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CHAPTER 1

GATHERING UP THE RUBBISH

Sometime in 2003, Steve ‘Junna’ Jones and Ian Matthews were driving down the valley road between Pontypool and Blaenavon, chewing the fat about rugby. Ian was optimistic, enthusing about the possibilities opening up with the dawn of regional rugby in Wales. Junna maintained a sober silence. As twist followed twist in the road, and as the valley itself began to disappear into the usual vast blanket of mist, Ian’s monologue gradually ground to a halt.

‘What do you think, Junna?’

The car was quiet for a moment. Both tried vainly to see the road ahead.

‘I think it will be the death of club rugby in Wales, and I think it will be the death of Pontypool.’

At a court hearing on 25–27 June 2012, Pontypool RFC became the first club ever to be legally defined as ‘rubbish’. A lawyer for the Welsh Rugby Union (WRU) told the High Court that Pontypool was ‘not good enough on the pitch’ to be included in a reorganised 12-team Premiership.

Despite finishing 12th of 14 in the 2011–12 Welsh Premiership, Pontypool had failed to make the ‘top 12 performers’ meritocracy because of a complex WRU calculation that also included the previous six seasons. While the club was fighting its case for inclusion, it turned out that the WRU board had accepted another proposal made on behalf of the four Welsh regions for Carmarthen Quins RFC and Bridgend RFC to be added to the original ten named clubs in order that Ospreys and the Scarlets could achieve their elite player pathway standards by recruiting from within their geographical regions. Pontypool was left high and dry out in the Eastern valley.

It’s not the first time – and it probably won’t be the last – that Pontypool has been accused of being the ‘rubbish’ of the game in Wales. In November 1973, London Welsh broke off fixtures with Pooler, complaining of excessive violence in the home game between the two clubs at Old Deer Park. Welsh finished the game with only 12 men on the pitch. Needless to say, Pooler won.

We were rubbish, and I loved it – never more so than on that momentous Easter Tuesday in 1973. The crowd at Pontypool Park was packed in, bigger than I’d ever seen it. People rose like a human cathedral on the far-side bank, opposite the main terraces. You could get 15,000 people or maybe more on that bank for the really big games. Reputedly there were 20,000 in occupation for the 1989 tour match against New Zealand. There would be so many they would be hanging off the trees.

I remember playing rugby with the other youngsters – all of us only seven or eight years old – underneath the scoreboard in the large in-goal area behind the posts. Occasionally I’d look around and see those Welsh heroes of mine in the red shirts – Geoff Evans, Jeff Young, John Taylor, Tony Gray and, of course, JPR. Strange feeling in the pit of my stomach not to be rooting for them for once … But I was a Pontypool boy and it was a day for the red, black and white. Pooler stampeded to victory, 22–3. The human cathedral came to life at the end of the game, flooding the pitch as Pontypool RFC was crowned Welsh Merit Table champions for the first time in its history. ‘We are the champions’ dissolved into the more guttural cry of ‘Poola, Poola’ that swirled around the ground. It still swirls around my memory to this day.

Six months later and the rubbish was thrown out. After Pooler’s dominance had been confirmed with another 28–9 win, a London Welsh official announced: ‘It is not the kind of game to which we are accustomed here at Old Deer Park.’

We were rubbish, and I loved it. No one ever arrived at Pontypool Park by straightforward means or ever came as an established star. Some of the rubbish had been blowing about the Welsh club rugby scene for several years, its value unrecognised. Bobby Windsor and ‘Charlie’ Faulkner had both played for Cross Keys and other lesser lights before they found a home at Pontypool Park, with the broad coaching arm of Ray Prosser around their shoulders. Neither had ‘made it’ on the first-class scene when they came.

When Eddie Butler first graduated from the junior playing ranks at age 19 in 1976, his ambition was to play for his home-town club of Newport.

‘I remember going along to the pre-season sessions at Rodney Parade. The first questions they asked me were, “Have you played for any of the Wales age-group sides?” and “What representative experience do you have?”

‘The answer to those questions was “No” and “None”, at which point I was gestured to the far side of the field to be, as I soon found out, with all the other also-rans.

