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DEDICATION

This dedication is a little out of the ordinary in as much as the list is rather long. There are many people who have made winning the World Cup in 2003 possible. So, with my sincerest gratitude, I would like to dedicate this book to:

First and foremost, my family: Jayne, Jess, Joe and Freddie. My love and extra special thanks for all of your love and support. I would also like to thank family and friends for caring for my family in my absence.

The England World Cup Management Team: Andy Robinson, Phil Larder, Phil Keith-Roach, Dave Reddin, Dave Alred, Simon Hardy, Tony Biscombe, Simon Kemp, Sherylle Calder, Louise Ramsay, Richard Wegrzyk, Barney Kenny, Phil Pask, Dave Tennison, Steve Lander, Richard Smith, Dave Campbell and Richard Prescott – we have been on an incredible journey together. You have been fantastic in every way.

The elite rugby players in the World Cup squad: Martin Johnson, Ben Kay, Ben Cohen, Jason Leonard, Joe Worsley, Dan Luger, Paul Grayson, Danny Grewcock, Kyran Bracken, Mike Tindall, Matt Dawson, Stuart Abbott, Lawrence Dallaglio, Martin Corry, Jonny Wilkinson, Iain Balshaw, Neil Back, Trevor Woodman, Lewis Moody, Julian White, Dorian West, Mark Regan, Andy Gomarsall, Will Greenwood, Josh Lewsey, Phil Vickery, Steve Thompson, Richard Hill, Jason Robinson, Mike Catt and Simon Shaw. Add to these those players that have also contributed to the success of the squad – you have collectively risen to the challenge set before you by each of the coaching team. You should all, rightly so, be proud of what you have achieved through your dedication and hard work. What has impressed me the most, however, was the high level of standards you adhered to under intense pressure.

All those people who have worked with us over the last seven years – in the RFU, in our corporate sponsor companies, and in the Zurich Premiership clubs around the country, thank you for getting behind us when we needed it most.

And finally, the millions of rugby supporters, club members and sports fans, simply thank you for your support.

Special Acknowledgements

I would like to thank the team at Hodder and Stoughton for their great assistance in producing this book. My publisher Roddy Bloomfield for his great patience and trust, James Hughes for his invaluable help reviewing the 80+ matches in my England career, Maggie Body for her copy editing, John Griffiths for compiling the match statistics and Bob Vickers for his page layout and design.

I wish to acknowledge and thank Fletcher Potanin from Solutions Press Business Publishing in Australia. Writing this book with his assistance has been a great pleasure. Fletcher, now living in Australia with his family, is originally from the USA. He came to this story with no preconceived notions of the tradition of England rugby or of the game in general. As such we were able to give the rise of England’s success a new perspective. He is a businessman specialising in the transformation of company cultures and the development of specialised business systems.

Jayne has also spent countless hours in helping me write this book. Thank you, Betsy.
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A SPECIAL NOTE

This book covers four decades; it is primarily about the two careers of my life that ran side by side until 1997. From then, it’s a story about the transformation of an international team into world champions.

Highly sensitive, competitive information about the work of the England coaches is just that and not for publishing; so, too, the intimate details of players and their experiences with England. This is not a book about gossip, for which I make no apologies.

Since this book covers many years over the course of my life and an intense seven-year period with England, I have tried to record the people, places and events as best I can recollect. I apologise in advance for any inadvertent error on my part or if I have forgotten to mention anyone specifically.

I have tried to write a book that reflects where my ideas have originated and to include key events and people who have been integral to the success of the team. This in turn should explain how and why we won the World Cup in November 2003.


PRELUDE: WINNING! DOESN’T HAPPEN IN A STRAIGHT LINE

Martin Johnson has it. He drives. There’s thirty-five seconds to go. This is the one … It’s coming back for Jonny Wilkinson … He drops for World Cup glory … It’s up … It’s over! He’s done it! Jonny Wilkinson is England’s hero yet again. And there’s no time for Australia to come back. England have just won the World Cup … – Ian Robertson, BBC Radio Five Live 22 Nov. 2003.

In that one moment, everything came together for England rugby. Our six-year campaign of vast change, great learning, team bonding and incredible vision by many people was completed with a fairytale ending. You couldn’t have scripted it any better – Martin Johnson driving up the pitch towards the goal posts, leading the England team brilliantly in the most critical moment of his career, Matt Dawson at scrum half controlling the ball and the game as always, firing back to Jonny Wilkinson for the drop kick he’d been practising relentlessly for a decade in preparation for that one moment. Combine that with the extraordinary effort of the other twelve men on the pitch, the seven on the bench and the nine players in the squad who weren’t selected to play in the World Cup final in Sydney – they worked just as hard, if not harder, during the tournament than those who were fortunate enough to be selected – combine their efforts with the eighteen management and support team on tour, and what you have is a group of thoughtful, committed individuals who have, without a doubt, changed the world of international rugby.

