines Johnno’s time as England coach is loyalty, and that is a testament to him. Some of the younger lads found it took a while to break into the England team but once you’re there he’s magnificent at sticking by you through good times and bad.




    It would have been easy to make big changes after we lost the first Test of the series in Australia or against New Zealand in November 2010, but he’s a firm believer in continuity of selection and that sort of loyalty from a man of his stature is hugely appreciated by the players.




    I had a face like thunder in the dressing room but Johnno shook my hand and said well done. Johnno, Brian Smith and Mike Ford all react to losing in exactly the same way as me – we hate it!




    I came into the reception to meet my girlfriend Melissa, and one of my closest friends, Ben Lewitt, and I was very annoyed. I’m always angry when we lose but it was worse this time, because the way we came back underlined that the match had been a missed opportunity.




    It wasn’t a formal dinner afterwards although we sat with our families and other England players. At least we didn’t have to share tables with the All Blacks, which used to happen a few years ago. That would have been a nightmare!




    I didn’t talk to any of the New Zealand players, but straight after the game I had to do a television interview and Dan Carter was right there walking past. He won’t remember but I’ll never forget seeing him come round the corner and I went out of my way to offer my hand. He shook it and said well done. I didn’t want him to think the defeat was bothering me that much. ‘Next time we play you,’ I thought, ‘I’ll remember today and how it felt to be on the losing side.’




    After the dinner I was still furious so, although a few of the England players went out for a drink, there was no way I was going to join them. We got dropped off at Pennyhill Park and had the option of staying at the hotel, but I decided to drive straight back to Northampton with Melissa. I had no interest in talking to anyone. I don’t know why it is – I suppose I’m a sore loser. There was no cheering me up that night, despite Melissa’s best efforts. I don’t think we spoke in the ninety-minute journey home. I put on some sad music, which probably made things worse.




    I was already thinking about Australia’s visit to Twickenham the following weekend. I knew the next few days couldn’t go quick enough – if someone had offered me the chance I’d have played against Australia the next day!




    When I got home, I put myself through the agony of watching the game again – with my dog, Henry – as it was on Sky Plus. It must be the only way I learn – subconsciously I probably want to make it hurt even more so that I learn from the defeat.




    We knew straight after the game that we had lost it in the early stages. Sometimes you have to watch a game to find out why, but not in this instance. Everyone knew what we had done wrong. Were we too up for the game? Certainly we made some stupid mistakes that we needed to learn from.




    Ironically I was pretty pleased with how I had played, but that didn’t help because ultimately we had lost and the team is the most important thing to me.




    The huge difference that night was that there wasn’t anyone who would offer me solace or some analysis of the game that could help me. My dad would normally have done that, but he wasn’t around now to give me that. My mum and Melissa did try but it just didn’t have the same effect as the words of my dad.




    I’m sure everyone was down about such a defeat, but perhaps not as much as me. People react differently to losing but that game annoyed me. It was my first England Test at Twickenham and I didn’t want it to pan out like that. The only thing I could think of to lift my spirits was to give myself a treat on the way home by stopping at a McDonald’s.




    My recovery only started the next day when I was able to watch the video and analyse the game with the coaches. ‘Roll on next Saturday,’ I was thinking, ‘and quickly.’




    England 16 New Zealand 26




    England




    Try: Hartley Con: Flood Pens: Flood 3




    B Foden; C Ashton, M Tindall, S Hape, M Cueto; T Flood, B Youngs; A Sheridan, S Thompson, D Cole, C Lawes, T Palmer, T Croft, L Moody (capt), N Easter




    Replacements: D Armitage for Cueto (68), D Care for Youngs (72), D Wilson for Sheridan (58), D Hartley for Thompson (51), D Attwood for Palmer (64), H Fourie for Moody (66)




    Not used: C Hodgson




    New Zealand




    Tries: Gear, Read Cons: Carter 2 Pens: Carter 4




    M Muliaina; J Rokocoko, SB Williams, M Nonu, H Gear; D Carter, A Mathewson; T Woodcock, K Mealamu, O Franks, B Thorn, S Whitelock, J Kaino, R McCaw (capt), K Read




    Replacements: I Toeava for Rokocoko (58), A Ellis for Mathewson (51), J Afoa for Franks (75), A Boric for Whitelock (68)




    Not used: H Elliot, L Messam, S Donald




    Attendance: 80,350




    Referee: Romain Poite (France)
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    Australia and That Try




    The game against Australia was a crucial game for England, as so much of our future depended on our performance against the Wallabies. We had beaten them the previous June, England’s best win in years, and now the rematch came seven days after we had been beaten at home by New Zealand. We all knew that if we were going to take England on to the top table of international rugby this was the game we had to win, or least produce a performance our fans could be proud of.




    The try against Australia, which announced me on the international stage, wasn’t straightforward, they rarely are – a real team effort. In fact, Australia should have scored just before it all happened as they had the ball so close to our line, but somehow Tom Palmer and Mike Tindall managed to turn the ball over and we were away. Turnover ball is the most precious thing in union and something you hardly ever get in league.




    Of course there was nothing in the play-book to fall back on when Ben Youngs picked up the ball from a ruck on his own line and decided it was on. It’s true that Ben only threw that outrageous dummy because his kicking option was blocked. Quade Cooper had rushed him to stop him clearing.




    It didn’t mean Ben had to pass. He could have dummied and then kicked. But running from that deep wasn’t a poor second option – it suited the spirit of the team and the way we wanted to play, and when Ben set off I was delighted when he found Courtney of all people. I knew Courtney wouldn’t (or couldn’t!) kick it.




    He isn’t your typical second-row as he has great hands and is capable of delivering a pass like a back. But there had been a few times that season, playing for Northampton, when we had been in similar situations close to the try-line and he hadn’t given it to me, and I’d ended up chiding him, ‘What are you doing?’




    But that day Courtney got it perfectly right. Perhaps he remembered the way I shouted at him the last time.




    When I got the ball I didn’t know it was on. I just thought, ‘Go, go and see how far you can get.’ I knew it wouldn’t have mattered if I’d been tackled as we were behind them and the other lads would have supported me.
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