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Prologue

November 2018

We hadn’t played great against Japan – the fans had booed us off at half-time, which is never a good sign – but we’d dug deep for the win. Eddie didn’t seem too concerned, although he told us to have a couple of days off at home before the game against Australia the following weekend. That wasn’t a very Eddie Jones thing to do, so I probably should have known that something strange was afoot.

Having enjoyed a bonus Sunday with the family, I’d just put my son Blake to bed when I saw I had a missed call. I remember the voicemail as clear as day: ‘Danny, Eddie here. Didn’t think you were sharp enough at the weekend, I don’t need you this week. Cheers.’ Short and in no way sweet.

I was livid. How had I gone from being one of only two scrum-halves in the squad to being bumped completely? I’d worked insanely hard for four weeks, and been part of a win over South Africa and a narrow defeat by New Zealand. Actually, I’d worked insanely hard for Eddie for three years, and he thought a three-second voicemail was the right way to drop me. I should have been used to Eddie’s games by then, but this really didn’t sit well with me.

I wanted to have it out with Eddie this time, but I’d seen what had happened to guys who’d challenged him in the past – they invariably got binned, never to be seen again. I asked my wife Jodie what she thought I should do, and she said, ‘Go and speak to him. Be honest, say you don’t understand his rationale and you feel a bit hurt. Surely he’ll hear you out?’

Jodie was right. I’d spent too long not standing up for other people when I’d seen Eddie belittling them, but I should at least stand up for myself. Besides, he couldn’t get angry if I just asked why he’d dropped me. Could he?

I had to clear out my hotel room so that one of the other boys could move in. When I bumped into Wiggy in the corridor, he shook my hand and said sorry. I told him it wasn’t his fault and we had a bit of a laugh about it.

I called Eddie on the way there and asked if I could see him, and he told me to come and find him in his office. So after I’d said goodbye to Wiggy and the rest of the lads, I girded my loins and made my way to the dragon’s lair.

When I walked in and asked if we could discuss what had happened, Eddie said of course and pulled a chair out for me. His desk was covered in computer screens, like a City trader’s; there were charts, graphs and lists all over the walls; Post-it notes were stuck to everything. And in the corner was his dog, Annie, a little big-eared thing that yapped at anything that moved.

‘Eddie,’ I said, ‘I just feel that dropping me is a bit harsh. I don’t understand how I can go from starting against Japan to not being involved at all. We’ve done well over the last few weeks. We beat South Africa, we nearly beat New Zealand. The Japan game was always going to be tough because we changed a lot of players. And Japan played well. But we still managed to get back into it and win the game.’ I thought I’d made my case quite eloquently, but Eddie just said, ‘That’s a shit attitude, mate. That’s justified my decision.’

I was momentarily dumbstruck. Then I said, ‘I don’t think I’ve got a shit attitude. Actually, I’ve got a good attitude. I’ve never once complained about not starting. And I’ve contributed a lot to this team since you came in. I just don’t think I played that badly to warrant you dropping me.’ Eddie narrowed his eyes and said, ‘Nah, shit attitude, mate. You’ve got to get better.’

Suddenly, I wasn’t so punchy. I told Eddie that he was right about me not having my best game and that I could give him more. But I still had bit of fight left in me. ‘I just think I deserved more than a three-second voicemail,’ I said. ‘I thought we had a better relationship than that.’ There was a pause, before Eddie said, ‘Whatever, mate. Go back and play for your club and we’ll see if you can get back in the room.’ I thanked him and shook his hand, and I swear to God his dog started growling at me.

I loaded up my car, rang Jodie and said, ‘I think I’ll be home for a while now. Actually, I don’t think I’ll be going away again.’ She couldn’t believe it. Jodie had heard stories about what Eddie was like and had met him a few times – but she didn’t know the real man. ‘Surely it can’t have been that bad,’ Jodie said when I got home. ‘Only if I’d done a flying headbutt and knocked him out could it have been any worse,’ I replied.

How could the kind of conversation that happens all the time in professional sport – a coach drops a player, the player asks why, the coach explains, no hard feelings – have had such disastrous consequences? Well, apparently it could where Eddie was involved. Just a few days earlier, I thought I was a shoo-in for the 2019 World Cup. Now, I appeared to have no chance.

I had a horrible few days, and might even have shed a tear or two. Hurt was the overriding emotion. I’d worked so hard for the previous three years, my body was in pieces, and I was mentally drained. I’d spent so much time away from my wife, who was learning how to be a mum, and a young son who could have done with having his dad around more. So to be ditched in such brutal fashion, as if I meant absolutely nothing, was very difficult to take.

I also regretted not saying what I really thought about Eddie in front of all the players and staff. When he was belittling one of his analysts, I wish I’d stood up and said, ‘That’s bang out of line, Eddie!’ Maybe my departure from camp could have been like that scene in Dead Poets Society, when Robin Williams’s teacher character gets sacked and all his pupils climb on their desks and say, with quivering lips, ‘O Captain! My Captain!’

