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			Prologue

			Hello, my name is George.

			Here’s what you need to know about me, at this point. I’ll shake your hand, when we first meet. I’ll ask you how you are. I’ll bring the energy and I’ll bring the positive vibes.

			Sapping is contagious. So too is being positive and bouncing around, which means I decided long ago that my cup would always be half full. It’s a new day, let’s get on with it.

			Here’s something else I have to tell you. I fell in love with this game for the open spaces. For the feeling of running as fast as I could, and those spaces opening up, and hearing everyone else dropping away far behind me.

			I fell in love with what it did to those who might be watching. How me running free and clear seemed to make the people I cared about happy. How it made them jump around.

			I learned my trade in the grassroots. Where you trained hard, and the pitches were heavy with mud and you might not have enough players, but you kept going. When it rained and you lost feeling in your fingertips and people wanted to smash you backwards just as much as you wanted to glide and step past them. Those qualities stay with you, when it goes from being a game to a career.

			It’s hard, sometimes, this life of triumph and despair. A lot of the time you wake up hurting and throw yourself back into it and you go to bed hurting more. A lot of your days you feel like you’re in a deep hole.

			You get used to living with big periods of crap, with doom and gloom coming for the unwary. Living in a constant state of, this is super hard, but I can’t give in now. As Rob Howley – great player, great coach – told me once: George, you have to learn to be comfortable being uncomfortable.

			Ah, but if you can weather the storm, if you can carry all this on your shoulders – it’s all there for you. All the thrills you could ever dream of, the team-mates who will fight for you until the end, just as you would for them; the ecstatic, ear-splitting moments, those days in the sunshine and nights under the lights where you think: I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else in the world.

			Rugby picks you up from the place you were born and carries you along with it. It teaches you about hard work and big emotions, about coping with crisis and coming back when others might falter instead. It takes you away from your family but it binds you tight to them, too.

			I grew up a long way from the heartlands of the Welsh game. Everything can feel like a battle, when you’re far from the big clubs and academies and gyms. When there’s so much talent available that no-one need bother looking in the back of the cupboard.

			That journey from Rhoscolyn in Anglesey to the Principality Stadium in Cardiff is the story of my time. Sometimes the destination seemed an impossible distance away. A dream far beyond in the mists and imagination. Other times it was a slog, like my dad and I driving in his battered Vauxhall Cavalier through snowstorms and frozen mornings, so many hours behind the wheel, too many miles ahead.

			It’s also my inspiration. When you play rugby for Wales, you don’t do it just for yourself. You do it for your family and your coaches, but you also do it for every village and town you pass on the way. When times are hard you look around and take fresh motivation from knowing what it means to them. When it comes good, your own pleasure is multiplied a hundred thousand times.

			Every time I start that long journey, from the far north of my country to the far south, it fills my heart. It reminds me why I did it all, and who I did it for.

			This is the story of how I got from there to here. Never a straight line, never a dull day. No other place I’d rather have begun; no other place I ever wanted to reach.

		

		
			ONE

			Rhoscolyn to Valley: getting started
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			IN WHICH WE TALK ABOUT:

			climbing trees/Daf Robs/Mollie the collie/a fantastic beach/jumping off cliffs/a sit-on lawnmower/dangerous trampolines/Ysgol Gymuned Y Fali/Little Josh/The Bonc/the single best day of the year/red rugby jerseys/wild excitement/bale bach/three-legged races/Dawnsio Gwerin/bunk beds/Tom and Georgie

			Do you ever truly know the place where you grow up, until you’re far away?

			Maybe you’ve been to Anglesey on holiday. Maybe you’ve raced through it to catch the ferry at Holyhead and get over to Ireland. Maybe to you it’s just the lump sticking out at the top of the map of Wales, joined to the mainland only by a pair of bridges.

			I didn’t think of it as small when I was a kid. The beaches and the farms and the fields never felt cramped or crowded. I could ride my bike all day and never run out of roads. You never got lost, but that was a good thing. You were never a stranger, because everyone knew you and you knew everyone.

			Here’s how it works. You have uncles and aunts who aren’t actually your real uncle and aunt, but are so familiar they are referred to as such. You know people by their first name and their house. Quite early on you become accustomed to your mum casually mentioning John Ty Coed, and you’ll know exactly who she means. Someone else will drop in a story about Iyfor Ty Capel, and no-one bats an eyelid.

			You walk home and every car beeps at you. You see someone walking the other way and they’re waving while still in the near distance.

			It’s like a safety-net and a benign surveillance system at the same time.

			‘Oh, your Uncle Eddie saw you climbing a tree on the way home from school – no wonder your trousers are ripped.’

			It’s a way of feeling part of everything around you, in a way that baffles those from elsewhere. People become places. Auntie Dawn will also be known as Dawn Ty Coed. Places also become people; the farm belonging to the Parry family, where you might spend most of your summer messing about, becomes Parry Plas – Parry’s Place.

			Conversations develop between your mum and your aunt-who-isn’t-an-aunt which only make sense from the inside.

