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Timeline

1995

England win the Five Nations Grand Slam.

Will Carling is sacked as captain for describing Rugby Football Union members as ‘old farts’, then reinstated after an uproar.

England overcome the reigning champions Australia in a dramatic World Cup quarter-final, thanks to Rob Andrew’s late drop goal, but are then heavily beaten by a Jonah Lomu-inspired New Zealand. The tournament is awash with rumours about a professional ‘breakaway’ competition involving the sport’s leading players.

The International Board declare the sport ‘open’ following Rupert Murdoch’s buy-up of the game in the southern hemisphere. Twickenham declares a one-year moratorium, so the game in England remains amateur, if only in theory. Rob Andrew leaves Wasps for a full-time role at second division Newcastle and calls time on his international career.



1996

England retain the Five Nations title, despite losing to France in Paris.

Rob Andrew accelerates his team-building process at Newcastle in a bid to guarantee promotion to the top flight.



1997

England slip to second in the Five Nations following a home defeat by the Grand Slam-winning French. Rob Andrew makes a surprise farewell international appearance off the bench in the final game against Wales. Jack Rowell is succeeded as head coach by Clive Woodward.

The British and Irish Lions win a compelling Test series in South Africa.

Newcastle win promotion to the first division, finishing second to Richmond in the Division Two title race.



1998

England again finish second to France in the Five Nations and are then humiliated in Australia and New Zealand on the summer ‘tour of hell’.

Francis Baron becomes the RFU’s first chief executive.

Newcastle win the inaugural Premiership title. Rob Andrew plays every game. The English clubs announce a boycott of European rugby in the 1998/99 season following a row over the running of the Heineken Cup.



1999

England finish second to Scotland in the Five Nations and go on to lose to South Africa at the quarter-final stage of the World Cup.

Newcastle finish eighth in the Premiership. Rob Andrew retires from playing following an early-season injury in training. Begins work on the ‘Andrew Plan’ in an attempt to stabilise a politics-riven domestic game.



2000

The Five Nations becomes Six with the inclusion of Italy, and England win the title, despite losing their final game in Scotland.

Newcastle finish ninth in the Premiership. The ‘Andrew Report’ fails to win the approval of the RFU council and is not implemented.



2001

England retain their Six Nations title but fail to win the Grand Slam, losing to Ireland in a finale delayed by an outbreak of foot and mouth disease.

The British and Irish Lions lose a close Test series in Australia.

Newcastle finish sixth in the Premiership and win the English knock-out cup, beating Harlequins 30-27 in the final at Twickenham.



2002

England finish second in the Six Nations, behind the Grand Slam-winning French. They beat all three southern hemisphere superpowers in the autumn series at Twickenham – the All Blacks by three points, the Wallabies by one and the Springboks by 50.

Newcastle hold their sixth-place position in the Premiership.



2003

England win the Six Nations Grand Slam, a first clean sweep since 1995. They beat New Zealand and Australia in Wellington and Melbourne respectively and go on to triumph at the World Cup, recording a famous extra-time victory over the Wallabies in the final.

Newcastle finish tenth in the Premiership.



2004

England drop to third in the Six Nations, losing to both Ireland and France. Clive Woodward resigns as head coach following a disappointing summer trip to the southern hemisphere and is replaced by his assistant, Andy Robinson.

Newcastle finish ninth in the Premiership but reclaim the knock-out cup, beating Sale in the final at Twickenham.



2005

England finish fourth in the Six Nations, winning only two games.

The British and Irish Lions lose all three Tests in New Zealand – their worst performance since 1983.

Newcastle finish seventh in the Premiership and make it through to the knock-out stage of the Heineken Cup, losing in the quarter-finals to Stade Francais.

Martyn Thomas is elected RFU chairman.



2006

England again finish fourth in the Six Nations. Robinson remains in charge, but the RFU dispenses with his coaching team.

Newcastle finish seventh in the Premiership. Rob Andrew leaves the club after almost 11 years to take up a new elite rugby director role at Twickenham, beating Clive Woodward to the job.

England lose three of their four autumn internationals. Robinson is sacked, with Brian Ashton taking over the head coach position.



2007

England rise to third in the Six Nations, but then send a weakened side to South Africa and are badly beaten in both Tests. Against expectations, they reach the final of the World Cup in France, eventually losing to the Springboks.

Rob Andrew leads the RFU team in securing a far-reaching agreement with the top-flight clubs over player release and finance.



