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Foreword





    by Brian O’Driscoll





    I usually stood beside John Hayes for the anthems. I can remember one of the first games we played after he retired, standing in the line-up and thinking it was weird that he wasn’t there beside me.




    It was part of the ritual. An Ireland game, the national anthems, and Hayes standing beside you with a big brawny arm across your shoulder. I mean, he was always there. I made my international debut in 1999, he made his in 2000. There were very few Test matches I played that he wasn’t there.




    I still can’t get my head around the fact that he played 54 consecutive games in the Six Nations. To play five international matches in a seven, eight-week period, for eleven successive seasons? That’s a remarkable feat in the modern game. The hits and bangs and knocks mean you’re always going to miss games along the way. You’re bound to. But he didn’t. And as a prop forward he took all the punishment that was going. That sort of durability was phenomenal.




    And during that time he was the cornerstone of our scrum. It’s a massively important position, tight-head, and if he wasn’t ever-present we might have struggled badly. Hayes’s longevity doesn’t just make for a great statistic; it was crucial to our stability as a team and to our successes in those years.




    He’ll probably be squirming in his seat reading all this praise. That was the other thing about him. I never played with anyone else who cared so little for plaudits or pats on the back. He was the ultimate team man. He’d get embarrassed if he was singled out for special attention. It’s probably why he made very few media appearances over the years. He didn’t like that aspect of modern sport. He loved playing the game, he enjoyed the company of his team mates and he liked winning. The other stuff, the trappings that went with it, didn’t appeal to him at all.




    Very few of us who are in that position can give up all the trappings of celebrity and fame. It’d be very hard to, anyway, even if you tried. But when you saw someone who was all about doing his job, and doing it well, and just living a decent, regular life after that, I think it helped to keep us all grounded.




    And I’m sure it’s one reason why people came to see him as a kind of folk hero. His personality never changed, no matter what he achieved or how popular he became. People saw that quality and responded to it. I think perhaps they saw him as representing them, the average person on the street. They were able to identify with him.




    And it’s why he was so popular among his team mates too. I was at home injured, watching on television when Hayes scored his one international try, against Scotland in 2005. I burst out laughing when he scored. I was just delighted for him. The whole team went over to congratulate him. You don’t get that unless you’re liked by everyone.




    Now, Hayes wouldn’t want me pretending he’s a complete angel either. For starters, he could give as good as he got when the slagging started. He wasn’t one bit shy or quiet when it came to the verbals. In fact he was very funny and fairly lethal too.




    And in fairness, he didn’t hold back on the pitch either. He was never into cheap shots or trash talking or any of that nonsense. But, put it this way, if you were lying on the wrong side of the ball he wouldn’t think twice about getting you off it with the boot. I can recall a shoeing or two! But I think it was more, not for the laugh, exactly, but to have one over on you. So as he could slag you about it afterwards. He got a fair few shoeings himself in the line of duty too.




    There’s a photo of the two of us holding the Grand Slam trophy that day in the Millennium Stadium. And it stands out for me especially because Hayes is in it. Normally he’d be on the edge of the picture; he wouldn’t want to be seen milking the moment in any way. But that day, I think the sheer joy of the occasion caught him off guard. I’m holding one side of the trophy, he’s holding the other.




    It’s a serious rarity, a photo like that. I’m glad I have it. I’m glad that someone as honest and genuine got his moment in the limelight. John Hayes deserved it; he deserved the great career that he had; he deserved all the good things that came his way.




    I wish him every happiness in his retirement.








  



    


    




    
Prologue





    It was my last match for Munster, my last ever game of professional rugby. About two minutes in I got a perfect pass from Ian Keatley. A child would’ve caught it. But wouldn’t you know it, I dropped the ball. I was cursing before it even hit the ground. The ref blew his whistle for a knock-on. All of a sudden I was annoyed and frustrated. But then I heard the crowd laughing. There were even a few cheers. Fellas were shouting good-humoured remarks at me. The whole place was roaring laughing. You normally didn’t get this kind of reaction when you made a cock-up like that in Thomond Park. You’d hear the groans and the moans a mile away. But I suppose they were always going to be kind to me on the night that was in it. It was St Stephen’s night, 2011. We were playing Connacht in a league game. I think there were over 15,000 people there that night. They could’ve been lots of other places the same night but a fair few of them turned up, I suppose, to see me off. It was a lovely gesture which meant a lot to me.




    I didn’t want to milk the occasion. I hadn’t expected it to end like this. I wasn’t even a member of the official Munster squad at the start of the season. My last IRFU contract was due to end on 31 October. It coincided with the end of the Rugby World Cup in New Zealand. If I’d travelled to New Zealand with the Ireland squad, my Munster career would already have been over the previous May. But I wasn’t selected, I was asked to remain on standby.




    So I rang the Munster coach Tony McGahan in August looking to train with them and keep my fitness up. He couldn’t promise me any game time, but I was more than welcome to join them for training. Then BJ Botha got injured in a pre-season friendly and suddenly I was starting or substituting in a lot of matches through September and October. I figured I’d slip away quietly after the game against Aironi in Musgrave Park a few days before the 31 October deadline. But Tony then asked me to sign an extension until the end of December.




