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Chapter 1

Little Legs

Oxford psychology professor the late Michael Argyle said that the happiest people in the world were those who were either active members of a religious group or those who took part in team sports. So it was that at the age of thirty-five, as a miserable atheist, I took up playing rugby.

I hadn’t played any rugby since I was about thirteen at school in Wimbledon. Even then I hadn’t really played very much at all. For several years I convinced the rowing teachers that I was playing rugby, whilst convincing the rugby teachers that I was doing rowing. Meanwhile I went home and did very little indeed.

If you are no use at sport as a child you will be cruelly mocked and ridiculed. Those who are not particularly well co-ordinated and have thin skins will eventually give up and go away to find some other activity, like shoplifting or solvent abuse. However, when you take up a team sport like rugby as an adult, even if you have absolutely no idea what you are doing, no one gives you a hard time. People are just pathetically grateful that you have turned up. They are nice to you because you have made up the numbers so that they can have a proper game. If you add to that a willingness to play in the front row, they can have contested scrums and you will have made some friends for life.

Rugby seemed to be a great place to deal with my own personal midlife crisis. I was in a relatively senior job in a large chamber of commerce and government-funded business support operation. Having spent the earlier part of my career in a more metrosexual media and political environment, I was now surrounded by some very blokey blokes; they were all either go-getting entrepreneurial types, or failed businessmen who had become business advisers. Most seemed to spend their days talking about sport and cars. If I was going to get on with this crowd, as the saying goes, I needed to ‘man up’.

I had also recently acquired contact lenses after a lifetime in glasses in a bout of midlife vanity. It could have been worse: others of my generation were bleaching their hair, getting inappropriate piercings and wearing leather trousers. Contact lenses paved the way to contact sports.

So when I found my way to Warlingham Rugby Club, I was delighted to discover a home for a group of men, all enjoying their own particular mid, early or later life crises and having a good time into the bargain. Here, by a Surrey playing field in the late summer, I found my way to the changing rooms and pulled on my newly purchased boots.

Warlingham is like many rugby clubs in the UK. There is a nice enough clubhouse with a huge function room, a cosy bar and some basic, bare-brick changing rooms. It prides itself on being one of the few clubs with a huge traditional communal bath. It has five pitches and shares the premises with a netball team and a cricket club. Every now and again someone will apply for some lottery money, send out an appeal or send off an insurance claim and a few improvements or repairs will be done by someone’s mate.

There is a floodlit training pitch and on a Tuesday and Thursday evening throughout the autumn, winter and spring, men of various shapes and sizes turn up for training.

It’s only when you look at the car park on a training night that you realise the wide range of people that get involved. One of the joys of amateur club rugby is the diversity of the sorts of people who play. From city boys who turn up in suits and smart cars, to builders and landscape gardeners who turn up in battered Ford Transit vans, once everyone is changed and on the pitch your background is almost irrelevant. Traditional British social divisions are replaced by a far more sinister and uncrossable barrier, rugby’s very own apartheid: the distinction between forwards and backs.

That was the first tricky decision I had to make at my first training session. After a bit of running around to warm up we were told to divide up into forwards and backs. Which was I? I had absolutely no idea, and no time to decide. As far as I could tell, from watching the odd international on the TV, the forwards seemed to have to do a lot of fairly technical stuff: scrums, line-outs, rucks, mauls, ear-biting, eye-gouging etc. These were dark arts of which I knew nothing. The backs seemed to have a fairly straightforward job of standing in a line, throwing the ball to each other and running a bit. How hard could that be? I decided to be a back.

The coach for that evening was a nice bloke called Neil Farmer, a ponytailed schoolteacher (pottery, I guessed), tall and thin with a good line in sarcasm. He took one look at me as I jogged off to join the backs and, with his eyebrows making a bid for freedom off the top of his head, said, ‘Are you sure?’

I’m not a hugely tall person and the modest belly that I carry around with me for comfort and protection is ever so slightly out of proportion with my height. The coach, as might anyone else, looked at me and saw an overweight hobbit who ought to be in the front row, if anywhere at all.

However, I stuck with the backs for the first session. A seventeen-year-old with enormous patience told me where to stand, when to run and what to do if I caught the ball. We ran around a bit and passed the ball to each other. In the words of Aleksandr the Meerkat, ‘Simples.’

