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Dying and Going to Heaven

The Stormers had just beaten the Bulls away at Loftus Versfeld in Pretoria, which was immensely satisfying. It was pretty ugly. They smashed us up front and had far more of the ball, but our defence held firm and we ended up stealing it. Not even a sore shoulder, which meant I lasted only 50 minutes, could wipe the smile off my face. It was a good changing room to be in. Then it got better.

After congratulating us on the win, head coach Allister Coetzee cleared his throat and said, ‘The following guys have been selected for the Springbok incoming tour: Bryan, Jean . . .’ A pause. ‘. . . and Eben.’ I tried to hide the tears – Springbok locks aren’t really meant to cry – but I couldn’t have done a very good job. My teammates exactly understood the emotions I was feeling and celebrated with me accordingly.

No wonder I got emotional, because my childhood dreams were suddenly coming true. When I was very young, I had a list of goals written on my bedroom door in chalk, and one of them was to become a Springbok.

I must have been one of the biggest Springbok fans in South Africa, and if you’d ever played rugby for the Boks, chances are that a picture of you was on my bedroom wall. Dad would bring home copies of Huisgenoot, an Afrikaans magazine, and tell me, ‘You’d better not tear anything out before I read it, otherwise there’ll be trouble.’ Within seconds of him finishing, the centrefold poster (at least if it was a picture of a Springbok!) would be stuck up with the rest of them.

An image of the great Bobby Skinstad took pride of place on my wall, and the only foreign player to get a look-in was All Black phenomenon Jonah Lomu. I must admit, whenever I played Jonah Lomu Rugby on the PlayStation, I’d have to be New Zealand because his character was twice as big as everyone else and almost impossible to tackle. It was very realistic in that respect.

I was four, so I don’t remember Lomu running riot at the 1995 World Cup in South Africa, when he destroyed the England defence. (I also don’t recall the Boks beating the All Blacks in the final, although the image of Nelson Mandela presenting the trophy to Francois Pienaar while dressed in a Springbok jersey is seared into every South African’s brain.) But I do remember Lomu’s crazy try in the 1999 semi-finals, when he shrugged off six or seven French defenders, and I just loved the sight of such a big, athletic man beating people for fun.

I watched South Africa’s quarter-final against England, in which Jannie de Beer kicked a barely believable five drop goals, at a campsite in Robertson. I thought De Beer was a superhero. Sadly, my most vivid memory of that 1999 tournament was the moment in our semi-final against Australia when Stephen Larkham, who almost never kicked a drop goal in Tests, landed one from about 45 metres out in extra time. One minute I was dreaming of the Springboks winning the World Cup, the next was emptiness.

In the early 2000s, when the New Zealand backline included the likes of Lomu, Christian Cullen, Tana Umaga and Justin Marshall, I’d argue with my ouma (grandmother) whenever they played the Boks. She was convinced the All Blacks would win every game they played, including against us, and I’d say to her, ‘Ouma, you don’t know what you’re talking about. We’re better than them – and you must support the Boks.’ I always wanted to believe the Springboks were the pinnacle, but Ouma was often proved right.

Of course, I never stopped loving the Boks, not even when England put 50 points on us at Twickenham in 2002. Around that time, my mom took me to Canal Walk shopping mall in Cape Town, where some Boks were doing a signing session. I stood impatiently in the queue for ages before hoovering up the autographs of my heroes (I remember being in awe of the sheer size of hooker Lukas van Biljon). It was as if I’d died and gone to heaven. And now, a decade later, I was set to be one of those men in green and gold.

 

I first met Victor Matfield before the 2011 World Cup in New Zealand. Victor’s agent was trying to sign me up, and while I’d already committed to another agency, and loyalty is important to me, I stayed in touch and he asked if I wanted to meet Victor at his house.

Victor was one of my biggest heroes, a guy who had played 110 Test matches (at the time) for the Boks, one of the greatest second-row forwards in history, so I was in complete awe of him (despite being a few centimetres taller). I can’t remember most of what he said to me, just that he thought I could be a Springbok within a year. I was only 19, two years out of school, and I hadn’t even played for the Stormers. It was all a bit surreal. Me, playing for the Boks at the age of 20? Four years younger than Victor when he made his Bok debut? Surely not. But because Victor had said it, I felt almost obliged to go and do it.

You might imagine I was some kind of rugby prodigy, one of those kids who has stubble at 14 and is playing for the school first team a year later. Actually, I still didn’t have any whiskers at 19, and I didn’t make Tygerberg High School’s under–16s ‘A’ team. I wasn’t even a forward back then.