    I had a lot of luck throughout my career and this was one last blessing I suppose. Because that was how I ended up getting my 100th cap in the Heineken Cup, against Northampton in November. That match will always be remembered for Ronan O’Gara’s drop goal deep into injury time after forty-one phases of play. It was great to be part of another moment of incredible drama like that. There’d been a lot of them over the previous twelve and more years. I hope it wasn’t just a blast from the past. I hope there’ll be many more moments like it in the years to come. But for me it was a thrill to experience that kind of pressure and excitement one more time.




    The contract extension was also why I ended up in Thomond Park the day after Christmas. It was the first time I could ever remember being totally relaxed the day of a game. Normally I was nervous, and I always wanted to be nervous. It was the sign that you were ready. But there wasn’t a bother on me. Our eldest daughter Sally was five and a half. I told her this was going to be my last match, I wouldn’t be playing any more games. ‘Does this mean that you won’t be going away anymore?’ Yeah, I suppose it does.




    I went in early, hours before kick-off, and sat in the stand. The stadium was empty. I just wanted to take it all in while the place was still quiet and peaceful. Come kick-off time the lads sent me out of the dressing room first and onto the field on my own. The crowd gave me a fantastic reception. I was delighted to get it and a bit awkward about it at the same time. I was hoping the rest of the players would follow me onto the field fairly lively.




    Then the match started and Ian threw me that pass and I fumbled it. What could I do but laugh; everyone else was. The lads took care of the result. I was doing my bit but I wasn’t stressed about it. In fact, I was loving every minute of it. Absolutely loving being out there one last time. I was tearing around the field like a young buck. At one stage Ian was lining up a penalty and the usual hush descended around the ground. Then this voice piped up from the crowd: ‘Let the Bull take it!’ I burst out laughing – again – and so did a few of the lads around me too.




    They took me off with about twenty minutes still to play. At the final whistle my wife Fiona came down to the dugout with Sally and her baby sister Róisín. All the Connacht lads made a point of coming over and wishing me well. I went out into the middle of the field with the family and got another huge ovation. It was heartfelt and genuine. I wanted to thank them too for their magnificent support over the years.




    After that it was down the tunnel and into the dressing room. I walked into another round of applause from all my teammates. They wouldn’t let me go without saying a few words. A lot of young Munster players were in the dressing room that night. I just told them that it all passes too quickly. I told them to try to enjoy it because it’ll be over before they know it. I thanked everyone, packed my bag and headed for the car park.




    Not many players, I suppose, get to say their goodbyes on their own terms. Injuries dictate it a lot of the time, or their place is taken by a younger player and they just fade to the margins. I was very fortunate to be able to retire on my own terms. I was luckier still to get one last hurrah in the special ground that is Thomond Park. It was the cherry on top of a long career and a marvellous life experience. It was the perfect way to close the door and take my leave.




    








  



    


    




     1 




    The game of rugby has given me so much. I can say with hand on heart that it changed my life.




    But the very first thing it gave me was the fine set of cauliflower ears I have to this day. I was eighteen going on nineteen, I was only a few weeks with Bruff RFC and suddenly it looked like I’d been in the wars all my life. But I was a GAA player from Cappamore. I knew nothing about the game. I knew that you passed the ball backwards rather than forward and that was about it.




    I was tall and skinny: 6 ft 4 in and about 15½ stone. Bruff was a small club in rural Limerick and they were always stuck for numbers. It’s about sixteen miles from Cappamore. A neighbour of ours at home, John O’Dea, had been playing with them for years. That’s his proper name but everyone calls him Jack Day. He’d mentioned it to me a few times in previous years about trying the rugby, but I wasn’t really bothered one way or another. Then I met him at the Cappamore Agricultural Show in August ’92 and he mentioned it again; I was kind of interested but still not sure about it.




    A few weeks later, I happened to meet him on the road outside our house one evening. I was closing a set of gates and had the tractor parked on the road and he was passing in his car. It was a chance meeting but the timing was perfect. I’d never have gone into a completely new environment on my own. But he said he was going training that night and he’d be back down to collect me in half an hour. And that made my mind up for me. I didn’t even have a pair of boots, but Jack had a spare pair that fitted. And over we went to Bruff rugby club that evening.




    We trained that Tuesday night, again on the Thursday night and played Newcastle West in a pre-season friendly the following Sunday. This was with the first XV. There was a second team, but they decided to throw me in at the deep end. I wasn’t to know it at the time, but getting thrown in at the deep end became a kind of pattern throughout my career.




    The Bruff coach at the time was Noel Ryan, a former player with Shannon. He decided to try me in the back row that day in Newcastle West, number six. I didn’t know the rules, even basics like the offside laws. I was making it up as I went along. If Newcastle West knew how raw I was, they’d have been running every back row move down my side of the scrum because I didn’t have a clue about tackling. I didn’t really have a clue what was going on. The game finished 0–0. You couldn’t say it was a feast of running rugby.




    But I do remember the lineouts. There was no lifting allowed at that stage, but I was jumping in the middle of the lineout and got my hands to a few throws. People who knew me only as a 20 stone prop forward might be surprised to know there was a time when I could get off the ground and was fairly mobile around the field.




    What I remember most about that first game is that I loved every minute of it. I’ll never forget the feeling of enjoying it so much. I think it was the contact, the physicality; I felt you could get stuck into fellas, you could flatten them and no one would pass any remarks. When you played hurling or Gaelic football, any bit of a shoulder and it was a free against you. Here you could get stuck in as hard as you wanted and it was all legal, more or less. There was a freedom about it.