One of the things that have impressed me about club rugby is that I can’t think of many other situations where a middle-aged fat bloke can interact socially with hoody-wearing teenagers. Probably the only other time it happens is when you’re being mugged. Talking to teenagers is normally unbearably painful. Add a rugby ball into the equation, however, and suddenly it seems to work. It turns out that they can actually be quite pleasant. The young man who looked after me at my first session on the playing fields of Warlingham Rugby Club did a great job and I’ve never looked back.

I did quickly realise, however, that I was never going to be a back. There really was an awful lot of running around involved. An independent assessment of my physique by the third-team captain, Mark O’Connor, suggested that I was the perfect stature to become a hooker. That’s the chap in the middle of the front row of the scrum who has the job of hooking back the ball with his foot, so that it pops out of the back of the scrum into the grateful hands of the scrum half.

I was delighted that my potential had been spotted so early – that someone had singled me out for this important and highly technical position. Little did I realise that Mark O’Connor, like every other club captain in every other club, would have the unenviable job of finding at least three people, week in week out, prepared to risk their necks in the middle of the scrum. Surrey physiotherapists were rubbing their cash registers with glee as another poor misguided fool volunteered for the front row.

As it turned out, hooking was a great job for me as someone completely new to the game who didn’t really know what was going on elsewhere on the pitch. I had two clear tasks and both of them were part of restarting the game. I had to throw the ball in at the line-out and hook the ball back in the scrum. The rest of the game was far too chaotic and complicated for me at that stage, and much of it still is.

As a hooker, I wasn’t going to have too many decisions to make about where to go and what to do. I could generally run around, keeping close enough to the play to look as if I was involved, whilst remaining just far enough away to avoid getting hurt. Then when the game stopped the referee would either call for a scrum or a line-out and then I had one or other of my two jobs to do.

So my position was sorted. I was beginning to feel ready for a proper game.
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It was never entirely clear how the actual games got organised. Senior-looking players were always very vague about when games would happen, who they would be with and what side would be playing. For a while it seemed that they were waiting for some proper players to emerge from somewhere, possibly when the cricket season ended, or the ground got softer, or Jupiter moved out of alignment with Saturn. There was talk of 4th sides, 5th sides, the As, the Extra As, the Vets, the Development Squad. A fog of confusion was carefully created so I carried on turning up for training and waited for the call.

Eventually it came. Someone called Bill rang. He was organising a team and I needed to meet him and the rest of the team at Warlingham Clubhouse at about 12.30 on Saturday. I explained that I had never played before, didn’t really understand the game and would need looking after, but I’d be happy to come on as a sub maybe for about ten minutes if that was all right. We agreed that would be fine and I invested in a pair of blue-and-white-striped club socks.

Saturday arrived and there I was, somewhat nervous at the clubhouse. Gradually it became apparent that efficiency and organisational prowess is not a common feature of rugby clubs. The apparently simple act of getting thirty players onto a rugby pitch is strewn with untold obstacles and pitfalls. After about an hour of waiting around, while a stressed and visibly balding middle-aged man made frantic phone calls, about a dozen of us got back into our cars and headed towards Battersea.

We sat in traffic for what seemed like an eternity and eventually made it to our opposition’s clubhouse and got changed. At this point I was still fairly relaxed as I assumed that the rest of the team would be arriving at some point and I would be able to watch from the touchline, warm up for a bit and then come on as a supersub for the final ten minutes.

About three minutes before the kick-off, Bill the captain said to me, ‘There’s been a bit of a change of plan. Sorry and all that but you’re starting and going to have to play a full game.’ I gulped. This was it. There was a half-hearted team talk and suddenly I was playing.

I must have been terrible. I had no idea what I was doing. I got in the way, fell over and gave the ball away to the opposition. But no one complained or moaned at me. No one seemed to mind. Eventually the game settled into a sort of rhythm, tries were scored and conversions were kicked.

At one point I found myself with the ball. I’ve no idea how it happened. I was lurking around at the back of a maul, trying to keep out of the way, and someone thrust a ball into my stomach. With a huge dollop of beginner’s luck I was off and running, having mysteriously got away from the pack of forwards before they’d noticed. I was going vaguely in the right direction, towards the opposition’s try line, with a lifetime’s supply of adrenalin pumping through my veins. As I recall it now, I ran for what felt like 40 or 50 yards. In reality it was probably more like 10 or 20. I ran for what felt like ages until two or three of the opposition headed towards me.

At this point I had no idea what to do. The only thing I had really learnt from the training was that you had to pass the ball backwards but I couldn’t see anyone on my side anywhere near me. I was clearly about to be torn limb from limb by the opposition players coming towards me at speed. In that situation the ball could potentially go in any direction. I couldn’t let the ball go forward. The only thing I could think of to do was throw the ball in a great loop over my head, in the hope that someone on my side would catch it and everyone else would leave me alone.

