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Born in Hamilton, New Zealand, in 1963, Warren Gatland played rugby for the provincial side Waikato for eight years, and made 17 appearances for the All Blacks, before turning to coaching.
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After a dozen years at the helm, Gatland left his post as Head Coach of Wales after the 2019 World Cup. In that time, the Welsh have reached two World Cup semi-finals and won three Grand Slams and the Six Nations four times. During his career, Gatland has also coached Connacht and the Irish national team, as well as Waikato and Wasps.
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In The Line of Fire


About the Book

WARREN GATLAND is one of the world’s most renowned and intriguing rugby coaches of the modern era, leading Wales to four Six Nations titles, three Grand Slams and two World Cup semi-finals, and masterminding two history-making tours as Head Coach of the British and Irish Lions. 

Gatland’s definitive autobiography provides a colourful and vivid chronicle of an extraordinary three decades at rugby’s dynamic coal-face. 

The personal journey has been rewarding and challenging in equal measure, spanning many of the sport’s most passionate heartlands such as New Zealand, Ireland, England and, of course, Wales. 

Gatland reflects in characteristically forthright and intelligent fashion on a lifetime spent playing and coaching the sport which has been his passion since as a young boy he first picked up an oval ball on New Zealand’s North Island, dreaming of joining the ranks of the mighty All Blacks. 

Along the way we encounter the greatest matches, players and rivalries the sport has to offer, get introduced to a stunning cast of unforgettable characters who grace the story with their humour and humanity, and emerge with a striking appreciation of what makes this outstanding rugby man tick. 


I dedicate this book to the three most important people in my life – Trudi, Gabby and Bryn. I love you so much, Big Much, and there’s nothing greater than that.


Prologue

SEVENTEEN MILES AND A WHOLE WORLD AWAY 

1st November 2019: Tokyo

There is a full house of almost 50,000 in the Tokyo Stadium tonight to watch Wales, my team, take on New Zealand, my country, at the Rugby World Cup. It is one of the great rivalries in the sport and in any other context, it would be a moment to savour. Sadly, this is a case of wrong place, wrong time. They call it a final, but it’s the Bronze Medal final. The real final is being played tomorrow, an hour’s drive down the road in Yokohama, and by the time South Africa and England take the field, my post-Wales life will already be a day old.

What can I expect from this evening’s game, my last after twelve years as head coach? Tough question. The All Blacks will be on the rebound after finishing a distant second to England six days ago and as I watch them warming up on the far side of the halfway line, I see some of rugby’s super-elite – Kieran Read, Brodie Retallick, Sonny Bill Williams, Ben Smith, Beauden Barrett – going about their preparations with a glint in their eyes. They’re not here to mess around. They’re here to right some wrongs. 

As for us, we’re suffering. We’ve had a short turnaround from a brutal semi-final against the Springboks and we’re held together by bandages, sticky tape, blind faith and bottomless reserves of desire. We were short on numbers when we faced the South Africans and we’re even shorter now. Leigh Halfpenny, George North, Tomas Francis, Aaron Wainwright: they all joined the injury list last weekend and were declared unavailable for selection.

I’m not the only member of the coaching staff moving on after this tournament, so in the team meeting I ask Alan Phillips, Shaun Edwards and Robin McBryde to mark the moment in their own way. Alan, our long-serving manager, is very emotional. Like me, he played international rugby in the hard position of hooker; like me, he has a soft side. When he speaks, he cannot hide his emotions. Shaun, a true trailblazer in the ever-evolving science of defence strategy, is incredibly generous with his words, pointing out that apart from our captain Alun Wyn Jones, every player in the room is an international because I made him one. I swallow hard at that. Robin speaks brilliantly. He has become a real force as forwards coach, increasingly influential as a talker and the very embodiment of commitment to the cause. His mother passed away during this tournament, yet he stayed the course because he felt it was his duty. ‘It’s what she would have wanted,’ he told me. Astonishing. When he talks, incredibly positively, he makes the players laugh. Good on him.

Me? I don’t say much about the game. I concentrate on what we have going for us as a group. ‘One of the enduring characteristics of this team over the last few years is our complete refusal to give up,’ I say. ‘We never, ever give up.’ 

And as I watch from the coaching box, there is not the slightest whiff of a capitulation. We concede two early tries and when that happens against an All Blacks team with a point to prove, the phrase ‘long day at the office’ springs to mind. But we dig in. We work our way back to 14–10 with a try from Hallam Amos and five points from the boot of Rhys Patchell, who is playing with great skill and no little authority at fly-half and looks ready to fulfil his potential as a genuine Test No 10. 

There is a lot of guts on show out there. Jonathan Davies, our Lions centre, isn’t even close to being fully fit and I know that some of our tight forwards, like Alun Wyn and Ken Owens, have emptied themselves over the course of the tournament and are almost playing on memory alone. Yet they’re giving whatever they still have to give. I’m incredibly proud of them.

Ever the optimist, I’m thinking we can stay in this game if things fall right for us. Even when Ben Smith scores a brilliant solo try to give New Zealand an eleven-point lead, I have a good feeling about the rest of the match. If we can just hold them to this until the break . . .

But we don’t hold them. Ben Smith scores again with the last move of the half and two minutes after the restart, Sonny Bill reaches into his bag of party tricks to create a try for Ryan Crotty. This is the best I’ve seen Sonny Bill play for quite a while. Trust him to choose tonight. If we continue to give him the run of the field, 35–10 could become 65–10 almost without us noticing. Yet even now, with the game gone and an unnerving amount of time left on the clock, we keep playing, keep asking questions, keep refusing to roll over. This is what I spoke about in the meeting. This is what counts.