2008

England finish second to Grand Slam-winning Wales in the Six Nations, but Ashton loses his job despite the improved performance. Martin Johnson, the former England and Lions captain, is named as his replacement.

In Johnson’s temporary absence, Rob Andrew leads England on an unsuccessful two-Test summer tour of New Zealand, during which a number of players are accused of sexual misconduct. No charges are brought.



2009

England are again runners-up in the Six Nations, beaten by the Grand Slam-winning Irish.

The British and Irish Lions lose a tight series against the Springboks in South Africa.



2010

England slip to third in the Six Nations, winning only their first two games, but perform well to square a summer series in Australia. However, they lose to both New Zealand and South Africa at Twickenham in the autumn.



Francis Baron steps down as RFU chief executive. John Steele, a former UK Sport CEO, replaces him.



2011

England win the Six Nations, despite losing their final game in Dublin. During a World Cup campaign undermined by disciplinary problems, they struggle to qualify for the knock-out stage and are duly beaten by France in the last eight. Details of a confidential RFU report into events at the tournament are leaked to the press. Martin Johnson resigns. Stuart Lancaster is appointed in his stead.

John Steele’s brief tenure as CEO comes to an abrupt end, sparking political turmoil at Twickenham. Martyn Thomas takes over in a caretaker capacity, but is gone by the end of the year. Ian Ritchie takes over the top job.



2012

England surprise most observers by finishing second to Wales in the Six Nations. They also perform well on the summer tour of South Africa, drawing the last Test in Port Elizabeth. In the autumn, they record a remarkable victory over the world champion All Blacks at Twickenham.



2013

England challenge hard for the Six Nations title but finish second to Wales after an emphatic defeat in Cardiff.

The British and Irish Lions win their Test series against Australia.



2014

England again miss out on the Six Nations title, beaten to the prize by Ireland. They go close to beating the All Blacks in Auckland in the opening Test of their summer tour but end up losing the series 3-0. They are also defeated twice at Twickenham during the autumn.



2015

A third successive second place for England in the Six Nations: their high-scoring victory over France in the final match is not enough to overhaul Ireland. Hopes are high for the World Cup campaign on home soil, but England become the first host nation to exit the tournament at the group stage. Lancaster and his coaching staff leave their posts. Eddie Jones, an Australian, becomes the first overseas head coach of the national team.



2016

England win the Six Nations Grand Slam and also break new ground by winning a Test series in Australia.

Rob Andrew secures a second long-term agreement with the Premiership clubs. He announces his departure from the RFU after a ten-year stint at Twickenham and subsequently joins Sussex County Cricket Club as chief executive.
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Drop Goal Déjà Vu

It will always be with us, I suppose. Thanks to the wonders of the Internet, you are never more than a mouse-click away from hearing BBC Radio’s live account of the build-up to, and execution of, Jonny Wilkinson’s drop goal against Australia in 2003 – the kick that made England champions of the world for the first time and propelled Jonny into the distant galaxy of rugby celebrity that had previously been the exclusive preserve of a certain outsized All Black wing by the name of Jonah Lomu. The question is this: what was ‘it’, exactly?

There is no mystery surrounding Ian Robertson’s role in the broadcast. With less than a minute of extra time left on the clock in Sydney, the longest-serving rugby commentator of them all knew precisely what England had in mind as they attacked off that final line-out, and he successfully captured the wrenching agony and eventual ecstasy of the denouement, even if Matt Dawson and Martin Johnson conspired to wrong-foot him a little by going off-script in an attempt to give Jonny a better sight of the sticks than he might otherwise have had. Me? I said nothing at all. Not, at least, in words. My contribution was outside the confines of formal language: it was simply a sound – two, actually, although most people remember only the first – that bordered on the primal and would surely have been recognised by the cavemen of old, including the Palaeolithics who played in the front row during the decade or so I spent in the England shirt Jonny had inherited. And while I’ve often wondered whether I ruined Ian’s verbal work of art with my involuntary and unprofessional partisan noises – the equivalent of a smudged thumbprint on an otherwise perfect oil painting, or the dropping of a cymbal during the slow movement of a symphony – I can’t remember ever speaking to anyone who shared that view. All things considered, it seemed to go down rather well.

Some people thought they heard a long ‘yeeeessss’ as the ball bisected the posts, leaving the Wallabies nowhere to go but down on their knees in despair. Others have described it as a ‘yell’, a ‘yelp’, a ‘shriek’, a ‘scream’, a ‘squeal’, a ‘howl’. On reflection, I don’t think any of those words quite fit the bill. To me, it was . . . an outpouring. An outpouring that rose from somewhere deep down in my sporting soul and gave voice to a rugby lifetime’s worth of experiences, good and bad.