Who am I kidding. Professional sport is every man for himself, so nobody would have backed me up, just as not a single person phoned me and asked, ‘How could Eddie treat you like that?’ And I behaved like a coward because I didn’t just want to play for England, I desperately needed to.

My fear of Eddie and the power he wielded bordered on paranoia. I worried that if I gave him both barrels in the media, he’d have me barred from Twickenham, which would have put the kybosh on any potential media work. Maybe I’d have needed to hire someone to taste my meals for me. Besides, I didn’t want to come across as bitter. So I did as Eddie had told me: went off and played for my beloved Harlequins and tried to get back in the room.
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I barely heard from Eddie in the three years after that traumatic meeting, save for a few brief chats at games and corporate events. So when I was offered the chance to write my autobiography in the summer of 2021, I accepted.

I’d almost given up hope of playing for England again, and I wanted people to know what had unfolded in my career and how my dreams of playing in the 2019 World Cup had been shattered. But having written the proposal and been offered a deal, I decided to pull the plug.

I’d only almost given up hope of playing for my country again, and while saying what I really felt would have given me some short-term satisfaction, it probably would have ended my England career. So I carried on playing as well as I could for Harlequins and did my best to forget I was well into my thirties. It wasn’t that I thought my England career deserved a good ending, I just believed it would have one. And I never stopped thinking, Everything happens for a reason.




CHAPTER 1

Football Mad

The real world is a very strange place to me because I’ve never really lived in it.

All my adult life, I’ve done the same as I was doing when I was a two-year-old in the garden, kicking and throwing a ball about. Lucky so and so.

Dad had an inkling I’d be a decent sportsman: when he rolled a ball towards us, my brother, Simon, would always manoeuvre it onto his right foot before hitting it, but I’d hit the ball with whichever foot it came to. Dad would often say, ‘Any player who can’t kick with both feet shouldn’t be playing professionally.’ And from when I was tiny, I desperately wanted to be a professional footballer.

Dad was a football-mad West Bromwich Albion fan and always claims he was a natural goal scorer. He still talks about a cup final he played in as a teenager, when West Brom sent some scouts to watch. He hardly got a kick in the first half but really turned things on after the break, scoring four goals in a man-of-the-match performance. Unfortunately, the scouts left at half-time. So instead of becoming West Brom’s new Jeff Astle, he went and worked in a bank instead, which is where he met my mum.

Mum and Dad are both proper Yam Yams from the Black Country, Mum from Wolverhampton, Dad from Smethwick, which is halfway between Birmingham and West Bromwich. The rivalry between their respective football teams is fierce, but they rose above it. And after a short stay down south, they ended up in Leeds, which is where they had my brother, me and then my sister, Sam, seven years later. Sam was born on Christmas Day 1994 – when Mum went into labour, Si and I were dropped off at family friends’, where we had chicken nuggets and chips for dinner (they had already eaten, to be fair!). None of us caught Mum and Dad’s Black Country accents – I think we dodged a bullet there!

Home was a lovely little village called Adel, 20 minutes out of Leeds city centre, on the road to Otley. It was paradise for two little boys with a taste for action. If we jumped over a couple of garden fences, we’d gain access to a massive expanse of playing fields, where we’d play football from dawn till dusk. There were only two years between us, so things were quite competitive. Si being older, he never wanted me to beat him at anything, however trivial. As the younger brother, I wanted to be as fast, as strong and as brave as Si. And I often got the snot beaten out of me by him and his mates.

When you’re a little kid with an older brother, you assume that nothing is tighter than the bond between you – until his mates enter the picture. But at the risk of sounding like some old bastard writing a letter to the Telegraph, all the rough stuff never did me any harm. In fact, constantly competing with an older brother (and his mates) put some steel into me. Si, I never thought I’d say this, but thank you for all those kickings.

Mum and Dad wanted us to be competitive – their attitude was, If you’re going to enter a race, you might as well win it. And I loved that feeling of winning. On sports days, I’d win everything, and I’d never be embarrassed. Neither would Mum or Dad. One year, one of the other mums complained about me – ‘It’s not fair your boy winning everything’ – and Mum replied, ‘He’s no different from your boy, he’s just faster. You can’t have a go at him for that.’ It’s not as if I was some genetic freak, towering over everyone else; I was the smallest in my class. My legs just turned over quicker than everyone else’s.

I was even competitive when it came to schoolwork. I wasn’t necessarily the best at everything, but I certainly wanted to be. I’d have to finish a book before anyone else in the class, and usually did, but spelling was my specialist subject. Ask me to spell anything and I could see it straight away in my head.

Despite Dad’s love of football, I started playing rugby first. My brother was playing for West Park in Bramhope, and whenever we watched him, I’d nag Mum to let me join in. The club told us I’d have to wait for two years, which was agonising, because I reckoned I was better than most of the players out there. So Mum had a word and they let me start playing for the under-sevens a year early.