    I knew pretty much there and then that I’d found my game. It suited me. I didn’t know if I suited it, but I was mad to learn. I was mad for more. And I can remember, having played my first game, feeling part of something. I was a lackadaisical GAA player, but straightaway I had a whole different attitude now: I wanted to train, I wanted to play, I wanted to be involved. I don’t think I missed a training session for the rest of that season.




    Within a week or so of that first match they decided to try me in the second row. It was a bit safer tactically from a defence and attack point of view, and I had the height. Anyway, I started to learn the ropes of second row scrummaging at training one night. You had to stick your head between the hips of the prop and the hooker. Jack was a prop and I was pushing behind him. I had two big floppy ears and they were ate off me that night. The abrasion was something fierce. I came home that night and I could feel the throbbing and the pulsing in them. I’d obviously burst a few blood vessels and the ears started to swell up. That was the start of the cauliflowers. If I’d known they were going to turn into the yokes I have now, I might have done something about it. But I didn’t tape them up that first night and when the swelling went down, didn’t bother, or didn’t remember, to bring any tape the following nights. They’d swell up every night after another scrummaging session and within a few weeks they were mutilated for good. The lads had a great laugh about it. Some of them were there the guts of twenty years and hadn’t done the damage I’d done in two weeks.




    When I knew better I’d bring the tape in my kit bag, but I never got into the habit of using it because, until the last day of my career, I hated taping up my ears. I just hated the feeling of the thing around my head. My hearing was never affected – even if my wife Fiona reckons I have ‘selective hearing’ from time to time! Róisín used to find Daddy’s lumpy lugs very amusing. When she was teething she used to gnaw on them for comfort, which meant they were good for something.




    Bruff as a rugby club has come on in leaps and bounds during the twenty years since. The facilities there are brilliant now; the underage structure is well-organised and playing numbers have multiplied. Nowadays they play in the second division of the All-Ireland senior league. Back then we were playing in the second tier of the Munster junior league, which was pretty much the basement of the game in the province. It’d be fair to say I started at the bottom.




    There was also the Munster Junior Cup which was played off in the springtime and which had real prestige as a competition. But the bread-and-butter stuff was your weekly league game, and for me that first season was a bit of a voyage of discovery around the clubs of Munster. The team bus would strike off on a Sunday morning for places like Cobh, Clonakilty, Skibbereen, Tralee or Waterford. You had the Clare clubs, Kilrush and Ennis. In Tipperary it was Clonmel, Clanwilliam and Kilfeacle, and then you had some of the Limerick clubs like Richmond, Thomond and St Mary’s.




    I was a late starter. I was literally learning from match to match how to play the game, and in fairness it was a hard enough school. The rugby was rough and ready. It was basically the two forward packs going at it hammer and tongs. I was totally naïve; luckily for me, the rest of the Bruff pack was anything but. They were all in their thirties and some of them were pushing forty. The front row would be the pick of Timmy Quirke, Jack Day, Micheál Leahy and Liam Doherty; second row was myself and Ger Malone, whose son Peter is now in the Munster rugby academy; back row would’ve been Jed Moynihan, Mickey Cahill and Kynan McGregor from New Zealand. They were a bunch of hard old nuts and they knew what they were doing.




    Looking back, I know that they protected me, but I didn’t really know it at the time. Especially at lineouts. I was a bit of a sitting duck for opposing teams. The lineout was still a jungle in those days. There was no proper gap so they’d be crawling all over you, trying to put you off your jump; there’d be fists and elbows flying when the ball was coming in. And I was innocent enough to be concentrating on the ball, trying to win it clean. I got my share of digs but I’d say I’d have got a lot more if it weren’t for the lads around me. Jed Moynihan would probably have been behind me in most lineouts and Jack Day in front of me. I reckon they spent a lot of their time clattering fellas who were about to clatter me, or just clearing bodies out of the way so I could get a clean jump. The referee would be doing his best, but there was no way he could police everything. The touch judges were usually from either team so they turned a blind eye whenever they needed to – which was plenty often. So if I’d been part of a young pack in those early days, I’d say I’d have got some harsh lessons. Even with our own lads, if they knew an opposing pack had two or three young fellas on it, the attitude would’ve been, ‘Right, we’re going to fuckin’ clobber those young fellas’. No one complained either, on any team, as far as I can remember. The unspoken rule was that this was what you signed up for when you played Munster junior rugby. So everyone just got on with it and took their medicine if it came their way.




    Those days out on a Sunday were great crack. The bus always left from Bruff and came back to Bruff that night. I didn’t drink much, and I was fairly quiet by nature anyway, but the other lads would be drinking their cans and joking and slagging all the way home – especially if we’d won.




    It took no length of time to feel comfortable in their company; in fact, they made me feel welcome from the first night I turned up. They knew I was a novice and kept encouraging me. There was plenty of help and advice, and no criticism. The big motivation I had was to try to learn this game, to improve and get better. Kynan McGregor was a great help. He had played rugby in New Zealand and was a top player at our level. He had a lot of knowledge and was very generous in passing it on to me. Liam Doherty was the hooker and we spent a lot of time working on lineout situations, practising the throw and jump, trying to get our timing right. Gradually I started making a contribution to the team, one small increment at a time. If I did something good in a game, like a tackle or a carry or an offload, it might only be a moment, but each time it was a foothold for my confidence. I could hold onto it and use it to take another step forward. Then I scored a try one day, against the Cobh Pirates, and something like that gave me another spurt of self-belief.