The most obvious reference point was the quarter-final of the World Cup in South Africa in 1995: another do-or-die meeting between England and Australia; another hellishly tense contest decided in the last seconds by a drop kick from a No. 10 clad in white. On that occasion, I had been the one burdened with the responsibility of performing the task rather than passing judgement on it, and to this day, I’m spooked by the similarities. Same opposition, same pressure of time, the same line-out launch pad and the same inescapable fact that, like Jonny, I would have only a single shot at it. One chance to get it right.

It had been a heck of a scrap, down there in Cape Town. The Wallabies were the reigning champions and were probably the favourites for the title, even though they’d lost to South Africa in the opening match of the tournament. Some of the players in their starting line-up that day – David Campese, Jason Little, Tim Horan, Michael Lynagh, Phil Kearns, John Eales, Willie Ofahengaue – had already established themselves as all-time Wallaby greats, while others – Matt Burke, George Gregan – would do so in the years that followed. We, meanwhile, rather fancied our chances of going the full distance to the final if we could somehow find a way to win this one. Lynagh had been in the zone with his kicking all afternoon, as had I, when, well into injury time, we were awarded a penalty deep in our own half. (As I remember it, Campese had taken it upon himself to attempt a drop goal of his own – he probably shoved the rather more proficient Lynagh out of the way to do it, knowing him – and when it went horribly wrong, we were finally able to lift the Australian siege and work ourselves into a safer part of the field.) On the way to the line-out, I said to our hooker, Brian Moore, and our skipper, Will Carling: ‘Look, I’ll have a crack at this if we can just get the ball clean and drive it upfield a little bit.’ We didn’t have a heavily rehearsed, intricately choreographed move of the kind we would see eight years later in Sydney; just a basic idea of what might be worth trying. Sure enough, Martin Bayfield delivered quality possession from Brian’s throw and the pack shunted the Wallabies back a good few metres, tying the Australian flanker David Wilson into the maul in the process. I was still a long way out – the best part of 50 metres, including the angle – but without the incarcerated Wilson hunting me down, I at least had some room. And the moment I struck it, I knew. I’d nailed a fair few drop goals for England over the course of a decade’s international rugby, but this was the one and only time in my life when I thought: ‘Jesus! That’s gone miles. That’s in outer space.’ I couldn’t have hit it any more sweetly if I’d stayed on the Newlands pitch for another month. It was still going up as it went over.

There was a feeling of elation, of course, but when these things happen, the emotional reaction after the initial buzz is far more difficult to define. I’m sure Jonny feels the same way – and heaven knows, he’s spent more time than most trying to rationalise his responses to things that happen in the sporting arena. It’s a mix of many ingredients. Pure joy plays no bigger part than sheer relief – the profound sense of satisfaction and, I admit it, self-justification, is often invaded by memories of your many failures in the past and the nagging fear that you might mess up in the future. You spend your life practising this stuff, hour after hour after hour, because you know the last-gasp drop goal is such an essential part of an outside-half’s armoury. In a sense, it is rugby’s version of the nuclear option, the ultimate ‘cometh the moment’ weapon: you get to press the button once and once only, with everything hanging on the outcome. It is not a matter of hope or faith, but one of belief. If you don’t believe, right down there at the core of your spirit, that you’ve mastered the relevant technical demands and hard-wired yourself into a state where you can shift to autopilot at the crucial moment and deliver something in front of a mass audience that you routinely deliver in training when the stadium is empty, you’ll miss. You find out an awful lot about yourself, dropping goals at the death.

Yet there was a great deal more behind my reaction in Sydney than a simple kicking comparison. For one thing, I didn’t fully understand until then how deep the England–Australia sporting rivalry runs. Years of reflection have left me convinced that in rugby union – and, perhaps even more so, in the great game of cricket – there is something unique about this particular struggle for supremacy. I do not think I’m being unreasonable, still less smug or overbearingly English, in suggesting that the competitive juices on the far side of the world are not flowing as strongly as they once did – that the Aussie brashness of old has become a little blunted at international level. It seems to me that the startling growth of Australian Rules Football and the country’s continuing dominance in rugby league has led them at least some of the way down the American road of prioritising domestic sport at the expense of efforts in the international arena. But the old anger-fuelled determination will return soon enough, particularly when it comes to beating the Old Country – and, when it does, watch out. I don’t think I’ve ever been as shaken as a spectator as when, soon after flying to Australia in 1986 for a spell of rugby in Sydney with the Gordon club, I was taken to a State of Origin league game. I was transfixed by what I saw. More than that, I was genuinely shocked by the fury, the intensity, the absolute brutality of it. That memory returned as Jonny landed his kick more than a decade and a half later and played its part in my outpouring.