Until this team came together, England rugby hadn’t managed to string together more than three wins in a row against any southern-hemisphere rugby team for more than a hundred years. Our victory in Sydney was the first win for England in a major sporting event since the 1966 Football World Cup. I’m told that on the Saturday morning when the final was telecast live in England, the Automobile Association reported an additional 10,000,000 cars were off the road than otherwise would have been. The celebrations since our return have been massive, more than anyone involved with the team expected. Clearly something has happened. In a nation starved of sporting success, it seems winning the Rugby World Cup has inspired a nation.

It has been a magic time for England rugby, but it wasn’t always this way. Not long ago our sport was clearly behind on the world stage.

Transformation

England rugby has undergone a massive transformation. In the last decade one of the largest amateur sports the world has ever known made the transition to a professional game. Here in England, more than anywhere else, the game has been through an immense period of adjustment moving into this new era. This change has been felt at the grass roots level of the game, the club level, and right through to the organisational level of the RFU, or Rugby Football Union. Without this period of growth and adjustment at all levels of the game, it simply would not have been possible to build the infrastructure essential to achieving the victory which we have all dreamed of for so long. Consequently, winning in Sydney was the culmination of a huge effort by ultimately thousands of people who pioneered this period of change in our sport. Without it our success would not have been possible.

The whole of England rugby has travelled a long hard road in the last decade, resulting in the glory of England’s victory, but nowhere has that change been more pronounced than in the elite England international set-up since 1997. The England camp of today is so vastly different to just seven years ago that it is almost beyond comparison. In 1997 the RFU selected me as the first full-time professional head coach in England’s history. Little did anyone know the whirlwind of events which that appointment would set in motion, least of all me. We practically started from scratch in building the coaching systems and processes that would eventually lead us to the 2003 World Cup. The England set-up has grown into a comprehensive professional coaching and management team, and we have travelled an incredible journey from the bottom of international rugby right to the top as World Cup champions.

Winning!

Our success has not been a continual series of victories. We have had a number of devastating setbacks; how these are handled is the mark of a great team. When you read about them, you might agree to a certain extent that it is a minor miracle England rugby has managed to produce a winning side at all. It has been against all odds, but winning does not happen in a straight line. Through trials and tribulations, great victories and stunning defeats, the elite England team of coaches, management and players has stuck together to pursue our vision of arriving at the World Cup as the world number one ranked team, the odds-on favourite to win the tournament, and the best-prepared England rugby team ever to step onto the pitch.

This is also the story of my personal journey in the pursuit of winning in sport. From the time I first felt the passion sport could bring to my life, through a series of frustrating personal obstacles, to my international playing career, success in business and beyond. In my life I have always been searching for a fleeting and elusive sensation that is best described as ‘winning’, but in a different way from what most people understand. Playing rugby, both at club level and at international level, I learnt that you can win and yet feel like you’ve played the worst game of your life. You can lose but feel like you’ve played the best rugby of your life. It is clear there is more to winning than just putting points on the scoreboard.

Rare, even for the best elite teams, is the combination of playing flawlessly as individuals, fluidly as a team, and winning convincingly. But when you do, it’s as deeply meaningful and satisfying as any sensation in the world. This is the higher ideal which true sportspeople dream about. This is Winning! It’s about thinking of performance at the highest level, being the best and most prepared, getting more from the human body and human synergy than anyone else. Our victory has been a testament to the fact that in the year of the World Cup, our organisation worked better to achieve these aims than any other in international rugby.

So my story is as much a journey to discover what winning meant to me as a challenge to find out how to win in the new modern professional rugby environment. Not surprisingly, I would discover that in any team Winning! is only possible when everyone in the organisation is working well as a team, the leaders are offering strong guidance and inspiration by example, and the team is fully supported in its endeavours by its management, sponsors and fans. But, interestingly, some of my greatest insights into winning have not come from sport.

Business and sport

It’s no secret that the business world has always had a fascination with sport; but having been involved in both business and rugby in England at the highest level, my mindset was and is totally different. I felt sport should have a huge fascination with business. When I started as coach, I was determined to run the England rugby team like a business, so over the years I’ve canvassed hundreds of sources for new business techniques in line with all my experiences in the corporate and small-business world. In finding what would work best for England rugby, I have brought together hundreds of business concepts in a totally new way. After many years in business and coaching, I’ve found that the principles that apply to coaching successfully also apply to business. Consequently the story of how we built a world-class team is also an account of all the business ideas that we have brought to our sporting set-up, for it is our off-the-pitch systems and processes that have created the environment of preparation for our country’s best players to be victorious in Sydney.

