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To my wife, Jodie,

our children, Ben, Penny and Richie,

and my parents, John and Pat.

You mean everything to me.





Courage is resistance to fear, mastery of fear – not absence of fear.

Mark Twain





Contents

Foreword 

Prologue

1 Rugby in the blood

2 Shy fat lad from Poyntzpass

3 Fun on the Tyne

4 The breakthrough

5 Ireland calls

6 The humiliation

7 Standing up for Ulster

8 Changing times

9 A grand design

10 Pain in the neck

11 Line of duty

12 First choice

13 First choice

14 Shoulder to shoulder

15 Favourite foes

16 Losing with the Lions

17 Champions

18 Captain

19 The history boys

20 Regaining my pride

21 A character witness

22 Grand slam captain

23 Best team in the world

24 Rock bottom

25 Land of the setting sun

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

 

Picture Section 1

Picture Section 2





Foreword 

by Joe Schmidt

I’ve worked with Besty for the past six and a half years but got to know him a little bit before that, when we chatted a few times as adversaries, during my time coaching with Leinster. He struck me from those early conversations as a measured and modest man but a quality player and gritty competitor.

An international hooker for an incredible fourteen years, Besty exemplifies the qualities of those who don’t achieve easily but through effort. It’s a tougher road, but one that builds a steadfastness of character and a reservoir of durability.

Besty worked constantly on the core skills needed for a hooker, which helped ensure that he would be reliable at line-out time and formidable as the axis of our scrum. He fought for the inches we needed when carrying the ball and shifted bodies with the accuracy and brutality required to be effective. He defended with the same level of commitment, with his ability to poach the ball on the ground a recognised strength in his game.

His competitive mettle, after breaking his right arm in a tackle on Steven Luatua against the All Blacks in 2013, became folklore. Holding his injured arm, he scrambled back into position, ready to defend, before looking to clean out the imposing All Black tighthead Charlie Faumuina as he attempted to turn the ball over on the ground.

Besty’s commitment and consistency make him a positive choice for captain, a job he’s done for so many years with Ulster and for the last four and a half years with Ireland. One of the responses when I asked the players about Rory and his leadership was that ‘he gets the best out of himself and those around him’. It sounds simple but it’s exacting, and Rory has done a great job of continually challenging himself to perform at the top level and, in turn, he’s driven others to perform at the same level.

Besty’s communication skills have also added to his leadership qualities. A skilful negotiator, he is well known for his ability to extract the credit card from the team manager and to use it judiciously, until he’s had a few pints, when judicious becomes generous, quiet becomes raucous and coherent becomes garbled . . .

Besty loves to masquerade as a down-to-earth farmer. He’s certainly down to earth, but there’s a belief that his dad, John, and brother, Simon, do most of the actual work on the farm and that his wife, Jodie, takes responsibility for the composting business.

I think that Besty has been outstanding, but he’s also had great family support. Jodie has come along to so many of the matches and their three youngsters, Ben, Penny and Richie, have often accompanied him after the match as he recovers from another big shift at the helm of the team.

Besty the player, the leader, the farmer, the father and the family man has made a tremendous contribution to Ulster and Irish rugby. I’ve enjoyed working with him and the team has profited from what he’s contributed, with him being a vital cog in so many of the special days over the past decade and a half.





Prologue

It was the silence that was killing me. The slagging, banter and laughter of a post-match changing room was what made all the toil, commitment and sacrifice seem worthwhile. I loved the feeling of looking a team-mate in the eye and, no matter how exhausted you both felt, knowing that you had put your bodies on the line for your country. The beer never tasted so good.

Yet now there was no cause for celebration. Sitting beside me on my left, Tadhg Furlong, that great wrecking ball of a prop forward from Wexford, was among those in tears. Words were beyond all of us.

Normally in such moments, I would fill the void. Talking has never been a problem for me. Yet I had nothing left to say. I was no longer captain of Ireland.

Ordinarily, I would have said, ‘Right, everyone up on their feet, we’ll go again.’

