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  Tipping Point




  The French had a six-man line-out. I was standing in the scrum-half position, as I often do on defensive line-outs. I knew they had a move from the tail of the line-out, with

  their scrum-half peeling round and the blindside winger coming in at pace. And I knew I might have a split-second decision to make: to take the scrum-half or the winger.




  It all depended on Dan Lydiate in the back row, and whether he was available to make a tackle. He is often used as a lifter at the line-out, but not on this occasion, as No. 8 Toby Faletau

  performed that task on Alun Wyn Jones, who competed with Julien Bonnaire for the ball.




  Bonnaire won the ball, and I heard Dan say ‘Go’ as he lined up scrum-half Morgan Parra. As Dan hit Parra, the ball was popped up to winger Vincent Clerc.




  In that split second Clerc was suddenly mine. You can’t go into a tackle half-hearted, because that’s when you’ll get injured, so I used the same amount of effort as if I was

  tackling an 18st lock. I went in with that much force. The trouble was that Clerc is only 14st 2lbs, while I’m 16st 2lbs; I was met with very little resistance.




  Clerc went flying up in the air. I panicked. What to do now? Hold on to him and the chances were that I’d drill him into the ground in a horrible spear tackle. I did not think he was that

  far off the ground, so instinctively I dropped him. He hit the ground and I immediately competed for the ball. I actually won it, and had it in my chest thinking: ‘That’s a great

  turnover.’




  The next thing I knew all hell had broken loose and I was receiving an uppercut from one of the French second rows. Players were rushing in from everywhere; lots of the French players were in my

  face. Clerc was still on the floor, holding his head and making rather a meal of the incident. I looked at him and thought: ‘This could look a lot uglier than it actually is.’




  The referee was Alain Rolland. He blew his whistle for a penalty and stood aside from the melee. Once I’d extricated myself from the huddle of bodies, some threatening violence, others

  trying to prevent it, I walked over to him. He had blown his whistle immediately so I knew I was the only player he wanted to speak to. I thought it was going to be a straight yellow card. I put my

  hands up in apology and said to him that there was nothing malicious in what I’d done.




  But he wasn’t listening. He simply put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a red card. A red card! It was the 18th minute of the biggest match of my life, a World Cup semi-final against

  France at Eden Park in Auckland, and I, the captain of Wales, had been sent off.




  I did not protest. Indeed I thought only of one thing. I thought of the huge telling-off my mum had once given me when, after being penalised in a televised Under-20s World Cup match, I had

  clearly been seen swearing. I won’t write what I’d said here, because my mum would only get upset again, but let’s just say that it rhymes with clucking bell. I wasn’t going

  to be caught doing that again.




  And I knew there was no point arguing. In football, when yellow and red cards are given, the players argue with the referee. But it’s always too late; referees are not going to put the

  card back in their pocket. There was nothing I could do. I just lifted my head briefly to the heavens, turned on my way and walked off.




  As I passed our kicking coach Neil Jenkins, he asked me what I was doing and I said, ‘I’ve been sent off.’ He asked, ‘Yellow?’ And I said, ‘No, red.’ He

  went ballistic and threw his water bottle to the ground in disgust. I remember the shock on his face. He was not alone. So many people, including the TV commentators apparently, did not realise

  that I had been sent off.




  But I had. And before I knew it I was sitting next to Bradley Davies on the bench, with a cameraman metres from me, watching my every movement, wanting me to swear or slip up with millions of

  people watching. Every time I looked up to see the score or how long was left in the game I seemed to see myself on the big screen: the captain of Wales sitting on the sidelines while his team

  tried to win a World Cup semi-final. I was going through hell, and that cameraman wasn’t helping one bit.




  By now there were all sorts of thoughts flying through my head: ‘Have I lost the semi-final for my country? Was it my fault? Will people think it was my inexperience? Was I too pumped up?

  Have I let my country, my family and my teammates down?’




  I was still worrying about many of these things weeks later. Andy McCann, the sports psychologist who was at the World Cup with the Wales team, is a trusted friend, and during

  a quiet visit to his house in Cardiff I asked him to be brutally honest about what he thought of my mental state going into that game. He told me that I had been in the best shape possible.




  During the early stages of my career and certainly during the World Cup, I went to see him every morning of a game. We would do what we call a ‘mental primer’ for fifteen minutes: a

  period mainly of visualisation, say, of the stadium we are about to play in, of specific situations that might occur in the match, and of specific personal actions, like maybe a defensive tackle or

  a run with the ball in attack.