It all started at Goodwood Park Primary School in the northern suburbs of Cape Town. Normally at primary school, your teacher would be your rugby coach, but when Dad discovered that my teacher was a woman (‘You can’t have a vrou coaching you rugby . . .’) he decided to take over. Dad was traditional about things like that, in common with most Afrikaner men of his vintage.

I was a massive Stormers fan and Dad wanted our under–8s team to play in replica jerseys. However, when the principal pointed out that Goodwood Park’s colours were blue rather than black, as Stormers jerseys were at the time, Dad got hold of some sponsored blue jerseys with ‘Stormies’ emblazoned on a yellow stripe. And to be fair to Dad, we looked the business.

I had the number 8 on my back, because of Bobby Skinstad (we didn’t actually have positions at that age). I was a decent enough player and won the victor ludorum for best athlete three years in a row, but after getting an athletics/rugby bursary to Tygerberg High, just down the road from Goodwood in Parow, I became an average-size fish in a much bigger pond.

Tygerberg wasn’t known for its rugby and hadn’t produced many notable players, but it had big ambitions to compete with the best schools in the Cape, such as Paarl Boys’ High and Paarl Gimnasium, which have produced dozens of Springboks between them and whose under–19 derbies attract more than 20,000 spectators. (The whole week is devoted to the game, with flags appearing on front lawns, classes cancelled, and first-team players presented at assembly, lunches and dinners.) That meant Tygerberg had hoovered up all the best primary school talent in the area and suddenly I wasn’t winning any races, jumping the furthest or the highest, or even playing A-team rugby.

I played for the B teams all the way from the under–14s (kids start high school at 13 or 14 in South Africa) to the under–16s, something the school wasn’t thrilled about. I thought I was good enough for the A team but the one time I was given a shot, in place of our injured inside centre Anton, I fluffed my lines and was sent straight back down again.

I was just a half-decent back, not making much impact, but at least I looked the part: the bursary gave me a certain amount a year to spend on boots and other kit, and I splurged the lot on a scrum cap, shoulder pads, arm and leg skins and gloves. It made sense to buy as much as possible because my parents couldn’t afford that kind of stuff. Plus, I thought I looked like Waratahs and Australia back Sam Norton-Knight. But in hindsight, the other kids probably just thought I had all the gear and not much idea.

Halfway through grade 10, the school threatened to take my bursary away. Had that happened, I would have had to move to another school because my parents couldn’t afford the fees. Thankfully, Mom and Dad had a chat with the principal and he gave me one last chance to prove myself.

It was around that time that I decided to hit the gym, and I’ll never forget my first session because it was quite humiliating. I was trying to do bicep curls in front of the mirror and my brother Ryen, as well as his friend Edzard, were laughing at me. But I kept at it, all the time hoping the Etzebeth genes would suddenly kick in (Dad and my uncles were all tall, as was Ryen, so I’d always stuck out for being relatively stumpy). And at some point during my under–16 season, I had a big growth spurt. Having been average height at the start of the year, by the end of it I was a gangly winger.

I spent most of the off-season in the gym, having become hooked on pushing weights. I enjoyed the fact that I could see tangible results, that my muscles were growing. I was getting stronger and looking fitter. I hoped it might also make me play better rugby. By the time I returned to school for my grade 11 year, I was tall and broad rather than gangly. The coaches, Mr Page and Mr Beresford, didn’t recognise me at first, then told me I’d have to start at lock instead of in the backs.

Playing in the forwards with the so-called matrics (in South Africa, matriculation is the qualification you get in your final year of high school) was scary enough, but when we suffered an injury crisis I found myself playing lock in the first game of the season. Outeniqua High in George was ranked in the country’s top 10 rugby schools, so it was a big step up from playing on the wing for the under–16s B team. But while we lost by 30-odd points and I didn’t really know what I was doing, the coaches seemed to think I played alright.

My parents had never really forced me to do anything – their attitude was always, ‘You must decide if you want to push yourself or not’ – and while I was naturally lazy, Mr Beresford did his best to kick that out of me. He pushed the boundaries – including having us tackling bags up and down the field before school and pushing ever heavier weights in the gym – and in doing so he toughened up the whole team physically and mentally.

Soon, rugby had become extremely important to me, and while I’d scored pretty good grades in my first three years of high school, mainly because I had a good memory, by grade 11 I was barely studying and missing a lot of classes because of my rugby commitments. My grades fell off a bit, not that I was too bothered. I’d found my calling and it didn’t involve books.