I then started playing for the local football club in Adel, which was run by a good mate’s dad, Tony Walker. At first it was rugby on Saturday mornings, football on Sunday afternoons, playing up a year in both. But when I was nine, rugby and football started clashing, so Mum and Dad told us that we had to choose one or the other. Si chose rugby, while I chose football.

I enjoyed rugby, especially the social aspect. After football matches, everyone would jump straight in their cars and go home, while rugby would be an all-day affair, with adults sharing a few beers in the clubhouse and all the kids running around with fizzy drink and crisps swilling around their bellies. But we’d started tackling in rugby, and being the littlest by a mile, I was constantly getting pasted by the big kids. Meanwhile in football, I was running rings around people. I was still smaller than everyone else, but I was skilful.

My parents weren’t pushy, but they did want me to do as many sports as possible rather than focus on just football. I was actually pretty good at gymnastics, although I came to hate it. I remember a coach trying to push me down into the splits and me telling him I couldn’t do it anymore. But it must have helped with my strength, balance and agility, which came in very handy on the football pitch (and later with rugby).

By the time I reached secondary school, football had become an all-consuming passion. I didn’t watch rugby at all when I was growing up – I couldn’t even have named any teams or England players. Not even Will Carling. And whenever I went to the park with my mates, we never took a rugby ball. We’d boot a football about for hours, using a little cricket pavilion as the goal.

You can blame Santa Claus for my shocking change of allegiance from Leeds to Liverpool, because it was him who gave me a Liverpool annual for Christmas (I’m pretty sure it wasn’t on my wish list). I think the red of Liverpool just seemed more exciting than the white of Leeds (it can’t have been a glory hunting thing, because Liverpool hadn’t won the league for years) and I read that annual over and over again.

It was the time of the so-called Spice Boys – Robbie Fowler, Jamie Redknapp, Steve McManaman, David James and the rest of them – and they were quite an alluring bunch for an impressionable boy, what with their cream FA Cup Final suits, sports cars and pop-star girlfriends. I’m still mad about Liverpool now, although I get plenty of grief for it. People know I’m a proud Yorkshireman, and that I should be a Leeds fan, so they’ll often say to me, ‘How many games have you watched at Anfield?’ And I grit my teeth and reply, ‘One.’ Horrific really, but football makes a man do strange things.

My dream was to play for Liverpool, and I wanted to be like Michael Owen, because he was small and quick like me. I was actually pretty good with my feet but preferred to use my pace and knock the ball past people, just like Owen. Remember that ridiculous goal he scored against Argentina at the 1998 World Cup? I scored a goal like that once, beating four or five players before smacking it from 20 yards out. I’m still annoyed that Dad didn’t record it.

When I was about 11, a local guy called Colin Morris asked my dad if I wanted to start training at his academy, which was like a feeder camp for Yorkshire teams. The first night we turned up, it was immediately apparent that some of the kids were quite a bit older than me. But when Dad asked Colin what group I’d be training in, Colin replied, ‘There’s only one group. He’ll learn a lot faster by playing against these big lads.’

Some of these lads weren’t just big, they were also quite hard. Proper kids, in other words; kids who came from towns and cities, not picturesque villages. I was scared at the start, thought I’d get clumped every time I beat someone, or even tried to. But I soon earned their respect. And as time went on, I was holding my own against kids four years older than me.

Colin would take me if Dad was busy elsewhere, and this being the olden days, he’d smoke five or six fags during the half-hour journey. I’d be leaning out of the window coughing and spluttering and by the time we got to training I always felt sick as a dog. But Colin was a good man, and after about six months, he referred me to a guy called Clive Baker, who ran the Sheffield Wednesday academy. And after a couple of trial nights, Sheffield Wednesday signed me.

Wednesday were a big team back then, and I’d see the likes of Paolo Di Canio and Benito Carbone wandering around the place, as well as first-team manager Danny Wilson. Playing for Liverpool remained the ultimate dream, but this seemed like a good enough stepping stone.

I was a bit intimidated when I first turned up because kids were gobbing on the floor and swearing. And while the game was a bit rougher than I was used to, with lots of tough tackling and fouling when necessary, it didn’t take me long to adjust. Colin had been right: I had learnt a lot faster by playing with all those big lads.

I was the top goal scorer in my first two seasons, playing in the same team as Jamie Vardy, who would go on to have an incredible career with Leicester and England. Jamie was exactly the same as he is now – spiky, feisty, whatever you want to call it. He was from inner-city Hillsborough, where Wednesday’s ground is, and while he was small like me, he could handle himself. He tackled hard and was cocky as hell, the sort of kid who’d say, ‘Just give me the ball and I’ll do something.’ But Jamie and I got on well, especially on the pitch.

We were very similar – nippy, elusive, loved scoring goals – and Clive would either play us both on either wing or one of us on the wing with the other one up top. Clive, a legend of a bloke, loved kids who could pass well and play intricate football. And for the first three years, it was great. But then Clive left, a new guy came in and everything went pear-shaped.