  That morning of 15 October 2011 had been slightly different, though. It was such a huge game, but I remember thinking: ‘Why am I not nervous? I should be really.’ I felt so good that

  I very nearly didn’t go to see Andy. But as I had been doing that before every game I thought it would be presumptuous not to do so now. As usual the first thing he did was ask me how I felt.

  Normally I would have said that I was experiencing a mixture of nerves and excitement. On this occasion I just said: ‘I feel great. I don’t feel nervous at all. We’re going to

  win.’




  He was delighted. He told me that this was what he had been aiming for: the time when I was so confident in myself and in my team that I felt we could take on the world. And that was how I felt

  as I left his room that morning in Auckland. I could not wait to show the world how good we were.




  Andy was also in the changing room before the game, and he said that I had talked calmly and that I was focused during the warm-up and anthems. Then during the short time I was on the field he

  said that he didn’t think that I was frantic, that my head was always up and that I was making good decisions.




  I thought I’d had a good start to the game. I’d felt sharp. I remember the France No. 8 Imanol Harinordoquy was about to pick up off the base of a scrum early on, and I was thinking,

  ‘Go on, mate, do it, I can’t wait for you to pick that ball up.’ He tried to hand me off, I ran him about 10 metres to the side, put him down, got up, competed for the ball and it

  felt great. Then I had a carry of my own. I knew the boys were behind me. I was thinking: ‘Stay on your feet as long as you can, they will come and pump you through these guys.’

  I’d just felt so good.




   All of which made sitting on that bench so hard. The camera was there for the whole of the first half, but I didn’t want to look like a child who’d lost his toy, so

  I managed to hold it together. I’d dreamed about a match like this since I was fourteen, and I was gutted. It was so frustrating because you just feel helpless. In my mind I was cheering the

  team on, but I wanted to be out there with them.




  Then the big screen stopped showing my face and instead showed the replay of my tackle. It did look bad; it looked ugly in fact, so much more ugly than it had felt at the time.




  And it became an ugly match to watch. France won 9–8 in the end through three Parra penalties, but even though we were down to fourteen men and had lost prop Adam Jones to a calf strain

  after just nine minutes, they played no rugby at all. We made only 56 tackles. They made 126.




  The efforts of the boys were truly remarkable. We had been 6–3 down at half-time when I made my awkward way to the changing room. I didn’t speak to the team because I simply

  wouldn’t have been able to. I sat in the corner, listening. There was, of course, a general feeling that we had been hard done by. Just to lose Adam would have been enough of a blow. He is a

  rock for us at tight-head prop, and, with no disrespect whatsoever to Adam’s replacement, Paul James, who is an excellent prop and scrummager, if there is a team against whom you want your

  rock at the scrummage, it is France. We’d already lost Rhys Priestland before the game to injury, then with my sending-off as well, things had really gone against us. Despite all this,

  forwards coach Robin McBryde spoke passionately, remotivating the team superbly.




  The response was magnificent. It was heroic stuff. When we scored the only try of the game through Mike Phillips just before the hour mark, it seemed that we could pull off a victory that would

  have defied all the odds. You just shouldn’t win a World Cup semi-final when you’re down to fourteen men for so long.




  But Stephen Jones narrowly missed the conversion of Mike’s try that would have put us ahead, and that was it. Not another point was scored in the match. Poor Leigh Halfpenny just missed

  with a mammoth kick from halfway, against the wind too, which dropped under the bar. At the end we went through twenty-seven phases and still could not engineer one final scoring opportunity. It

  was agony all round.




  What could I say afterwards? Phillsy was one of the first to put his arm around me at the end, saying: ‘Don’t you dare think that what happened was your fault. It’s been an

  honour to play with you in this tournament.’ That meant the world to me. I was so upset, yet at the same time I was so happy that he had said that to me.




  One by one the other players did the same. What a wonderful group of blokes. They were all unbelievably good about it. I think they just knew that I wasn’t that sort of player. I’d

  never been sent off before. I’d only ever had a yellow card playing for the Cardiff Blues.




  I didn’t realise until much later, but for the rest of the World Cup not one player mentioned a word to me about my red card. I don’t know whether the coaches had said something to

  them, maybe just to make me feel better, or whether that was their natural instinct, but no one said a word.




  Except defence coach Shaun Edwards, that is. A few days later he came up to me in the hotel, put his arm around me and said: ‘Kid, don’t worry about what happened in the semi-final.