There was also something of the personal relationship I’d built up with Jonny during our years together at Newcastle Falcons: player to player, teacher to student, boss to employee, old head to young spirit. I knew what he’d been through to earn his place in that England team and I understood exactly what battles he had been fighting, psychologically and emotionally, during the tournament. To say I was proud of him would be the understatement to end them all, just as I was proud of the team as a whole, for I’d played alongside a good number of Jonny’s colleagues in the squad and against every one of them. To take just one example, I could remember Lawrence Dallaglio walking into Wasps as a 17-year-old and telling the senior players of the time – myself, Steve Bates and the fearsome Dean Ryan, among others – that he should be in the starting team instead of . . . Dean Ryan. And in the team as captain, too. A confident sort, our Lawrence.

Lastly, there was the wonderful realisation that England had finally won the global title and that, while my own attempts had ended in failure, this was the next best thing. Those failures had been painful. Winning a World Cup is the ultimate. It’s phenomenally difficult just to get close to it, and when you lose a final, as we did against Australia on home territory at Twickenham in 1991, or find yourselves being blown out of a semi-final in an unexpected and unusually soul-sapping fashion, as we did in South Africa four years later, that’s something you never get back, a hole you never fill. I’m not sure I’ve ever put that 1991 defeat behind me. Not fully. It was a ‘could have, should have, didn’t’ moment: the opportunity of a lifetime, spurned for a lifetime. I would not go as far as to say that we went into that competition expecting to win the title, but after beating the French in Paris and the Scots in Edinburgh to make it through to the decider, we certainly believed we were equipped to see off the Wallabies, irrespective of the hard-won experience of Lynagh and Nick Farr-Jones at half-back and the rich potential of Little, Horan, Kearns and Eales. And we probably would have won, had Campese not denied Rory Underwood a run-in try with a knock-on so spectacularly cynical that he might spend an entire season in the sin bin if he pulled the same stunt today, and had Eales not pulled off a miracle tackle on yours truly as I headed for the line late on. (Well, I never claimed to be the quickest.)

On a different day the trophy would have been ours and, had it worked out for us, I think that England side would now be seen in the front rank of World Cup-winning teams, if not quite as good as the 1999 Wallabies or the All Blacks who won in 1987 and 2015. But it wasn’t a different day. It was that day. And that day hurts me still. Like a batsman who is closing in on a century after hours of painstaking concentration and attention to detail and then nicks one behind – and knows he’s nicked it, yet still stands there in the blind hope that the keeper has dropped it or the umpire hasn’t heard it, even though his heart is telling him neither thing is remotely possible – the misery of our missed opportunity at Twickenham laid me low.

As a player, you do not always register the full enormity of an occasion: for instance, I spent a good deal of time reflecting on the tumultuous events of the 1995 World Cup before I even began to process what had happened, not just in terms of the rugby on the field and the ground-shifting moves towards professionalising the sport that were taking place off it, but also with regards to the political upheaval of a nation in ferment, with Nelson Mandela so recently installed as the country’s first non-white president. On the flipside, there are moments in time that freeze in your mind: moments when you know a chance has gone and won’t come again. Some things in life are irretrievable. I can think of only one player – my old colleague Jason Leonard, the grand old England front-rower – who has won a World Cup final after losing one. For the rest of us, it is a question of living with the consequences of coming up short and finding salvation in the glory of your successors.

I don’t sit around beating myself up about the 1991 final: so much has happened to rugby, and to my life in rugby, in the intervening years, I sometimes think that game was played while dinosaurs still roamed the earth. In a manner of speaking, that was indeed the case: there were more than a few brontosauruses lurking in the Rugby Football Union council room, as we were all about to discover. But you play sport because you want to achieve something when your time arrives, and our time came and went without us managing to close the deal. As a result, my most joyful moment in a World Cup final was not my moment at all. It was Jonny Wilkinson’s. Hence the outpouring.

Of course, I’ve since pointed out to Jonny that his drop goal wasn’t much to write home about: that it was nothing more than a schoolkid’s effort – short range, in front of the sticks – rather than a proper grown-up job from the best part of 50 metres, kicked on the diagonal. But for the fact that Jonny nailed his shot off the wrong foot, in the last 20 seconds of extra time in a World Cup final against Australia, in Australia, with the Webb Ellis Trophy sitting there on the touchline waiting to be held aloft, it would have had nothing to recommend it at all! Okay, so I’m clutching at straws.