These being less enlightened times, some might say the Dark Ages, there were still lots of youth coaches in England who acted as if Maradona and Pelé had never happened and thought that small kids couldn’t make it in men’s football. That old chestnut. So despite the fact that I was still carving things up and scoring loads of goals in training, I was suddenly warming a lot of benches at weekends, while bigger kids started ahead of me. Shockingly, Jamie suffered the same fate.

Twice a week, Mum would drop me at Dad’s work in Leeds, I’d sit at his desk waiting for him to finish, then he’d drive the hour and a half to Sheffield. Dad would stand in the cold with a cup of tea watching me train, then he’d drive back to Adel. We wouldn’t get home until 11 o’clock. Then at the weekend, poor old Dad would have to ferry me to Middlesbrough or Newcastle, where I might get 10 or 15 minutes off the bench. You tend to take your parents for granted when you’re a kid, but I do remember thinking, This must be so crap for Dad.

The final straw was a game against Manchester United. We lost 2–0, and for the first time the coach didn’t put me on at all. The whole game, I was sat on the bench thinking, I could do something here, maybe win us the thing. And as Dad and I were trudging off after the final whistle, I said to him, ‘I don’t want to do this anymore. I’m not enjoying it.’

‘I know,’ Dad replied, ‘I can see that.’ At the next training session, Dad asked them if they could release me from my contract so I could go and play for my local club, and they said yes.

Looking back, I’m happy that I wasn’t one of those kids who spends all his childhood years in an academy, when he could have been playing with his mates, only to be rejected at the end of it. You don’t get to live those years again. My son Blake used to play at one of Chelsea’s many academies, and I’d sometimes stand on the touchline, watching hundreds of kids of all different ages. How many would make it? Not just for Chelsea, for anyone? Not many. Maybe none. It’s quite sad when you think about it.

At the same time, I do have some lingering regrets about my football career that never was. Towards the end, I played against Derby County, who had future Spurs and England midfielder Tom Huddlestone in their team. We couldn’t get anywhere near him – it was like playing against Patrick Vieira – but I scored two goals and their coach said to my dad, ‘If you ever leave Wednesday, give us a call.’ Leeds said something similar, but I was so disillusioned by then, we never followed it up. Dad’s attitude was, Whatever makes you happy, that’s what you should do.

I admire him for that, and I loved playing football with my mates in Adel again, but I do sometimes think we should have made contact, at least with Leeds (driving to Derby twice a week probably would have finished Dad off). Was I good enough? I reckon I was as good as Jamie Vardy at the time, and even though he had to go all the way down the leagues he eventually got to the very top of the game (what was that Wednesday academy manager thinking?). And I sometimes watch football now and think, I could have been better than him.

The dreamer in me says I could have played at some level if I’d stuck with it, and I probably would have earned more money playing football for Barnsley or Bradford than I have playing rugby for Harlequins and England. Then again, would making a living at Oakwell or Valley Parade have topped regularly playing in front of 80,000 people at Twickenham? I don’t think so.




CHAPTER 2

Blagging It

Mum and Dad sent me to a secondary school whose main sport was rugby, Prince Henry’s Grammar in Otley, and while it was a bit of a laugh and useful for attracting girls, I didn’t take it seriously – certainly not while I was still at Wednesday.

I was as elusive on a rugby pitch as I was on a football pitch, although when I was 12, my best mate Albear (Alex Bearpark) got counter-rucked, flipped onto his back and landed on my left leg. Ignoring my screams, the captain suggested I run it off, but when I put my left foot down there was nothing there and I promptly collapsed in a heap. I didn’t know what pain was until then; it was absolutely excruciating. There was hardly anyone watching, just my mum and another lad’s dad standing on the far touchline, so I had to crawl off the pitch. The dad scooped me up, put me in Mum’s car and she whisked me off to hospital, where they discovered I’d snapped my tibia. As you can imagine, Wednesday were over the moon about that.

I found rugby quite easy. My school team would win most games, including the under-13 Yorkshire Cup final, and I’d usually bag a couple of tries. The same year I was let go by Wednesday, I was selected to play for Yorkshire Schools Under-15s, but football was still my game. It certainly never crossed my mind that I could play rugby as a job.

The turning point was probably when some of my mates persuaded me and my dad to go on a tour of Dublin with Otley Rugby Club. Dublin was different from anything I’d experienced in football. Whereas I didn’t really know any of the lads at Wednesday (let’s face it, they were my competitors rather than my mates), and the little football club in Adel didn’t have much of a social scene, that tour was my best mates and me all in it together. There was nothing cynical about it; we were all shapes and sizes – little lads, lanky lads, skinny lads, fat lads – but each of us had a role to play and felt wanted and loved. And while we obviously wanted to win our games, having fun was just as important, which is why we all dyed our hair blond. And just like the Romania team at the 1998 FIFA World Cup, we looked utterly ridiculous.