  I’ve been red-carded before, but the difference was that I deserved mine and you didn’t!’ He was, of course, referring to his famous ‘clothes line’ tackle on

  Australia’s Brad Clyde in the first Test for the Great Britain rugby league team at Wembley in 1994. If I’d been a bit sharper I might have pointed out that the real difference was that

  Great Britain won that Test 8–4, but instead we just had a good laugh about it.




  There had been an incredible atmosphere at Eden Park that day, with so many Welsh fans there; some, including my parents, had made the trip just for that match. Up in the

  stands my mum was in tears. And I was not far off either as we walked around the ground afterwards to thank the fans.




  By then I had a big black coat on, and I spent most of the walk with my hands in its pockets. It took every bit of my energy not to break down. I could see the looks of support on the

  fans’ faces, could see that no one was holding anything against me, but I still felt as though I’d let them down. They were so good, it was almost as if we’d won. You would expect

  them to be just sympathetic, but you could see in their faces and their expressions how motivated they still were. Even the French fans were applauding us, as well as many of the neutral fans too.

  Once I’d been red-carded, it was as if most of the stadium was behind us – one or two even left in disgust. A good friend of mine, Brett Parry from Maerdy in Mid Glamorgan, was one of

  them. He’d gone out to New Zealand with his dad and paid an absolute fortune for his semi-final ticket, but as soon as I was sent off, he threw his ticket in the air and walked out of the

  stadium.




  Afterwards our changing room was a place of devastation and silence. I’ve never seen anything like it. The coaches said a few words. Warren Gatland was full of praise. He just said that

  things had been taken out of our hands, that we weren’t in control of what happened and that he couldn’t fault anyone’s efforts. ‘The attitude you’ve shown,’ he

  said, ‘is not something you can coach. It’s something that is in you.’




  It was an incredibly emotional situation, so much so that when Neil Jenkins spoke he eventually broke down in tears. He began his speech, as he often does, about the areas of the game that were

  his particular concern: place-kicking, the general kicking game, including the kick-and-chase, and the counter-attacking of the back three and exit strategies from our own 22. He said a few kicks

  had cost us; that we could have won the game. And then it became a little too much for him, and he had to walk off around the corner.




  It was not surprising. He is so passionate about his rugby. I always remember watching the famous Living with the Lions video of the 1997 British and Irish Lions tour to South Africa

  and hearing a retching sound from a certain player in the changing room before matches. That was Jenks. And even though he no longer plays, we still hear that sound quite often these days! While

  the other members of the coaching staff, Warren, Rob Howley and Robin McBryde, watch the match from the sidelines, Jenks is always on the pitch giving us water or kicking tees to the kickers. So he

  stays in the changing room with us to hear the final pre-match talks and shouts. He gets as fired up as the rest of us. It was obviously so hard for him to speak that night.




  Even in defeat quite a few players will usually say something, highlighting good or bad things we have done in the game. That day it was only me who spoke, and I didn’t say much. I knew

  that I didn’t have to apologise. The reactions of the players and coaches had already told me that. I was trembling. I was convinced that I was going to break down in tears. But I had to

  speak to the players. I had to thank them for their efforts.




  ‘I asked you before the game to be brave and give everything you could,’ I said. ‘And that is exactly what you did. I couldn’t have asked any more of you.’ I sat

  down. Everyone was still looking at me. I held it together.




  A minute or two passed. Then the focus was no longer on me, thank goodness. I just had to be on my own. I stood up and walked around the corner into the toilet area. I went into the first

  cubicle, shut the door, sat down and put my head in my hands. My emotions just got the better of me. I am not embarrassed to admit that I burst into tears. I was probably in there for fifteen

  minutes.




  It was my lowest point. Every worst thought entered my head: ‘What was everyone thinking? Was I going to be plastered all over the papers as the great villain? What were my parents

  thinking? What about my girlfriend, Rachel? And my twin brother Ben and older sister Holly? What about everyone who has ever helped in my rugby, from the primary school teachers who first got me

  into the game to the high-school teachers who helped and encouraged me so much?’ To be honest, I still get upset thinking and writing about it now.




  Eventually I composed myself and went back into the changing room. It was a horrible and silent place. It had been about half an hour since the final whistle and there were stunned players still

  sitting there in their kit.




  I had a shower and, as I was changing, Simon Rimmer, our media manager, came over and asked: ‘Do you want to do the press conference?’ I did think about saying no. It would have been

  the easiest thing to do. But it was time to man up. I had to face the world and tell them that there was no malice in my tackle and that I was immensely proud of the team.