In business, British companies are among the most successful in the world. It has always intrigued me why British national sporting teams seem incapable of winning. In so many areas we are leaders in setting world standards. In the arts and sciences, in business and banking, in the military, even in the invention and proliferation of sports like rugby, the English have proved successful.

So why, if we can win in those areas, can’t we win in the sporting arena? I think it has to do with a very strong prevailing culture of ‘participation’ in our sporting history. It’s something I encountered to my frustration in my youth, and I continued to struggle with it right into my international rugby career. This overwhelming emphasis on playing sport for the sake of ‘how you play the game’ was completely at odds with the way I am. I wanted to compete. I wanted to be the best. I wanted to win. My life in sport seems to have been a fight against the prevailing culture of participation in favour of winning.

The Corinthian spirit

It appears not to be a new struggle. Sportsmen in England have been aware of it for quite a few decades. Recently I picked up a book, the cherished family heirloom of a friend of mine, titled Theory of Modern Rugby and written in 1930 by I.M.B. Stuart, an assistant master at Harrow School. The book’s Introduction gave me considerable insight into the very reason why England has not been winning at sport on an international stage.


We have taught the world games, we have taught the world the true spirit in which to play those games, and if we no longer hold pride of place as players of the game, it matters nothing so long as we Britishers always continue to be looked up to as the truest ‘players of the game’ in the world. That is our greatest heritage, and one that I trust will be regarded as our most closely guarded possession – that the prize counts for nothing in comparison with the spirit in which it is struggled for. In other words, that the ‘Spirit of the game’ is the prize.

We wonder why it is that other countries can defeat us at most sports, and the answer is to be found, not in that they are physically more endowed than we are, but that they have the temperament to practise doggedly their weakness, and endeavour to improve before they proceed any further. The Englishman, on the other hand, refuses to identify his weakness and practise assiduously to correct it. For this reason, the average Rugby footballer cannot place-kick. He refuses to practise, what he calls ‘drudge work’, except just now and then.



When I read that last part, I thought how fitting that it was the golden boot of Jonny Wilkinson that kicked us to victory. That winning drop kick was the centre point of a strategy that we’d practised over and over again; Jonny performed the assigned task that he’d practised thousands of hours to accomplish. His story is the exact opposite of the Corinthian spirit that has seemed to form the prevailing culture of English sport for centuries. In a highly competitive environment, in the elite sporting environment of international rugby, that spirit of ‘participation’ has had a disastrous effect over many decades of elite competitive rugby. It is only through the incredible effort of a select few individuals, motivated by a stronger competitive force, that we have managed to stem the tide and change the course of England’s sporting history.

I cannot begin to explain the feelings of gratitude that I have for the coaches and the rest of the management team and the players, brilliantly headed by Martin Johnson. It has been my intention in writing this book to try and set down the actions and course of events that this group of people and I have undergone in bringing the World Cup home. This is the story of England’s rise to the top of the rugby world. A story of hard work, ingenuity, intense preparation … and perhaps even destiny.


1

MY FIRST DAY ON THE JOB

I really enjoy the drive into Twickenham. Crossing the bridge over the Whitton rail line on the A316, I catch a glimpse of it over the rooftops and through the oak trees. A change comes over me. I can feel myself breathing just that little bit harder. The internationally famous cauldron materialises in front of me as I drive past Harlequins where my senior rugby career started all those years ago.

It’s not a match day so the place is empty, but even in its apparent silence Twickenham hums with energy. It is a truly awesome ground – the home of England rugby. Little did I know that this home would soon become a fortress.

As a player, this place filled me with pride and brought out my best. Just walking onto the pitch in 1980 with the English Rose on my chest, I felt physically larger, stronger. Here I am, seventeen years later. I wonder will it be the same? I’m the England coach now. Will I feel the same raw anticipation and excitement?

Driving around the massive stadium to the administration building, I’m struck by the heritage of this great institution. Some 130 years of history and expectations leave a legacy. In my head I hear the chattering voices of a long line of coaches who have come before me. ‘Do you think he has it?’ I hear them ask. ‘Is he up to the job?’ ‘Is he the man to lead us to victory?’

Pulling into the car park, I am about to find out.

All the numbered spaces are full, so I turn into the one marked ‘visitor’, gather up my phone and briefcase, and head for the entrance. It is an overcast, muggy September day. The revolving door is still moving as I approach. I wait my turn and push through to the inside.