We’d run Irish teams ragged on the pitch then go out drinking with our dads, and we were only 16. This was a bit of me. And I soon found out that they didn’t just drink when they were on tour, they did it quite often. Apart from the night my dad found me spewing in the toilet after one too many WKDs, it was the best craic I’d ever had, and probably the exact moment I fell in love with rugby. Soon afterwards, I became a paid-up member of Otley.

Prince Henry’s was nominally a grammar school, but it was actually just a normal comprehensive, albeit with a decent reputation for rugby. I’m sure some of the lads played rugby just so they could beat up posh kids from private schools. They’d always be particularly revved up for those fixtures, and one game against Leeds Grammar (which was a private school, confusingly) had to be abandoned at half-time because our boys kept swinging punches. To add insult to the Leeds boys’ injuries, our lads nicked a load of their kit from the changing room.

But despite the occasional thuggery, we were pretty good at rugby, and our coach Pete Latham (who knew nothing about the thieving) has to take a lot of the credit for that. Pete had four daughters, none of whom were into rugby, so I think he saw his students as his projects. He was so passionate about us doing well and had a real knack for taking a talented all-round sportsperson and turning them into a rugby player.

The same year we won the under-16s Yorkshire Cup, I was selected for Yorkshire, North of England and then England Schools, which was almost unheard of. You normally didn’t get into the England Schools team unless you attended private school, so everyone at Prince Henry’s was going mad about it.

I didn’t understand what all the fuss was about until I turned up to camp, where everyone spoke posh, even the kids from up north. They all went to very expensive schools with impeccable rugby pedigrees, places like Millfield and Barnard Castle, and our skipper Sam Stitcher went to Wellington College, alma mater of my future England team-mate James Haskell. But it’s not as if I was walking around with a chip on my shoulder – I didn’t go to a school that cost ten grand a year, but I wasn’t exactly from the mean streets! – and I got on with Sam and most of the rest of the lads just fine.

It was cool wandering around the place in my England kit, but I still thought of myself as a footballer. Funnily enough, I had watched quite a lot of rugby league – my dad would take me and Si to watch Leeds Rhinos on a Friday evening, and we were even mascots once – but I didn’t watch union on TV, I’d never been to a game and I’d have struggled to name you more than a few England players until they won the 2003 World Cup. Martin Johnson, Jonny Wilkinson, Jason Robinson maybe. But beyond that, no one.

I didn’t really know what I was doing on a rugby pitch, because I wasn’t steeped in the game like the other lads. Most of them had dreamt of being rugby players since they were little, just as I’d dreamt of being a footballer, so their game intelligence was on a different level to mine. I could pass and kick off both feet, and I could skin people with my pace, but I was blagging it really.

That was when I first met several of my future senior England team-mates, including Dan Cole and Tom Youngs. I vividly remember Tom saying to me, ‘My little brother’s a scrum-half and he’s going to be quite decent,’ and me thinking, Yeah, we’ll see …

My first England roommate was the enigma that is Danny Cipriani, and there was no one better to learn from than him. I’d watch him in training and think, Jesus, that’s a proper rugby player. He was only 15, a year younger than the rest of us, but he passed and kicked just like Jonny Wilkinson and glided around the pitch like Barry John (not that I had a clue who Barry John was back then). Cips had scary confidence – what you might call swagger – a total belief that he was the best player on the pitch, which he was. But I didn’t find his approach off-putting; we bonded straight away, maybe because we weren’t as posh as the rest.

One night, Cips and I snuck out of our room and tried to listen in on the coaches’ selection meeting. We were crouched outside the room with our ears to the door like a couple of spies, but we couldn’t make much out. And the following day, I got picked and he didn’t. That raised a few eyebrows, the consensus being, ‘How on earth is Cips not in the team when he’s the best player here by a mile?’ Maybe they didn’t want him to get too ahead of himself, but it would be a theme of his career.

Before playing for England Under-16s, I’d been invited to a trial for the Leeds Tykes academy. Stuart Lancaster was the academy boss, and he ran a deadly serious ship. It was very technical, all about core skills, and I was still pretty raw – a footballer just trying his hand at rugby. I thought I was good enough to be there, but I didn’t want it as much as some of the other lads.

A week or so later, I received a letter from Lanny, explaining that I’d not reached the required standard. (Dad kept that letter, along with everything else from my rugby career – 40 folders’ worth! And I showed it to Lanny when he became head coach of the England team.) But after I played for England Schools, Lanny sent me another letter asking if I wanted to join Leeds’s academy after all. So I signed up, and suddenly things were beginning to get a bit serious, at least in terms of rugby.
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Once my sport took off, schoolwork fell down my list of priorities. I wasn’t a bad kid; I just wanted to be kicking or chucking a ball about rather than sitting in class learning stuff that didn’t seem to have any relevance.