  Before that I went outside into the long corridor that leads onto the pitch and sat on some steps where I phoned Rachel, my brother and parents, just to assure them that I was OK. Then I went

  with Warren to do the press conference.




  This is the gist of what I said: ‘I am gutted with the red card but there was nothing malicious. There was no malicious intent. I felt as soon as I hit him his bodyweight took control of

  what happened. I went to compete for the ball after, thinking it was a normal tackle and the next thing I know I was walking off into the stands. All the boys are gutted. The courage and bravery

  the boys showed was second to none.’




  It was fairly standard stuff, so I couldn’t believe it when I received so many messages the next day congratulating me on how I’d handled the situation. But how else was I going to

  handle it? I just thought it was the normal way to react.




  On the team bus back from the stadium, first Ryan Jones, the hugely respected senior pro, and then Huw Bennett, one of the members of the tournament entertainments committee, took the microphone

  and stressed that we must stick together as a team. They said that as soon as we got back to the hotel, everybody must meet in the team room and have a drink together. And that’s what we did,

  trying to have a bit of a laugh and to put some perspective on what had happened.




  Not that I had an alcoholic drink, of course. We’ll come to that later. And I did not stay long. The disciplinary hearing regarding my tackle was going to take place the very next day, so

  we had to prepare our case. For the next couple of hours I sat with Warren, Rob Howley, team manager Alan Phillips, Simon Rimmer, our head of communications John Williams, our legal representative

  Aaron Lloyd and a couple of representatives from the New Zealand Rugby Football Union. We went through the video of the incident and they asked me for my thoughts as we figured out what we were

  going to say at the hearing. I was still in my official WRU suit and I desperately wanted to go and see my parents, but we had to do it because I still wanted to play in the third-place play-off on

  the following Friday.




  My parents were staying around the corner from the team hotel so we eventually met in the coffee shop of our hotel. To say that they were both livid was an understatement. They had flown over

  specially and were meant to be my lucky charms! Mum was more angry, but I don’t think she’ll mind me saying that she doesn’t understand rugby as well as Dad. He was gutted, but he

  could appreciate that, by the letter of the law, it was a red card. Mum was just furious and felt sorry for what I was going through.




  It was great to see them at this hugely difficult time. It had been a long trip, a long time away from home, and to see them during the week of the game had been terrific. I remember the phone

  call from reception telling me they had arrived. Wow – it was like Christmas morning when you’re about to go downstairs in the knowledge that all the presents are under the tree. It was

  surreal seeing them on the other side of the world, with me playing in a World Cup. They had been picked up at the airport by Trudy Gatland, Warren’s wife, and she looked after them royally

  during their stay.




  I think their presence contributed to my relaxed frame of mind beforehand. All those games with my family thousands of miles away, and at last knowing that they would be only some 30 metres away

  in the stands was hugely reassuring.




  Dad and I went up to the coffee shop counter to order some drinks. The bloke serving us was friendly and wanted to talk. ‘Where are you two from?’ he asked. ‘Wales,’ I

  replied.




  ‘Did you see the game earlier?’ he responded instantly. ‘You’d think that the captain would know better than to dump that guy on his head, wouldn’t you?’




  You couldn’t have made it up. My dad was kicking me under the counter. I would have liked to point out that I hadn’t actually dumped Clerc on his head. In fact I would have liked to

  have said a few other things. But I didn’t want to create an awkward situation. ‘Yeah, it was shocking, wasn’t it?’ I replied. ‘What was he thinking?’




  A few minutes later my dad says that there was a commotion at the counter when a couple of the other staff were obviously pointing out to the guy who served us that the Wales captain was sitting

  in the corner with his parents. We didn’t see that bloke for the rest of the hour or so that we were in there!




  The following day I went with Warren and Aaron Lloyd to the hearing. We could only drive so far, so we parked up and had to walk through the streets of Auckland to our

  appointment.




  As we walked, dressed smartly in our tournament-issue suits, we went past a side street where there must have been 50 to 100 supporters having a good time. There were some Welsh fans amongst

  them, but there were also shirts on show from many other nations. Suddenly some of them saw us and started cheering. They were all saying what a joke they thought the decision had been.




  It was a truly humbling, but also strange moment for me. This was not just about me and Wales. It was at that moment that I realised the magnitude of what had happened, of how many millions must

  have seen the incident. How was it that a lad from Rhiwbina in Cardiff had become involved in such an episode?