But I had nothing more. There was no point in me telling them to look ahead to the Six Nations. I wasn’t going to be there. It was no longer my place. And anyway, I had already said my piece to the players in a huddle on the pitch.

The disappointment of the 46–14 defeat by New Zealand in the World Cup quarter-final at the Tokyo Stadium in Japan was overwhelming. The atmosphere in that changing room was the worst I had ever experienced.

As I sat there, realising that when I pulled off my Ireland jersey, it would be for the last time, there was part of me that was relieved it was all over. I was thirty-seven, I had been privileged to represent Ireland on 124 occasions, thirty-eight of them as captain, over a fourteen-year international career. Not a bad achievement for that fat wee kid who had first turned up at the Ulster academy all those years ago.

I had rubbed shoulders with greats of the game like Brian O’Driscoll, Ronan O’Gara, Paul O’Connell and Johnny Sexton. I had had the honour of playing alongside unsung heroes too, such as Denis Leamy, who was so much better than he was ever given credit for. For two or three years he was the best No 8 in the world, and one of the best I ever played with, before injury cruelly cut his career short.

I was proud too to have finished my career as a one-club man. I would love to have won more trophies with Ulster than the Celtic League title in 2005–06. But it was the fear of seeing Ulster win something if I was not there that had kept me at Ravenhill.

I had been lucky that the best years of my career coincided with the coaching tenure of Joe Schmidt, who not only took Ireland to No 1 in the world rankings but also, during his six years in charge, saw us play the best rugby that any Irish side had produced.

In my first year as Ireland captain, in 2016, we created history by beating the All Blacks for the first time in 111 years, and completed the clean sweep of the southern-hemisphere ‘big three’, including a first victory over the Springboks on South African soil, despite playing for sixty minutes with fourteen men.

The following year I was selected for my second Lions tour, and although I didn’t make the Test side for the drawn series against the All Blacks, I felt I had made amends for my forgettable contribution to the 2013 tour of Australia.

In 2018 Ireland made history once more, winning the Grand Slam at Twickenham, setting a new record of twelve successive Test victories and then, in November, beating the All Blacks again – and for the first time on Irish soil.

Four days after our historic 16–9 win over the All Blacks, I received the greatest individual award of my career when I was presented with an OBE for services to rugby by Prince Charles at Buckingham Palace in London.

It meant a lot to our family, especially my parents, who had previously both received MBEs for their respective careers. Yet despite those red-letter moments, there had been many times when I had faced calls to be axed from critics who felt I was either the wrong man to be captaining the side or not good enough, or both.

They shouldn’t have bothered. For most of my career, I had battled against my own doubts about my ability. After my line-out disaster when captain of the Lions’ midweek side against the Brumbies in 2013, I kept the red-and-blue scrum cap we had been given for the tour inside my bag for the next four seasons as a reminder of how bad it can feel when you don’t play well.

But over the years I used that searing feeling of insecurity to my advantage. It would drive me on to make sure that I would be the fittest and best prepared I could be. If nothing else, I never wanted to give a coach an easy excuse to drop me. I just loved the game too much.

I had to overcome my own lack of discipline off the pitch during some wild drinking times in my twenties to ensure that I played my best rugby after the age of thirty and outlasted every one of my peers, reinventing my game as age slowly caught up with me.

And yet, as we sat in silence in that solemn changing room, waiting for what felt like an eternity for Joe to return from television interviews, I knew that inevitably there would be a backlash regarding the manner of our defeat, both in the media and on Twitter.

The vast majority of supporters we met were so proud of our efforts, but it was always the critics who shouted the loudest. If only they could see how much it really meant to us. If only they could see giant men like Tadhg sitting beside in me floods of tears.

The critics sometimes think they are invested in it emotionally as much as we are, but the reality is they are nowhere near it. The only people who really get it are the players, and the entire wider management and all our families. Because they live it. Every day.

Unless you’ve actually been in there, or unless you’ve been married to or are a sibling of or parent of somebody who’s been in there, you can’t fully grasp the emotional enormity of it.

When you see what the boys sometimes go through just to get on the pitch and the state they are in when they come off, it is amazing that they are prepared to dust themselves down and go again seven days later. Our defeats were never for a want of effort.