At the final whistle, we’ve lost 40–17. As Alun Wyn says to me when I join him on the field, it would have been a whole lot worse but for the spirit in our team. Sonny Bill walks across to me and, out of the blue, shakes me by the hand and says: ‘Warren, I have a huge amount of respect for you as a coach.’ I thank him for his kind words. 

In the changing sheds afterwards, ‘respect’ very much captures the mood of the occasion. Coaches and players intermingle in each other’s dressing rooms, swapping jerseys and sharing thoughts and stories along with the obligatory end-of-tournament beers. It is a happy moment for me, even in defeat. Rival teams do not always share this kind of intimacy, so it is a mark of mutual respect that we can feel so relaxed together.

There will be more beers tomorrow, for sure. We will find ourselves a bar in town and say our fond farewells while the World Cup final is played out elsewhere. We would have loved to have been where South Africa and England are, but Wales will have to wait until 2023 for another shot at the ultimate prize. I’ll be doing other things, and those other things start next week. On Wednesday, I have a business meeting with my new employers, the Chiefs, in Hamilton, Waikato. Which is where it all began. 


1

BAREFOOT IN THE FROST

Sometimes, it’s the small things that loom largest in the mind’s eye. My rugby life has already spanned more than half a century – I was just five when my father introduced me to the game by taking me to a junior boys’ muster session at the Eastern Suburbs club, just around the corner from our home in Hamilton – and my memory is full of big sporting moments jostling for space: my first provincial game for Waikato, my first training run with the All Blacks, my Ranfurly Shield victories, guiding Wasps to their first European title, winning Grand Slams with Wales, beating the British and Irish Lions as a player and then coaching them to a series victory in Australia and a bitterly fought draw in my own country. Yet I’m not sure if I ever felt prouder or more excited than when I was given my first pair of boots.

I would have been ten, maybe eleven, and for the previous few years, I’d played my rugby in bare feet. It didn’t matter whether the pitch was as wet as slush or as dry as a desert; it made no difference whether it was ankle deep in mud or glistening with winter frost. Kids from my corner of Hamilton, which was far from the most prosperous part of town, were not accustomed to playing in boots until they were leaving childhood behind and heading towards high school. Not that it mattered to us. Every boy in the neighbourhood wanted to be an All Black, and to be an All Black you had to play rugby. Proper rugby. Whatever it was we played on a Saturday morning in the late 1960s, it wasn’t ‘tag’ or ‘touch’ or ten-a-side. There were always fifteen players on each team, every one of them knocking lumps out of the next kid while busily honeypotting around the ball; and if you happened to get your hands on it, you’d run as fast and as hard as you could. It was rough and it was tough, like a game of ‘Bullrush’ – I think they call it ‘British Bulldog’ in the UK – with just a faint hint of rugby about it. And if it hadn’t been for the weigh-in system, which went at least some way to ensuring that the physical disparities weren’t so great as to leave large numbers of local youngsters at serious risk of orthopaedic trauma, the hospital wards might have had more weekend business than they could handle. Some kids grow faster than others and many of my friends from the local Maori community looked like giants as they mounted the scales in the clubhouse and waited for their team allocation. The rugby may have been pretty wild, but it was underpinned by a good deal of logic and common sense. 

By the time I received that heaven-sent gift of a pair of boots, my head was full of rugby. As I moved through the grades as a single-minded and confident footballing No 8 – yes, really – and started playing competitive matches on a Saturday, the sport became all-consuming. Friday night was the most exciting night of the week because it was just hours from kick-off. It was the one time my mum could persuade me to go to sleep early, and I would lie there with my black and white Eastern Suburbs shirt folded neatly on the end of the bed. The boots? They would be at my side, the leather lovingly polished and the laces washed clean. I treasured them. They weren’t the most up-to-date model – if they didn’t quite have hobnails rather than studs, they were definitely traditional rather than futuristic – but they meant the world to me. It was not a time of plenty for us as a family in Hamilton, but my parents did their best to provide for us with the support of my grandparents.

I was the eldest child in what would become a pretty substantial family. My sister Kim was a couple of years younger than me; then came my brother Paul, another brother, Ryan, and then after another few years, my sister who was twenty-one years younger than me, Micharn. My dad Dave was a car salesman, although I have an idea in the back of my mind that he started out selling sewing machines. Remember them? They seem almost as prehistoric as hobnail rugby boots. Dad was a sportsman – a good enough back-rower to have played senior club rugby in Hamilton, which to all intents and purposes was the grade below Waikato provincial selection. My first memories are of us living in a house in a suburb called Chartwell, and thanks to Dad’s job, we were never in need of a car of our own to get around: he would always arrive home with something decent in the wheels department and it felt good, being driven here and there in something brand spanking new.

As Dad was also an excellent water polo player, it goes without saying that he was very strong in the water: a talent shared by my mum Kay, who swam in the best local competitions and held a variety of records. She was a lively, positive individual who enjoyed her social life and had all the energy required to hold down a hairdressing job while raising an ever-growing family. I can’t remember her not working to help make ends meet – apart from the enviable line in cars, our lifestyle was a long way short of flashy – and her absences during the working day or as part of a young married couple socialising meant that I spent a lot of time with my maternal grandparents, who had always supported their daughter as best they could. Not least when she fell pregnant with me at the age of eighteen, before she was married.