I became known for being that kid who did stuff nobody else had the nerve to do, like the time a school mate and I were daring each other and I called 999 to tell them there was a fire. I didn’t give any more details, but ten minutes later, three fire engines were parked outside. This lad’s mum came storming up the stairs, asked what was going on, and eventually I owned up. She was, understandably, livid and booted me out of the house. And the poor guy got the mother of all bollockings.

I ran to a payphone and rang home. ‘Mum,’ I said, ‘just to let you know, I’m not feeling well so I’m coming home a bit early.’

‘Danny,’ Mum replied, ‘get yourself home now. I know exactly what you’ve done …’

My mum’s not a scary person – unless you really mess up – but she was certainly the disciplinarian of the household. So when I came jogging down the road, she was standing by the front door, and I could see the fury in her eyes. Mum never hit me, but I wasn’t taking any chances. I ran past her, locked myself in the bathroom and prayed that she’d soon calm down.

Readers – she didn’t soon calm down. Mum was banging on that door for what seemed like hours. I kept shouting, ‘I’m not coming out!’ and she kept replying, ‘We need to talk about this!’ Mum would be handy in sieges, because I eventually opened the door, and she gave me what for, and then some. The bollocking my mate got from his mum paled into insignificance next to the bollocking I got from my mum. It was the mother, the father, the son and the holy ghost of all bollockings. To be fair, Mum had every reason to be angry, because I’d put three fire engines out of commission and people could have died. Once her own fire had subsided, she said to me, ‘Why is it always you?’ What I thought, but didn’t say, was, Because everyone else always bottles it.

I enjoyed being good at rugby, which meant that some people wanted to take me down a peg or two. I’d like to think that none of my schoolmates would have described me as arrogant, but you’ve got to be confident to succeed in any sport. As Morrissey almost said, there are people in this world who hate other people being successful at sport, and they attempt to rationalise their hatred by convincing themselves that those successful people are arrogant, even when they’re not. That happened with me, and it pissed me off. No one accused kids of being arrogant because they were good at exams, but because I was doing something a bit sexier, at least on the face of it, I was a problem.

Throw girls into the mix and that hatred can become quite dangerous. I was playing in the school’s first team with my brother at the age of 16, so older girls who otherwise wouldn’t have looked twice at me suddenly became interested. I wasn’t exactly a player, but I did have a couple of girlfriends who were two years above me, which greatly confounded not only my brother but also some of the more thuggish elements of Prince Henry’s sixth form.

Armed with fake ID, I frequented a nightclub in Leeds called Heaven and Hell – stone cold dance classics in Heaven on the top floor, heavy house in Hell on the bottom floor, R&B and hip-hop in Purgatory in between. Saturday nights would be like a scene from The Inbetweeners, in that almost every person in there was underage, including an arch enemy of my brother who hated me by association and claimed to knock about with the Otley Crew.

The Otley Crew weren’t exactly the Crips, but this particular kid was quite big and had it in his head that something was going on between me and his girlfriend (I think I’d spoken to her once on a bus). So there I was, larging it in the VIP section behind the velvet rope, when this kid wandered over. We had a bit of a scuffle, and he said to me, ‘I’ll get you tonight, Care.’

‘We’ll see,’ I replied.

I’d had a few drinks and didn’t think anything would come of it, but after I left the club, I was crossing the road to catch a bus when this kid came out of nowhere and sucker-punched me in the back of my head, before giving me a few more digs while I was down. He was on his toes before my mates could react, and I was left with a mashed-up face all covered in blood. That was an early lesson that while being good at rugby had its upsides, it also put a target on your back.

[image: ]

Some of the Leeds academy lads trained every day, but because I was still at school, I could only do Monday nights. We’d train at Chandos Park, which was basically a battered old shed and a pitch that resembled a potato field.

It was a big step up for me, and felt like proper big boys’ rugby. Some of the lads were playing for the under-19s, others were in the second team already. These were people who were nearly making it, like Tom Biggs, Rob Webber and Rob Vickerman, who would go on to have long and successful careers.

In 2003, when I was still 16, I made my first-team debut, coming on as a winger in a pre-season friendly against Exeter. And the following season, the under-19s won the National Colts Cup. With the first team battling against relegation most seasons, naturally the club was getting excited about this new crop of kids that they thought were going to change their fortunes.

For all our successes, there were times when I didn’t particularly like Lanny. I was convinced he wasn’t keen on me because he was constantly saying I needed to be more like this and more like that, like a very pushy and annoying dad.

At other times, Lanny was more like a strict teacher. As far as he was concerned, you needed to arrive for everything ten minutes early, while arriving a minute late was a heinous crime. One morning, Mum got stuck in traffic and I walked into the gym at nine o’clock. Lanny gave me one of his laser stares and ordered me to do 5km on the bike, 2km on the running machine and a 1km row. And if I didn’t complete the set in a certain amount of time, I’d have to do it again. I was terrible at rowing because of my stubby arms, but when I protested that I wouldn’t make the time if I attempted it 100 times, Lanny said to me, ‘Okay Danny, I understand, you’re really terrible at rowing …’ Ouch.