Believe it or not, I still wasn’t aggressive enough on the rugby field. After one of my school games, a father of another kid, who always watched me from behind the poles, told me, ‘You played well but you’re too soft, like a jelly baby. You don’t have enough dog.’ That stung a bit, which suggested it was true.

Around that time, Springbok eighthman Pierre Spies was held up as the model of the modern rugby forward – built like Hercules, quick and agile – and I thought I’d have to be like him to make it. I’d read about Pierre’s prowess in the gym and tried to get as close as possible to the weights he was reportedly shifting.

I remained at lock for the whole of my grade 11 season, even though I weighed 117 kg and none of our props could lift me in the line-out. I was eliminated in the final round of trials for that season’s Craven Week, which is a schools version of the Currie Cup, but made the Western Province (WP) team in my matric year (the WP team’s props – future Boks teammates Frans Malherbe and Steven Kitshoff, plus Adriaan Botha – were strong enough to lift me but I refused to strap my legs, which meant they couldn’t get much of a grip, and that probably didn’t go down too well with the coaches).

After every Craven Week, a South Africa schools team is selected, and there are provincial scouts crawling all over the tournament, hoping to snap up a future Springbok or two. So while I didn’t get selected for South Africa Schools, which remains one of my biggest disappointments, I did get selected for the South Africa Under–18 High Performance squad, plus offers from the Sharks in Durban, the Lions in Johannesburg and WP.

The Sharks and the Lions offered me about R6,000 a month, compared to almost nothing from WP. However, when WP’s head of youth rugby, former Springbok lock Hennie Bekker, asked why I hadn’t yet signed for them and I told him why, he came to my parents’ house and told us that WP would match what the other unions were offering. And it was at the Western Province International Rugby Institute in Stellenbosch that any remaining laziness was rinsed out of me. Something clicked and I went up a couple of gears.

 

When I was little, I told Mom I wanted to be well known one day, although I didn’t know for what. And when I was in primary school, a teacher asked me where I thought I’d be in 2010. ‘I want to be a WWE [World Wrestling Entertainment] superstar,’ I said, ‘taking over from The Rock.’ Now it was 2010 and the wrestling ambition had sailed. But the rugby dream was still on.

People were always asking me, ‘What’s your plan B?’ And I’d always reply, ‘If you have a plan B, that means you think your plan A might fail.’ I was convinced that if I carried on working as I had been, I would be well known. I reckoned I’d be a Springbok.

WP gave me a two-year extension, while I also decided to play in the Varsity Cup, mainly to keep fit. I’d wanted to play for Stellenbosch, but when they didn’t get back to me, the University of Cape Town’s head coach, Kevin Foote, snapped me up instead.

I didn’t have to study or even pretend to; I was there to train and play games. The joke was that I studied English, which was kind of true: after winning man of the match in one of my first games for the Ikeys, as UCT’s rugby team are known, I gave probably the worst TV interview in history. My English really was that terrible. But it slowly improved, as did my rugby. The Ikeys won the Varsity Cup for the first time that year, beating the University of Pretoria in the final.

We had one hell of a team, including future Stormers teammates Nic Groom, Demetri Catrakilis, Nick Fenton-Wells, Nizaam Carr (who also played for the Boks), Don Armand (who also played for England) and Marcel Brache (who also played for the United States). Slightly controversially, we also had Hilton Lobberts, who had played two Test matches for the Boks a few years earlier (Springboks were banned from the Varsity Cup a few years later). Fifteen thousand fans watched that final in Pretoria and you can still watch the highlights on YouTube, which shows you just how big university rugby is in South Africa.

During the Varsity Cup season, I had to be excused to play for the Baby Boks – the national under–20 team – in the Junior World Championship in Italy, and my first taste of competitive rugby in a green and gold jersey didn’t pan out particularly well. We beat Scotland and Ireland easily enough before narrowly losing our final pool game to England, which meant we failed to make the semi-finals for the first time.

England had a pretty good team, including Joe Launchbury, Mako Vunipola, George Ford and Owen Farrell, but losing was still a source of shame for our boys, who included my future Springbok teammates Siya Kolisi and Bongi Mbonambi. We were officially the worst Baby Bok team in history.

 

I suffered my first major injury later that year, damaging my ankle playing for WP under–21s. And having been told I might make my debut for the seniors in the Currie Cup the following week, I was massively disappointed.