			‘You remember Sally’s daughter, right?’

			‘Oh yes.’

			‘Well, Sally, her best friend’s Diana, and obviously Diana’s sister used to be my cousin’s friend.’

			‘Ah, do you mean Debbie?’

			‘Yes, Debbie. Anyway, have you heard she’s getting married?’

			‘Yes, I have.’

			When marriages come they cause havoc for the one from the mainland. A wedding where everyone has to be invited, and your baffled partner can’t make sense of any of it.

			‘Bloody hell, you’ve got a lot of aunties and uncles.’

			‘Well, they’re not really my auntie or my uncle.’

			‘But you’ve written Auntie Bev and Uncle Glyn and Uncle Eddie and Auntie Ange.’

			‘Yeah, but they’re just like really, really good friends of my mum and dad. Like extended family. And I’ve always known them as Uncle Ed and Auntie Ange.’

			Everyone has their name, and everyone knows them. Sometimes it’s based on a former job. Like Major, who was in the Army long ago but now dog-sits for you every now and again and feeds the cats when you’re away on holiday. Sometimes you’re defined by your parents – ‘Ah, that’s Dave and Meg’s boy.’ Sometimes it’s a contraction of your full name: Dafydd Roberts becomes Daf Robs. Sometimes it’s both – ‘Ah, that’s Dave and Meg’s Daf Robs …’

			Some people love city-living, because of the anonymity of it. You can bowl about and no-one knows who you are and no-one cares where you’re going. But when everyone knows everyone, you’re looked after. It’s not even an obvious looking after. There aren’t that many people around. You can get up to more mischief and there are more places to explore and more dangers to go with them. But there’s always someone who is keeping an eye out for you because they know who you are.

			I liked that feeling of there being no strangers. I loved how low-key it was. You weren’t getting a lift every time you want one, because there’s farms to be run and always jobs to be done. So you jumped on your bike and you pedalled to the next house over or the next village, and you saw what might be going on over there, and when you caught up with that person who knew exactly who you were and how you were related-not-related, you made minimum fuss out of it. ‘Alright there, what’s happening?’

			We ended up in Anglesey because my English-born dad was an engineer in the RAF and got posted to the air base at Valley, on the far south-west edge of the island. At a party he met my mother, and sensibly decided to ask his bosses if he could stay.

			He settled fast. When I was getting out of bed in my pre-school days Dad would be going for a run before work with our dog Mollie, who was a collie, hence the name. When he rode his bike to the air base just down the road, Mollie would run with him. Then, when he left the air force, he set himself up as a blacksmith. Anything metal you saw on your bike escapades round the island could quite possibly be made by him: gates, railings, balconies.

			Rhoscolyn is a small place, even by Anglesey standards. A fantastic beach, definitely better than Rhosneigr down the coast, with cliffs and inlets, open to all the weather the Irish Sea can throw at you, which is a lot of weather. Our house was on a direct line with the runway at RAF Valley. The smaller planes would come in to land over us, and the bigger ones come out our way. You’d see the Red Arrows and the Hawks screaming over, your eyes and your ears filled with their noise and speed.

			This was the set-up in my family. My elder sister Natalie, who is a Hadingham these days, married her husband Ed, who is a farmer from Suffolk way, and had four kids. Then Hayley, who is now a Cushing, in Northampton, with three kids. Then there’s my brother, Gau, who is now married with two kids. When I was 15 weeks old, Dad got posted to Kathmandu, Singapore and Hong Kong. Hayley was head girl at her school in Hong Kong; Gau was head boy. His father was in the Nepalese Gurkhas. Gau wanted to come back and study in the UK, so we basically took him in, and he never left. Next comes my brother Josh, 18 months older than me. Then there’s me, the last but the largest, the biggest baby the family had yet seen. All of us always having big family Christmases, big birthdays, big summer holidays.

			As a kid I was a jack of all trades. As long as the suggested adventure didn’t involve being sat inside on my backside, I was up for it. Which, since most of my neighbours were farmers, and all our neighbours my mates, was straightforward to achieve.

			Summer was always busy. People would arrive to stay in the holiday caravans and surf on the beaches. When the tourists went home, you made your own fun in their absence. Plans were hatched with Daf Robs for the next day while the current one was still in progress.

			‘Ah, should we go on the mountain bikes?’

			‘Yeah, yeah, we’ll go on the mountain bikes.’

			‘I’ll meet you at this place at 4.30 p.m.’

			‘Yeah, okay, cool, cool, cool.’

			We’d meet and go for a bike ride. On the days when it was sunny – which wasn’t every week in Anglesey – the question would change. ‘Ah, do you want to go jumping?’

			Jumping would mean we’d lob ourselves off Four Mile Bridge into the sea. Or we’d ride our bikes south instead of north, throw them down behind a hedge and spend hours jumping in off the cliffs, climbing back out a hundred yards further along and then doing it all again. Usually in knackered old wetsuits, because North Wales is not Barbados. The key piece of equipment was wetsuit shoes with a good rubber sole. There’s a lot of scratchy old rocks in Anglesey. There’s a lot of barnacles.