No one caught the ball and I got splattered anyway. The opposition picked up the ball and ran all the way back up the pitch. I was later fined a fiver for my random act of jettisoning the ball by the captain in the pub as he sought to raise funds for another round of drinks. It was an inauspicious debut but I was still quite chuffed to have done the William Webb-Ellis thing of picking up the ball and running with it for a bit. I was even more chuffed that the huge opposition prop referred to me as ‘Little legs’ throughout the rest of the game.

Over the last few years I have tried to recapture the adrenalin rush of that first match and that first run with the ball. Moments like it have been rare, but along the way I have met some great people and had some great experiences. I even rose to the dizzy heights of captain of Warlingham 4th XV and helped to steer it from being the third-worst side in the county to being the Surrey Foundation League Champions.

I have discovered a wonderful game, far removed from the professional televised glamour of international rugby, where ordinary blokes with ordinary jobs (and some extraordinary bellies) get together once in a while and have a great time rolling around in the mud. I hope to share some of the sheer joy of the sport that is amateur club rugby with you in the following chapters.





[image: ch_img.jpg]

Chapter 2

Training: Not for the

Faint-hearted

There is still something deep in the English sporting psyche that regards practising and training as something close to cheating. The true sporting gentleman should perform effortlessly without at any point being seen to try. However, my level of understanding of rugby was so low and my skills so remedial that I had to do something if I was to survive in my newfound sport.

I made every effort to get to training on a Tuesday and Thursday evening as often as I could. Rushing back from work and changing from my suit into odd bits of ill-fitting sportswear, I got myself onto the training pitch and tried to fathom out how the game was supposed to be played.

Although Warlingham was and is a warm and welcoming club, there was something painful and embarrassing about turning up to training when I really didn’t have the faintest idea what I was doing. As players arrive on the training pitch, the first thing they do is stand around gently throwing the ball to each other. That looked relatively straightforward. I’ve been able to throw a ball since I was a toddler. I could join in with that. What could be simpler?

Quite a lot, it turns out. As I joined the circle it became apparent that I couldn’t even manage to pass to someone standing a few feet away. Each time I attempted to throw the ball to someone, it would tumble through the air and fall short. Everyone else could, with a clever flick of the wrist, make it spin on its axis and glide aerodynamically to the next person. I desperately required special needs one-to-one tuition.

I have a much younger brother called Nathan who is my parents’ somewhat more successful attempt at producing a son and heir. Although we are roughly the same size, Nathan is a much better shape and eighteen years younger. He appeared on the scene just as I had left home for university. Years of intensive competitive gymnastics and first-team school rugby have put muscles on him in all the right places. He is a delightful, mild-mannered chap but hidden reserves of testosterone have given him the ability to turn on impressive levels of aggression on the pitch.

So it was to my little brother Nathan that I turned for some beginner’s tuition. He patiently took me through the basics of the game in our parents’ back garden, teaching me how to throw the ball and roughly what I should do if I ever caught it.

‘If you do get the ball, just hold onto it and run forwards as far as you can until someone stops you,’ he said. Sensible and delightfully simple advice, I thought.

This was all of course embarrassingly up the wrong way. It should have been me, in my role as an older brother, teaching him. There was such a big age gap that we hadn’t really grown up together. I’d missed the opportunity to practise the skills I would need for tackling people on a rugby pitch by gently beating him up whilst our parents weren’t looking. Instead Nathan was now patiently and painstakingly taking a dozy middle-aged man though the fundamentals of the game he had learnt at the age of eleven.

‘Erm… what about this tackling malarkey?’ I asked.

Apparently all I needed to do was get low and use my shoulder. Given I am already fairly low down to start with, this all seemed fairly doable.

Nathan took me through it at a walking pace. It was easy enough to get my arms round his thighs as he allowed me to stop him and pull him to the ground but it was all a little bit odd. He tried jogging towards me with the ball but that became a little more complicated as I struggled to work out which bit of me to put where. Nathan, who is training to be a doctor, at this stage began assessing me to see if there were any other symptoms of emerging mental illness. He began to wonder what on earth could be driving someone he had previously looked up to and respected to take up a sport so clearly unsuited to his physique, fitness and general cack-handedness. Before he decided to have me sectioned, I thought we had better call it a day. I was going to have to take my chances against real opposition.

It had been a very gentle introduction to the art of tackling. When I got back onto the Warlingham training pitch I was to discover quite how much pain could be involved in that particular aspect of the game.