Dark clouds looming

‘… OK … right you are, then. Bye-bye.’

A cheerful receptionist finishes her call and looks up from her computer screen.

‘Hello. How can I help?’ she asks with a smile.

‘Hi, I’m Clive Woodward.’

‘And you’re here to see …?’ Another smile.

‘I’m here to see Don Rutherford.’

Don is director of rugby for the Rugby Football Union.

‘I wasn’t informed of any visitors. Do you have an appointment?’ she asks, her face turning quizzical.

‘Just one minute, please,’ and before I can say anything she has the phone to her ear.

I tap my pen on the cover of my diary and glance around the reception area. A pot plant in the corner looks like it hasn’t seen genuine sunshine in months, and it’s suffering for it.

‘I have a Mr Woodward in reception for Mr Rutherford. He doesn’t have an appointment.’ Then, after a slight pause, ‘Yes … right … oh, of course. OK, thanks for that.’ She turns, ‘I’m very sorry, Mr Woodward …’

‘Please call me Clive.’

‘Of course, Mr Woodward. Mr Rutherford will be right down to see you. Would you please wait right over there? He will only be a few minutes.’ She points to the chairs directly to her right, next to the plant.

It’s not yet 9 a.m. and I guess this wasn’t the welcome I was expecting from my new employers. Perhaps I was meant to start next Monday? How odd. Sitting on the faded lounge I notice a few rugby magazines that are months out of date. Friday’s paper is draped across the chair opposite. The room is stark and bare. There are no pictures of rugby players to be seen anywhere. Nothing to indicate this is the home of English rugby save the obvious presence of the stadium over my shoulder. I had been into thousands of receptions in my business life. This one would have to rank as one of the least inspiring I’d ever seen.

Lightning strikes

After fifteen minutes, Don Rutherford comes down the stairs into reception. I’d known Don for years. Don had been at the helm of England rugby for more than two decades. He is highly respected by most in the game, including me. I am pleased to see him.

‘Clive. We didn’t expect you. What are you doing here?’

Maybe Don had his wires crossed as well. After all, he had been responsible for finalising my contract.

‘I’m here to start work. Normally I’ll be in by 7 a.m., but it’s only day one, so I thought I’d give you all a bit of time. I’d like to settle into my office, you know, and get things started.’

‘Oh … but you’re the coach. We thought you’d work from home and go out to the players and the clubs. What do you need an office for?’

Clunk. The penny dropped. After seventeen years in business I thought I was a pretty sharp negotiator, only to suddenly realise I had completely forgotten to discuss the most obvious of necessities in my contract, an office and a phone.

‘Don, I’m the full-time coach now. I need to work from an office at Twickenham, not at home. Could I meet my secretary and we’ll sort out the office later?’

‘A secretary? What for? Your place is out on the pitch with the players. Why would you need a secretary?’

Looking back, I realise Don wasn’t being deliberately difficult. He was in uncharted territory. I was the first professional coach in the RFU’s history. For example, the previous coach, Jack Rowell, had several businesses to run while doing the job, and so needed a hands-on director like Don just to get the job done. It was the way things had been run for decades, perhaps forever. I was now the first professional coach, and clearly I was being employed to get results with none of the excuses of the amateur era.

‘I’ve come here to do a job, Don. Most mornings except match days I’ll be here to work. To start I’ll need an office, phone, a computer and a secretary …’

‘But we don’t have an office prepared for you,’ Don says.

 ‘Then I’ll just start work here in reception until one is ready. I have a mobile phone and several calls to make. Let’s just stop all this and get on with it.’

‘OK, wait here and I’ll see what I can do.’

I turn, plant myself in the chair and open my briefcase on the coffee table while Don walks back up the stairs. The receptionist, who at first pretended not to listen, is staring at me aghast.

‘Looks like I’ll be sharing your reception for a while! What’s your name?’

‘Emily,’ she replies.

‘Hi, Emily. Nice to meet you. Can I get you a coffee?’ I say in return, starting to see the amusing side of the situation. Honestly, I was looking around to see if Jeremy Beadle or the Candid Camera guys were about to leap out from behind the flower pot.

Getting on with the job

I pick up the mobile and call Fran Cotton, who had been the key figure in securing my appointment.

‘Fran, it’s Clive. I knew this job was going to be tough, but it just got tougher and its only 9.30 a.m. on day one!’

Fran Cotton and I go back a long way. We first met playing for England in 1980. Fran was at the pinnacle of his career, a hero of his time and still one to me and many others, while I was just starting out as the youngest member of the team, enjoying every moment. In one area we definitely saw eye-to-eye right from the start. We both believed the England rugby team had the potential to be the best in the world. For the last year Fran had been working to that end as a member of the management board of the RFU, his remit largely covering the wellbeing of the international team.

