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I dedicate this book to the challenges that make 
life so worthwhile. 
Jonny

 

I’d like to dedicate this work to my daughter, Emma, 
who I have thoroughly enjoyed working with on this project 
and whose assistance kept my focus. 
Blackie
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Introduction

“ Lessons always arrive
when you are ready, and if you
can read the signs, you will
learn everything you need to
know in order to take the next
 step”

Paulo Coelho, The Zahir

 

 

Writing this book has been a pretty big deal for me. I have never been the most expressive person. I have the habit of hiding the revealing stuff inside, and just telling people what I think they want to hear.

I have been in professional rugby now for approaching twelve years, from the day I left school. That was when I first met Steve Black, Blackie. The first thing I remember, apart from his ridiculous beard and the fact that I couldn’t understand anything he was saying due to his Newcastle accent, was the aura which  surrounded him. When he spoke, I saw respect in the eyes of the senior players, all of them established internationals. It was, I later learned, an admiration born half from a state of worship and the other half from a state of absolute fear. It didn’t take me long to understand that doing what he told me, when he told me to do it, and staying on his good side, were all superb ideas!

For every day of those twelve seasons we have worked with great enthusiasm to find the true potential inside the both of us. We have trained hard in the gym, on the field and off the field, focusing on the body, the mind and never forgetting the spirit. Over our time together we have built a strong bond and shared some truly wonderful experiences, many of them in the highly intense world of elite sport among some of today’s most awesome competitors.

The lessons we have learned, and the messages and techniques they have inspired, are presented here. The crazy period which encompassed the two most recent Rugby World Cups, and the four years in-between, are what I have chosen to focus upon. It is then that the life I knew so well changed for me - over and over again. The kind of pandemonium I endured inside my head was something I am glad I experienced, but would certainly never welcome back anytime soon.

During this time though, I made a significant personal discovery, probably the most important of my life so far. It forms the central theme of this book. I realised that the way I interpreted what was happening around me was actually damaging me, and yet despite the obvious pain, I dared not challenge how I was looking at life. I chose instead to fight what were inevitably futile struggles; I just didn’t know that then. Today, all I want to feel is that I’m being the best I can be, and in pursuing a goal like that  there can be no right or wrong beliefs, only helpful and unhelpful ones.

I came to the conclusion that the way I perceive my life right now will definitely determine the quality of the rest of it. That’s what this book is about: a different way to look at experiences and emotions which might just help you to uncover more of the brilliance inside you.

Every word attributed to me is my own, from my imaginings, thoughts and memories, originally penned by hand. In tandem with my story, in shaded boxes throughout the chapters, Blackie has pulled together his years of knowledge and wisdom to produce insightful, objective and practical commentary on what he perceives to be the key issues in teamwork, learning and living - to name but a handful of the topics he covers. Blackie’s approach to life and living has energised me for years. I very much hope that, in the same way, you find something that works for you in the following pages.

Together, Blackie and I have wanted to take absolute ownership of this project. It is not a comprehensive life-teaching manual - heaven forbid - it is just our contribution to the subject. In staying true to the core concept of the book, I would say it is not what you read but what it makes you think about that actually counts. I really hope these stories inspire something deep inside you, the way my experiences did - in real time - inside me.

I learned that to turn anything around in my world, I have only to make a change inside of myself. It was a big relief. It isn’t anyone else’s responsibility but my own. For me, it was empowering to learn that and when I did, I began to feel a little more in control of my life and dreams.

I know there’s more to come, more excitement to be had along  this path of ours, and suddenly, that future looks very bright indeed.

 

Jonny Wilkinson 
29 August 2008




A Note from Blackie

In 2006 I was the proud recipient of the prestigious Wilkinson Sword Award given for services to North East sport. I felt humbled by the honour as it had been won by many of my heroes including ‘Wor’ Jackie Milburn and Sir Bobby Robson, so I was in exalted company. I really wanted to do justice to the occasion during my acceptance speech. I thought long and hard about what I could say. The best I could come up with, which also explains the philosophy behind my embracing this project so readily, as well as my relationship with Jonny was this . . .

‘I’d like to thank all the people who’ve helped me through the years . . . and all those people who have allowed me to help them. Without both sets of people I wouldn’t be receiving this wonderful award tonight.’