I am struck by one other parallel between my Cape Town success and Jonny’s high point in Sydney. Back in 1995, our elation lasted precisely a week: the time it took us to spend a couple of days on the celebratory sauce, bend our minds towards the semi-final against New Zealand and then run smack-bang into Jonah and his friends. If the 2003-ers were granted a little longer to enjoy the spoils of victory, the feel-good factor did not last beyond the end of the European season. By the time the 2004–05 campaign began, England had yielded their Six Nations title to France, been spanked by both New Zealand and Australia on the summer tour, lost Wilkinson to long-term injury, suffered the shock of Clive Woodward’s resignation as head coach after a seven-year stretch, and heard the influential Dallaglio announce his retirement from international rugby, albeit a retirement of the temporary variety. It was almost as if the biggest union-playing nation on the planet was too fractured, too wrapped up in its own internal squabbles and contradictions – and, crucially, too leaderless – to build on the achievements of its shop-window team. Which it was. Did this come as a surprise to me, as I sat in my office on Tyneside preparing Newcastle Falcons for another long slog through the Premiership? Not in the slightest. I had seen it all before, more than once.
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The World Turned Upside Down

Like most front-line sportsmen, international rugby players spend a lot of their time – maybe too much of their time – thinking in micro rather than macro. What happens tomorrow, or in next week’s match, is the only thing that matters. Next year, the next five years, the long-term prospects for the sport – all that can take care of itself. Those of us involved in the 1995 World Cup did not, however, require a professorship in hindsight to recognise that certain things were happening that would change the game in the most fundamental of ways. For a start, there was Jonah Lomu, an inexperienced All Black of Tongan descent who, in the space of a single 80-minute performance, brought the union code to a whole new audience and alerted businessmen and television executives from all four corners of the earth to an untapped income stream of considerable potential. In fact, it took him rather less than 80 minutes, for the contest he chose as his showcase was pretty much over in a quarter of that time. Unfortunately for me and the rest of an England team just beginning to think in terms of a second successive global final, we were the fall guys. I’d never seen any player make such an impact before our meeting with New Zealand, and I don’t think for a moment that I’ll see anything like it again. In that sense, if in no other, it was a privilege to be on the same pitch.

Above and beyond that most celebrated of individual displays – and yes, there was something bigger than Jonah going on in South Africa just then, hard though it is to believe – was the cloak-and-dagger stuff taking place in hotels and restaurants in every major city in the country, from Durban and Cape Town on the shores of different seas to Pretoria and Johannesburg up there on the Highveld. The matter under discussion was a breakaway rugby competition that would not merely feature the world’s best players – not just some of them, but virtually all of them – but also propel the sport headlong into the professional age.

The man behind the project was Kerry Packer, the Australian media tycoon who had trodden a similar path in cricket almost two decades previously. Had rugby gone the same way, and believe me, there were plenty of us willing to throw our weight behind it, there would have been an even greater upheaval. When Packer launched his World Series Cricket venture in 1977, his chosen sport was already run on a pay-for-play basis, even if the people providing the entertainment were being paid precious little by the governing bodies. In 1995, the England rugby players were still fitting their training in and around their working lives while fighting tooth and nail with the Twickenham authorities over matters of interplanetary significance, such as travel expenses. At the time, we were receiving the princely sum of 15 pence a mile, with the threat of being docked £1.50 if someone suspected us of committing the heinous crime of over-calculating the travelling distance for personal gain.

Those of us in what would these days be called the ‘senior player group’ – Will Carling as captain, Brian Moore as provocateur-in-chief and myself, along with the ultra-phlegmatic Dean Richards, who generally went with the flow but sometimes felt sufficiently strongly about an issue to make his feelings known – had fought the odd full-scale battle and a series of small skirmishes with the union over commercial issues during the early 1990s, and those of us prepared to give proper thought to the future of the game knew perfectly well that professionalism in some form or other was inevitable. But by the time the 1995 World Cup came around, our relations with Twickenham were in a state of permafrost: the atmosphere was ice-cold whenever the subject of money cropped up. It would take a truly significant development to heat things up and bring them to boiling point. Something like the offer of £100,000 a year to play in the rugby union version of World Series Cricket.