Some people think the Currie Cup has become less important since the inception of Super Rugby in the mid–1990s, but it still meant so much to South African rugby players. Every major name in Springbok rugby had played in it, including my uncle Cliffie Etzebeth, who was a Western Province stalwart between 1977 and 1981 and part of the side that shared the Currie Cup title with Northern Transvaal in 1979 (the final was drawn, which WP skipper Morné du Plessis likened to ‘kissing your sister’).

Instead of moping, I told WP’s under–21s conditioning coach Charl, ‘Listen, I don’t care if I puke every day, just get me ready. I want to have a big season next year.’ Whatever the conditioning coach told me to do, I did it, no questions asked. When I returned to action two months after the injury, for the under–21s Currie Cup semi-final, I was in the best shape I’d ever been. And after a good pre-season and two warm-up games before the start of the 2012 Super Rugby season, Allister Coetzee selected me for the Stormers squad.

I’d played with plenty of very good players before then, but nothing like this. When I walked into the changing room before my first Stormers training session, Bryan Habana, Schalk Burger and Jean de Villiers, all World Cup winners in 2007, were sizing me up. There too were Andries Bekker, a hero of mine since I switched to playing lock, and a guy who was 5 cm taller than me and had played 29 Test matches; Bok wing Gio Aplon; Bok centre Juan de Jongh; hooker Tiaan Liebenberg, who had been in the South African set-up for years; and loose forward Duane Vermeulen, who had long been earmarked for greatness.

A few years earlier, I’d come close to losing my school bursary because I wasn’t cutting it as a rugby player. Now I was mixing with rugby royalty. Intimidating? Yes. Thrilling? Absolutely. And they were all very welcoming, especially Andries, whose dad Hennie played with Oom Cliffie for WP. Hennie had probably told his son to look after me.

It helped that I already knew some of the younger guys in the squad, including Nizaam Carr, Siya Kolisi, Frans Malherbe, Scarra Ntubeni and Steven Kitshoff. I discovered what a talent Siya was at Craven Week, where WP played against his Eastern Province (EP) team. Before the game, my teammates kept telling me to watch out for EP’s eighthman, whom they’d seen playing for South Africa Schools the previous year. And every time we kicked the ball, he’d retrieve it and run it straight back, usually past three or four defenders, before someone managed to drag him down. We put almost 50 points on them that day but Siya was named man of the match.

Not long after that, Siya switched to WP’s high-performance programme, which was the start of a beautiful relationship. My high school was Afrikaans-speaking, and while I had quite a few coloured classmates, including one of my best friends, Seth Pienaar (who was one heck of a singer!), I’d never really interacted with black kids before (for international readers, ‘coloured’ in a South African context refers to a specific, culturally distinct multi-racial people). But I loved Siya immediately. He was always laughing and joking, the life and soul of the changing room. And I’d always be asking him to smile for me because it was just so contagious.

I learnt new things from the Stormers veterans from day one. I had only one pair of boots, heavy duty ones with eight studs, and the first thing Schalk said to me was, ‘Why are you training in those?’ I didn’t know what he was talking about, then he said, ‘You must get yourself some pantoffels [slippers].’ Now I was even more confused. Slippers? It turned out that Schalk called his multi-studded training boots ‘slippers’ because they were so light and comfy on his feet. In fact, everyone did. Including me from that day on.

I performed well enough over the next few months to be picked for the first warm-up game of the season against Boland. We had a lot of locks out injured, including Andries, Rynhardt Elstadt and Hilton, but we won comfortably with a young, experimental team. I thought I’d done okay but Andries called me in the following Monday and said, ‘You had a good game, well done, but I’m going to take you through some clips.’ He advised me on my positioning in the line-out but mostly he wanted me to hit people harder: ‘If you’d tackled that guy like this instead, you’d have fucked him up much more.’

The following week, I was selected to start against the Lions, this time alongside Burger, Habana, De Villiers and the rest of the vets. The first time their scrum half got hold of the ball, I picked him up, ran him backwards and dumped him on his back. Andries’s words had obviously made an impression.

My first competitive game for the Stormers was against the Hurricanes at Newlands, where Western Province greats had been strutting their stuff since 1890. Andries had tipped me off beforehand, informing me that Rynhardt still wasn’t fit and that I might play, but it was still a bit of a shock when Allister named me in the starting XV.

Schalk busted his knee after 15 minutes (he wouldn’t play again for 18 months) but Siya was excellent in his place, scoring a try 10 minutes into his Stormers debut. The Hurricanes had World Cup winners Conrad Smith, Cory Jane and Victor Vito in their ranks, all guys I’d watched on TV plus a young Beauden Barrett, but Andries was such a calming presence and I knew that if the kak hit the fan, Andries and my other superstar teammates – Bryan, Schalk, Jean and Duane – would back me up.