When Joe finally came back into the changing room, he got us into a huddle and thanked us for our efforts.

Tadhg and Cian Healy both gave me their jerseys, a moving gesture from two of Ireland’s great warriors. It meant I had the jerseys of the entire front row and one day I will do something special with them.

I got a handshake and a hug from Tadhg. He said it had been an honour to play with me. The feeling was mutual. It was then that it dawned on me.

This is it.

My fourth and final World Cup was over. I was sitting in the changing room surrounded by guys with whom I had invested a lot of time and emotion and energy, and I knew I was never going to have that high with these people again.

The camaraderie is what I will miss the most.

From now on, I will be a former player to them, and I wouldn’t blame them if they didn’t have much time for me any more. They will be too busy getting ready to win the next game. Or they will have won a game and want to celebrate it together, or have lost a game and want to circle the wagons to make sure they stay tight. I know the score. I was the same myself.

Still, I had a lot of very good friends in that changing room and I am going to have to find something else to fill that massive void. But I am sure I will manage.

In many ways, I knew I was fortunate that my career had finally come to an end on the world stage and with the world watching on. Winning the World Cup with Ireland would have been the fairy-tale finish, but none of us can choose how it ends.

Over the years, I had seen too many great careers ended by an injury picked up on a training pitch, or after months of solitary rehabilitation work in a desperate bid to return to fitness that ended in failure. To have my family there in the stands to share the moment made it even more special. I loved sharing this journey with my wife, Jodie, and when they arrived, my three children, Ben, Penny and Richie.

I owed so much as well to my mum and dad, my brothers Simon and Mark and sister Rebecca. Their support, advice and guidance were invaluable.

My family means everything to me.

In my final year at school, I was helping Dad install a drain in the bottom of the yard on our farm in the village of Poyntzpass in Northern Ireland. I was unloading concrete water pipes, a metre in diameter, and without noticing I set one on a very slight incline.

As I went to drive off in the tractor, the pipe started to roll down into the pit where Dad was. I screamed, fearing the worst as it crashed into the pit, narrowly avoiding him. If it had fallen twelve inches the other way, it could have killed him. I still get flashbacks of that moment. It was a reminder of how dangerous life can be on the farm, a reminder to never take your family for granted.

Yes, I was one of the lucky ones, even if it did not feel like it as I sat in the bowels of the Tokyo Stadium.

To be asked to captain Ireland had been one of the greatest feelings I ever had.

I might have made mistakes, I might have got things wrong at times, but it was not for the want of trying. I captained my country on thirty-eight occasions, with a record of twenty-four wins, one draw and thirteen defeats, a pretty healthy win ratio of 63 per cent. Of my 124 caps for Ireland, I started 102, and I scored twelve tries. I guess I must have done something right.

I would like to think that as captain I was somebody who made the place enjoyable to be around and an environment that got the best out of people around me. And that they enjoyed my company.

If I could offer one piece of advice to my former team-mates, it would be to always make sure you celebrate your successes. You will have worked damn hard for it, and you never know when the next one will come.

As an Ireland player, ultimately you want to go down in history having contributed more than just pulling on the jersey, and I hope that was reflected in a small way in what we achieved in the last few years.

I also tried to change a few things and make life a little bit better for the squad. I’d like to think that families are now a lot more welcome around the place and it’s the norm that kids come into the dressing rooms and get onto the pitch after the final whistle. I hope that partners are also treated a bit more like they belong and they feel a part of it all. I really wanted to emphasise the importance of family and if that is my legacy, it is one I will be proud of.

I hope in time I can repay the game that I love, the game that has given me so much, by staying involved in some capacity to help to improve rugby in Ireland. I owe the game nothing less.

I will never forget the standing ovation that I received from all the supporters as I left the pitch for the final time in the sixty-second minute at the Tokyo Stadium.

I was humbled too by the guard of honour that was given to me by the triumphant All Blacks: honourable in victory and defeat.

My international career had ended as it had begun, with a heavy defeat by the All Blacks.

But the bit in between? Well, that was a different story altogether.
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