If I had a big game for Leeds on the weekend, Lanny would tell me I couldn’t play for my school on a Wednesday. He’d also tell my school coach, a guy called James Tiffany who also worked at the academy. But one week, Lanny’s order not to play coincided with a particularly big school game, and there was no way I was missing out on that. I had so much fun playing for my school team; it was rugby at its purest, and I didn’t want to let my mates down.

Having been told by Tiff that I wasn’t playing, I told him I’d put my kit on, warm up with the boys and support them from the touchline. We usually hammered teams, but this was a bit of a tussle, so when one of our lads started hobbling around with ten minutes to go, I started nagging Tiff to put me on.

When Lanny told you to do something, you knew full well that you were dicing with death if you did the opposite – but I couldn’t resist on this occasion. Without telling Tiff, who was probably more scared of Lanny than I was, I subbed myself on and ended up scoring a crucial try at the death.

The following day, I trained with Leeds before heading to the shed. When Lanny, very sternly, read out the team for the weekend, I wasn’t in it. At the end of the meeting, he told me to stay behind, like when you’ve been naughty at school, before giving me the full Alex Ferguson hairdryer treatment. He kicked things off with, ‘Who the hell do you think you are?’

It was a proper mum or dad telling-off, as if I’d let Lanny down in some terrible way, and I couldn’t get my head around it. I said to him, ‘This is bollocks, I only played ten minutes with my mates.’ But he kept going on about how this wasn’t football and how I had the opportunity to be a professional rugby player, but only if I started taking things more seriously. And now, when I look back on that moment, I understand where Lanny’s fury came from. In truth, it was probably more frustration than real anger. I was this talented kid, and he was worried I didn’t want it enough and would blow my opportunity.

Before that dressing down from Lanny, I was just going with the flow. But now I was thinking, I need to knuckle down if I’m going to have any chance of making it. And I don’t want to be shouted at by Lanny again. What’s more, I’d found England’s World Cup win in 2003 incredibly inspiring. And while Jonny Wilkinson got most of the plaudits for his match-winning drop goal, I was just as impressed by Matt Dawson’s involvement. First, he did a little dummy, so that the Australian defenders had to take a couple of steps back; then he threw a long pass that was bang on the money and gave Jonny all the time he needed to execute his kick. That was incredible skill from Dawson under immense pressure, and he became my first real rugby hero. I was under no illusion that I’d have a long career, let alone win a World Cup like him, but I was going to give it a crack.

Suddenly, I wanted to be the first to arrive for training, the last to leave and the best trainer in between. Having been a reluctant lifter of weights, I now realised I’d never make it without putting on some bulk. And once Lanny realised that I did want it after all, he threw himself behind me 100 per cent. Then one day, he told me he thought I could play for England. I spent hours on the pitch with Lanny, practising my passing. He’d dip balls in a bucket of soapy water and say, ‘If you’re going to play for Leeds, you’ll need to learn how to pass a wet ball.’ Lanny even kept on at me about my schoolwork, presumably because he was hearing stories about me messing about all the time instead of studying. No doubt about it: I owe Lanny a lot.

My time in the sixth form at Prince Henry’s was a bit of a whirlwind, to put it mildly. I signed a professional contract with Leeds in my final year, and a couple of weeks later I made my competitive debut against Spanish side Valladolid in the third-tier European Shield, starting at fly-half (I had been playing ten at school, to get my hands on the ball a bit more in space and because we had a really talented younger lad who could play nine).

Valladolid weren’t great – we beat them 121–0 in the first leg at Headingley – so it was the perfect opportunity for head coach Phil Davies to try out a few youngsters. And it was fun for the first 23 minutes. I scored a length-of-the-field try, set another one up and kicked four conversions. This pro rugby lark seemed like a piece of piss. Then I went for another show and go, got tackled and snapped my ankle. My foot was facing the wrong direction, which is never nice to see, and I was in shock. Then the pain kicked in, which was on a par with when I’d knackered my other leg.

After a trip to the hospital, where I was medicated up to the eyeballs and had my right leg set in a plaster cast, I ended up going to a restaurant where a massive piss-up was taking place, this being the first time Valladolid had hosted a professional team. They put on an incredible spread in a massive cavern, with tapas, beer and wine on tap and a banging live band. Everyone was up on their feet, dancing like idiots, and I was sat in the corner with my leg up.

The lads had slung a few drinks down my neck, which dulled any pain, but when I eventually needed to go to the toilet, I had to wait for my doctor, Terry Crystal, to finish singing. He’d clambered onto the table and asked if he could use one of my crutches as a microphone. My team-mate Rob Rawlinson ended up piggybacking me to the toilet, and I passed Terry on the way. ‘Nice one, Terry,’ I shouted. ‘Top doctoring …’ (I should add that Terry is an absolute legend and a fine doctor who also worked for England.)