Allister singled me out for praise to the media after the game, which we won 39–26. Not that I thought I’d arrived – if any youngster made the mistake of getting above his station, someone senior would soon put him in his place – and I still thought I’d be ousted from the starting XV as soon as Rynhardt was fit again. But when he did finally return, it was in the back row.

After beating the Sharks in week two of Super Rugby,  I signed a contract extension alongside Siya and two more future Springbok teammates, Steven Kitshoff and Frans Malherbe. Three more wins followed, then another victory in my first tour game against the Highlanders in Dunedin. Six games as a professional, six wins. If I’d known it wouldn’t always be such plain sailing, I’d have savoured it more.

Reality bit against the Crusaders in Christchurch, when I went off injured in the first 15 minutes and we ended up losing. I’d damaged the AC joint in my shoulder, and after 60 minutes against the Reds in Brisbane I couldn’t lift my arm. That’s not great for a rugby player, especially a lock.

At the end of April, Heyneke Meyer invited me to his first camp as the Springbok head coach. Twenty other Stormers were there too, so I wasn’t getting ahead of myself, but I did get a bit excited when Heyneke said he would have selected me to start for the Boks if they had been playing the following weekend.

A few weeks later came that game against the Bulls at Loftus. I couldn’t pass the ball to my left during the captain’s run because my shoulder was so sore, and I needed an injection before the game. But I must have done something right for Heyneke to select me in his squad for the three-Test series against England. When Allister made that announcement in the changing room after the game, suddenly my shoulder didn’t hurt anything like as much.

Before the first Test in Durban, the team stayed at the Beverly Hills Hotel. We were sponsored by BMW and the squad had 10 cars to share between us, but I got hold of one of the keys and spent the week driving to and from my family’s hotel a few kilometres away.

I kept thinking about what Heyneke had said to me two months earlier, about selecting me to start for the Boks had they been playing the following weekend. But this wasn’t April, it was now, and Heyneke had only five days to prepare us for the game.

He was new in the job and needed to get off to a flyer to keep the doubters at bay. The South African media and public aren’t the most patient. Then again, Heyneke didn’t have any choice but to experiment after the recent retirements of lock Victor Matfield and long-time captain John Smit. On top of that, Schalk Burger, Andries Bekker and Duane Vermeulen were injured, while two more World Cup winners in Danie Rossouw and Fourie du Preez, probably the best scrum half in the world, were plying their trade in Japan and unavailable for selection.

On the Monday before the game, Heyneke called me in for a one-on-one and told me I was starting, ahead of the Bulls’ Flip van der Merwe. What a moment. For a South African rugby player, there’s nothing bigger.

I couldn’t wait to get out of the room and call my parents and brother. They were unbelievably proud, screaming and shouting down the phone. Mom was turning 50 that weekend, which made it even more special. And when Mom and Dad let the rest of the family know, my phone didn’t stop beeping.

Jean de Villiers was named captain, and he told me, ‘Make sure you take everything in, because it will go by so quickly.’ I did my best, but it’s not easy when you’ve been picked for the Springboks at the age of 20.

My shoulder still wasn’t right but I didn’t tell the coaches in case they had second thoughts about starting me. Besides, I became so swept up in the occasion that I almost forgot about it as the week progressed.

After being presented with my green and gold jersey, I sat with it on my lap and stared at it for ages. I couldn’t believe I’d be playing a Test match in it the following day. I had goose bumps when they took the team photo. Slap bang in the middle of the back row, I’m wearing a slightly bemused smile, as if I’m thinking, Is this really happening?

With its five languages – Xhosa, Zulu, Sesotho, Afrikaans and English – you might think singing our national anthem is a tricky proposition. But since the end of apartheid, most South Africans have sung it throughout their schooling, which is why Springboks sing it so well. Our anthem really means something, being about reconciliation and unity in diversity. That’s probably why I could barely get the words out when we sang it before the game at Kings Park. When I opened my mouth, nothing more than a squeak came out because I was so choked up. My whole body was vibrating and it felt like my heart was going to jump out of my chest. Keep it together, Eben, there’s a game to play . . .

When my lock partner Juandré Kruger, also making his debut, called our first line-out to me, I could feel myself tense up. You don’t really want to lose your first line-out when you’re taking over from Victor and Bakkies in the second row. But I won an easy ball, which helped settle me. Even so, the rest of the game was a blur, just as Jean said it would be.