This book with Jonny incorporates some of the lessons I’ve learned from both relationships. I sincerely hope they are of interest and may be of use to you as you continue your journey through life. Please take up the hope that drives and underwrites my coaching career: Help Other People Excel.

Please enjoy.

 

Steve Black 
29 August 2008




Then and Now

“What is defeat? Nothing but education; nothing but the first step towards something  better”

Wendell Phillips



 

 

I find it incredible how, with the seemingly random nature of the world, we can conjure up elaborate dreams then use our abilities, and our strengths, to bring those dreams towards reality. It is almost impossible to fathom that, even with the individual desires and action of billions of others also in play, life can still find a way of balancing everything up and allowing us each to have an influence.

We do not exist as isolated individuals. All our actions and decisions are interrelated with those of others around us, who unknowingly work with and not against each other. If we hold a mental picture of what we want to achieve, and how we want to achieve it, we have the ability to take a potentially unpredictable future and organise it into something pretty wonderful.

As Einstein said, imagination is ‘a preview of life’s coming attractions’.

What we’ll never know though, is how the process works in full. But we need to keep faith that it does. Sometimes, often in fact, things don’t go perfectly to plan. When that happens, it can make us want to cave in.

I remember the three consecutive Six Nations international rugby competitions (the first was actually when it was the Five Nations) which ended in disaster for England. On all three occasions I was playing and we were unbeaten, in full flow leading up to the Grand Slam decider. I will give you a short account of each of them.

 

1999

England played Wales away at Wembley. Blackie was coaching Wales at the time but, despite that, it was a game we weren’t about to lose. With five minutes to go we decided to kick for the corner rather than for goal. It was not an irrational decision when you consider that, although Welsh goal-kicking had kept them in touch with us, we had outscored them three tries to nil. But Wales stopped our lineout, worked their way to our try line and scored on the final whistle. We fell victim to our own indiscipline - giving up all those penalties - but even then, the whole thing seemed grossly unfair. 



“We coughed and spluttered
our way to another
 shock horror defeat”



 

2000

England played Scotland away at Murrayfield. We travelled to the game in the early afternoon and the weather had been fairly reasonable. When we came out of the changing room for the match, however, there was a touch of rain in the air. That didn’t bother us. Midway through the first half we were looking fairly solid and in control with a small lead. But the ‘touch of rain’ soon became a downpour, so vicious and so cold that I couldn’t speak, let alone see. It was maybe the strangest weather conditions I have ever seen, definitely the most ridiculous I have ever played in - or tried to play under. As a team England had destroyed a few defences by moving the ball and in this situation we needed to play the conditions more effectively, as our opponents did. To a man we didn’t and we coughed and spluttered our way to another shock horror defeat.

 

2001

England played Ireland away at Lansdowne Road. Easily my favourite season, with the new addition of Jason Robinson in the back line, we were electric throughout the tournament. The momentum was building and building - it can’t have been far from unstoppable. Ireland are always tough opposition, even more so in Dublin, but the confidence among the boys was infectious. With the two lessons from the previous years’ shenanigans stored firmly under our belt, we could not, would not, let this opportunity slide. But we didn’t get the chance to prove to ourselves, and to the public, that we had become a winning team. An outbreak of Foot and Mouth put the game back five months. In that period players from all four home nations teamed together to represent the Lions. It was a great experience but the different agenda broke our  rhythm and when we reconvened, ready to finish the competition, in October, we were too slow to find our stride. Ireland, and their better teamwork, took the spoils and, in doing so, took a small part of my will to live. Third time unlucky. This was ridiculous.

 

I was fed up with failure after failure, I really was. My belief in my own set of principles, how I thought life should be conducted, how it worked, was being severely tested.

That was then. Now, when I look at these events, I do not see failure. And with the benefit of hindsight, which allows me to factor into the equation what happened for that England team shortly afterwards, I know why. With these defeats ingrained in all our minds, the England squad was now well and truly armed for anything. We had learned from them. More specifically we were ready for an uncompromising Grand Slam, a completely unbeaten season and, of course, a first ever Rugby World Cup victory. 

 



Blackie: Wales lend a helping hand

‘Failure is an event, never a person.’