  I still have people coming up to me now saying that it wasn’t a red-card offence. That is even though I said myself in my first round of interviews after I’d got home that I thought

  it was the correct decision. I was under no pressure to do that; it was just the way I felt. ‘Looking back and looking at the law book, it was the right decision,’ I said. ‘I

  didn’t have a leg to stand on!’




  Please excuse the pun, because it was Clerc who didn’t have any legs to stand on at the time, but I really didn’t have a leg to stand on. I know that it was nothing personal from

  Rolland. He’s a world-class referee, who had refereed us in three recent internationals (the summer match against the Barbarians in Cardiff, a friendly against England at Twickenham, and the

  World Cup match against Samoa in Hamilton). And just to prove it was nothing against me, in the week that followed my sending off, in the hotel computer room our analyst Rhys Long showed me a video

  of a Wasps versus Toulouse Heineken Cup match earlier that year in January when he had sent off the Toulouse centre Florian Fritz for a very similar tackle. Rolland just went straight to his pocket

  and pulled out the red card. That’s what he does, whether it’s a World Cup semi-final or a Heineken Cup match.




  An International Rugby Board directive before the tournament had stated: ‘Foul play – high tackles, grabbing and twisting of the head and tip tackles to be emphasised, with referees

  to start at red and work backwards.’ My tackle was a tip tackle. And if I wasn’t well versed in the laws before (and I did have a PE teacher at my school, Whitchurch High in Cardiff,

  called Gwyn Morris, who was a referee and gave me a copy of the laws when I was seventeen so that I could bend them as an openside flanker!), I am now, especially with Law 10.4(j). It reads:

  ‘Lifting a player from the ground and dropping or driving that player into the ground whilst that player’s feet are still off the ground such that the player’s head and/or upper

  body come into contact with the ground is dangerous play.’




  What is so annoying is that there was no intent whatsoever. I still have some feelings of unfairness about the whole thing. Yes, in hindsight it was against the letter of the law, but I just

  never thought I’d be in that situation. I’ll be totally honest and say that I was not sure of the law. I thought that you could pick people up and put them back down, although not on

  their head obviously.




  In the previous match, the quarter-final against Ireland, I had made a couple of similar tackles on Stephen Ferris and Ronan O’Gara. The one on Ferris in particular lifted him way above

  the horizontal, but Luke Charteris came in to finish the tackle and Ferris went to the ground relatively safely. That is the way I tackle sometimes.




  The hearing was the worst two hours of my rugby career. Rolland wasn’t there. He just sent a statement saying: ‘Tip tackle by Wales 7’. Warren told the hearing that I was one

  of the cleanest players he knew, even though I play in such a hostile position at openside. One of the arguments we used was that the team had probably lost because I’d been sent off, and

  wasn’t that enough of a punishment already? Our people had, of course, stressed to me beforehand that they were not trying to make me feel bad. They were just trying to make sure I was able

  to play in the third-place play-off. For this was what this hearing was about. It was all or nothing for me. The length of the ban didn’t really matter; if I had any sort of ban at all, it

  would mean that I missed that game.




  I talked about the tackle, about how I felt, and explained why I wouldn’t make a tip tackle deliberately. I found myself biting my lip again. I told them that this match was something I

  had been dreaming about since I was a young lad. That this was why I had sacrificed so much as a teenager, missing the nights out, the alcohol and all the fun. It was why I trained during every

  school lunchtime, and after school too; why I ran late at night and spent hours in the family home’s garage with my brother Ben on the multigym that we had been given when we were fifteen. It

  was all geared towards playing for Wales and being the best rugby player in the world. Why would I ruin all that by deliberately dump-tackling somebody – something I had never done before in

  my career – in such a big match? I was so proud walking out for that match – why would I throw it all away? Hadn’t I been humiliated enough by having to sit on the sidelines, a

  camera in my face, watching my side lose a World Cup semi-final?




  It was emotional. And it was torturous. They watched the tackle from lots of different angles, showing little sympathy. To me they seemed to show it from the worst angles an awful lot. There was

  not one break during those two hours. It went on and on.




  Eventually we were told that we could leave the room while they decided upon their verdict. Half an hour later we were called back in and told the outcome.




  The judicial officer Christopher Quinlan ruled that the offence was what they call ‘mid-range’, which apparently has an entry point of six weeks, but they reduced my suspension by

  three weeks because of my disciplinary record and remorse. It meant I would be able to play in the Heineken Cup for Cardiff Blues, but at the time all I could think of was that I couldn’t

  play for Wales the following Friday.