I vaguely recall giving away a penalty and Owen Farrell kicking the three points; changing into my old yellow boots at half-time because I preferred them to the new pair I’d been given; Jean and Manu Tuilagi beating seven bells out of each other; Morné Steyn dotting down in the corner early in the second half; Jean scoring another, just after I’d been replaced. But mostly I remember sitting on the bench and thinking, I could have done more. I should have done more. Strange, given that I could barely remember anything I’d done. But I don’t remember feeling out of my league. England were definitely a different challenge, but I’d already played some Super Rugby and acquitted myself well against the best the southern hemisphere had to offer.

We beat England 22–17 that day, our eighth win in a row against them, and beat them again the following week in Johannesburg, before a draw in Port Elizabeth when Farrell fluffed a drop goal attempt after the hooter had sounded. After the series, a reporter asked Heyneke if I could be ‘the next Bakkies Botha’, to which he replied, ‘I believe he can surpass that.’ That meant a lot to me, but I did also think, Jeez, that’s ramped up the pressure.
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Love and Fresh Perspectives

I spent a lot of time on my own during that Lions series, and while I’m not into computer games or mindlessly scrolling through social media (I must add, we had a couple of poker tournaments in the team room), I did make first contact with my future wife.

Anlia van Rensburg was a singer and actress who starred in the Afrikaans soap opera Getroud met Rugby, which means ‘married to rugby’. We followed each other on Instagram and she seemed lovely, so one day I decided to send her a direct message. It wasn’t the greatest opening line – something like ‘Hey, how you doing?’ – and unsurprisingly, she didn’t reply.

I’m not one to give up easily but Anlia was proving a tough nut to crack. She did eventually reply, but it was along the lines of, ‘I’m good, thanks’. Hardly grounds for optimism. And by the end of the series I was thinking, I should leave it, she’s obviously not interested.

But in the week of our first Test match against New Zealand in the Rugby Championship (in Townsville, Australia) I decided to give it one last go. This time she was a bit more responsive (‘I’m good, thanks, hope you are too’) and by the time of the second Test in Gold Coast we were having fuller conversations. And when I asked if she wanted to exchange numbers, she said yes.

I was almost 30 and thought it was time to start thinking seriously about having a proper relationship. And I had a clear idea of what kind of person Anlia was, namely a nice Afrikaans girl, who seemed very down to earth and appreciated the smaller things in life, which was exactly what I was after.

I remember the first ever photo I sent to Anlia. It was after the Gold Coast game, Andy Edwards and I had gone for McDonald’s, and I sent Anlia a snap of the two of us, me with a big cut on my head, having collided with Malcolm Marx. And before flying home to South Africa I told her that I’d be off for about four weeks, including  two and a half weeks in Cape Town, and asked if she had any intention of being in Cape Town before I headed to Mauritius for my 30th birthday (I was heading there with my family before meeting up with the Springboks in Europe for end-of-year tour). It just so happened that she was scheduled to be there for a fitting on 12 October, so I invited her out for dinner.

I made it clear that it wasn’t going to be a romantic thing, that I didn’t have any expectations and that I just wanted to have a nice chat and get to know her. But it couldn’t have gone any better (I even limited myself to 20 pieces of sushi instead of the usual 28 so she didn’t think I was an animal).

My parents were living in my house while I was in France, and Mom was particularly excited that I was out for dinner with an actress from Getroud met Rugby. So I asked Anlia after dinner if she wanted to come for coffee at my place, knowing that my parents would love to meet her – especially my mom. I could tell Mom and Dad were desperate to sit with us in the lounge, but politeness got the better of them and they retreated to their room. And after a coffee I drove Anlia back to her hotel, which was just around the corner. When I returned home, Mom was waiting for me in the hallway. The first thing I said to her was, ‘I think I’ve met my wife.’ Mom was delighted because she thought Anlia was great as well.

The following morning, Anlia and I went for a long walk on the beach (where we bumped into my mom, who was walking the dogs, accidentally according to her, although I knew she was on a spying mission). We knew it was slightly complicated, what with me playing for Toulon and her being in South Africa, but we agreed to keep chatting on WhatsApp and see how things panned out. And I spent a lot of my time in Mauritius lying on a sunbed chatting to Anlia on the phone, liking her more and more as the days rolled by.

I’ll never forget visiting Bismarck du Plessis and his family in Montpellier, when Handré and his wife Marise were also invited. That evening, Marise told me that one day I’d meet someone and immediately know she was the one. ‘Nah, man,’ I said, ‘it doesn’t happen like that.’ I’d always thought that the idea of love at first sight was nonsense, but now there was no denying that I was smitten.