			Our house was not huge. A bungalow we all happily crammed into. We didn’t have as much as some other families, but it was fine. We had a roof over our heads, the house was always warm, and every night we had a bellyful of food. You trimmed your sails according to the season. When we needed trainers, we’d go to the market next to my dad’s work in Valley, and we’d buy them from this fellow selling stuff out of the back of his lorry. My eyes were inevitably drawn to the Adidas ones. My parents were drawn to the more competitively priced Hi-Tec. You knew that the laces on the Hi-Tec ones would split and fail within a couple of weeks. You dreamed of the day when Adidas on your feet were a genuine possibility. But you didn’t stress, and you didn’t worry about it. Mum and Dad grafted for us. We had everything we wanted. You just sometimes had to get to it in a roundabout way.

			My dad’s years of training as an engineer was the usual way in. Rhoscolyn was a place of quadbikes and motorbikes and bashed-up old cars, reflecting the farming background of most people there. The openings for us would usually come when my mum was away. That’s when we’d jump in Dad’s wheezing Cavalier, zoom across to Liverpool to pick up a knackered motorbike or up and over to Wrexham to look at a rusty quadbike being flogged by a farmer outside the town, and then spend the next week taking it apart and trying to fix it up. All around Dad’s workshop would be scattered these carcasses and innards of various formerly useless machines, parts and components cannibalised to form new Frankenstein bikes that won few prizes for aesthetics but worked an absolute treat.

			You could always find a way, if you put your mind to it. At one stage Josh and I really fancied a trampoline. This was the era when they started popping up in everyone’s gardens rather than just down the hall at the local leisure centre. We were desperate to have one, but a sparkling new one was out of the question. So when Dad returned home one day with one which didn’t have a safety net around the outside, my mum lost her head.

			‘Dave, why have you bought the kids a trampoline with no net?’

			‘Well, it was cheaper, wasn’t it?’

			Dad: always the Yorkshireman. Mum: away working late the following week. Daf Robs was over at ours. We’d worked out that a fine addition to jumping off Four Mile Bridge and jumping off the cliffs near the beach would be jumping on the trampoline – softer landing, more repeat jumps per minute of effort.

			We’d been bouncing for a few hours when I looked back at the bungalow and had a brainwave.

			‘Wouldn’t it be cool if we could jump off the house onto the trampoline? Imagine how high we could get!’

			Dad was the responsible adult in the house. I went inside and flagged it to him. Immediately he was on board.

			‘Yeah, yeah, that would be amazing …’

			He was the one who helped Daf Robs and me push the trampoline up against the side of the house. The exact moment Mum arrived home was the first time both Daf and I jumped off the roof onto the unguarded springs. The exact moment we both bounced sideways to amazing new heights was when we saw the true Welsh mother emerge.

			Everywhere you looked was potential fun and willing accomplices. Rhoscolyn is the middle of nowhere by Anglesey standards, Anglesey is the far corner of North Wales and North Wales is the Arctic Circle if you’re from Cardiff. But it felt like the centre of everything to me, especially in the summer months. Opposite our house was a field of static caravans. The same families would come every holiday, and because their kids were the same age as us, we’d be best friends with Tom and Georgie every time they stayed. No-one seemed to worry too much about what you were up to, as long as there was a few of you. One to get in trouble, one to stay with them, one to sound the alarm and go for help.

			My dad was always keen on motorised kicks. That’s why he bought a second-hand sit-on lawnmower for us, one day. It had nothing to do with the quality of our grass, and much more to do with the fact that my mum would never have allowed us near a quadbike at this age. First he fixed it up so it moved. Then he took off the cutting blades, so what we had left was fundamentally a very, very small tractor. He made a trailer from odd wheels and bits of metal, stuck two old car seats in the back of that, and then set us off. We would go up and down the drive at three miles an hour, taking it in turns to steer, giving our mates Tom and Georgie rides. Up and down, up and down, for hours at a time.

			School was initially up in Valley, when we lived closer to Dad’s work. Even though we lived round the corner at that point, we were always late. In the same way that the sun rises and the sun sets, my mother is late. We reached a point where all the clocks in our house were set 10 minutes fast, but that just seemed to give her the illusion of a buffer that didn’t really exist. So most mornings would be a blind panic as she belatedly realised we once again were not going to make it.

			‘Get your shoes on! We’ve got to go! We’ve got to go!’

			On dry days it would be a sprint round the corner to the school gates. If it was hammering down, which was a daily possibility, the wording might change but the vibe would stay the same.

			‘Quick, get in the car! I’m late for work!’

			One of my best friends at primary school was Little Josh, so named to differentiate him from my brother, who was both older and larger. Little Josh lived a similar distance away on the other side of the school. But whereas you could set a clock by our inability to stick to a clock, Little Josh had the discipline of Major and his old army pals. We would arrive laughing our heads off, half-dressed, sprinting up to the entrance, and Little Josh would always be waiting, nicely turned out, ready to go.