My grandfather was a particularly fascinating character. A keen photographer who showed some genuine talent in the field, he had fought in the deserts of North Africa and the Middle East during World War II and put together an album of pictures from that terrible time that I hold dear to this day. He developed emphysema, which he blamed on the sand inhaled during his tour of duty, and was a very sick man by the time I got to spend time with him. Despite his discomfort, he would happily sit for hours, breathing oxygen through his mask while telling me the stories associated with his pictures. He wasn’t too fond of many of the things he saw during the war years, and I remember him saying sadly that if his experience in the region was anything to go by, there would never be peace in the Middle East (quite a premonition, as it turns out). At the same time, many of his tales were inspiring and all of them compelling. Those discussions gave me an abiding interest in history that sustained me through my school years and remains a passion to this day.

Money was tight more often than not, but my dad had ambitions of building a car sales franchise of his own as a means of improving the family fortunes. My parents sold the house in Chartwell to free up some money to invest in the new business, but from what I can recall, the venture never really threatened to take off. After a couple of years, Dad was back working for someone else, which must have been hard for him to take. As a family we moved quite a bit from one rental home to another before moving in with my grandparents for a few years. That meant changes of school, too, and when I was about twelve, I found myself moving out of my home town for the first time in my life and attending school in nearby Te Awamutu, where Dad had signed up for his latest job. I’d set my heart on attending Hamilton Boys’ High School – a serious rugby and sporting establishment, over and above everything else – and had been accepted, but events conspired against me. It was Te Awamutu College, or nothing.

This was a big change for me and if it hadn’t been for sport, which provided me with the solid ground I needed, I’m not sure how I would have developed. I felt I was a good student, motivated and committed in the classroom as well as in the rough and tumble of the sporting environment, but later in one of my school reports, the teacher wrote: ‘Warren, life is not a rugby field!’ Had I been expected to write a reply, I’d probably have said: ‘You’re right. The school has a cricket pitch too.’ Basically, I loved any activity with a competitive edge to it. If I have one regret about my sports upbringing, it’s that I didn’t follow my parents’ example in getting the most out of my swimming. Partly, that was down to Mum. Training in the pool is notoriously hard on kids from a very early age, and having been through the mill herself, she wasn’t exactly desperate to see her children go through the same thing. But like my sister Kim and brother Paul, I was pretty capable in the water. Paul went on to compete at quite a high level.

That teacher was right, of course: rugby was an amateur game back then, and somewhere along the line, I would find myself in need of a job. A proper job. But I was a sports nut of a kid in a sports-nut country, captaining the first XV at school, winning honours in the big age-group competitions and starting to win some representative recognition at provincial level. As I got older I didn’t pay enough attention to my studies as I was too occupied with sport. Throw in the cricket as an extra – I made the top team at Te Awamutu a year before others in my age group and scored a good few runs in my first season – and it’s fair to say there was plenty to distract me from my studies. It wasn’t a big issue: I didn’t neglect my academic work completely and my performance levels didn’t fall off a cliff. But when I looked to the future, the first thing I saw was an All Black shirt with my number on it. I knew from a pretty tender age that I wanted to take a proper shot at big-time rugby but I also loved my cricket and was making representative teams there too.

Funnily enough, it was cricket that gave me my chance. Some friends of mine who were students at Hamilton Boys’ High invited me to play in a tournament during the school holidays and things went well for me with both bat and ball. I could play a few shots all around the wicket and while I wasn’t as quick a bowler as I imagined myself to be – my delusions of Michael Holding-esque grandeur disappeared when opposition batsmen of a good standard started exposing my medium-paced inswingers for what they were – I could fight my corner well enough. After that tournament, I told my parents that I wanted to leave Te Awamutu College and go to Hamilton Boys’ High, which had been my first choice all along. They saw what it meant to me and agreed that I should move back into town and live with my grandmother Nora. At long last, I was where I wanted to be.

The principal at Hamilton Boys’ High was Tony Steel, an All Black who had played nine Tests on the wing just a few years previously – the first four of them against the Lions in the 1966 ‘blackwash’ – and notched up seven tries (not to mention another thirteen in non-international appearances, at the rate of almost one a match). For a teenager like me, finally enrolling at the school I had always wanted to attend, this was really something. Back then, our rugby internationals were very much a part of the community, right in the thick of daily life, as well as being 24-carat heroes. Waikato rugby folk, by which I mean virtually the entire population, felt their presence deeply and took enormous pride in the All Blacks we produced. I was no exception. During my time playing rugby there, I got to know some of the greatest players in the history of the province: Has Catley from Taupiri, a country club where I was to play and coach, was as good a hooker as any to wear the silver fern, and the Clarke brothers, goal-kicking Don and hard-scrummaging Ian. They were our people and they meant the world to us, especially as we always believed we were in the shadow of Auckland over the Bombay Hills and were considered by the big-city types to be country cousins at best and second-class citizens at worst. They had a saying in Auckland: ‘Nothing happens south of the Bombays’ – meaning the Bombay Hills. No wonder we awaited the Queen’s Birthday weekend with a serious degree of relish, because that was when the annual Waikato–Auckland fixture was traditionally played. There is a famous local story of Ian Clarke refereeing the game after his retirement as a player and growing so despondent at the scale of the drubbing being inflicted on his successors that he was heard to say after yet another Auckland try: ‘Come on, boys. I’ll give you a hand.’