  I made a short statement afterwards: ‘Obviously I’m very disappointed, but all my attention and focus now goes towards the players playing on Friday and supporting them the best I

  can.’




  And that’s what I did: I trained with the team all week. I think it surprised a few of the travelling press corps when I turned up to training in my full kit, but I just tried to be as

  normal as I could.




  The match on the Friday was against Australia, as we discovered that day when they lost to New Zealand 20–6. We then lost 21–18 to Australia. It was another hugely

  brave effort. I think it summed up the attitude we had shown throughout the tournament that we scored a try through Leigh Halfpenny with the last play of the game, after some thirty phases. We

  simply never gave up.




  But Australia were the better side on the night, with David Pocock having a fine game at openside, and Toby Faletau filling in at No. 7 for us and giving everything.




  It was all over, and the team flew home on the Saturday morning, no more than fifteen hours after the game had ended.




  I had to stay on, however. On the Sunday was the World Cup final, and then on the Monday was the IRB awards dinner at the Vector Arena in Auckland. The team management had asked for four players

  to volunteer to stay on for that event. There hadn’t been too many hands appearing in the air for that gig, and I couldn’t blame any of them really. Like everyone else I just wanted to

  get home.




  The only reason I did stay was because my parents were there. I know I was captain, but I still think that I would have pushed hard to go home given what had happened. Toby agreed to stay as

  well because he was going on to Tonga (where he was born) to see family anyway. Warren, WRU president Dennis Gethin and his wife Jan, and chief executive Roger Lewis and his wife Christine made up

  our stay-on party.




  That period until the dinner was actually a really enjoyable time. My parents came and stayed in my room at the hotel because I’d been sharing with Dan Lydiate and we’d both had

  double beds. So we did a lot of sightseeing together, spending a brilliant day at Waiheke Island, going up Auckland’s 328-metre-high Sky Tower, and eating some lovely meals in the evening.

  This despite the fact that everybody now seemed to know who I was; we were even coming back in a taxi one night and drivers were beeping their horns at us and shouting out of the windows.




  This was all new to me. I’m shy, but I think I deal patiently with the attention. I always make time to talk to people, and I always sign autographs and pose for photographs if I can. But

  sometimes there is someone who just doesn’t think, and there was one such inappropriate moment when we were having a pizza one evening. I’d just taken a huge mouthful and some bloke

  came up and sat down alongside me, put his arm around me and asked his mate to take a photograph. I smiled and did it, but that wasn’t right. There is a time and place for everything, and

  sometimes I just need to relax and have some privacy with my friends and family.




  I went to the World Cup final with my parents, which was an awesome experience. We were in a hospitality box with all its wonderful food and drink, and Sir Richard Branson was only a few yards

  away, with his special All Black shirt with a number 7 and ‘Sir Richie’ on the back.




  By backing New Zealand and their skipper Richie McCaw, Mr Branson was just about behind the right side. They won the final 8–7, but it was a far from convincing performance. Indeed, France

  played miles better than they had all tournament. They might even have been the better side on the day as the Kiwi nerves seemed to fray.




  But New Zealand just made it, with a second-half penalty from replacement fly-half Stephen Donald, their fourth choice in that position and a man who had been fishing rather than training only a

  couple of weeks before.




  The awards dinner was also a huge event, and it was an experience to meet up with so many players, current and former. The All Black lads had certainly celebrated their win well, rightly so, and

  a few of them were nursing some hefty hangovers. I met the flanker Jerome Kaino and had a really good chat with him. He’d had an excellent tournament and could easily have received the

  player-of-the-year award in place of Thierry Dusautoir, as he was one of those short-listed along with New Zealand’s scrum-half Piri Weepu and centre Ma’a Nonu, and Australia’s

  flanker David Pocock and scrum-half Will Genia.




  Roger Lewis also introduced me to two former World Cup-winning captains in South Africa’s Francois Pienaar and Australia’s John Eales. Straight away Francois said, ‘That red

  card was a shocking decision! I felt so bad for you.’ He went into great detail about the mechanics of the tackle, explaining further how he considered it the wrong decision.