			The school itself, Ysgol Gymuned Y Fali, was a series of grey one-storey buildings. There was a nice old brick part and then various bits which had been bolted on down the years. One of the classrooms was a static caravan with the wheels taken off, used as the meithrinfa, the nursery. More thrilling was something we called the Bonc, which at the time felt like a large hill in the playground, but in retrospect was actually more a mild incline. The Bonc was the basis for pretty much every game you wanted to run. Hold the Bonc when the bell went for the end of breaktime and you were pretty much the king or queen of Ysgol Gymuned Y Fali.

			The playground similarly shrank in size when I returned in future years. What felt like an enormous expanse to five-year-old George was revealed to my adult self as two netball courts with multi-coloured lines painted on it for multiple sports. These also provided excellent imaginary roads on bike safety day, which was always hotly anticipated. Could you cycle down the tramlines of a tennis court no-one ever played tennis on while extending your right arm out to the side? For the experienced bike adventurers among us, this was tame stuff, but still significantly better than sitting inside.

			We were thrilled with what we had. Out the back was a full-size football pitch with a pronounced slope from one goal to the other. When sports day was on – the single best day of the entire year – you would run down the hill, which made you feel like a legend. When you played football on it, you had the classic conditions conundrum: take the uphill first, and then capitalise in the second period, or establish a first-half lead with the assistance of the slope and then defend it for all you were worth? ‘Park the bus, boys, we’re 2–1 up! No-one leaves our box!’ I tended to the optimistic approach: soak up your downhill, then back yourself second half. Let your superior fitness come into play.

			There weren’t that many of us in the school. Somewhere between 12 and 15 kids per class, only five years in total. The lessons didn’t have a huge impact on me; I coloured in, and I did spelling tests, and I paid attention when the nice lady came round and showed us how to brush our teeth in the dental hygiene class, or look out for nits. I’m in my early thirties now, and I still follow her advice each morning and night: ‘If you can lick your teeth and they feel they’re not smooth, you’ve missed a bit.’ I’ve never had nits. Her job is done.

			I was more drawn to what would happen when school ended. If Mum couldn’t pick us up because she was working late or simply running late, Josh and I would walk over to Dad’s yard. It should have taken us 10 minutes or so. It never did, because there were always stones or conkers to kick down the road, or trees to climb. I was less about focus on the job in hand and more about losing myself in any sort of distraction that ended in scuffed shoes.

			My favourite day of all, beyond even the annual sports day or cycling proficiency? When our collie Mollie escaped from her kennel at the back of our house, heard the noise of a hundred kids running around in a nearby field and jumped enough fences that she could join in. Oh, the giddy thrill of her arrival.

			‘There’s a dog in the school! There’s a dog in the school!’

			Running outside to have a look. All the other kids screaming.

			‘Oh my God, there’s a dog!’

			The sudden shock of recognition. ‘Oh my God, that’s my dog! Get away from my dog!’

			Oh, the magic of being able to play the hero. ‘Mollie, get back! Here, Mollie …’

			Sport was always around us. Rugby was always there. My dad would casually mention that he had played a bit, but he was never over the top about it. He didn’t encourage us to support a particular club or region. What you couldn’t miss was the excitement in the air whenever Wales played. Everyone cared. Everyone watched.

			For a kid tuned in to the people around him, you couldn’t miss it. Early on in primary school, Wales were playing a Six Nations match just before St David’s Day. We all piled into one of the classrooms and crowded around a little TV to watch. All the kids from across the different age groups were in their own outfits – some of them in red rugby jerseys, others in traditional costume, bonnets borrowed from dressing-up boxes or dance classes, quite a few with a daffodil or leek pinned to their chests.

			I had no idea what was going on. The rules seemed impenetrable. The game stopped a lot. But the colours were intense and the energy tangible. There was a raw excitement in not knowing what was going to happen next. It wasn’t like watching a film where you knew there was a guaranteed happy ending, or reading a book where you could cheat and jump to the last few pages. With rugby, no-one seemed to have any idea. I loved what that did to everyone around me. I wanted more. As soon as possible.

			As other matches came along, it was seldom about who they were against and never about the competition. It didn’t matter if it was a Six Nations game or the autumn internationals or a summer tour. It was just that same wild excitement in everyone around you – the aunties, the uncles, the parents of friends, the big brothers and the people in the shops and in the fields. I still didn’t really know what was going on, but it was like the whole of Christmas time squashed down into one day, the sporting equivalent of running home from school at the end of the winter term: ‘Santa’s coming! Oh wow, Santa’s coming!’

			Rugby took longer to become something I played. Were the things I did transferable to my future career? Riding my bike with Daf Robs must have helped build an engine. Jumping off cliffs requires a certain kamikaze bravery. Climbing trees is good for upper body strength.