In truth, Tony Steel was not one of ours. Far from it. He hailed from the South Island – born in Greymouth, educated in Christchurch – and had played all his provincial rugby for Canterbury. His life in Hamilton was about teaching, not about upbringing. But he was right up my street in the rugby sense. It is widely assumed that all New Zealanders of my age regarded Colin Meads, the great second-row superman of the All Black pack and the so-called ‘Godfather’ of world rugby, as the main attraction, our hero of heroes. He was certainly an iconic figure, in the days when ‘iconic’ was simply a word rather than a cliché, and he was representative of a certain kind of Kiwi: the farmer, the outdoors guy, the strong and silent type who could run uphill with a pile of fence posts on one shoulder and a fully-grown sheep on the other. It’s also important to say that, by any reckoning, he was an exceptional player. But one of the reasons I held Tony Steel in such high regard was that despite being a back-rower, I found the glamour positions of rugby more fascinating than the muck-and-bullets side of the game, which is quite an admission from someone who ended up at the very sharpest point of the forward contest. My All Black heroes were to be found way out there on the wing: trailblazing Bryan Williams, an Aucklander of Samoan descent who did as much as anyone in history to give the Pacific Islanders a proper stake in New Zealand rugby, was one of them; and feisty little Grant Batty, who brought his small stature to bear on some extremely substantial opponents, was the other. These were the guys who caught my eye and captured my imagination. A little later, Bernie Fraser and Bruce Robertson created the magic that left me spellbound. They were backs, too. It may well come as a shock to those critics who like to accuse me of one-dimensional coaching (people repeatedly describe my tactical approach as ‘Warrenball’, whatever that means) but running rugby has always been my thing.

If I can’t say I was personally coached by Tony Steel after I arrived as a fifth-former and before he launched a successful career in politics, I can definitely attest to the fact that under his leadership, Hamilton Boys’ High started to become a real power school in the land. This has been further enhanced by the leadership of Sue Hassall, the first woman principal at the school, who has been in charge for a long time. While the private schools made their mark on the New Zealand age-group scene, it was Hamilton Boys’ and the other leading state schools, from Auckland Grammar to Christchurch Boys’, who were top of the pile. They may have been non-selective, with admission governed first and foremost by catchment area, but they had pupil numbers on their side, and as rugby was the game of the people, that was a big advantage. The rugby I played there was ferociously competitive right the way through the grades: full-on training twice a week was followed by Saturday fixtures around the North Island, with Palmerston North Boys’, Gisborne Boys’ and New Plymouth Boys’ on the traditional fixture list as well as Auckland Grammar. They might as well have been All Black matches, such was my nervous excitement on the eve of a game, and I discovered something about myself as the seasons unfolded: namely, that I enjoyed being on edge. I found that pressure, self-imposed as well as applied from outside, brought the best out of me. Such was my progress, I was asked to captain the first XV and held the job for two years rather than the customary one. It meant the world to me.

It was Glenn Ross – the same Glenn Ross who would eventually coach at professional level in Europe with the likes of Sale, Northampton and Connacht – who guided me through my rugby years at Hamilton Boys’ High and I owe him a debt of gratitude. I was still playing as a No 8 and fancied myself as not a bad loose forward, especially when I was picked to represent Waikato Schools and then made the cut for the Northern Region XV. Can I remember the name of the bloke I beat to a place in the team? Just about. His name was Michael Jones. Yes, you heard it right. The Michael Jones, revered to this day as one of the greatest loose forwards ever gifted to the rugby world by a country where numbers 6, 7 and 8 have ruled the roost since time immemorial. If he wasn’t half bad as a player at the time, he was beyond brilliant five years or so later when New Zealand won the 1987 World Cup. Did I put him firmly in his place as we chased that spot in the Northern Region team? I wouldn’t quite say that, but it wasn’t long before he shifted from No 8 to the open-side flank, so maybe he knew when he was beaten! We laugh about it now because it seems so ridiculous. As Waikato Schools had won the Northern Region competition and I was captain, it was probably the reason I was selected ahead of him. A short while after the World Cup victory, when things had been restored to their proper order, I found myself playing alongside him in an invitation fixture up in Whangarei. I remember him receiving the ball on halfway, holding it under his left arm while fending off three opponents with his right hand, pirouetting past a couple more defenders on the 10-metre line and then sprinting forty metres for a try under the posts. I’ve racked my brains, but I don’t remember ever registering a try quite like that.

My representative schools rugby was played in the early 1980s, which was when I first saw the All Blacks play live. I’d seen Waikato play a good few times, starting at the age of eight or nine: the first game I remember attending was the 1977 match against the touring Lions. They won 18–13 in front of a full house at Rugby Park, which was situated all of a third of a mile away from my grandmother’s house and that day hosted some of the biggest names in the sport: Andy Irvine at full-back, Ian McGeechan in the centre, Phil Bennett at outside-half, Peter Wheeler at hooker and a seriously combative all-Welsh back row of Jeff Squire, Terry Cobner and Derek Quinnell. Yet however star-studded they may have been, I’m not sure the quality of their players registered with me. Life in New Zealand at that time was narrowly focused, if I’m being honest about it. While the All Blacks and the Waikato regulars could not have been more familiar to me, the rest of the world was both a mystery and an irrelevance.