When we travelled to South Africa, we had already heard whispers of a big-money breakaway project, and as we were already in unusually militant mood, we were more than willing to listen to whatever proposal might be on the table. In pure rugby terms, we were in a good place as a squad: the transition from 1991 had been relatively trouble-free by England standards – there was none of the roll-the-dice selection nonsense I’d experienced in my early years as an international player back in the mid-1980s. If, on reflection, I think the 1991 side was a little more accomplished than the 1995 version, some of the newcomers were of a very high quality indeed: Martin Johnson, Tim Rodber, Ben Clarke; these were players who could handle themselves under Test- match pressure at its most extreme. Geoff Cooke, the head coach who had spent seven years making us competitive, had walked away in 1994, but with Jack Rowell moving from the wildly successful Bath club to replace him, we immediately squared a two-Test series with the Springboks in South Africa before winning the Five Nations Grand Slam for the third time in five years. As that was our last act before the World Cup, why wouldn’t we have felt confident?

Things were not quite as rosy off the field, however. During that Springbok summer of 1994, the South African Rugby Football Union president Louis Luyt – a man who preferred to use the blunt instrument rather than the sharp-edged sabre when it came to public speaking – made it abundantly clear during one of his post-match addresses that if the game had not turned professional before his country hosted the World Cup in a little under a year’s time, it would do so pretty damned quickly afterwards. Among those listening were the likes of the RFU president Ian Beer, a die-hard rugby traditionalist who had been headmaster at Harrow School, and Dudley Wood, the highly intelligent and articulate secretary of the union who, for all his abilities, could not reasonably be described as one of life’s natural radicals. However we, the mere underlings, were unsurprised by Luyt’s comments, because we knew full well that the leading South African players were already tapping into the riches that lay beneath the surface of the sport. The New Zealanders were doing the same, as had become obvious to anyone with a functioning pair of eyes during the Lions tour of that country in 1993, but our lords and masters did not see it the same way, and therefore refused to take even the slightest notice. To be fair to Don Rutherford, the RFU’s long-serving technical director, the moment was not lost on him. Don was more of a moderniser than most people understood, and I felt he always gave us a fair hearing when we tried to push the envelope on the commercial front. But in the end, he was a union employee – a high-level employee, but an employee all the same. He could not sway the argument; he didn’t have the muscle.

So there we were, not so much off the pace set by our southern-hemisphere rivals as stuck in the starting blocks. We had achieved hardly anything over the course of our discussions with the RFU in recent seasons. Four years previously, I’d been dragged in front of the governing body’s council along with Will and Brian because we were deemed to have been the ringleaders of the players’ commercial campaign leading into the 1991 World Cup. Which we were. Will might not have been everyone’s cup of tea, but as captain he was completely committed to doing his best for the people playing under him, and saw it as his job to drive things every bit as hard outside the 80 minutes on a weekend as he did on match day. Brian was just Brian: he loved a scrap and relished nothing more than 12 rounds of niggle with the high-and-mighty types at the union. He had very strong ideas on a range of subjects; if he could poke a bear or, rather, bash a bear over the head, he couldn’t help himself. Me? I just enjoyed sticking my oar in. I’d been around the England scene for a good while, I’d thought quite carefully about the way things were unfolding across the sport worldwide, and I was always keen to push the boundaries. It’s a part of my make-up: if something intrigues me enough, I go with it completely because I want to know where it will take me. So it was that, in 1991, I found myself in the less-than-glamorous position of honorary treasurer for the England players’ ‘Run With The Ball’ campaign, which we set up in an effort to generate some money from off-field sponsorship activity. When we appeared before the council to explain ourselves, we’d raised the mighty sum of £26,000 before tax, which would be divided between 26 players. We’d done our best on the financial front, but by comparison with what was going on south of the Equator, it was a bad joke, as was the fact that I had been the one pictured ‘running with the ball’ to promote the venture. As more than one of my colleagues pointed out, it didn’t quite fit my image.

With no sign of a thaw between players and union as we approached the big tournament in South Africa, frustration was beginning to build. There was no open animosity, more a game of cat and mouse, but some of us were getting seriously frustrated. We knew the status quo was unsustainable but, try as we might, we couldn’t persuade the really important people at Twickenham of that. And the older members of the squad, myself included, were uncomfortably aware that having worked so hard to find a way out of the doldrums of the mid-1980s and close in on the All Blacks and the Wallabies, we were about to fall behind them once again. It was against that background that Will made his ‘57 old farts’ comment in respect of the Twickenham top brass.