    But it wouldn’t take long for the reality to hit home again. I was just so aware of how green I was. And actually this is something that can work for you: to know what you know, and know what you don’t know. It was always in my mind, how little I knew, how far I had to go. But enjoying it made it easier to stick with it. Even when you were carrying Jack Day on your back in training, all nineteen stone of him, and your legs were buckling under the weight of him running up the hill. You were learning but you were having plenty of laughs along the way too.




    In the spring of ’93 our season was winding down, and Willie Conway one day suggested I should try out for the Shannon Under-20s. Willie had played with Bruff for years and was a big influence in its growth as a rugby club. He was still playing a bit, but was doing more coaching by then and reckoned a stint at playing in my own age-grade would bring me on. Bruff didn’t have an Under-20 team at the time. Willie had played for Shannon in the late 1970s and had contacts there. Shannon was one of the big powerhouse clubs in Limerick rugby, and the thought of it left me a bit excited and a bit daunted. But Willie organised it and in I went one night. I made sure to arrive good and early, and the very first person I met was a lad my own age by the name of Anthony Foley. Axel, as we called him, had arrived early too, and we stood there chatting outside the clubhouse for twenty minutes before anyone else turned up.




    It was actually coming to the tail-end of the season. I think I spent about five weeks there, but it was a fantastic finish to my first season. I played two or three games with their Under-20s and I noticed the difference straight away. It was faster and a lot more expansive; there wasn’t half the pulling and dragging and general mullocking of junior rugby. We trained on the back pitch in Thomond Park and sometimes joined in with the Shannon seniors. I remember Mick Galwey walking onto the pitch one night. To me this was unbelievable. Only a month or so earlier I’d seen him on television scoring his famous winning try for Ireland against England at Lansdowne Road. And soon he’d be off playing with the British and Irish Lions in New Zealand.




    Gaillimh was a star at the time. He didn’t know me from Adam, but one night out of the blue he handed me a pair of boots and a tracksuit top. I can only imagine he took one look at the state of the gear I was wearing inside in Thomond Park and took pity on me. Or maybe it was that coming from another small club himself years earlier, Castleisland, he knew a raw recruit when he saw one. But I never forgot the gesture and I remember to this day what he gave me: a Munster team tracksuit top and a pair of the big, old-fashioned Adidas flanker boots. He gave them to me and told me to keep them. I did too: they’re still to be found in a box somewhere in my parents’ house.




    I got some buzz out of those few weeks with Shannon. It was a small glimpse of the big time and I couldn’t wait to get stuck back into it with Bruff the following season. But first I spent the summer drawing silage. I got a job with a silage contractor from Hollyford, Con Morgan. They were long days and early starts, up at five or six in the morning and heading off in the back of the van to various farms around Hollyford, Rearcross, Cappamore and Doon. You’d have a tractor pulling a trailer and a harvester blowing the grass into the trailer. Once you were loaded you’d head for the silage pit in the farmyard, tip the load and head back out to the fields again. The pressure would be on to get the job done because the next farmer would be waiting his turn; there was no hanging around. But you were out in the open all day and it was very enjoyable.




    The second season with Bruff I felt that bit faster and stronger, but the Shannon experience had opened my eyes. I’d seen the way the seniors trained, the effort and intensity they brought to every session, and I realised I was a long way from that level. I was still only a junior player and I knew it. Some of the veterans with Bruff were starting to wind down by now and we ended up having a fairly average season, in league and cup. I turned twenty in November ’93, which meant I was eligible again for the Under-20s that season. I rejoined Shannon in about March ’94 and went straight into the team. It was a seriously good team, they had been winning all round and about them, and many of them went on to play with the Shannon team that won the famous four-in-a-row of All-Ireland League (AIL) titles.




    The faces in the Under-20s dressing room were pretty familiar to me now, but a new lad had also arrived while I was putting in my second season with Bruff. In fact, his face was familiar as well; it just took me a minute or two to place it on my first night back. ‘That’s yer man that plays for Clanwilliam,’ said I to myself, ‘I’m nearly sure it is.’ I found out that night his name was Alan Quinlan. And apparently Quinny was thinking to himself the same night, ‘That’s yer man that plays with Bruff.’ We often had a laugh about it afterwards. We clicked pretty quickly because both of us were in a similar situation, arriving into Shannon from two country clubs and trying to make an impression.




    A few weeks later I was called into the first team squad. Niall O’Donovan was the coach. Niallo would have a big influence on my development as a player over many years, at Shannon, Munster and Ireland, and this was the first step. But I couldn’t believe I’d been called up. A couple of lads were out injured and suddenly I found myself on the bench for an AIL game against Cork Constitution. I didn’t get off the bench that day, but a week later we were facing into one of the big traditional clashes of the season, Shannon vs. Garryowen at Thomond Park. It was my first taste of the legendary rivalry between two of the big city teams. The old Thomond Park was packed, and I was sitting on the bench trying to take it all in when next thing I was told to get ready. It was only about twenty minutes into the game, but one of our lads had to come off injured, and suddenly I was packing down with Gaillimh in the second row. I hadn’t time to think about it, but when the first scrum happened I had time for one thought. I can remember saying to myself, ‘Jesus, I’m going to have to push hard here because I don’t want them thinking that Gaillimh’s side of the scrum is stronger than mine.’ So I pushed like a madman. I was very conscious that people might be saying the scrum got weaker when I came on.