Things were very different four years later when the Springboks came to town. Different for everyone – everyone I knew, everyone in Hamilton, everyone in the country – and not in a good way. There was no mystery about things now, because the arrival of the South Africans on our shores was overwhelmingly the biggest political issue of the day as well as the biggest sporting one, and as it tore at the fabric of New Zealand society, it could hardly have been more relevant. Forget Brexit and the disharmony it has created in the United Kingdom; this has been small beer by comparison. The Springbok tour of New Zealand in 1981 split families down the middle, put protestors on the streets in numbers few of us Kiwis imagined possible and brought civil unrest into our lives, front and centre. I remember the events of those few weeks as vividly as anything that happened in my young life, not least because I found myself present at two pivotal moments: the game against Waikato in Hamilton and the deciding game in the three-Test series against the All Blacks at Eden Park in Auckland.

In sporting terms, as in many other walks of life, the South Africans had become pariahs because of the apartheid policy of their government, and there was growing pressure on all rugby-playing countries to cut ties with them. The All Black tour down there in 1976, supported by our newly-elected Prime Minister Robert Muldoon, had led directly to a mass African boycott of the Olympic Games in Montreal later that year, and despite the signing by Commonwealth nations of the Gleneagles Agreement, which described apartheid in sport as an ‘abomination’ and sought to discourage contact with South Africa, Rob Muldoon stuck to his ‘no politics in sport’ position and allowed the ’81 tour to proceed. The vast majority of elder statesmen and chief power brokers on the New Zealand Rugby Football Union were right behind the decision, yet Graham Mourie, the inspirational Taranaki flanker who had skippered the All Blacks to a first Grand Slam on the 1978 tour of the British Isles and was regarded as a serious thinker on the game, came out against the union’s call and refused to play for reasons of conscience. So too did Bruce Robertson, one of my heroes. That alone gives you an idea of the rift that opened up in our rugby. I was soon to discover that the rift was a whole lot wider, and far more damaging, than a simple difference of opinion between a couple of big-name players and the board.

I was eighteen by now and I was trying to find my own way in the world, playing rugby for the Hamilton Old Boys club and living in a flat in town. When the Boks arrived for the Waikato match in late July – only the second game of the tour – I went to Rugby Park with some friends well ahead of kick-off and found a place on the terraces. There had been an anti-tour demonstration at the first game, against Poverty Bay in Gisborne, and some protestors found their way on to the pitch, only to be manhandled straight back off it again by spectators and security men. The trouble in Hamilton was of a different magnitude. The ground was jam-packed and it seemed the match would start on time, but just before the teams were due to take the field a bunch of protesters pushed through the fence, linked arms and walked on to the grass. In no time at all, there were hundreds of them. The mood wasn’t the best: there were police with batons surrounding the intruders on the field and I remember people around me baying for blood, shouting and chanting and pelting the demonstrators with full cans of beer and a variety of less valuable missiles. What none of us realised immediately was that there had been some pretty serious trouble outside the ground and that once they’d made it into Rugby Park, the protestors had thrown sharp objects – tacks and nails, primarily – on to the playing surface. It was a mess, the whole thing, and as the mood darkened by the minute, there was an announcement on the sound system. The game was off. At that point, the mood was not just dark, but ugly. It stayed that way. One of my flatmates was so furious, he went into the bars that night looking for protestors, with the stated intention of giving them a hiding. He wasn’t the only one with that in mind: there were a whole stack of rugby nuts feeling betrayed and prowling around town in search of someone to blame. If you happened to have been out and about in Hamilton that evening and you looked like someone who was celebrating the cancellation of the match . . . well, you were in an ocean of trouble.

What did I feel? I’d paid to go to the game and I was certainly disappointed that it failed to go ahead, so I guess that puts me in the pro-tour camp. In so far as I gave the subject any thought back then, I bought the argument that sport and politics were two different things. It wasn’t a matter of being brainwashed by anyone, any more than it was a case of being ignorant of apartheid. I was as familiar with the issue as any other average guy in the street. Looking at it now, part of me sees it almost as a subconscious thing – a deep-seated assumption that as important people had made the decision to allow the tour to go ahead, life would go on as normal. Another part of me thinks it was simply a question of falling on one side of the argument or the other, depending on personal circumstances. It sounds naïve now, I accept: almost forty years on, we all know that sport and politics go hand in hand. But back then, I was just a sports-mad teenager with a ticket for the big match.

If the match in question failed to happen, a much bigger one went ahead as planned. Sort of. My dad had somehow sourced a pair of tickets for the Eden Park Test and as I’d never seen the All Blacks play live, I was well up for the occasion. We had to go through security barriers to gain access to the ground – unheard of in New Zealand in that innocent age – and however unexercised I was about the broader questions over whether or not this event should be happening, I was all too aware of the protestors congregated on the sides of the roads leading to the stadium. At one point, we passed a flatbed truck full of demonstrators. Among them was a girl, more or less my age. ‘Enjoy the game, you w***ers!’ she screamed as I walked past with my dad. It set the tone quite nicely: even though the game itself was a classic, with the Boks storming back into contention late on after falling a long way behind in a one-sided first half, the overriding feeling was one of siege. There were police in riot gear all over the place, determined to prevent a second Hamilton. What they couldn’t prevent was an aerial bombardment from protestors in a light aircraft circling over the ground. Their weapon of choice was the flour bomb, dropped from a height of several hundred feet, and one of them landed on the All Black prop Gary Knight, who hit the deck with an almighty thump. It must have been flour of the self-raising variety, for Gary somehow managed to get back up. After a little on-field treatment, which amounted to nothing more than a dusting down, he played on. Today, he would have been an automatic candidate for a Head Injury Assessment. You can just hear the late Sir Colin Meads complaining that the game has gone soft! 