You could call it a comedy of errors – not that Will would spend much of his time laughing as the ensuing farce unfolded. He had given a television interview to Channel 4 – Greg Dyke, who would go on to make a serious name for himself in the football world as well as the broadcasting one, was the man with the microphone – and he had made his remark as he left the room, unaware that he was still being recorded. He could have used any number of descriptions: ‘dusty relics’, maybe, or ‘crumbling waxworks’. But he went for the elderly–noxious combination, and all hell broke loose the moment the tape was leaked. A matter of days before the World Cup, the RFU stripped him of the captaincy. Brilliant.

I don’t think any of us thought for a second that he would be sacked. I’ve never made a detailed study of it, but I suspect that the reaction of most of the England players on hearing the ‘old farts’ comment was to think: ‘That’s a fair reflection.’ It certainly resonated with me. When news of the captaincy decision broke, on the morning of the Pilkington Cup final in which I was playing for Wasps against Bath, there was a flurry of phone calls between various members of the squad. We were rock-solid in agreeing that anyone approached to take on the role of skipper would instantly knock it back. We made sure that message reached both Jack Rowell, who was keeping his head well down, and Don Rutherford, who had full access to the high command at Twickenham. What was more, we were prepared to go a step further. Our position was as hard line as it was possible to imagine: ‘Either you reinstate Will,’ we said, using back channels we knew led straight to the council room, ‘or you can find yourselves a whole new squad for the World Cup. As things stand, we won’t be going to South Africa.’

Given the scale of Will’s profile as a successful England captain (he was big news in those days), there was precious little chance of Dennis Easby, the RFU president, winning the hearts and minds of the sporting public. Easby must have realised that much from the wall-to-wall press coverage, which was a long way short of flattering. I felt sorry for him, if I’m honest. Here was a man in his 70s, a retired solicitor from Reading, copping it full-bore from every direction over a decision that had almost certainly been taken by other people – by a cabal of far more influential grandees, many of whom considered the players to be too uppity by half. It was a monumental cock-up by the union and I imagine Easby knew it. He must have been seriously relieved when, in next to no time, there was a stage-managed rapprochement with Will during a squad session in Marlow: smiles, handshakes, photographers by the dozen. ‘Right,’ we thought, ‘we’ve won that one. Off to South Africa we go.’ It had been a bizarre episode, to put it mildly.

If none of us had foreseen the mini-crisis over the captaincy, we were even less prepared for the extraordinary events that unfolded in Springbok country over a few short weeks in May and June. The rugby itself was something else: even though we were pretty sluggish through the pool stage, we ended up featuring in two of the most dramatic knock-out matches in the game’s modern history. By losing to South Africa in Cape Town in the opening match of the tournament, the Australians changed the entire shape of the draw, not least for us. Confident that we would top our own group, which was probably the least hazardous of the four, we rather assumed that the Wallabies would be too good for the Boks and that we’d play the hosts in the last eight – no easy matter, by a long chalk, but doable. We had, after all, trounced them in Pretoria just a year previously. As it turned out, we found ourselves facing the Wallabies in the quarters . . . and then the All Blacks.

Strange as it may seem in the light of the New Zealanders’ phenomenal performance in recent years (only a fool would attempt to deny that they have set the benchmark in terms of the skill levels of their players, the quality of their attacking rugby, their matchless continuity in selection and their mastery of the big-match mentality), that 1995 team was something of an unknown quantity. Yes, there were some familiar faces in the side: anyone who knew anything about rugby recognised the threat posed by Frank Bunce in the centre, Sean Fitzpatrick at hooker and the multifaceted Zinzan Brooke at No. 8. But what did we know of Glen Osborne or Andrew Mehrtens or Josh Kronfeld? As for this Lomu bloke on the wing – he was big, apparently, but was he any good? The gaps in our knowledge would soon be filled, sadly.

Looking back, I believe our preparation for the semi-final was far more wrong than right. After beating the Wallabies in Cape Town and celebrating in enthusiastic fashion, we continued along the path of liquid relaxation by spending a couple of days in the resort of Sun City, north-west of Johannesburg. Quite why we went, I’m not sure: all I know now is that the decision to fly from sea level to altitude for a spell of brash, in-your-face downtime – if the trip was about rest and recuperation, there was very little of either – was some way short of inspired. As a consequence, we were simply not set up psychologically to maximise our chances over the remainder of the tournament. Even in 1995, when the great advances in sports science with which we have become so familiar had yet to be made, success in international sport was a matter of small margins. When we took to the field against the All Blacks, those margins were dominated by one very big bloke.