			Then there was the baling work, or what we called bale bach – small bales of hay, just about small enough for us to lift. My friends Rhodri and Meilir lived on a farm called Parry Plas on the other side of the village, and went to the same school. It was an unwritten rule among all the farmers that everyone helped each other out when help was needed. When it was time to get all the bales in, we would all get a call, and they would let us ride round the field on the quadbike and the motorbikes and fill their tractor trailers with bales. At the peak of the season, in late summer, you’d be heaving these bales about all day. Your hands would be prickly from the hay and torn up from the coarse string that bound them. When the bales were stacked high and the other lads could no longer throw them up on top of the trailer, I’d be the last one at the bottom, flinging them up, going along behind the tractor and grabbing all the ones the farmer couldn’t pick up with the mechanical claw at the front of his tractor. When you had to go back to the farm to unload, you had to do the reverse and chuck the bales from the trailer into the barn. You’d end up with heat rash, and you’d end up starving hungry, but you also got strong, fast – without even noticing you were training.

			So lots of things I did would end up helping with my rugby. But I think that’s looking at it the wrong way round. The reason I would fall for rugby, when it eventually arrived, is that it came from the same place as all those adventures. It fitted into all the things I naturally wanted to do, and all the things that gave me a thrill: being outside, moving fast, messing about with my mates.

			And, of course, the sense of competition. My three key events on sports day each summer were all classics: egg and spoon, beanbag-on-head race and the three-legged race. The balancing ones were not my strong point. The finesse of the beanbag was not for me; I would have to concentrate so hard that my tongue would stick out the side of my mouth. Egg and spoon I would sometimes let myself down. If I was behind coming into the closing stages and in desperate need of making up places, it wasn’t unknown for my thumb to pop out onto the egg and secure it in place as I picked up speed. Not all the time, of course, just when I was lagging and needed to get back in the mixer.

			The three-legged race was the one for me. My advantage came in my size and speed. I could drag people with me when others would find themselves anchored. With the passing years I like to think that the communication skills I had to develop in elite sport were my point of difference; a successful three-legged pairing thrives on simple, clear instructions. ‘Left! Right! Left! Right!’ But if I’m brutally honest, that came later. At primary school I was almost entirely a dragger.

			It’s a technique game, the three-legged. Arm around your partner’s shoulder, rather than their waist. It’s a superior binding. Never attempting to run without the lock, maybe the weaker of the two competitors getting to choose their preferred side. The outside arm driving hard, the inside arm the grip. Timing is critical, because this is not an event you can raw-dog. Embrace its complexities. It’s a lifestyle, not a phase.

			I wanted to win, of course I did. But sports day brought so much. No lessons, sitting outside, loads of cheering and jumping around. It could have been specifically designed for the young G. North. Plenty of cheat food – teachers selling ice-creams for 50p, bags of sweets being knocked out that quite clearly say on the packaging, ‘MULTIPACK: do not sell individually’ and the teachers selling them anyway.

			But I wasn’t a natural performer, in other ways. Not one to seek the limelight nor the chance to take centre stage. When December came around and casting for the nativity play took place, I had no interest in a leading role – Joseph, Herod, any of the big hitters. I would set my sights on Shepherd Number Five and let no-one else get close. The only line of dialogue I would want would be one said in unison with four other kids: ‘Lo, it is baby Jesus …’

			Which made my experience with Dawnsio Gwerin all the more painful. Dawnsio Gwerin, for non-Welsh natives, is traditional folk dancing. A boy and a girl in historic costume, paired together and then dancing a formal routine with three other couples.

			It was never going to be my first choice of activity. But somehow I raised my hand at the wrong time, or took the wrong letter back to my parents, or gambled that they would take one look at my moves and sack me off before it began. Because the other choices were even worse: writing a poem, growing an impressively large leek, or performing a traditional Welsh song. Little Josh and I thus allowed our names to go forward in some confidence, and then suddenly we found ourselves selected and the whole awful process in motion.

			Worst still, the standard of competition we were up against had taken a nosedive that term. Quite by accident, we found ourselves moving up the rankings until we were somehow selected for the final of the Urdd. Don’t know what the Urdd is? It’s a celebration of Welsh culture, with competitions in poetry recitals, singing, art … and traditional folk dancing.

			That year it was held in Cardiff. So Little Josh and I were sent down with our dance partners, our mothers as chaperones/transport logistics, wearing the itchiest of costumes which had been used by multiple children across multiple decades and had spent the previous 11 months in a bin bag in someone’s dusty attic. Smart black school shoes on, buffed furiously by my dad to make sure they looked half tidy, the worst thing of all having to hold a girl’s hand in public and in front of one of your best mates. A truly disgusting idea to a young boy.

			At this stage I was a strong boy, but I wasn’t the biggest kid in school. I was stocky but stayed average height until puberty kicked in, at which point I became gangly until puberty got a second wind and I had a rapid growth spurt. My brother was the one who grew early. He was the one the elders in the family predicted would be the tall one, the one who would match my dad’s 6’ 3”, or catch up with his 6’ 2” when he had a disc removed from his spine.

			It was Josh and me, as the two youngest in the family, who shared a bedroom. We had two sets of bunk beds, one each, mainly because we had so many in the family we frequently needed spare beds for relatives and stragglers. Variety being the spice of life, I would mix it up between top and bottom. I had a PlayStation 2 stashed down below, but it barely got a look-in. There were too many interesting things to get up to outside.