I rounded off my school rugby career with a try and victory in the Daily Mail Vase final at Twickenham. That was an emotional day. Playing with your best mates at Twickenham is the stuff of dreams, and it was largely because of their enthusiasm that I’d started to take rugby seriously, but I knew we wouldn’t have many more games together. At the same time, I had an inkling that this could potentially be normal life now, or at least could become so. I was an actual real-life rugby player.




CHAPTER 3

Right at Home

I was 17, on £12,000 a year, and I felt like a king. A few of the new boys had come from elsewhere in the country and were living in an academy house, which they had to pay rent on. But I was still living at home, with a grand a month in my pocket, nothing to spend it on (apart from the little blue Fiat Punto my parents bought me) and my mum doing all my cooking and washing.

I’d underperformed in my A levels (although I did get a B in PE and was offered a place to study sport and exercise science at Leeds Metropolitan University), so I needed to give rugby my undivided attention. I had vague notions of becoming a PE teacher or a fireman if rugby didn’t work out, or maybe even giving football another crack, but I’ve always been a glass-half-full kind of person, and I thought rugby would probably work out if I kept grafting.

Those first couple of seasons at Leeds were mainly about watching and learning from team-mates, and we had a great squad on paper, including Iain Balshaw and Mark ‘Ronnie’ Regan, both World Cup winners with England. Balsh was one of the most dangerous backs England has ever had, but he was also one of the greatest moaners in rugby – and he was up against some very stiff opposition – while Ronnie was one of the most unintentionally funny people I’d met. He once showed me a video of him parking his new Bentley. When I asked why he’d carpeted his garage, he replied, ‘So that she can sleep nicely …’

We also had England lock Tom Palmer, former England full-back Tim Stimpson, Scotland fly-half Gordon Ross, Wales back-rows Alix Popham and Richard Parks, some proper club stalwarts like Mike Shelley and Rob Rawlinson, who always kept an eye out for me, and a former All Black in Justin Marshall, one of the greatest scrum-halves of all time.

Being an understudy to a bloke who’d won 81 caps for New Zealand was a bit intimidating for a kid straight out of school. But while Marshy didn’t offer me much advice, I’d constantly ask him questions about tactics and technique and he’d always answer.

Besides, watching Marshy train was a daily revelation. In terms of core skills – passing and kicking – he wasn’t up there with the very best, but he was big, physical and quick. And when it came to actual games, which he was being paid the big bucks to perform in, he’d really turn on the class.

Marshy had only retired from international rugby in 2005, after the All Blacks’ whitewash of the British and Irish Lions, so opposition players were terrified of him. And watching him manipulate defences was mesmerising. He’d glide across the pitch, throw defenders with his eyes and wait for a mistake. Then he’d either go through the gap himself – he scored a lot of tries for a scrum-half – or put a team-mate in, often with a ridiculous offload. I loved that he backed himself, whether it was the right or wrong decision. If a quick tap and go or drop goal didn’t come off (he’d try drop goals from anywhere on the pitch), never mind, at least he had the audacity to go for it.

But what I loved most about Marshy was his swagger off the field. If anyone else was late for a meeting, Phil Davies would lock the door so they couldn’t get in, then read them the riot act after the meeting was over (if you were running more than five minutes late, it was best not to show up at all and pretend you were ill, preferably dying). But Marshy would regularly stroll in late, safe in the knowledge that Leeds were paying him a load of money and he was the best player in the team by a mile, which made him virtually unbollockable, and certainly undroppable.

One time, he kicked the door open 15 minutes into a meeting, wearing shades as usual, with a sandwich in one hand and a coffee in the other, and casually said, ‘Sorry Phil, bit of a queue in the café.’ Phil replied, ‘No worries, Marshy, take a seat …’ Some of my team-mates would get upset that Marshy was able to get away with stuff they couldn’t, but I’d be thinking, That is class. That’s how I want to be. Not that I wanted to be late all the time, but I liked the idea of being so good, and having done such great things in the sport, that I could do whatever I wanted and the coach wouldn’t give a toss.

In hindsight, Phil was probably sending out a coded message to the rest of us: ‘Marshy has earned the right to be Marshy. If you’re ever as good as him, you’ll have all the privileges that he has.’

Even our World Cup winners were treated like paupers next to Marshy. If we played badly on a Saturday, Phil would make us do ‘100s’ on the Sunday morning, which meant running 100m over and over again until he stopped blowing his whistle. He’d stand on the sideline shouting, in his thick Welsh accent, ‘Fuckin’ run, boys!’ And I’d be thinking, I didn’t even play at the weekend!

Not that I said anything, because the best way to earn respect as a young recruit in a sports team is to speak when you’re spoken to, make tea and drink beer when you’re told to, play well and, most important of all, train hard. However, Iain Balshaw was a ten-year professional veteran, as well as one of the greatest moaners in rugby, and he once shouted at Phil, ‘How is this helping us play better rugby?!’ Phil shouted back, ‘Shut the fuck up, Balsh, and keep fuckin’ running …’ I thought that
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