  I already knew that he had strong feelings on the subject because I’d been told to watch his half-time television studio comments in the France semi-final. ‘It was a dangerous

  tackle, yes. A penalty, yes. Never a red card,’ he’d raged. ‘Sam Warburton has been one of the cleanest players at the World Cup. He (Rolland) has killed the game. I’m livid

  . . . It is dangerous, but this is a World Cup semi-final with all the world watching. You have all the technology at your disposal, why not go to the video referee or ask your touch

  judge?’




  Thanks, Francois! And all the time we were speaking John Eales was agreeing too. I found it so strange. From about ten years of age I’d played Jonah Lomu Rugby on PlayStation, and

  I’d always been Francois Pienaar. Now some twelve years later, here I was talking to him and he was sticking up for me.




  He was there to be inducted into the IRB Hall of Fame along with eighteen other legends of the game, including David Kirk, Sir Brian Lochore, Nick Farr-Jones, Bob Dwyer, Kitch Christie, Rod

  Macqueen, Martin Johnson, Sir Clive Woodward, John Smit, Jake White, Gareth Rees, Agustín Pichot, Brian Lima and Jonah Lomu.




  Eales had been inducted in 2007, but was there as chairman of the adjudicating committee for the awards. It was certainly a glittering event, made more so by the fact that it was also

  celebrating 125 years of the IRB. I enjoyed it in the end, if I’m honest.




  But then at last it was time to go home. From Auckland to Brisbane, then to Dubai and Heathrow, and finally back to Cardiff.




  I went to the airport at Auckland and the first thing I noticed was that the French team were there too. I didn’t really want to talk to them. I just went to the other end of the lounge

  and sat on my own. Well, I didn’t actually. Some lady from Wales recognised me and came and put everything right in Welsh rugby for me. She was lovely really, and I suppose it was better than

  talking to the French players.




  I let everyone else get on the plane first, and kept my head down as I walked up the aisle to my seat. By now I was aware that there were quite a few French players around the area where my seat

  was. Then as I reached up to put my bag into the overhead locker I heard a few of them giggling.




  I was to discover why very quickly. There was only one seat left, at the back of the plane in the middle row. And there, seated next to it with a cheesy grin on his face was none other than

  Vincent Clerc. What were the odds on that? Clerc and Warburton in 50D and 50E? Someone from the Emirates airline was having a right laugh.




  Now everybody was laughing, including me. I sat down and shook Clerc’s hand. I said bad luck to him about the final and said how well they had played. He just said: ‘If you

  don’t mind, can you give me a massage on my back please?’




  I laughed again, as did all the other French boys who were eavesdropping. And that was the only mention either of us made of the tackle. We asked each other about holidays and how long we had

  off when we got home. We exchanged a bit more idle chatter, and then I put my headphones on and, if I’m honest, pretended to go to sleep.




  I was still a bit raw and fragile about the whole thing. I did get up out of my seat a little later and talk to a couple of the French boys who were standing around the aircraft, Thierry

  Dusautoir in particular, who had been given that player-of-the-year award at the awards dinner. I congratulated him on that magnificent achievement.




  We got to Brisbane and were waiting for our connection to Dubai (the French team would go on to Paris from there, while I would head for Heathrow) when a call came over the tannoy for me.

  I’d been desperately hoping for this. Earlier in the tournament I’d been introduced by Alan Phillips to Richard Vaughan, one of the top men in the Emirates airline company (currently

  Emirates divisional senior vice-president [commercial], so I’m told), who just happens to have been born in Tonyrefail in Mid Glamorgan. I met him again at the IRB dinner and as we parted he

  said: ‘I’ll try to sort you out with a decent seat on the way home.’




  He’d certainly done that. I’d been upgraded to first class! What a bonus. I could not believe how plush and luxurious it was. The food was top class and at last I could relax. There

  were still some of the French management in there, but I just wanted to be on my own now. I pulled the privacy divider across, lay back and reflected on what had happened to me over the last couple

  of weeks.




  I recalled a conversation I had had with my mum after the semi-final. I am not superstitious, but she is. Sometimes, though, I have these weird feelings when I am convinced I am going to being

  proved right.




  And I remember telling my mum that I was not as sad as I thought I should be after my red card. I was almost guilty about my feelings, but I think it was because I knew that I didn’t

  deserve it. I knew that it wasn’t meant to happen, and that it would even itself out eventually. I also knew that as a team we were going to achieve something great.