One of the training drills used to develop tackling skills is known as a ‘one-on-one’. A rectangular strip of the pitch is marked out with little cones. On the coach’s signal, two players run to opposite ends of the strip. One of them then picks up a ball and tries to run to the far end past the other player who tries his best to stop him. One evening our coach, Neil Farmer (ponytail, teacher, possibly pottery), thought this would be a good idea and got us to line up in twos.

There was a little buzz of excitement as the players moved into position. The banter and the bravado went up a notch. A few scores were about to be settled, I suspected, as people prepared to stake their claim for selection in the first team on the strength of their tackling prowess.

As with most training exercises, my strategy was to drift around at the back of the crowd, watching the first few keen beans demonstrate what we were supposed to be doing. Pairs of players in front of me split up, ran round opposite ends of the cones and then met in the middle. A shimmy here, a tackle there. It all looked relatively straightforward. Some of the tackles looked quite hard but everyone seemed to emerge reasonably unscathed. As I got to the front of the queue, I was paired with someone called Kieron, a shaven-headed prop, who, to be honest, didn’t look terribly fast.

The coach gave the signal and I ran to my left, around the cone and collected the ball. Then instantly, out of nowhere, a bald head accompanied by a very hard shoulder bone and powered by 18 stone of muscle crashed into my midriff with a thud. I hit the ground like a dollop of wet Christmas pudding mix and faintly heard a congratulatory cheer from the watching players.

After a little while, I realised that I couldn’t actually breathe at all. I felt like I had had all the air knocked out of my lungs and there was no way they were going to be persuaded to inhale ever again. Collapsed in a heap on the floor, I made a few groaning noises as I struggled to get some air. I wondered vaguely whether this would be how it all ended. I’d had a reasonable innings, I supposed; married, a couple of nice children, some interesting jobs and some good friends. I hadn’t really made my mark on the world yet, though, and it seemed a shame that it would all end on a cold wet rugby pitch, in the arms of a pottery teacher with a ponytail.

Neil tried to get me breathing again by lifting my shoulders up with his arms under my armpits, and Lacey, the club physiotherapist, made reassuring noises. Slowly, after what seemed like an age, in small, shallow gasps, I started breathing again. I wasn’t going to die just yet, but I also wasn’t going to be doing one-on-one tackling drills with the first-team front row again in a hurry.

At the lower levels of the game, the training pitch would appear to be a much more hazardous place than the game itself. Midweek sessions see workplace frustrations and bitter internal club rivalries worked out with brutal regularity. Competitive leagues normally sort players into roughly the same levels of ability. Club training sessions routinely pit pumped-up 1st-team adrenalin junkies against unfit novices trying to learn the game or rusty returners hoping to remember some of their moves. Over the last few years I have incurred far more injuries from training pitch mismatches and mishaps than I have ever encountered in competitive games against other clubs.

The most dangerous moment on the training pitch, however, is when someone suggests a 1st v 2nd team match. If you ever hear this suggestion, you should remember a very important appointment somewhere else and head straight to your car or bicycle, or failing that hide under a table in the committee room. A 1st v 2nd training match is far more deadly than any local derby and will inevitably end badly. The only reason such games are suggested in the first place is because a handful of players are disgruntled at having been left out of the 1st team and have something to prove. Bruised egos make for bad-tempered boys and even bigger bruises elsewhere.

As a novice I wasn’t prepared for quite the level of animosity when I huddled in with the second string for a pre-match team talk before my inaugural 1st v 2nd contest. I thought we were all friends here and although we were on different sides we were still members of the same club. I couldn’t have been more wrong. A young barrister and aspiring local politician was firing up his fellow 1st-team rejects using his best courtroom oratory skills and he was not best pleased. Cruelly overlooked for a 1st-team place, he was very clear that this was to be a serious competitive game and he was looking for our support as he asserted his 1st-team claim.

The coach had decided to play with the 1st team in order to make up the numbers, and after about ten minutes of intensive rugby found himself at the bottom of a ruck in close proximity to our young barrister. No one really knows for sure what happened next but as the ruck broke up, the barrister emerged with a cheeky grin, followed by a very angry-looking coach, who then proceeded to chase him around the pitch, screaming and swearing until someone held him back. The barrister never made it back into the 1st team after that but felt, somehow, that he had made his point.