			Our garden was relatively small. That didn’t matter, not when you had the rugby field down the road, and the beaches, and your mates’ farms. If the sun was shining, we would go bodyboarding on the big waves at Rhosneigr, or my sister Hayley would drive Josh and me over to Trearddur Bay in her Fiat Uno for ice-creams. If it rained, there was Tom and Georgie in the caravan park over the road, with their Super Nintendo Mario Kart and Streetfighter. When it rains on a caravan, it sounds like the end of the world. Maybe that’s why we’d often fail to hear Mum shouting out the window to come home because dinner was ready. It became a loose arrangement: if your mates were at your house at teatime, they’d get fed there. If I was at Tom and Georgie’s and missed the maternal signal through the drumming of rain on tin roof, I’d get my feed with them.

			Once a term, you’d accept being inside at school after usual hours, because it was school disco time. There was a strict gender divide in place: the girls standing around talking politely, or dancing on the makeshift dancefloor, us boys banging back a blue Panda Pop and a handful of Skittles and then spending the rest of the evening sliding around on our knees, getting sweaty and clammy. Watch out, ladies.

			We had no interest in talking to them. They considered us below them, quite rightly. I was into sliding about on my knees at the best of times, but under the flashing lights of the mobile disco it was like some glorious new level of endeavour. This being Anglesey, there was only one DJ, and he had also DJed at the school discos of most people’s parents, as well as many of their weddings and landmark birthday parties.

			That was our way of seeing things, of doing things. That was our world.

		

		
			TWO

			Valley to Llangefni: growing up

			[image: close up map showing area in Wales where the chapter takes place]

			IN WHICH WE TALK ABOUT:

			Llangefni RFC/Klinsmann dives/Romania in Wrexham/‘Let me rip!’/an instinct deep inside/Aberystwyth’s premier nightclub/Iori Hughes and Martin Williams/Ysgol Uwchradd Bodedern/‘George, what did you do that for?’/Rhodri and Meilir/Clarks – black, bog-standard/Josh the exam machine/Pwllheli or Rhyl or Ruthin/compartmentalising the shittier aspects/the dancing feet of Shane Williams/going full-fat milk/‘You stop when you’re done …’

			So while it was inevitable that I would end up at the rugby club, there wasn’t a rush. Josh was the first one to go down to Llangefni RFC, and when he came back with glowing reports, my fraternal jealousy and our natural competitiveness kicked in.

			‘Ah, it was good was it?’

			‘Yeah, yeah, really good.’

			‘Well, I want to go, then.’

			‘No, it’s my thing.’

			‘No it’s not.’

			When I went down for the first time, aged 11, I immediately understood what he meant. ‘Bloody hell, this is nuts …’

			It didn’t matter that it was smashing down with rain. This was not an unusual scenario for the Rhoscolyn crew, and as part of my commitment to the outdoors lifestyle I was comfortable operating in all conditions. It didn’t matter that we weren’t allowed on the main pitch and instead were sent to the cabbage patch right down at the bottom. It was actually better: there was more mud, you had no choice but to slide around, and if you put your mind to it, you could slide for miles and end up in even more mud.

			Even in those first couple of weeks, rugby began to mean something to me. An attitude of: things are a bit crap, the weather’s not great, pitch isn’t the best and there’s not enough of us to really do anything properly, but we may as well make the most of it as we’re here. A togetherness, between all of you getting stuck in.

			Rain? Bring it on. I found I actually played better when it was wet, purely because it was more fun. I loved larking about with the other boys, doing Klinsmann dives, nice long ones on our chests. At Llangefni the cabbage patch was right down the far end of the club. Your mum and dad would start watching you, and then after about 10 minutes they’d go back to the clubhouse for a cup of tea in a polystyrene cup. They couldn’t see us from up there, so we could crack on even more. By the time we got back to the clubhouse they would be outside waiting for us, shaking their heads, muttering among themselves.

			‘Look at the state of this …’

			Many was the time I had to travel back home in my pants because I’d had to strip off my ruined kit in the boot of the car. I had no real interest in hanging about to watch the seniors, or see the older age groups train. There was no fun in watching. The fun was in the doing.

			Dad had taken me to Twickenham when I was nine to watch England play Italy. My main takeaway had been how impressive it was to witness fellow spectators whistling with two fingers in their mouth. This was the sort of skill I wanted to learn. To my dad’s great regret he taught me. It was all he heard the entire journey back home to Anglesey.

			I was 11 years old when I went to my first Wales game – playing Romania in Wrexham, one of the warm-up games before the 2003 Rugby World Cup. A couple of my friends from the farm across the way from us were going; I played rugby with their two brothers. I can remember almost nothing of the match itself, certainly none of the 24 points Gavin Henson scored, although Mike Phillips later informed me he made his Wales debut that day and scored a try. It was the atmosphere that stayed with me. That same sense that everyone around me was more alive than at any other time. There may not have been much two-fingered whistling, but there was noise and shouting and joy everywhere you looked. That and the drive from Rhoscolyn to Wrexham, which felt like it took four days.