When I reunited with the Boks in Wales, the first person I bumped into was my roommate Siya. And the first thing he said to me was, ‘What’s wrong with you? You look different. You’re moving different.’ He was probably the only person on the planet who could have sensed that something potentially life-changing had happened to me.

When I told him what I’d told my mom – that I thought I’d met the woman I was going to marry – he freaked out. And he says that the first time he saw me with Anlia, he knew it was a done deal between us because I kept rubbing my feet against each other when I was laying on the bed and talking to her and looked like I had chills!

After our last end-of-year Test match against England, Anlia came to stay with me in Toulon for two weeks so we could get to know each other better. A few days into her visit, I was 100 per cent certain she was the one for me and I really wanted to propose. I managed to rein myself in – that would have been crazy, right? – but before she flew back to South Africa we spent an evening on a beach near my house and I asked her to be my girlfriend. A couple of months later I saw Marise Pollard and said, ‘Do you remember what you said to me that night in France?’ If I had to pick one highlight from 2021, it wouldn’t be winning the Lions series. It would be meeting Anlia.

After Christmas with Anlia in South Africa, she booked to visit me in France the following March. She was due to land in Nice on the afternoon of her birthday and it seemed like the perfect time to pop the question.

The right person will bring out the romance in me – and Anlia was the right person. So before leaving Toulon I set up a treasure hunt with clues starting at the front door, continuing through the house, and including a note on a bottle of champagne that would direct her to the final destination. The plan was to apply the final touches when we returned from Nice that evening.

Unfortunately, Anlia mixed up the boarding and flight times and missed her plane from Frankfurt to Nice, but she was able to get the next one and landed just a couple of hours before our restaurant booking. I thought we’d be out of there by 10 pm but the courses kept coming – it was an unbelievable restaurant called Jan, run by chef Jan Hendrik van der Westhuizen, who cooked South African dishes with a French twist – and we left at about 12.15. We got back to my house in Toulon at about 2 am, and when we reached the front door I handed Anlia the house keys and said, ‘Okay, bye.’ With that, I headed to the beach to set up the grand finale while Anlia got busy with the treasure hunt. When she opened the fridge, the note on the champagne said, ‘Meet me where I asked you to be my girlfriend.’

I was sitting on a blanket on the beach, surrounded by candles, when I saw Anlia’s car . . . drive towards me in the far distance. By the time she located me it was about 2.30. We’d known each other for only five months, and while I was confident that she thought as much of me as I thought of her, I couldn’t help imagining how awkward it would be if she said no. There were a lot of candles to blow out and it’s not as if she could just drive home. Mercifully, she said yes. That was a very special evening, probably one of the best nights of my life. We got home at 3.30 am and I had to get up early again for training the next day.

 

Remarkably, the 2021 Rugby Championship had started the weekend after the third Test match against the Lions. There had been a bit of a tug of war about where the competition should take place but it was eventually decided that we’d play our first two games against Argentina in South Africa and the rest in Australia, even though it was still in virtual lockdown.

Having beaten the Pumas twice, both squads flew to Australia on the same plane, and I couldn’t believe how restrictive things were down under. We were treated like zombies. We were herded off the plane and taken to the hotel before being herded straight to our rooms. There didn’t seem to be any staff at the hotel but every morning someone would announce that breakfast was ready, we’d file into the room and the food would be waiting, as if prepared by fairies. We had to dish it up onto paper plates, eat it with wooden knives and forks, then go straight back to our rooms.

We had one gym session and one training session a day, and we had to juggle slots with Argentina. But if someone in our squad tested positive for Covid we’d all be confined to our rooms. Someone would knock on our door three times a day, and when we opened it our breakfast/lunch/supper would be sitting there with a few sheets of toilet roll. If we were lucky, we’d get a glimpse of the person who had delivered it scurrying off down the corridor as if they were fleeing the plague.

Australia beat us in Gold Coast and again in Brisbane, then the All Blacks narrowly beat us in Townsville, Jordie Barrett kicking the winning penalty with 2 minutes remaining. We managed to arrest our losing streak back in Gold Coast, Elton Jantjies slotting a three-pointer with the last kick of the game, after which we could finally go home.

Rassie missed our games in Australia because he was preparing for his disciplinary hearing with World Rugby, which was scheduled to take place just before our end-of-year tour to Europe. He arrived in the UK a day later than the squad and was involved in our games against Wales and Scotland, both of which we won (that was the first time we’d beaten Wales in Cardiff since 2013, and we won thanks to a late try by Malcolm Marx). But three days before our game against England, World Rugby announced that Rassie had been found guilty of six charges\banned from all rugby activities for two months and suspended from all matchday activities until September 2022.