    Foley was in the back row, along with Kieran Maher and Eddie Halvey. It goes without saying that you come across a lot of tough nuts in this game. I’d say Kieran Maher was one of the hardest men I ever met. And there’s a lot of fellas who played with or against him would probably back me up on that. Maher was tough out. Keith Wood was playing for Garryowen that day. They had Richard Costello in the second row, all 6 ft 7 in of him, and I was supposed to be jumping against him. But we won it anyway and I was on cloud nine afterwards: the noise, the atmosphere, the level of competition; it was all brilliant. Literally three weeks earlier, I’d been playing with Bruff in the second division of the Munster junior league. Now I was binding in the second row with Mick Galwey in front of a full house in Thomond Park. You couldn’t ask for better.




    I played a few more AIL games that season, in a Shannon team that just about managed to avoid relegation. I also played in the Munster Senior Cup semi-final, where we were beaten by a good Sundays Well side.




    I didn’t mind; it was all new to me and I was thrilled with the progress I was making. Not that I had any goals written down, or long-term plans drawn up. I never sat down and made goals for myself in my life. I think some fellas, even when they’re playing schoolboy rugby, are aiming to go all the way in the game, up to full international status. The way it worked for me was different. I played for a team and then someone asked me to play for a slightly better team. I played for that team and someone asked me to play for a better team again. I never forced it, or said anything, or went looking for the next move. For me it kind of happened organically, you could say, moving to the next level when it felt like the natural step to take. Of course, you had to be asked, you couldn’t do it yourself. And if I was asked, I was happy to move on and move up. It turned out that every step up was usually well-timed, neither too early nor too late. It didn’t mean I was leaving it all in the hands of others. I had my own inner drive, but it was less about the career and more about just getting better at the game.




    I was training to be a welder at the time and was doing a course with FÁS in Limerick. Dad had a workshop in the yard at home where he did a lot of his own welding, and I was always tipping about in there with him. He had all his own equipment, angle grinders and drills and the like. He used to make his own gates and fix the machinery. Then I got a job with Willie Conway that summer. Willie had his own engineering works on the Dock Road in Limerick, near the cement factory. I was put making the iron crash barriers you’ll see in factories, made from tubular piping. Other days I’d be out on sites with the experienced tradesmen, basically as a labourer, muling all the stuff in off the truck and muling it back onto it that evening. I was happy with my lot, learning the welding trade by day and the rugby trade by night. I suppose this could’ve been the life mapped out for me, and I wouldn’t have complained if it was: welder, farmer, amateur rugby player.




    Despite the highs with Shannon at the end of ’93/94, I went back to Bruff for pre-season training later that year. Legally I could still play junior rugby even though I’d clocked up some senior games at this stage. I had dual status as a part-time senior and full-time junior. I didn’t expect for a minute to stay with Shannon. I wasn’t waiting on tenterhooks all that summer hoping they’d ask me to transfer. In fact, Brian Rigney joined them that summer, and he was going to be Gaillimh’s new partner in the second row. Rigney was a massive man and already an Ireland international. And like a lot of people he was very helpful too when I got to train with him and play with him inside in Shannon. But those guys were in a different league to me, and I was content to go back to Bruff for another season. I knew my place was there still. It goes back to knowing what you know and knowing what you don’t know. I knew I had an awful lot more to learn and that I’d learn it better with my home club. I’d still train with Shannon on the nights I wasn’t training with Bruff, but I was looking at another season in the Munster junior league, and that was good enough for me.




    The only other plan I had was to do a bit of travelling. The travel bug had been itching away for a while and Kynan McGregor had planted an idea with me. Kynan had spent two years with Bruff and would be going back home in the summer of ’94. He was from Invercargill and had played for the Marist rugby club there. I asked him one evening about the chances of playing with them. Would I be good enough? Would it help me? Would I be able to find work there? Kynan was all for it; he said he’d follow it up. And talk about things falling into place. Kynan phoned home a few nights later only to be told that Vin Nally was in Ireland at that very time. Vin Nally has since turned out to be a great friend to me and my family. He was a big part of the Marist set-up and was actually going to be taking over as coach of their first team the following season. Vin’s father was from Ireland and he had come over to trace his father’s roots and home place. But this was the era before Skype and emails, and the only problem would be tracking Vin down. After a few more long-distance calls, Kynan discovered that Vin and his wife Jan were actually staying in a B&B in Limerick, of all places. I figured it was absolutely meant to happen after that. Kynan and I went into Limerick and had a long chat with Vin and Jan. He made no promises about getting a game for Marist; he hadn’t a clue who I was. And it wasn’t just about that for me anyway. I had a fair idea that the standard over there would be good and I wasn’t sure if I’d be good enough. So I wasn’t banking on that. I really just wanted to travel and see a bit of the world and fit in a bit of rugby too. But he said if I was interested in playing it’d be better to come out in the new year. They were in the middle of their season back home and there wouldn’t be much point arriving when it was nearly over. From that day on I started making plans. I wanted to get as fit as I could to give myself a chance when I did arrive in New Zealand.