			So Dad never said to me, fancy going to watch this club game today, or shall we see who the seniors have got this weekend? I played, and I only stayed if it was the end of season awards or if my mum was late to pick me up. Mum being Mum, the lateness was a regular thing, but even then the club and the community were there like an invisible safety net around you. One of the other mums would be waiting instead: ‘Don’t worry, George, she’s rung me. Come have a cup of tea.’ Maybe on those days you’d be less keen on travelling back home in only your pants, but it wasn’t the end of the world if you did. Everyone knew most things about you anyway. What was there to hide?

			Always outside over inside, always bouncing around the place. It made my daily decision-making a simple process.

			‘Do you want to go for a bike ride?’

			‘Yeah, that sounds good.’

			‘Do you want to go for a run?’

			‘Okay, cool.’

			‘Do you want to go jump off this bridge?’

			‘Yeah, screw it, we’ll give it a go …’

			It wasn’t the physical contact that worked for me when rugby came along. Some kids can’t wait to smash other kids. My younger son Tomi was still shy of his third birthday when we took him down to Rugbytots for the first time. This is normal in Wales. When we moved to Provence my fear was that he was more of an outlier. His elder brother Jac had been ambivalent about the tackling drills he had done. Tomi would be like a tornado. He would want to join in. I could imagine exactly what was going to happen: he was going to crunch some poor kid, and I wouldn’t have enough French words to apologise.

			What ramped up my excitement was when our age group changed and we were allowed to go from playing on half a pitch to a bigger one. Suddenly there was so much more room for fun. Suddenly there was so much more space to run. My vibe was a simple one: ‘Watch out, let me rip!’

			Space was freedom. Running was escaping. Being chased by my mates was the purest type of fun, even better than chasing them. I was a hare rather than the hound. I’d get a giddy laugh on, swerving to get away from one, accelerating away from another. All the time thinking, you can’t catch me …

			When we were allowed to score tries – now that felt special. As a kid in Wales, you don’t speak about how many tackles you’ve made. I hadn’t met Shaun Edwards at that point. You talk about how many tries you scored. Same with football: it was always, ‘I scored three goals today,’ never ‘I shut down three promising attacking opportunities with two solid tackles and an interception.’ You were trying to make your mum and dad happy, you were trying to make them proud about what you were doing and them taking you there. It didn’t matter that tries only counted for a single point, if at all. You didn’t care that no-one could remember the score at the end, or any specific details. I would run back up to the clubhouse to tell my mum and dad, and just as parents do when their child presents them with a drawing and they can’t work out what the hell it’s supposed to be, their reaction spoke of their own pleasure in my enjoyment.

			‘Oh wow, that’s amazing!’

			There were never any financial inducements on offer. I was used to having to earn my pocket money by doing jobs around the house – washing the car, mowing the lawn. But it didn’t work the same way with rugby – a lolly for every try or a quid for every five. I was never motivated that way. You could have offered me a bag of chips for every 10 tries I scored, and it wouldn’t have made me want to score 10 tries any more than I did already.

			It was pure pleasure. An instinct deep inside just looking for the right excuse to get out. When as an adult you’re drunk and you’re running, you feel like you can run as fast as you can and still never get tired. It was the same when I was a kid, except rather than being drunk it was giggling. I could run and run, and when I was laughing my socks off at the fun of it all, it was like fuel kept pouring into my tank. I could keep going as long as I wanted to.

			Years later, when I was breaking into the Welsh side and I had an operation on my labrum (my shoulder) my mates and I went away camping in Aberystwyth for one of the boys’ birthdays. I was only just out of my sling, but we were drinking, and spirits were high. We were in Aberystwyth’s premier nightclub when my mates started asking how my shoulder felt. High on life, I windmilled my arm with delight. Half an hour later, I ran to Aberystwyth’s second-best nightclub with my arm flinging about all over the place. I felt fine. I felt incredible. I told the boys so.

			When I woke up a few hours later in a soggy tent, the magic potion had well and truly worn off. Nothing felt incredible now. It felt catastrophic. ‘Oh my fucking God, what have I done?’

			There is no pain as a kid. There’s no need to warm up. You just go. No child ever says they don’t want to play because they’ll get sweaty. It’s raw enjoyment, and if it changes as you get older and your messaround with your mates becomes a career, if you can hold onto some of those old feelings and tap into them when times get darker and more serious, then that’s a magic potion of its own too.

			And, of course, you need the right people around you. At Llangefni we had Iori Hughes and Martin Williams, coaches who taught you about fun, but also about punctuality. Who could gently help you build your skills and understanding of this complex game but do it in a way that all felt natural and enjoyable rather than finger-wagging or tedious. Both were very welcoming, very North Walian – giving instructions first in Welsh, and then translating afterwards. Iori was a former front row, and you could tell from the moment you laid eyes on him. Passionate about his rugby. Martin was a former back row forward, a few seasons having passed since his own playing days. They were the ones who taught me that it was about enjoyment first, but that part of the enjoyment was getting stuck in. You didn’t stand around and watch everyone else, with Iori and Martin.