I thought the verdict and the punishments were unfair. I know it’s awful when referees get abused, and for fans to threaten a referee’s family members is a terrible look for the game, but I don’t believe for 1 minute that Rassie set out to destroy Berry’s career. Having said that, coaches are defined by results and if a referee has a bad day it can cost a coach his job. As such, a referee’s mistakes should be pointed out in the same way as a coach or player’s mistakes are pointed out.

Any criticism should be measured and constructive, but I understand why a coach’s frustration might boil over if it seems there are no consequences for a referee blowing badly. And once people on social media get involved it’s almost impossible to prevent criticism from curdling into disgusting invective.

There was a lot of talk of revenge in the build-up to the England game, our first encounter with them since the World Cup final. It looked like we were going to beat them again when Mapimpi scored in the corner 10 minutes from the hooter. Unfortunately for us, someone infringed at a ruck right in front of our poles and Marcus Smith duly slotted the winning penalty.

In a strange quirk of fate, that game led indirectly to the end of my career with Toulon. I hadn’t played for the club at all that season because of my Bok commitments, but they knew that would be the case when I signed. I was due to start playing for them again that November, but after I got a whack on the head against England, my relationship with the club turned sour.

On my return to France, Toulon’s medics confirmed that it was another concussion and because it was my third concussion in a year (the other two had happened while playing for Toulon), Top 14 rules forced me to take three months off. When I spoke about it to Toulon’s president, Bernard Lemaître, he seemed sanguine. But a couple of days later, I started getting messages from people  saying that they’d heard I might be for sale, which I obviously denied.

I went to see Lemaître, told him I was happy at Toulon and asked why there were rumours that I’d been made available. He said he was happy to have me and didn’t know where the rumours had come from. But a few days later he described me in a newspaper interview as a ‘handicap’ to his club because of the money they were paying me and my international commitments.

I was obviously upset about that. Lemaître knew before he signed me that I’d be spending a lot of time with the Boks, he knew that injuries were a part of rugby, and I’d suffered two of my concussions while putting my body on the line for his team. How could he possibly be angry with me? Besides, if a club president has a problem with a player he should speak to him man to man, not gossip about him behind his back in the media. But when I went to see Lemaître again, all he could say was that it had come out wrong.

After that conversation our once good relationship was broken. I don’t like it when someone talks behind my back, and it’s even worse if someone can’t own up to it when you speak to them man to man. I still had two years left on my contract but everything changed after a seemingly random phone call with Siya. I jokingly told him that he needed to secure me a contract with the Sharks, obviously thinking that nothing would come of it. But Siya called me back the following day, telling me he’d spoken to Sharks’ boss Marco Masotti and that he’d like to chat.

Negotiations started almost immediately, and a couple of days after playing my first game of the season for Toulon against Bordeaux Bègles (which we won, despite them being top of the log and us being bottom), I told Toulon I wasn’t happy being there, and they clearly weren’t happy with me, so maybe we could reach a gentleman’s agreement that I finish the current season before heading back to my beloved South Africa.

That was a sad end to my time in France. Toulon looked after me well financially but money isn’t the be all and end all. And while I loved the city and the weather and had made some good friends (Cheslin had joined that season, as had Quinn Roux and Cornell du Preez, and I was really good mates with some of the French guys, especially eighthman Raphaël Lakafia, as well as some locals, including butcher Paul, his family and his friend Olivier), my heart belonged in South Africa, as it always will.

I’d barely seen my family for two years, during which my dad was battling cancer, and I knew he didn’t have long left (he’d already lost four brothers by then). I also had a lot of old friends and teammates at the Sharks, including Siya, Bongi, Mapimpi, Lukhanyo and Thomas du Toit, and it felt like a club with ambition.

On top of all that, Anlia would have to give up her singing career to be with me in Toulon and family was also important to her. She wouldn’t even get to hang out with me every Sunday because I was often playing in the evening, the thing I most disliked about French rugby. So while she always said she mustn’t be the reason for me returning to South Africa, it made a lot of sense for her as well.

As for why I didn’t rejoin the Stormers, it was simply because the Sharks moved so fast that WP didn’t have the chance to swoop. And while it would have been nice to go back home to Cape Town, it would have been unethical to get a nice deal from the Sharks and use that to leverage more money from the Stormers. The Sharks had put the work in, I was happy with what they were offering, and that was the end of it as far as I was concerned.

A few days after my impending departure was reported
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