    In February ’95 I packed my bags and headed off. I knew that New Zealand was going to be a crash course in rugby for me. But I was twenty-one now and as fit and as strong as I’d ever been. So deep down I had a core of confidence that I could make a go of it. I felt good about the decision to leave; it felt like the right thing to do, at the right time. And looking back now, I don’t think there were many decisions I made that were the wrong ones. This was definitely a right one. A few years earlier and I’d have been killed in New Zealand club rugby. A skinny white young fella – you’d have been murdered!




    If I never played rugby I’m sure I’d have gone travelling anyway. I had uncles in Australia and more than likely I’d have spent at least a year working there and enjoying the lifestyle. But rugby was already opening doors for me. There was a job waiting for me in Invercargill and a rugby club that was going to take me in; I had contacts there and a place to stay. None of this would’ve happened if I hadn’t taken that first step with Bruff rugby club. That’s why I owe them so much, and that’s what I think is so important about the small rural clubs. They have so much to offer young country lads who might be too intimidated to walk into a big city club if they don’t have any family history or any connections there.




    I might have plucked up the courage to go into Bruff some day on my own, but it might’ve been a few years later and, who knows, it might’ve been a few years too late. I definitely would never have gone into Shannon on my own, knowing absolutely no one there. It’s not that they wouldn’t have made me feel made welcome. They couldn’t have been nicer to me. Shannon stalwarts like Niall O’Donovan or Brian O’Brien or Eddie Price would welcome any fella like he was one of their own. But it’s hard to break the ice on your own. Jack Day broke the ice for me at Bruff, Willie Conway broke the ice for me at Shannon. And now Kynan McGregor had broken the ice for me at a club that was on the other side of the world.
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    It was snowing the day I left from Shannon Airport. Forty hours later I stepped off the plane into the New Zealand summer. I’d never been on a plane before. I had to change terminals at Heathrow, and it was a miracle I managed to do it without getting lost. I had no idea how long or how draining the flight was going to be: Shannon-Heathrow, Heathrow-Los Angeles, Los Angeles-Auckland, Auckland-Christchurch, Christchurch-Invercargill. I didn’t know which end of me was up by the time I arrived.




    Vin Nally and his son Brendan met me at the airport. Invercargill is a small city of about 50,000 people at the bottom of the South Island. It is the main town in the region known as Southland. All around it is farming country: flat, fertile land and millions of sheep grazing on it. Vin had fixed me up with a job in a tannery out the road from Invercargill. It was owned by a former international prop forward, Jack Hazlett, who’d played for the All Blacks in the 1960s. Sheep skins were processed and tanned there in their thousands. I was part of the maintenance crew working on the machines. Vin’s other son Pat had a spare room in his house, and that was my accommodation sorted.




    I had my first training session with Marist a few nights after I arrived. Kynan and Vin were there to make the introductions, but no one was thinking that they’d brought over a big star from Ireland. Naturally enough, they were wondering if I was any good, and waiting to see if I could prove myself. New Zealand is the powerhouse of rugby and I was anxious to prove that an Irish fella could cut it in their company. It helped that I arrived straight off a season back home. Shannon had really raised the standard of training after the previous year, so I was physically fit and match fit. I was ready to play straightaway.




    The one thing I wasn’t ready for was the weather. Invercargill had five or six rugby clubs, and Marist was one of the stronger ones. They had three senior teams. Our first outing would be a couple of pre-season friendlies against Alexandra up in Central Otago. The plan was to play two games using two Marist teams that were a mixture of firsts and seconds. I hit the ground running, played fairly well and scored a try. But they took me off halfway through the second half, for fear I’d end up with sunstroke. I was turning pinker by the minute. I had gone from snow back in Ireland to playing in thirty-five degrees heat about nine days later. Central Otago gets the hottest summers in New Zealand and it was scorching that afternoon. The other players were laughing at the state of me in the dressing room, but I’d scored a try on my debut and it was a good start, even if I wasn’t right for days afterwards.




    The Marist first team played in division one of the Southland league. It was club rugby, similar in standard to the AIL back home. AIL teams still had their international players turning out for them in those days, but it was different in New Zealand. The top players would be playing for their provincial sides and they didn’t really turn out for their clubs anymore. Irish rugby went down that road too a few years later. The big difference for me was the weather. The pitches were hard and fast. A few weeks before I’d left Ireland Shannon played a match against Blackrock in Stradbrook. The pitch was a mud bath; you couldn’t tell the difference between the team jerseys in the end. As usual, it was a matter of mullocking your way through it. The hard grounds in New Zealand made for faster rugby. But at that level the players weren’t really any better than back home. We were all amateurs, training twice a week and playing a game at the weekend.




    The teams were generally made up of local lads. A lot of them in Invercargill worked in the big meat processing plants. They were known as ‘freezing workers’. The rugby scene would be fairly tight-knit at that level, and it didn’t take long for word to get out among other clubs that Marist had an Irish lad playing for them in the second row. I got the impression early on that a few teams were trying to intimidate me to see how I’d react. I definitely got some fair shoeings in the first couple of weeks. I never got stamped or kicked or gouged or anything like that, but if you ended up lying on the wrong side of the ball, they were quick to take their chance. And the referee wouldn’t have any sympathy for you either. I got the togs and jersey shredded a few times. Most of the time they’d be shoeing you purely to get the ball released. But there were a few fellas who did it just because they could. They’d take pleasure in it. They’d be looking at you while they were doing it. I didn’t mind; most fellas who play the game don’t mind getting a shoeing. There’s even an element of pride about it, having the scars of battle on you. And if you had the chance to do the same to someone else, and you didn’t take it, he’d be wondering if there was something wrong with you. I remember in the 2002 Heineken Cup final against Leicester, at one stage Martin Johnson tried to pull down a maul of ours. He ended up on the floor and I absolutely booted him while he was down there. And the fact that it was Johnson, their leader, the captain of England, gave me even more encouragement (not that I needed it). In those days, most forwards would have torn strips off him if they could. As soon as he got up, he just jogged back to his side of the field. Never said a word to me or anyone. He knew he’d tried to pull down a maul, and I did what he expected me to do. In fact, I think he’d have been disappointed if he hadn’t been booted like he was. If he’d got away with it, he’d probably be thinking these fellas are a bunch of softies, they wouldn’t even shoe you when you were on the ground.