‘That’s right,’ I say after explaining the situation. ‘We forgot to put an office in the contract.’ The whole situation really was highly amusing. He, like me, saw the funny side of the problem. ‘As we speak I think someone’s trying to find me one. Could be ages.’

The tornado hits

That afternoon a space was cobbled together for me. It was actually just a desk in the middle of the open-plan office on the northern end of the second floor. I think they might have found someone away on holiday and thrown all their possessions into a box. It was several months and numerous internal committee meetings before I eventually got my own office. Quite simply there was no space. They were totally unprepared to have a coach in the building. A secretary was eventually allocated to me whom I shared with two other people. Fully understanding the importance of a top secretary, this was not a great start and still to this day I cannot believe I overlooked it in my negotiations. It wasn’t ideal, but it would have to do.

I now realise I must have been a tornado on a quiet autumn day. I never set out to deliberately shake things up, but I already believed I knew what it would take to build the world’s best rugby team and it wasn’t the old way of doing things. We would not achieve the results we all dreamed of with the same old level of thinking. If our goal was not just to win in Europe, which we had done in the past, but to win on the world stage, then we had to start doing things totally differently.

Rugby union had been an amateur sport in England, managed almost entirely by volunteers, for more than a hundred years. Now, as the first professional coach, I reported directly to a council of fifty-seven members who were all amateur officials and unpaid for their efforts. They in turn ran the game through the management board which represented them and also included some full-time professional staff. While there was a director of rugby who worked closely with the chairman of the management board, the RFU effectively had no full-time executive officer responsible for running the organisation. The board had been searching for twelve months, but had been unable to decide on the right person for the job. It was nearly another year after my appointment before the position would finally be filled. Imagine a business with revenues in the tens of millions of pounds that effectively had no full-time leader.

It was a huge organisation with a volunteer mentality, but the game had turned professional and a new era was upon us. The pressures of cultural change were mounting, and I was only the beginning. Unfortunately, some lost sight of what we were trying to achieve and hung on to the old ways too tightly. I’m sure they experienced great pain during that period, perhaps believing that the values and ideals they held so dear were being trampled by commercial interests and the onset of professionalism.

I’d like to take this opportunity to apologise to all those upon whose toes I stepped in my haste to get the job done in those very early days. Thank you for your decades of faithful stewardship of this great game. I hope that in time, and with our recent success for England rugby, you will see that we have protected those values and ideals, and that they prosper in the current England set-up just as strongly, and possibly more strongly, than in the amateur era.

I owe particular gratitude to Don Rutherford, director of rugby. Don was a leading figure in English rugby and had devoted his entire life to its care. Don had taken the game to a new level, but if we were serious about our quest to be the best in the world – and that was now my main reason for getting up in the morning – it was my job to question everything to do with playing and coaching England and to try and move it to a level that no one thought possible – an elite level.

England won the World Cup six years later because we had an outstanding group of players and for the first time in our history, compared to all our opponents, we had the most intense preparation, the most exhaustive analysis, and the strongest process for nurturing a powerful team spirit both on and off the pitch. Most importantly, we had a strong, dynamic organisational culture that fully supported our new approach. Without it, our systems would have been built on a foundation of sand and wouldn’t have weathered the mildest of storms. My first few years as coach of the England team were a tumultuous battle between old and new, radical versus conventional.

That confrontation of beliefs was pivotal to our success. By having to fight so hard for even the smallest of changes, we were forced to question, scrutinise and vigorously defend everything we did. Although seemingly not helpful at the time, it actually was the greatest catalyst for innovation we could have had.

Now it’s easy to see how it all so innocently began. I can’t believe I didn’t see it coming. To understand why old and new quickly squared off so resolutely against each other, you have to hear how I came to be in the job in the first place.


2

ANSWERING THE CALL

The summer of 1997 was the quiet before the storm. Life was good, I had three great kids – Jessica 11, Joseph 9 and Freddie 2 – my lovely wife Jayne, a successful leasing business, and a six handicap in golf, a game I was starting to take very seriously with a view to getting to scratch. I had just completed a great run as a coach, guiding two rugby club sides, Henley and London Irish, to the top of their respective tables, and I now had a part-time professional coaching role which allowed me to continue running my business while working with Andy Robinson at Bath where the team was really coming together. Andy and I had also been coaching the England Under-21 side together for a couple of seasons.

And yet I still felt something was missing. That’s why I’ll never forget the phone call that was to change my life. I was in my office in Stubbings House, a lovely old building just outside Maidenhead.