			At around the same time there was Keith Withers, my PE teacher at the secondary school I had started at, Ysgol Uwchradd Bodedern. There had been no rugby at the school until Keith had started a team, converting footballers, coaxing reluctant others to give it a try. He was one of those teachers who helped you with your rugby, and your other sports, but also kept an eye out for you in everything else you did. He was your typical PE teacher, always in a polo shirt, looked older than he was but unreal on a badminton court. He taught me all those wonderful rugby basics; working together, understanding what all your team-mates did, bringing people together. He could get the best from the disparate talents at his disposal. He could keep even the reluctant coming back for more.

			At Bodedern no longer was it a two-minute walk to the school gates. Now there were the joys of the school bus – a dash down the lanes to the pick-up point, us the first on board on the outward leg and the last drop-off on the way back. It felt like we had to get up at the crack of dawn, and the bus had seen better days and more exciting trips. A double-decker on an island that otherwise had no call for mass public transport, the sort of heavy aroma that spoke of years of misuse and minimal interior valeting. But it was worth being first men in to get the prize seats – lower deck, far back, two sets facing forward, two facing back for maximum conversational opportunities.

			These were the seats on a raised section, which allowed you to run the rule over those getting on board at subsequent stops. It was a false kind of superiority, because we were the sort of kids who could talk a good game but were actually scared of their own shadows. No seatbelts, so always the temptation to have a wander around, and always with the same result: getting shouted at by a driver who had not envisaged his driving days encompassing mobile childcare. Because the double-decker had seen service on a long-ago proper route, it still had the push-button bell built into the ceiling and poles. All of us knew we weren’t supposed to ring it, which meant we all rang it every chance we could. When we did, the blame had to be shifted with immediate effect. ‘Oh George, what did you do that for?’

			It probably took us 25 minutes, although it felt like at least an hour. Little Josh had gone to a different school now, a bigger one up Menai Bridge way. But Daf Robs would jump on board, either in Four Mile Bridge when he was staying at his grandmother’s, his Nain’s, or from Valley, near his house. Daf was a year older than me, pretty much between me and my brother, but our shared interests kept us together.

			In this pre-mobile phone age, the bus conversation was key to your social diary.

			‘What are you doing now?’

			‘Nothing. What are you doing now?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Should we go out on the bikes?’

			‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, I’ll meet you there.’

			We had quite the group building around us. The boys at the rugby club; the lads, like Rhodri and Meilir, from the farms all around; more and more from school. Socialising on bikes, off cliffs, on quadbikes. We got ourselves into trouble, often. I got told off a fair few times, which was my own doing. There were different levels to it: entry – coming home covered in shit; medium – riding home with no lights, and having to launch yourself into a hedge to avoid a car coming the other way; elite – being spotted on a quadbike on the main road by one of your mum’s friends.

			It usually began with optimism – ‘I’ll just pop out for an hour’ – and then a misjudgement. I found it almost impossible to accurately judge when it would get dark, and how much time I had to get home before it did. I’d take a glance at the sky, make a calculation and seldom get it right. There would come a lurching realisation that I had to be home in 10 minutes but was still 10 miles away, because other more exciting ideas had presented themselves to me: ‘What’s down this way?’ ‘What’s over this lane? ‘Ah, I wonder where this comes out …’

			Inevitably, I would get home in total darkness. When the telling off came, my mum was the hairdryer and my dad the much scarier quiet, disappointed voice. Was it a fraction rich of my mother to take offence at someone else being home late? It’s not for me to say. What she deserves credit for is her accuracy with a missile. You know that Angelina Jolie film, Wanted, where she bends bullets? My mum could do that with shoes. She once hit me down the hall round the corner. It was a different era. I probably deserved it. I was genuinely impressed.

			You couldn’t be scruffy leaving our house, not with my father’s military background. The uniform at Ysgol Uwchradd Bodedern was an unusual one: black trousers, red shirt, black and red tie, navy jumper. This red shirt was not a polo shirt. It was a shirt shirt. The tie, as befitted the era, was worn short and fat. A big square knot, the little skinny end of the tie tucked inside the red shirt shirt.

			This style was never going to cut it with my dad. There was much talk of not going to school looking like that – absolute shambles … no son of mine … you know the sort of thing. He taught me the classic old Royal Air Force double Windsor, which was never going to work for me, so we compromised and met in the middle at the half Windsor.

			The cool kids would wear black trainers. A Nike black on black, an Adidas all-black Stan Smith. The teachers could tell they were trainers, which was against the rules, but because of the sober colour, they could exist somewhere near the margins – a grey area for black shoes, if you will. It’s the sort of thing you can get away with now with a trendy suit, but in Anglesey in the early 2000s it marked you out as an edgy maverick. The coolest kids of all would go for big old fat Timberlands, possibly an Etnies or a DC. But these were both over the top and overly expensive, so
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