    It was the exact same mentality in New Zealand. I remember in the showers after one game, the Marist lads were slagging me because the train tracks I had went down my back and down the arse and legs too. In any rugby dressing room, it was a sign that you were doing what you were supposed to be doing, which was slowing the ball and generally getting stuck in at the breakdown. And if you hadn’t a scratch on you after a match, then what were you doing for the last eighty minutes? There was a big aluminium smelter outside Invercargill; we wore aluminium studs on our boots. The lads would be roaring in the dressing room before a match, ‘Don’t fucking spare the studs today, aluminium’s not scarce around here.’




    My first season with Marist coincided with their seventy-fifth anniversary. Originally founded as a Catholic club, it had built up a proud heritage in the years since, and they wanted the seventy-fifth to be a good season. There was a great buzz around the club, and a lot of celebrations were planned. The players obviously wanted to do their bit on the field too. The big club competition in Southland is the Galbraith Shield, which is run on a league basis through the season, with the top four playing off in semi-finals and final. Our first game happened to be a local derby against Marist’s biggest rivals, the Invercargill Blues. Normally you’d play every team in the division home and away, but this game was fixed for the main stadium in Southland, Rugby Park, which is also in Invercargill. It was a cracking match played in front of about 5,000 people, and I ended up scoring the winning try. They’d run away with it in the first half and led by twenty points at one stage. We stormed back into it in the second half and pulled level. Then they scored again, and right at the end I managed to get the try that won it. I can’t say it was a mazy break from forty metres. It was just a pick-and-jam off the side of a ruck from about a metre out – I fell over the line. But it made for a great night that night and it meant I was really accepted as a Marist player from there on. The club had very much welcomed me from the moment I arrived, but at the same time I still had to earn their respect as a player and I think I did that day. I was never stuck for an invitation to dinner after that. Supporters really made an effort to make me feel welcome; I was invited into a lot of people’s homes over the next two years.




    The night of the Blues game there was a party back in the clubhouse, but I wasn’t drinking. I didn’t drink at all that first season. It was a decision I made before I went to New Zealand. I felt I had a lot to prove, so I wanted to be in the best possible shape. I wanted to give myself every chance of making the Marist first team and staying in it. Even though I was never a big drinker, I did enjoy a few pints, but that season I abstained completely. My new teammates were a bit taken aback the first time we went for a drink and I ordered a mineral. They couldn’t understand a rugby player not having a beer, even more so an Irish rugby player not having a beer. But in fairness it wasn’t hard staying on the dry because Invercargill wasn’t a party town anyway. It’s a very nice sort of rural town with low buildings and huge wide streets. You’d have four lanes of traffic on either side with a car parking space in the middle and broad footpaths too. So if you saw someone you knew on the other side of the street you’d have a hard job trying to catch their attention. The South Island in general is sparsely populated; there’s loads of space, and everything is spread out far and wide. People are more into the outdoor life, and there just isn’t the pub culture that we have in Ireland. And that suited me grand. It was a relaxed, easygoing sort of place, and I liked living there from the start.




    My first year there was the first year I started putting on a few kilos. And it obviously wasn’t the booze that was doing it. It was just happening to me naturally as I got older, I suppose. Brendan Nally played number eight on our team and he used to do some weight training, so I started going along with him to the gym. But I didn’t do it consistently; you didn’t have the sort of concentrated weight training programmes that are part and parcel of the game today. I was 100 kilos when I arrived and within three or four months I was up to 105. I was still light for my height, and I was flying fit, so I was getting around the field fairly lively as a second row.




    At the end of the season I got selected for the Southland Colts, the regional Under-21 team. I was twenty-one going on twenty-two, but apparently I was still underage. Mind you, no one checked my passport. They asked me what age I was, I told them I was twenty-one, and that was good enough for them. It was my first taste of representative rugby and getting selected gave me a nice boost of confidence. I wasn’t a native of the area, I’d been in the country for only about seven months, so it must’ve meant that I’d had a decent season. We played the provincial sides Canterbury and Otago. We made a weekend out of the game against Canterbury in Christchurch. We had no choice; the bus trip alone took seven or eight hours each way. The Southland seniors were also playing Canterbury seniors the same weekend. We played our game in a club ground on the Friday and then went to Lancaster Park on the Saturday to watch the senior game. It was a brilliant weekend. We then played Otago home and away, and that was more or less the end of a season that had turned out far better than I’d ever expected. I’d gone out to New Zealand pretty much a stranger and by the end of it felt right at home, on the pitch and off.