‘Clive, it’s Don Rutherford,’ the distinctive voice said. ‘Your name has come up as a possible candidate for England coach …’

I listened very attentively, saying nothing but taking in the somewhat extraordinary news.

‘You’re an outside chance, but a few members of the management board want to take a look at you. Firstly, would you be interested?’

‘Thanks for the call, Don. Of course I’m interested. It’s a huge opportunity …’

‘The board is meeting tonight. Why don’t I come round afterwards so we can discuss this further and I can update you on what they are thinking? Where exactly do you live?’

I told him. We set a time and hung up.

After the call I sat there with my brain really ticking over, a million and one questions going through my head at once. Did I want it? Could I make a difference? If I didn’t do it, who would? How could I do it and run my business at the same time? Then again, when someone offers you the chance to coach your country at your sport, how could you ever say no? My mind exploded into all the areas I could change and improve. I knew then that if Don offered me the job it would be an interesting time ahead for England rugby, to put it mildly. For as long as I could remember I’d had huge issues with the way England were playing and being coached. This was an opportunity for me to put my money where my mouth was.

Then again, what was I thinking? Of course I was only an outside choice, recalling Don’s words. I’d had a relatively short, albeit successful, coaching career – as an amateur coach. Rugby had just gone professional. This was the job surely every coach wanted, and there were a dozen highly qualified, full-time professional coaches who had many more years of experience than I. They were all highly traditional, trustworthy, and safe and had strong ties with the RFU. I was completely different in my coaching style, off the wall to some. Almost everything I did seemed to ruffle feathers. I had little chance, or did I?

My obsessions

I’m passionate about four things in life: first my family, second my business, third rugby and lastly sport in general – especially football where I still vividly recall the success of England in 1966. Interesting, considering I was just ten at the time.

Family, business, rugby, sport – in that order. That’s my life. Nothing outside of those four things rates a mention. Jayne says I’m totally obsessive. She is probably right but it’s just me.

Obviously a high-profile position such as England coach would be demanding and would impact upon my family and my business. This wasn’t a decision I could make alone. I left work early that day. I wondered what Jayne would think.

The sacrifices the family would have to make for me to do this job successfully would be huge. I was certain that the upside to me doing this job would far outweigh the downside, but I knew there would be times, especially if things were not going well on the pitch, that this philosophy would be hard to maintain.

Indeed there have been many incidents over the last few years when I or the team have come in for huge and scathing criticism, and it has helped that the family has known how to deal with it. The best example would be only a few months after taking the job. I was taking Jess to swimming lessons early one Sunday morning. She was twelve years old and had just started school at Queen Anne’s in Caversham. England had played five games under my leadership and we didn’t have a great record! I had Radio Five on when suddenly Will Carling came on the radio live from his home stating that the RFU had made a huge mistake and demanding that I should be sacked. I decided to leave the radio on, thinking that this was all part of it. When Carling finally finished his tirade of abuse I turned it off and was just about to have a grown-up conversation with my darling twelve-year-old. She would have to learn how to handle these sorts of comments.

That’s when she blurted out, ‘Dad, don’t listen to a word people like him say … anyone with half a brain knows where he is coming from.’ Jess, of course, was very loyal to her dad, but hers was an understanding way beyond her years.

There would be downsides to this job, but I believed talking everything through and explaining situations as they came up would really help Jess and Joe to have a balanced perspective on this part of their life, and we’ve done the same with Freddie as he has grown up. Importantly, we always try to see the amusing side of things, even in times of crisis.

I knew, driving home to Jayne that afternoon, that doing this job would mean that my family too would have to learn how to handle the good times and the bad.

Jayne understands me better than anyone. We both married other people as soon as we left university. Both marriages ended within a comparatively short space of time without either of us having children, so when the time came Jayne and I made a fresh start together. We have been together for more than twenty years. Jayne has supported me in everything I’ve done; without her it might not have happened. I think Jayne should write a book, actually – How to Survive and Flourish while Living with an Obsessive Sportsman. It would make fascinating reading. Going home that evening I knew she would completely understand what it would take to do this job.

‘What are you doing home so early?’ she asked.

‘Just need to talk to you about something. Would you like a cup of tea?’ I could tell she was worried. This was unusual behaviour for me – I never came home early!

 ‘Don Rutherford called me this afternoon. Look, it’s probably nothing, but …’

 ‘What a fantastic opportunity!’ she said with a smile before I could completely finish.