Under the circumstances, it was entirely appropriate that the contest should end on a controversial note. We were standing directly behind the posts as Clive Norling, the Welsh referee, awarded a highly dubious penalty to ‘us’ in the fifth minute of injury time, with the scores locked at 22-all. The fate of the series rested on the narrow shoulders of the New Zealand full-back Allan Hewson and as he kicked for goal, I initially feared he’d fluffed it. But the ball changed direction on the wind and shaved its way inside the upright. It was a moment to remember, even amid all the other things about that afternoon that are difficult to forget. So ended my first direct contact with the All Blacks. The next time I watched them live, I was in the squad.

Sharing that Eden Park experience with my dad was a special thing for me. He was always very supportive of my rugby, as was my mum: they made every effort to watch me play right the way through my high school years, even if there was a lengthy trip involved. But Dad wasn’t a demonstrative sort and he didn’t find it easy to hand out a whole lot of praise. Even when I played pretty well, he didn’t have much to say on the subject. I don’t suppose this was unusual in the New Zealand of that time, where the deal seemed to be that kids were brought up macho-style, with emotional attachment kept hidden a long way beneath the surface. It didn’t occur to me until I reflected on it much later on, but what I really craved as a teenager was precisely the openness that Dad didn’t feel able to show. I wanted to impress him; I wanted him to acknowledge the fact that I was out there trying my hardest and doing everything I could to make him proud. On the few occasions he gave me a heartfelt ‘well done’, it meant everything to me. But I don’t recall him ever hugging me and telling me he loved me. When I was blessed with my own children, I hugged and kissed them every day they were growing up. I still do it now, even though Bryn, my son, is a fully-fledged professional rugby player, easily fit and strong enough to throw me around like a rag doll. When, during the family beach holiday we took after the Lions tour of New Zealand in 2017, he picked me up with the intention of chucking me straight into the sea, I could be heard squealing like a pig. ‘You’re hurting my neck . . . seriously, you’re hurting my neck.’ I played in the front row with all the tough guys; Bryn is a modern day outside-half. Owning up to my physical inferiority hurts me even more, but that’s modern rugby for you. These blokes are beasts.

Towards the end of my time at Hamilton Boys’ High School, I was guilty for the first and only time of allowing sport to dominate my life at the expense of my studies. If I was to stand any chance of landing a decent job for myself, higher education was the key. To get into higher education, I needed a better set of results than I’d managed in my final examinations. My history was still well up to scratch – it was the one academic subject I truly loved – but as mathematics had almost completely passed me by, my chances of making a name for myself as a theoretical physicist were fairly remote. I know now that learning stuff that doesn’t come naturally to you requires maturity, and I hadn’t shown enough of it. So I stayed on for another year, attending classes for one part of the day and rolling the cricket pitch for the other part. Late in the year, I had a discussion with my history teacher Peter Skerman, who also happened to be assistant coach of the rugby team. ‘What are you going to do, Warren?’ he asked. I didn’t have much of a clue, so I just threw out the word ‘university’. Peter suggested teacher training college as a practical alternative. This was something that hadn’t crossed my mind, but it made perfect sense: it was a government-paid job with good holidays, and if I ever proved good enough as a rugby player to make it into a top team and go on tour, my salary would be secure. I applied for two roles – primary school teacher and secondary school history teacher – and landed the first of them. Off I went to teacher training college, happy in the knowledge that my fledgling rugby career wouldn’t miss a beat.

I finished my three years of teacher training with a diploma, a busted ankle – I did it while playing sevens – and Trudi, who has been my wife for thirty years. She was in my year at college, and as we vaguely knew each other, I pinched her on the bottom on the first day back of the third year as we were standing at the noticeboard checking out our timetable. ‘Hi, how was your summer?’ I asked, my bold streak disappearing rapidly into the mists of shyness, which came far more naturally to me when it came to talking with girls. There followed a spell of cat and mouse until I summoned the courage to phone her. No answer. I kept ringing for six hours and might still be ringing now if the realisation hadn’t dawned on me. I had misread one of the digits. When I finally got through to Trudi, I invited her to a party. Two days later, I picked her up and stopped at an off licence to buy a bottle of wine. It was closed because of industrial action, so I found a shop and bought two bottles of Coca-Cola instead. Classy stuff. Yet despite my obvious failure to sweep her off her feet, we really hit it off. We both spoke the language of sport, which helped: Trudi was a good netball player while her father, Terry Shaw, had played full-back for Thames Valley when they beat the Wallabies in 1962 and dropped the winning goal – the most celebrated sporting moment in the history of the province. He had also played cricket for Northern Districts so was a very talented sportsman. She had two rugby-playing brothers into the bargain, Clif and Paddy, both of whom played for the NZ Secondary Schools team; Paddy played with the likes of Jeff Wilson, Carlos Spencer and Jonah Lomu, no less. If success really comes down to the company you keep, I was in good company.

Finally, there came a moment when Trudi and I were walking home one day, wheeling our bikes and I asked: ‘I couldn’t have a kiss, could I?’ She leaned forward and . . . tripped over her bike, landing awkwardly on top of it. I helped her to her feet, as any gentleman would, so in the most literal sense, I had truly picked her up. We often talk about that first kiss.