William D. Brown

 

I have this romantic thought that England’s Wembley loss to our Welsh team in 1999 taught a lesson that became an integral part of the strategy behind their eventual World Cup victory. We beat an England team who were better than we were on the day in all areas, other than our out-and-out passionate belief that we were destined to win. I also think that the England team didn’t think of us as a real threat. We  were an ‘easy touch’, an undisciplined, fragmented group who hadn’t proven consistent ability. What the media didn’t realise was that the spirit in our camp had moved to a new high after our victory in Paris against the French and an outstanding performance of flowing rugby against the Italians in Treviso. Subconscious or not, there was a definite air of inevitability emanating from the media leading up to the game, and some of the England camp probably lowered their guard accordingly.

The press didn’t ask who would win, instead they asked if we could give them a game; could we keep it competitive? Did the game matter more to England? On the surface, perhaps. A victory for them would have given them the championship whereas a victory for us would give Scotland the championship. But Wembley that day became a mini-Wales as thousands of Welshmen and women, including Max Boyce, Tom Jones and all, descended on the English capital. We were convinced that England would underestimate Wales’s desire and collective resolve to overcome her greatest sporting enemy.

Watching the game again, it was actually closer than I remember. I thought England were by far the stronger, better team. But on reflection, they were better, but not out-of-sight better. Neil Jenkins kept us in the game. Kick after kick. We had known that during the eighty minutes we would have chances, and when we got those chances we had resolved to take them. Eventually that’s what happened; we took our chances and they didn’t.

To be fair to Sir Clive, he and his team learned from the experience and undoubtedly continued the journey better  equipped to deal with the tournament pressures of an Australian-based World Cup. The team and its support off the field became more streetwise and better able to deal with an emotionally charged opponent. That type of opposition always poses a challenge but if your mental focus doesn’t waver, the right team will probably win.

There are epiphany moments in all sports - games and results which serve as a massive learning tool for the future. A couple of years ago in the soccer world, Chelsea were once again leading the charge for the Premiership, but Manchester United were coming up fast on the rails. They’d won nine in a row in the league and their week ahead was, and would prove to be, vital to the eventual outcome that season. They would play bottom-of-the-table Sunderland (where I had not long been coaching alongside my pal Kevin Ball, the manager) midweek then their arch rivals Chelsea in the game after next. This was a huge test of focus for that Manchester United team. They had the two opposite ends of the league to negotiate in the space of little over a week.

So the scene was set, almost a cup final for our Sunderland team, who had already been relegated and would be playing for professional pride, and for the wonderful fans who had stuck behind the team in so difficult a season. For United, it was the chance to keep their winning run going leading into what people thought would be ‘The Championship’ game against Chelsea. Subsequently, that United team of Ronaldo, Rooney, Ferdinand vintage has matured and swept away all before them. Sir Alex Ferguson has stated that they are probably Manchester United’s best ever team. But at that time they  were on their way there. They were still on their journey to that higher level. Well, that night we were Rocky Balboa from the Hollywood movies and against all the odds with nothing to play for but personal integrity (is there any greater cause?) we got a 0-0 draw before 72,000 Old Trafford fans.

United went on to lose 3-0 to Chelsea and I am certain the psychological blow they were dealt by not securing all three points against us was a contributing factor. So, just as England learned from their Welsh defeat, so Manchester learned from their draw with the Black Cats. Both events were hugely disappointing for the teams, but because the players and the management had been brought together on such strong foundations and a belief in teamwork and team ethics, I believe they were able to turn the results into something positive. They didn’t crumble. Instead, they grew and both sides went on to become world class.



 

 

 

The interrelated nature of life was showing its hand in those Grand Slam defeats. I didn’t see it at the time of course, as I was way, way too upset, too disappointed, too insecure and too self-absorbed to learn anything from the losses. But those three defeats certainly made us stronger as a team. They helped us. They laid the path to victory in Sydney in November 2003. I can see that now. We hated the taste that had been left in our mouths and we were determined to do everything we possibly could, as individuals and as a unit, to savour something far sweeter. 