Like everyone else, Jayne had been following the drama of who would be the next coach. She knew I would love a chance at this job and would be really frustrated if I couldn’t at least have a crack at putting my case forward. I knew I could do the job and wanted to make a real difference and yet, because I had a business career and had not moved into professional coaching at club level, I assumed they were not even thinking of me. The whole process of how the appointment was being made had caused me to be even more disillusioned with the RFU than ever before. They had been considering all sorts of coaches outside of the RFU, including non-English people, when I felt they had potentially the best candidates right here in this country

Only a few months earlier, while in Australia coaching the Under-21s, I had shared a cup of tea with Don Rutherford and he too asked me my opinion on the three leading candidates for the job. So it was clear I wasn’t on his list of top choices. Whereas I was in business, it seemed that everyone else who had moved into full-time professional coaching had come from an education background. It might have been relatively easy for them to move into full-time coaching as the remuneration was usually slightly better. However, I simply could not afford to go from the business world into full-time coaching on the same terms. Furthermore, this position would be decided behind closed doors. The job was not advertised, and they weren’t using any form of professional head-hunter, hence there was no formal method of applying for the job, so how could they possibly have known I was interested? To me the whole process was a shambles, and accurately reflected how totally unprepared the RFU were for the professional game. Even the process of selecting a head coach had become a cause of amusement and ridicule by many in the media.

Resolution: this time it will be different

Whilst talking to Jayne our conversation soon turned to what would happen in the unlikely event I was selected for the position. Tentatively we talked through what it would mean: early mornings, late nights, games on weekends, months away on tour each year … all part and parcel of high-pressure, high-stakes international rugby. I could see reality sinking in. Jayne was no stranger to my hours of work. She was used to me running my business as she worked in it with me and understood the commitment of coaching rugby at the same time – not to mention the golf – so it was really not too different from how my business life ran anyway. But this job came with a lot of extra baggage, one major issue being intense media scrutiny.

‘But what are we talking about?’ I said. ‘It’s an outside chance and will probably never come to that.’

‘You must really go for it, Clive. If you don’t, you’ll always regret it. The important question is, if you can’t do it on your terms, then is there any point in you doing it?’

It was a key point.

Up until now, I had been successful as a coach in club rugby when I had done things completely my way. When faced with an obstacle, I generally managed to sidestep it by thinking on my feet rather than confronting it head on. My approach frustrated some people, but in that regard I never really tried to work within the traditional coaching framework. I was fortunate that my business could heavily subsidise my desire to coach rugby successfully. There was nothing new in this – this was the amateur way. It was my way of putting something back into the game, just as thousands of others had done and many still do in the amateur areas of the game. Sometimes this was a simple matter like training kit and equipment for the team, other times I had used my financial resources to bring top players to my club where we otherwise had no way of attracting them. I never broke any rules, but thinking creatively had often given us the winning edge.

Personally I couldn’t think of a better way to invest my money. But it meant that my business had been strained financially by my rugby passion. Not only that, I also spent a lot of working hours coaching rugby, and I was always thinking about the game on the weekend so my focus at work wasn’t quite what it used to be. It’s a wonder Jayne supported me at all. I did pay handsomely for the thrill of a few rugby matches. But what choice did I have? It was a bizarre turn-around, but winning in rugby had become even more important to me than further success in my business, and I would do anything in my power to achieve it, even if it meant using my own resources. Luckily I had good people around me. Ann Heaver, who joined the business shortly after I set it up in 1990, was practically running the company, while Jayne was working full-time on the administration side. The business was still prospering, so we didn’t suffer too greatly, but it was a poignant lesson. In order to be successful in coaching, I would freely give of my time and of my business’s resources to achieve my aims.

But where that might have been possible in amateur club rugby, coaching England at the international level was a different scenario. The game was now professional and the sums involved were huge. Matches at Twickenham could be sold out four times over from the massive public interest, and that’s even with the three new stands that had just been completed which took the capacity of the stadium to 75,000. Many more millions were estimated to watch the games on TV. If I wanted to coach my way, I would have to set out what that meant very clearly from the start. In this case, at least, I was certain the RFU had the resources to do it the right way.

I wandered off into the back garden deep in thought. This situation needed serious consideration and I had a few hours before Don was due to arrive. I do my best thinking either in the golf net or on the putting green at the bottom of the garden. Armed with a flask of tea, BBC Radio 4, my clubs and a dictating machine I can think through just about any problem. The net and putting green are floodlit so I can often be found practising away deep in thought in the middle of the night. That evening, I considered all the aspects of England rugby that needed changing for success at the international level, gleaned both from my recent coaching experience and from my distant playing days. I knew then that if I could set it up correctly, if I could manage the elite squad like a business, I would have the opportunity to lead England rugby through a period of significant change. It was a massively exciting prospect. That evening the golf net took a real hammering – I really did want this job.