Right the way through my time at college, I played for Hamilton Old Boys – a very strong club, one of the best around – and it was during my time in the Under-21s that a guy called George Simpkin suggested I might make it as a hooker if I made the switch from No 8. His logic was that while I had good skills, I would never be the tallest or the quickest. Why listen to George? There was one very good reason: he was coaching the Waikato provincial team at the time and was therefore a pretty big fish in the local pond. It was a serious suggestion from a serious rugby man and I treated it as such. I believed I was a good No 8, but was I good enough to be special? The honest answer was: ‘Probably not.’ The hooking role, on the other hand, opened up some new possibilities. I already had the skills and the hands, and while I didn’t run around trying to beat people up, I was as intensely competitive as anyone I’d come up against. As for the technical side of scrummaging and line-out throwing . . . well, I could learn that stuff. The more I considered it, the bigger an opportunity it seemed. After a few positional dabbles in 1983, I made the leap in ’84. It was a challenge – everything in the front row was a challenge of mind, body and spirit in those days and I don’t think it’s much different now – but the moment I committed myself to making a go of it, I couldn’t get enough of the No 2 shirt.

I had to bide my time and show patience. There was no coming straight in from the age-groups and ruling the roost, as the better players do now. At Hamilton Old Boys, there were players in their thirties showing no sign of moving aside for some spotty kid with ideas above his station. Not to put too fine a point on it, there were real live All Blacks playing club rugby in Hamilton. But I knuckled down, trained hard, soaked up every last snippet of information about the art of set-piece survival – rule number one: if the scrum is collapsing, go face down in the mud rather than tuck your head under and break your neck – and waited for a chance. It came in a game against Tokoroa, renowned home town of such World Cup combatants as Walter Little, Richard Kahui and Quade Cooper, among others. From a Tokoroa scrum, their backs moved the ball straight along the line, at which point I smashed their wing into touch having ripped across the field like a proper athlete. The No 7 actually said to me: ‘Jeez, where the hell did you come from?’ A short while later, I was the senior hooker at Hamilton Old Boys.

Sports people talk a lot these days about ‘steep learning curves’. Looking back at that early point in my hooking career, the curve was as steep as the upper reaches of Mount Taranaki. At school under Glenn Ross, we’d gone through a whole season without kicking the ball, such was our desire to play fast, positive, attractive rugby. (The fact that four of our threequarters had not only run in the New Zealand Schools sprint relay final but had actually won it may have convinced Glenn that this was the way forward.) Now, playing with the grown-ups, it was all about territory. This took some getting used to, but I adjusted to the new reality quickly enough. So quickly, in fact, that I was selected for Waikato in 1985, a year after converting to hooker. Bruce Hodder, a bigger forward than me and technically sound, was the main man and he kept me sitting on the bench for the whole of my first season at provincial level. Which was a disappointment, not least because Waikato struggled badly and ended up being relegated from the top division. I almost got on against Manawatu, but as I’d popped a shoulder joint in training on the eve of the game and would have had to do my line-out throwing underarm, I was pleased to be overlooked. When the final match of the season came around, against Taranaki, I was absolutely desperate for a run and couldn’t help wondering why the selectors went for Bruce yet again. What harm would it have done to play me, given the circumstances? 

Just before kick-off, Bruce approached me and offered to feign an injury midway through the contest. It was his way of helping me out. My reply? ‘Thanks, but please don’t do that. When my first game comes, I want to feel I’ve deserved it.’ I wouldn’t have long to wait.


2

A MOOLOO MAN DOES THE HAKA

As anyone who has ever thrown a ball into a line-out will confirm without thinking twice, timing is everything. Just as I was on the rise as a potential successor to Bruce Hodder as the number one hooker in Waikato, the team were on the slide into the second tier of provincial rugby in New Zealand – absolutely not the place where the loyal local supporters wanted or expected us to be. Relegation hurt so badly, and there was a deep feeling in and around Rugby Park that we were at a crossroads. Which meant possible changes of focus and direction. If I could improve the weaker areas of my game while building on my strengths, I would be in a perfect position to seize the moment.

If I’d designed the 1986 season to my own specifications, it couldn’t have gone better. I was selected to start a pre-season game against Taranaki, which we won: no mean feat, as the New Plymouth crew were a first division outfit. Bruce decided to call it quits in Hamilton and head off overseas so I was selected as the number one hooker. As for the second division games themselves, we were too good for the opposition and won each and every contest, generally by a good margin. The one close shave was the promotion decider with North Harbour, who had a loose forward by the name of Wayne Shelford. ‘Buck’, as he was known by everyone from Whangarei to Invercargill, was a New















































[image: Image Missing]

[image: Image Missing]