“With these defeats ingrained
in all our minds, the
England squad was now well
and truly armed for anything  ”



  

Of course, you’ve got to recognise that you can take something from such upsets; that there is a way to make your world better as you go forward. But you don’t always realise exactly what that is at the time. Yet somehow you respond. If you allow yourself to, that is. To me, instances such as those three matches are like the seemingly random coming together of events and people that happen to us all and actually shape our lives.

If I stop to consider how any one of the many factors that make up my life today came into being, I will find its path littered with coincidences and chance. If I trace my life back far enough I will notice some nonsensical and, to be honest, unfeasibly ridiculous moments when my path crossed with someone or something at just the right time.

At other times important people appeared from nowhere and stepped into my life and made it better. There were also, of course, instances when my world was turned upside-down, my trust tested and my ego crushed. I know now some of these moments actually saved my career in so many ways, and others somehow managed to make me a better and stronger-performing person. They prepared me and empowered me, ready to go on. 



“If I hadn’ t worried so
much, I would have made
 more of my time”



 

Back then I was blind and deaf to all this. Nowadays I try to listen to what my experiences are telling me - I truly believe the world has my best interests at heart - provided I am prepared to  fight for those interests in the right way. I realise now I shouldn’t be afraid when some new, unexpected (and probably unwelcome at the time) avenue suddenly opens up in front of me. I am on my way down a new road now, but my dreams and hopes are still the same as when I set off. As long as I never stop trying to achieve more, and to follow my dreams, then the route will be OK. It might not look exactly like the perfect map I envisioned at the beginning; I believe, instead, that it will in fact turn out to be going somewhere far better.

That all makes sense to me now. Sort of, at least. But it certainly didn’t for a very long time and I suffered because of it. If I hadn’t worried so much, I would have made more of my time. And if I’d done that, I would have enjoyed life to a far greater extent and I might even have got to more or less where I was wanting to be a lot quicker.

I am still trying to make sense of all this. I probably never will. But I don’t think that’s a problem in the least. What I do know is that I feel a lot better in myself and I enjoy life and success a lot more now. A lot more. And that’s important. How can I explain what I mean? About how we can take in what is happening around us, the people, places and things, the good and the bad, and utilise them to move forward? It is a bit like creating a painting.

How we physically influence the outcome and mentally perceive what happens in front of our eyes determines the kind of picture of life that we will paint. Without our perceptions there is no real world out there. Our interpretations of what we see, taste, hear, touch and smell give us our attitudes, our limits, our successes and our failures. They give us the memories of our pasts and the dreams of our futures. These and all the emotions which go hand in hand with them become the colours from which we  can choose when we want to begin the painting process. Our actions, which are driven by our feelings, offer us the opportunity to live; they let us go out and leave a mark, they put the brush in our hands. Actions cause things to happen and from those outcomes we learn, we improve and we find the best path for an amazing existence. We make our own masterpiece. And it all starts from a blank canvas.

I base my perceptions and beliefs on a natural desire for peace and the desire to experience exciting opportunities. The quality of how I see things determines how much of my zest for doing good stuff, for being brilliant if you like, manages to shine through. We can all shuffle our views and interpretations around a bit to make a better life. Just look at the way we are able to put the past behind us and reinvent ourselves, if we so choose. We can throw away yesterday’s painting and begin afresh tomorrow.

To make the best of life, sometimes you need to run into a few dead-ends and sometimes you have to be prepared to drop back and look at your painting from different angles. Once or twice we may be required to go back to the start before the realisation of the helpful or unhelpful really sink in. That’s certainly my story. Feeling devastated at throwing away those Grand Slams - what good could come of that? I may as well just jack it all in. That was me. But if I’d listened more carefully to what my experiences were trying to tell me, I would have seen that these little (or not so little - the mud and rain of Murrayfield felt anything but minor) unexpected excursions were there to point me towards the good stuff, physically and mentally.

The events of my own life in the strange world of professional sport, and what they have shown me, are what I want to share  with you because I strongly believe they relate to almost every walk of life.

That’s what this book is all about. Trying to explain where I felt I went wrong in my decision-making and my attitude and how it hurt me. How I wasted time and didn’t achieve all that I now believe I was capable of. How I could have extracted more enjoyment from the journey which at times did get me exactly where I was aiming, and how I might have arrived there a little sooner. I hope it makes interesting reading.
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