‘They just didn’t want to know unless you already had a “name” or reputation. So I thought I’d find somewhere where my talents might be appreciated.

‘A couple of weeks later I presented myself for training at Pontypool Park, a callow 19 year old. No one knew who I was, but Ray Prosser was the first to greet me with a firm, warm handshake. Standing by his side was someone I already recognised from the TV. It was all I could do to keep my mind on what “Pross” was saying.

‘After ten minutes or so, he stopped talking and said, “Graham will show you around the ground and clubhouse.”

‘For the next half-hour, Pricey showed me the facilities and patiently answered all my queries about the club. Graham Price. Here was a genuine star of the domestic game, an established Wales international, who would become a first choice for the British Lions only one year later, behaving as if I was the rugby celebrity!

‘Of course, if you didn’t have the desire to hang around and plough through the misery that Pross put you through afterwards, you were gone just as quickly as you arrived – maybe quicker. But that first impression, that sense of democracy, of how everyone started on the same level whether you were an unknown or a capped international, never left me. Pontypool was a place where they rescued the value in the rubbish and saw the jewel in the dross.’ (Eddie Butler)

My early life, up until the age of 14, was fragmented. So much time spent away, following my dad as he shuttled between teaching jobs in locations as far apart as Scotland, Germany and Zambia! It’s time I can hardly remember: first in Wilhelmshaven, a German deep-water naval base where Hitler constructed his warships during the Second World War. The Admiral Graf Spee was built and launched there. When I was seven years old we moved to Silverdale, a Staffordshire mining town.

The only common link between my early lives was the regular journeys back to Pontypool. Going back to family was great, but my dad and I were secretly rubbing our hands at the prospect of Saturday afternoon at Pontypool Park. The sense of building expectation on the walk along the Monmouthshire and Brecon canal to the Pontymoile Basin, then off toward the south end of Pontypool Park and through the ornate ‘Sally’ gates – so called because they were a gift from the eighteenth-century Duchess of Marlborough, affectionately known as Sally, to the Hanbury family; the sudden grandeur of Hanburys’ Park, with its giant oaks, beeches and elms.

The weather would dictate our position. My favourite place was on the terracing above the 22-metre line at the ‘lower’ end of the ground (Pontypool Park slopes steadily downhill into the corner nearest the leisure centre). Many of the faithful would arrive an hour before kick-off to assure their positions and then the banter would start. On a wet day it would be the big stand on the west side of the ground. On an autumn day, with the bandstand on the Blaenavon side and the flame-like colours of the trees licking the hillside, there could be no finer place to play rugby – or get beaten up.

Whilst we were away from Pontypool in Staffordshire, we followed the progress of the club’s international players on TV. Unfortunately in those days terrestrial TV allowed just one choice of game on the main channel. We were some 30 miles from the Welsh border and the English BBC did not broadcast the Welsh games themselves.

In 1976, Wales travelled to Ireland seeking the Triple Crown. England were playing Scotland in a Calcutta Cup match on the same day which was the main televised game. On that cold Saturday in February, we jumped into our Austin Allegro and ventured to the nearest highest point looking for a strong enough signal to watch ‘our boys’ play.

Keele University stands overlooking the Potteries below. We parked in the grounds and Dad grabbed the portable TV, to which he had already made some crafty wiring adjustments. He connected the TV wires to the car battery and carefully put the bonnet down and laid the TV on top of it. Then he fiddled with the channels and bent and twisted the old aerial until a clear picture from the transmitters in North Wales was found.

We huddled up in the front seat of the car with the engine running, a thermos flask of hot sweet tea and some chewy teacake sweets. BBC Radio Wales was going in the back seat and the telly was on the bonnet. The dulcet tones of Lyn Davies tasted sweeter than the tea! We watched Wales beat Ireland sitting on top of a hill in England. The Pooler boys did us proud, and at that moment I believe I had a small glimpse of my future, a future that could tie all the rubbish of the travelling and rootlessness of my childhood together.