  Or was that Grand?
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  Reluctant Captain




  Let’s go back to midday on Monday 9 May 2011. The domestic season had finished and I was at home in Thornhill in Cardiff, thinking only of an upcoming week’s

  holiday in Portugal with my girlfriend, Rachel. My mobile phone rang and the name that flashed up was Warren Gatland. ‘What does he want?’ He might be the Wales coach, and I’d

  just had a decent Six Nations campaign, but it’s not as if we speak every day. He came straight to the point. ‘I was calling to see if you would like to be captain against the

  Barbarians.’




  I was speechless. Then I laughed. Warren remained silent on the other end of the phone. All the while I was thinking: ‘I hate captaincy.’ Yes, hate is a strong word, but I still

  think it was the right word at that point in time. It was how I felt towards being the leader of a group of rugby players back then. And so this request from Warren, as flattering as it was, was

  exactly what I didn’t want. I’d never for one second considered being captain of Wales.




  I had been captain of the various age group sides in which I’d played for Wales – well, after the Under-16 age group, when my fellow Whitchurch High School pupil Phil Williams, now a

  centre for Cross Keys, had been captain. But even then I hadn’t liked doing the job. In fact one day before an Under-19 international in 2007 against England at Aberavon, I phoned the coach,

  Justin Burnell, and told him I didn’t want to be captain. I didn’t like any aspect of the job, I told him, from people light-heartedly calling me ‘Captain Cymru’ (a comic

  book character) and ‘Capitano’, to having to make lots of decisions.




  Luckily that game was called off minutes before kick-off because of the weather. But I remember talking to my parents after that and saying that I would do the captaincy through the age groups

  because it might help me stand out as I tried to progress through the Cardiff Blues Academy, then that would be it: no more captaincy.




  And that was the way it had been ever since. But now I was being asked to captain Wales. I was standing in the front room of my house, looking into the mirror above the fireplace, while the

  Wales coach was waiting for an answer. I knew I had to do it. It’s not something you can ever turn down. It is an immense honour. ‘Yes, of course I’d love to do it,’ I said,

  while battling a flood of very different emotions.




  ‘Are there any media duties?’ I asked.




  ‘There is a media conference at the Millennium Stadium in half an hour,’ he replied.




  Flippin’ heck. I rushed upstairs, grabbed a Welsh Rugby Union T-shirt from my wardrobe, slipped on some tracksuit bottoms and trainers and rushed out of the door. Luckily I had a

  hands-free set-up in my car so I could phone my parents, my brother and Rachel to tell them that I was going to be captain before they found out via the media. That had happened before with

  selection for the team, and I’d felt bad about it. So I made sure that I made quick calls to each of them. Unfortunately I could only leave a message on my parents’ answerphone. I had

  tried.




  I was rather worried. And that was before I discovered that I was to be Wales’s youngest captain since Gareth Edwards did the job as a 20-year-old in 1968.




  Actually, ‘petrified’ might be a better word. A 22-year-old with just fourteen caps suddenly elevated to captain? You’d be petrified too. ‘Is this a ridiculous

  decision?’ I asked myself. ‘Am I ready? What will the other players think?’




  I got to the stadium. It was no usual press conference for a relatively low-key game. All the TV and radio channels were there, along with the written press. The match was not until 4 June, and

  it was only the squad being announced, not a specific starting line-up, but there was a big story. And thankfully it was not just the word ‘captain’ after the name S. Warburton.




  Gavin Henson was back. Even though he’d not appeared in an international for more than two years and had only started three club matches since April 2009 (and had just fallen out with his

  club Toulon), he was being given another opportunity for Wales. All the media wanted to talk about Gavin.




  They even asked me about him, though I hadn’t picked the team. And I had to say: ‘It is hard for me to talk about him, because I haven’t met him before. Warren says he is a

  professional guy so I am sure that is the case.’




  There were of course questions about the captaincy. ‘It was a massive surprise when Warren rang me up and told me,’ I said. ‘I can’t wait to lead the side out at the

  Millennium Stadium and it is going to be amazing. It is an achievement I thought would never happen. So to happen at the age of twenty-two and after just fourteen caps was a surprise, but I am

  looking forward to it. Everyone would love to be captain of Wales but it was something I thought would never happen so soon. I captained the Under-19s and -20s at World Cups so I have a little bit

  of captaincy experience. There are also plenty of leaders in the squad who can help me out.’ I thought it best not to mention that the thought of captaincy filled me with dread!




  I was, however, interested to hear what Warren said about me, and the reasons he offered for giving me the captaincy. ‘Sam is an excellent professional and was one of the Six Nations

  stand-out players . . . If you were looking at a Lions side now his name would come up as a seven.’
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