Rugby union has had its share of incredible individual performances down the years, but Lomu’s display against us was beyond ridiculous. We contributed to our own downfall by being naïve to the point of absurdity. We were still in the days of chatting about defence rather than practising it – of deciding whether to drift off scrums and line-outs or go for the man-for-man option, hitting a few tackle pads at the end of training, holding the same pads for someone else and then heading for the shower feeling properly organised – and it was on this meagre basis that we went into the game believing we had Jonah ‘worked out’. If he’d looked impressive enough on the television against the three Celtic nations (in fact, he’d ripped them up), we were far from convinced that any of those teams could tackle the way we tackled. Then, within a few seconds of kick-off on the big day, I found myself thinking: ‘Oh . . . My . . . God. He’s just run over Tim Rodber, he’s whacked Will out of the way, Tony Underwood is in Row Z, Mike Catt has been buried in a shallow grave and . . . yep . . . he’s scored. Mmmm. We may need a rethink here.’

Minutes previously, I’d been balancing my suspicion that we weren’t as well prepared as we should have been against the knowledge that in 1993 I’d been on the winning side against this lot twice in a few months. Now, I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach: the feeling you get when you know that, however this game pans out, it’s unlikely to end well. Sure enough, it was over as a contest by the end of the first quarter. Generally speaking, top players react positively to adversity: the competitive edge kicks in hard and forces you to believe there’s still something to be taken from a contest, even when you’re being splattered all over the field. But there are times when you know, in your heart of hearts, that this belief is shallow at best and delusional at worst. Deep down, there’s a feeling of helplessness, of something close to futility. I would never have admitted to it to anyone during or immediately after the semi-final, but the feeling was there that day. The fact that we won the second half remains one of the most pointless facts in the whole of sport.

Our reward for not handling Jonah in quite the way we’d imagined was a third-place play-off against France in Pretoria – a fixture neither team wanted to play, and one that was not so much overshadowed as obliterated by the increasingly frenzied chatter about Kerry Packer’s money and the proposed breakaway. As England players we had been heavily engaged with the project almost from the beginning, with contacts made through Packer’s man on the ground, the one-time Wallaby prop Ross Turnbull. I’d met him more than a decade before the tournament: he was a friend of Alan Jones, who had coached a genuinely great Wallaby side on their Grand Slam-winning tour of the British Isles in 1984, and with whom I subsequently spent time during my brief spell of club rugby in Sydney. I wasn’t quite sure at that point what role Ross played in rugby, but he was clearly tuned into the business side of the sport, and I wasn’t wholly surprised to find him at the heart of things in South Africa. He was one of those go-get-it entrepreneurial types who would shake the English club game to its roots in the newly professionalised era, and he certainly talked a good game as he spent the World Cup visiting the hotels of the major contenders – England and France, the three southern-hemisphere superpowers – and set about dangling the promise of untold riches in front of the senior players, who promptly fed the relevant information back to their fellow countrymen.

The plan was to sign up the vast majority of the five leading squads, if not snap up those squads lock, stock and barrel, for a series of televised fixtures to be hosted in cities across the world, including top venues in the United States as well as in the established union heartlands. If he could collect enough signatures, so went the theory, a domino effect would be created: those who had signed would return to their own countries and persuade others to take part. It was a highly ambitious plan, apparently with finance to match. Six-figure sums were routinely mentioned, and the talk dominated conversation among the players, the overwhelming majority of whom were more than a little interested in securing a piece of the action.

Naturally, a degree of healthy scepticism could be detected among the players: there was never a feeling of complete certainty that the money truly existed, despite Packer’s high-profile history in the field of sporting upheaval. But there was also a widespread willingness to engage with Turnbull, fuelled by the twin elements of curiosity and exasperation. The curiosity was not simply a money-driven thing: the World Rugby Corporation, to use its working title, was a radical idea from top to bottom, and for those of us who had been pondering the future direction of the game we loved, the prospect of a completely new departure was inherently exciting. The exasperation, at least from the point of view of the England contingent, was entirely driven by our failure to drag our so-called lords and masters at Twickenham out of the feudal age. Whatever progress we had made – and there wasn’t much of it – had been so incremental as to border on the meaningless.

Four years previously, I had spent some time playing club rugby in France with Toulouse, and while I still had a day job in surveying with the sister company of my employers in London, I trained four times a week rather than two and received a monthly expenses provision, extremely handsome by the standards of European rugby union at the time, for my trouble. To make matters more interesting still, I was paid through the Toulouse payroll. Forget the old brown envelopes stuffed with cash
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