Laying down my terms

Don did come to our house that night as planned. I had been thinking about various different scenarios of conversation most of the day. What was he going to say?

It really was a very polite conversation but not terribly long. Don had been authorised by the management board to offer me the full-time position of coach. This was the good news! At the same time it was very surprising news. Based on our conversation earlier in the day, I thought Don was calling in just to discuss the job. However, the board had made their decision that evening and Don had been instructed to come and see me to finalise the details.

The bad news came when we started to talk about remuneration. I really wanted to do this job; I was so excited at the prospect and the challenge that my head was buzzing. Even though my business was successful I had realised that I couldn’t allow it to support me if I did this job, and I wanted to do it properly which would mean leaving others in the business to run it without me. My not being there was going to be difficult enough, let alone expecting them to continue to support me as well!

The professional era had allowed a small breakthrough for the need to balance coaching with the business. I had negotiated with Bath RFC to pay me sufficient to work with them part-time and still be able to run my business. The first time I had been able to offset my lack of time in the business with any income.

The bad news – we were way off in what I could accept in order to leave the business to coach the England side. As Don left that night I really felt crestfallen. I so wanted this opportunity but had responsibilities to my family and the people who worked for me. I thought that would be that and didn’t sleep too well.

That takes care of that

Honestly, when Don walked out my door I fully expected never to hear of the matter again. I even assured Jayne that there was no possible way it would happen, and as good as promised her that our lives would not be turned upside down. The other area that had proved difficult was that I wanted the chance to do this job my way and to report to the board directly. When my phone rang next day, I was surprised to hear Fran Cotton.

Fran and I had kept in touch over the years and had enjoyed many casual talks over a pint about rugby and how it was evolving. I also knew that Fran was responsible for pushing my name forward for the coach position, along with Cliff Brittle who was chairman of the management board at the time. It was a courageous choice by both men, so I’m sure they waged a pitched battle with some of the more conservative members of the board over it, although I didn’t know just how close it was at the time.

Fran suggested we met in private to discuss what it would take to get me into the job. As a matter of convenience, we agreed on the National Exhibition Centre near Birmingham, halfway between London and Manchester where he lived and worked.

Fran is a businessman. He and Steve Smith, another player from the 1980 Grand Slam side, built Cotton Traders from a two-man garage start-up to a massive £50 million sports clothing enterprise in just over a decade. He understood the practical implications of business. We talked openly about the realities of taking the job.

‘Leave it with me, Clive. I’ll do my best,’ he assured me.

Still, despite my confidence and trust in Fran, I just did not see how the RFU could possibly come to the financial position that would enable me to do the job properly. Even with Fran’s backing, we were both unsure of the outcome.

When the phone rang once again in mid-September, I was almost shocked to hear Don at the other end of the line.

‘Right, Clive. You’ve got it. They’ve agreed to your terms. You’re the new England coach.’

I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t know what to say. All I could think was, would I have the strength of conviction to carry this through, or would I bottle it? Would I bow to the traditions of English rugby?

I wanted to run this team like a business. Would it work? Would it really work in practice? And that is when reality set in. I would soon find out. We had matches against the Wallabies, the All Blacks and the Springboks at Twickenham, starting in just eight weeks – England’s major competitors on the world stage.

The beginning of a journey

My journey as head coach of England rugby began shortly thereafter with my first day on the job, and a stumble start it was. Some six years later, and after many ups and downs, we would eventually achieve victory at the very top of our sport – the Rugby World Cup. However our path to glory wasn’t an easy one, and it most certainly wasn’t the story you might expect of a nation that had invented the game of rugby and successfully shared it with the rest of the world. Despite that, England hadn’t managed to field a consistently world-beating team in more than a century. Something was obviously not right.

There’s no doubt, looking back, that the one thing I’m most proud of has been creating a new culture in England rugby and a shift in the very mindset of our players and coaching staff. Where once they revered and even feared the southern-hemisphere teams, they now have absolutely no fear of any team. Where the spirit of participation once prevailed, the ideal of winning is now firmly in place. Even more than that, the success of this new culture has energised the spirit of a nation that hadn’t managed to win any significant team sporting challenges for thirty-seven years.

But that of course is jumping ahead.

To understand my story as England head coach, and what has happened to create a team capable of becoming the best in the world, you should first find out why winning became such a priority for me, and how I came to bring together all the tools, resources and experiences I would need to build the elite squad into a World Championship team.

It’s funny when I think about it. But for a peculiar series of events, I might never have been a rugby coach in the first place.
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