    I played about twenty-five games in all. I was lucky with injuries, as I was throughout my career, so I didn’t miss any games. Halfway through the season Marist presented me with a club blazer. They had introduced the idea at the start of that season as part of the anniversary celebrations. Once you played ten games you’d be presented with the award. The club had organised a gala night for its seventy-fifth birthday with a big marquee for all the guests, including loads of past and present players. As it happened, I was the only player who had played all ten games at that stage, and in truth I felt a bit uncomfortable going up to put on the blazer with teammates looking on who’d been there all their lives. But it was a lovely gesture, and it’s another reason why I have friends at Marist, Invercargill, to this day.




    The season finished in late September and I was glad of the break when it came. Between Ireland and New Zealand I’d played pretty much two seasons of rugby back-to-back and I needed to recharge the batteries. That Christmas I went up to Australia to meet the extended family. Four of my father’s brothers, and a sister, had emigrated decades earlier and ended up in Melbourne and Sydney. I had cousins that I’d never met before, and it was nice to get to know them at last. I ate well and I drank well. With the rugby season over, I started drinking a few pints again, and kept going when I got to Sydney and Melbourne. Back to Invercargill then for the new year, back to the tannery, and back to Marist for the new pre-season.




    Most of my clothes were wearing tight by then; the shirts were under pressure. I knew I was getting heavier. But I still got a land when I got up on the scales and saw I was nearly 120 kilos. In old money, that’s the guts of 19 stone. I’d put on 3 stone in twelve months. I went running with Brendan in January before the preseason started and reckoned I’d lose most of the weight I’d gained. As it turned out, I never lost any of it again, ever. And it was around this time, early in 1996, that the idea of putting me in the front row was floated.




    Myself and Pat were over in Vin’s house one night. Vin said he’d been talking to Jack Hazlett. Jack wasn’t involved with the club, but he’d seen me playing and reckoned, apparently, that I was looking more like a prop forward than a second row at this stage. And having played prop for the All Blacks, he knew what he was talking about, so Vin took it on board. The other big factor was that lifting in the lineout was made legitimate in ’96. It had been creeping in for years before that, fellas sneakily lifting the catcher, so they changed the rule, and now you could throw them up as high as you liked. And Vin was more or less saying to me that it wasn’t going to be easy for our lads trying to lift a fella who weighed 120 kilos! The other issue for me was that at 6 ft 4 in I was starting to look a bit short for a second row player. You had monsters who were 6 ft 6 in and 6 ft 7 in coming into the game more and more, and it’d be getting harder to compete in the air. At the same time, I wasn’t cut out for the back row either; I didn’t have the pace or the instincts to play that position. ‘So,’ said Vin after all this, ‘what would you think about a move to the front row?’ I told him I didn’t think a lot of it. My first reaction was no way. I wouldn’t have a clue how to play it, and I’d get destroyed if I even tried.




    I continued on in the second row for a few weeks. But Vin had planted the idea in my head. Then one night in training Doc Cournane had a chat with me. He and Vin had been talking about it too. Doc was our scrum coach and head coach, himself a former Marist player. He brought it up again, and I was more open to it this time. I said I’d try it so. And that was the first night I started learning about the front row trade. And I remember the first thing Doc told me about it. He said scrums would knock the wind out of me and that I’d struggle to get around the field after them. Second rows had tried it before, but you were using a different body position in the front row and not everyone was able to adapt. It would take a lot of getting used to. He asked me which side would I prefer but I had no idea. So he said I’d probably be better off starting at loose-head, it’d be a bit easier than the other side. The scrummaging machine was there, and Doc got me to crouch and bend a few times, explaining the body position I’d need to learn. I was starting to get curious about it now, wanting to find out a bit more. The next few training sessions I’d stay on and practise on the machine, with a hooker and prop and a few forwards pushing from behind. But it was just bits and pieces really. I was still playing second row in the games, and I was in no hurry to play anywhere else either.




    But a few weeks later again someone got injured, and Vin told me I’d be playing loose-head the following Sunday. The game was against Woodlands; their tight-head was a lad named Aaron Dempsey. He wasn’t much older than me, but he was good, strong and a lot more experienced than I was. And he absolutely mangled me. He was grinding away with his neck and his head, and I’d say he must’ve felt like he was pushing against a rag doll. I didn’t know what he was doing, I had no control against him at all. He was cutting inside of me. He was splitting us right down the middle, me and our hooker, so I was actually getting left outside the scrum. I was supposed to put enough pressure on him to stop him from tunnelling in there. I was supposed to keep him straight, try and get in under him with my head and put the pressure on his shoulder and chest. But I couldn’t keep him out because I didn’t know how, and the muscles in my neck weren’t strong enough anyway. I was gone out, he was gone in, so now they had a three-on-two in the front row when it should have been a three-on-three. And that has a domino effect on the rest of the scrum.




    That was the night my real education in the front row began. But I’d say there were easier ways to learn. I was thrown in at the deep end that night and nearly sank without trace. And Doc Cournane was right about another thing too. The difference between front row and second row was night and day. There was no comparison. After every scrum I’d be panting for a couple of minutes, trying to get my wind back. I wasn’t able to keep up with the play. It was just taking so much out of me I couldn’t do anything else. It was one of the most horrible games I ever played in in my life. In fact, I could nearly say I hated that match, because I couldn’t do anything right. And the irony is that there weren’t that many scrums in the whole eighty minutes anyway. But a few more of them and they’d have been sending in the oxygen tank.
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