Fortunately, in between the training field bust-ups and breakdowns, some more useful lessons were learnt. Generous and patient coaches and fellow players taught me the finer points of being a hooker; how to angle my body in the scrum and signal to the scrum half so that I could time my strike for the ball perfectly and win scrums where my side had the put-in. I was taught how to arch my back, which had spent far too many years hunched over a computer keyboard, to launch a decent line-out throw. If at any point the drills began to look a bit too violent for my liking I would toddle off to the try line and practise getting my line-out throws in a straight line and at the perfect height by aiming for a little strip of gaffer tape on the goalposts.

Patience seemed to me to be the greatest virtue of the club. I was always amazed at how tolerant and indulgent all the coaches were as I fumbled and dropped my way through every training session.
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Warlingham is a club which seems to get through at least two head coaches every season. The stresses of this job are many and might explain the high turnover. First a coach has to find something to do for between twenty and forty agitated and frustrated young men for one or two evenings a week. These are the keen ones, who are desperate for the status and recognition of winning a place in the 1st team and make up the bulk of the players at training. The few middle-aged ones like me are happy to jog around the periphery of the training field and are very easily pleased. A selection of drills and exercises need to be organised that are interesting and challenging enough to keep everyone entertained but simple enough to be understood by your average front row.

Coaches have to cajole and encourage as many people as possible to come up and train and then find ways to keep them all involved as they then fail to make it into the 1st team. They have to be impartial selectors even though the only reason they got involved in coaching in the first place was to support and encourage their own offspring. They have to compete for the time and attention of the fittest and most naturally imposing young men in the area.

Every Saturday afternoon, coaches then proceed to pump their charges full of confidence, adrenalin, testosterone and alcohol in roughly equal measures on and around the pitch, before unleashing them on the nearest pubs and clubs in the evening. The following week, they have to extract the players from the hangover, hospital or police cell they ended up in and start the process all over again. Little wonder so few last the season.

The other problem is that most coaches are former players. They may have been good players, in which case the skills that may have made them great on the pitch – aggression, brute force and easy recourse to violence – tend not to make them all that good at the more subtle art of coaching. Alternatively, they were poor players, with little clue about the game, but keen to cling on and around the sport in some way or another. These coaches often are better communicators, talking a good talk. They may get away with the job for a few weeks, but eventually the senior players begin to realise that there is little or no substance behind their fine words. Gradually their position is undermined, they are ignored and the players return to beating each other up at training to pass the time.

The best coaches have to have played at a sufficiently high level to command respect but have retained sufficient brain cells to be able to communicate in words of more than one syllable. One of the best I encountered at Warlingham was Nick Robinson, not the BBC Political Editor but someone who had played rugby at a reasonably senior level for some years but managed to extract himself from the game soon enough to have kept most of his mental faculties intact.

Robbo, as he was known, managed to retain a level of respect and affection from the senior players by playing alongside them every now and again to show that he still ‘had it’ and drinking them all under the table with alarming regularity. With me he showed the sort of patience and understanding that is normally reserved for primary school children being taught to read or little old ladies trying to master the use of the Internet.

At my first few training sessions, when I really did not have a clue, Robbo somehow managed to find something I had done to be positive about and keep me turning up. (‘Well done there, you remembered to pass the ball backwards that time.’) Most coaches adopt a straightforward and instinctive approach of insults and obscenities to get their point across. Robbo was a rare exception.

Games of touch rugby, where the more violent elements of the game are removed, allowed me to get a bit fitter and learn how and where to position myself on the pitch. Pacing myself carefully, I very occasionally managed to catch a pass and run a bit. Following Nathan’s advice, I would just put my head down and run forwards in a straight line until somebody stopped me. That seemed to be vaguely useful taking my side up the pitch a few yards. I could leave the younger and fitter ones to make all the fancy sidesteps, switch-passes and try-scoring breaks.

And then it happened. I caught a ball and simultaneously found a gap in between two players who at that precise moment were fractionally more out of breath than I was. Seeing the opportunity, my little legs seemed to gain a little burst of speed and I was through, running towards the try line with a clear view and the ball in my hand. There was a cry from behind me of ‘Go on, Gaugey,’ and I could see someone out of the corner of my eye running to try and catch me. But I was already far enough ahead and got over the try line just in time. Scoring my first try, albeit in a game of touch, was a simple but enormously satisfying pleasure. It made me realise that this was clearly a far better way to spend a midweek evening than vegetating in front of a soap opera on the TV. I was pathetically happy with this minor triumph. As I jogged back to join the rest of my team, I got a bit carried away and went to high-five Dave Halliwell, a rather tall second-row player – before realising I might have to stand on a chair to make contact.
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