Even All Black hookers were innocent once. This is me at six months and again at the grand old age of four. A year later, I was attending Bankwood Primary School in Hamilton. I’m on the far left of the middle row.
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Haircuts United! Scrummaging with Graham Purvis (left) and Craig Stevenson for Waikato against the Lions in 1993.
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My try in that momentous game was watched, if not admired, by Richard Webster and Will Carling.
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Pride in the jersey. Smiling sweetly for my All Blacks tour mug shot.
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Helping out my team-mate Bernie McCahill against Newport in 1989.
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Finding Steve Gordon, my great friend and fellow ‘Mooloo’ All Black, on a beautiful day in La Rochelle during the 1990 tour of France.
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My Connacht days were an inspiration. Above: laughing with assistant coach Michael Cosgrove. Below: getting serious with half-back Conor McGuinness, Michael Cosgrove, manager Seamus King and skills coach Tommy Conneely.
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Making a firm point about the scrum to the Ireland front row of Nick Popplewell, Ross Nesdale and Paul Wallace. The fiery Trevor Brennan is listening in.
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Our agony, their ecstasy. Losing to Argentina at the 1999 World Cup.
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Coaching is about watching and talking. Above: I am flanked by my Ireland colleagues Eddie O’Sullivan (left) and Donal Lenihan, one of whom I knew was entirely on my side. Below: the players listen to my take on events.
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Nobody was throwing the term ‘Warrenball’ at me when Wasps were winning trophies with some brilliant attacking rugby. After Stuart Abbott scored the winning try against Bath in the 2004 Premiership final at Twickenham (top), the back-rowers Paul Volley and Lawrence Dallaglio celebrated with a passion.
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Mark van Gisbergen’s try against Toulouse in the 2004 Heineken Cup final helped us to a famous victory (top), and he was at it again a year later, scoring against Leicester in the Premiership final (bottom).
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If Lawrence made a big statement on the field before lifting the trophy, I made a bigger one with my tie . . .
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I love my rugby, but family comes first: with Trudi on our wedding day (above); with Bryn after the Lions had played his NZ Provincial Barbarians side during the 2017 tour (middle); and with Gabby at the Wales team’s 2019 World Cup departure banquet in Cardiff (below).
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Trudi’s fiftieth birthday bash at Waihi Beach. My family should have told me that dressing up as Captain Hook was a bad idea . . .
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Arriving at the highest point in Africa after the hardest walk of my life. Rob Howley joins me on the summit of Kilimanjaro.
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Talking the forwards’ language on the 2009 Lions tour of South Africa. Above: a one-on-one consultation with the Ireland prop John Hayes. Below: a mass meeting with Phil Vickery, Gethin Jenkins, Alun Wyn Jones and Donncha O’Callaghan, among others.
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If rugby is a thinking man’s game, it is also about heart and soul. Above: a tactical discussion with Graham Rowntree (left) and Ian McGeechan during the 2009 Lions tour of South Africa. Below: firing up the players ahead of the final Test in Johannesburg.
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The Lions decider against the Wallabies in Sydney in 2013 was an emotional journey like no other. Alex Corbisiero set us on the right road with a first-minute try.
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Leigh Halfpenny contributed 21 points with a brilliant kicking display.
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George North was a stellar performer in the series with the Wallabies and his try in Sydney was a game-breaker.



 

 

[image: Image Missing]

After the final whistle, Alun Wyn Jones shared the trophy-kissing duties with our injured captain, Sam Warburton.
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Tough week, triumphant weekend. Celebrating our series victory with Brian O’Driscoll.
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A family reunion. It was wonderful to spend time with my dad Dave and sister Micharn during the tour.
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Above: despite the mind games with Steve Hansen, the New Zealand coach, we found time for a civilised chat before the first All Blacks-Lions Test at Eden Park in 2017. Below: if that result went against us, Owen Farrell’s kicking helped us square the series in Wellington a week later.
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Above: the series decider in Auckland was an epic occasion, graced by Toby Faletau’s wonderful try in the corner. Below: as the two captains, Kieran Read and Sam Warburton, were sharing the spoils, I reached the conclusion that a draw was the right result.
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In Downing Street with Sam Warburton, holding the Tom Richards Trophy after the Lions’ victory over Australia in 2013.
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In Leeds a few months later, after winning the coaching award at the BBC Sports Personality of the Year ceremony.
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At Buckingham Palace in 2014, after receiving the OBE.
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My first game as coach of Wales was against England at Twickenham, where we were rank outsiders. Shaun Edwards looks equally anxious.
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A Grand Slam is no mean achievement. Ryan Jones, our captain, was the first to make the most of it.
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Trudi joined me for the celebrations. I tried my best, but she looked better than me on the red carpet . . .
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Shane Williams, doing what he did best. The opening try in our 2011 World Cup quarter-final with Ireland.
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Mike Phillips also knew his way to the corner. Our second try in a great performance.
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Mike Phillips puts us within touching distance of the final with an individual score against France.
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Sam Warburton tackles Vincent Clerc – the decisive moment of the game.
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If the semi-final in Auckland was a sell-out, even more people – 60,000 of them  – watched live on the big screen at the Millennium Stadium in Cardiff.
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Three folk-hero forwards – Gethin Jenkins, Ryan Jones and Adam Jones – celebrate our Six Nations Grand Slam in 2012.
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From the Millennium Stadium to the Welsh Assembly. Sam Warburton holds the trophy aloft in front of the politicians.
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Shaun Edwards (left) and Rob Howley were at the heart of the Wales project. We went through a lot together.
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Laughing with Eddie Jones before the 2019 Six Nations game with England in Cardiff. Only one of us was laughing afterwards.
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The third and final Slam. Alun Wyn Jones had become a world-class leader on the field.
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The roof is open and the rain falls in torrents. Do the players look as if they care?
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Thoroughly bedraggled and very emotional, I reflect on my final Six Nations outing with Wales.
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Hitting the ground running at the 2019 World Cup: Hadleigh Parkes (above) celebrates his early try in the epic pool game with Australia; Gareth Davies sets sail for the line (below) to put us 23–8 ahead.
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Fighting for our lives: Aaron Wainwright feels the force of Sebastien Vahaamahina’s elbow (above) – a violent act that helped turn the quarter-final in our favour; Ross Moriarty (below) wins it with a late plunge for the line
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The ecstasy: Josh Adams nails a brilliant semi-final try under pressure to draw us level with the Springboks.
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The agony: for all their heroics, the Wales players know it’s over. Alun Wyn Jones in the middle with, clockwise from top right, Hadleigh Parkes, Justin Tipuric, Rhys Carre, Adam Beard and Rhys Patchell.
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The respect: a grateful team of Welshmen thank the wonderful Yokohama crowd in traditional Japanese style.
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