CHAPTER 2

EDDIE MOGFORD, MAX HORTON AND WEST MON

It is a cold, bright Tuesday morning. I am sitting in the front room at Merchant’s Hill, Pontnewynydd, with Valerie and Karen, the wife and daughter of Eddie Mogford. Eddie is lying in the coffin in the hallway. I sit quietly with the other coffin-bearers, unsure whether to drink coffee or take the tumbler of whisky on offer. Eventually, like everyone else, I take the tumbler. Looking across at Karen, I smile faintly, remembering my visits to Eddie’s treatment room. Eddie would always be looking to set up his daughter, the only child, upon whom he so clearly doted, on a date ‘to get her out of the house’. Karen needed no help in this respect, but nonetheless the memorable physical and verbal pummellings Eddie dished out in the name of ‘physiotherapy’ or ‘massage’ always began with: ‘She’s a lovely girl.’

For a young athlete in need of repair, negotiating that ten-minute minefield with a measure of diplomacy was only one of many tests to be passed in the following couple of hours. As Eddie worked both your mind and body into shapes you never thought possible, you would find yourself broken and rebuilt a hundred times or more.

On the morning of Worcester’s Premiership game with Newcastle Falcons in February 2010, I’d visited Eddie at the County Hospital in Panteg. He was in a bad way, rambling incoherently. Every now and again our eyes would meet and his face would contort briefly: ‘Carter, you f***ing prick.’ Nurses stopped in their tracks and the whole ward looked over as one; Karen had to leave to go back to work. I sat still and took Eddie’s verbal battering. If I so much as twitched a muscle, he would turn around: ‘Don’t leave me now, Carter, you Black-and-Amber b*****d.’ It was the last time I was to see Eddie before he passed away in December 2011.

The preacher finishes a short blessing and the murmur of family prayers fades into the background. I half-expect Eddie to rise up and give me one last tongue-lashing before he leaves for the Gwent Crematorium: ‘… And another thing, Spring!’ I gratefully pick up my corner of the coffin and hoist it aloft. Two of the other shoulders that bear Eddie out of ‘Welsford’, his home, for the last time, belong to Graham Price and Terry Cobner. Nothing is said between them. Pricey and ‘Cobs’ will exchange pleasantries for the first time in about 15 years later that afternoon, sharing a pint and a table in the Little Crown, Eddie’s local. I keep my eyes to the front as we go out into the blinding morning sunlight. The coffin feels as light as balsa wood. Black and white, love and hate, and nothing by halves; it is the Pontypool way.

No one epitomised that way better than Eddie Mogford, particularly during the time of the resurrection in Pontypool RFC’s fortunes in the early 1970s. I was only 14 years old when I first met Eddie. That was when I had my first serious rugby injury. My dad told me there was a man in Merchant’s Hill, Pontnewynydd, who could help. As we approached the extension on the side of a large detached house, I could hear this loud chuckling coming from the other side of the door. It opened to reveal this large, jovial man with a beaming grin. I thought he was Father Christmas, then he swore violently at my dad. Brian Carter and Eddie had been at George Street School together. Dad seemed to think the volley of profanities was funny. I was introduced to Eddie Mogford and asked to take a seat.

The room was dark, illuminated only by the bright red glow of four lamps burning gently into the bare flesh, some taut and some saggy, of Eddie’s patients. Three people lay on tables that ran, end on end, along the entire length of the room. On the windowsill a radio purred away quietly in the background as Eddie rubbed the shoulder of a man sitting on a small wooden stool. I felt my eyes start to water from the powerful smell of liniment in the room.

Famous faces that I didn’t know stared down at me from walls covered in framed pictures – a Welsh boxer, a runner with the three feathers clearly visible on his vest and many, many others. But there was one wall that held my attention, the wall dedicated to my heroes from the Pontypool rugby team. Peter Lewis, David Bishop, Eddie Butler, Charlie Faulkner, Bobby Windsor, Graham Price, Terry Cobner: they were all there.

Before my imagination could carry me away on a tide of pleasurable mental replays of ‘heroic moments’ at Pontypool Park, I was jolted suddenly awake. Eddie was cursing and turning the air blue with one of his jokes. The eyes of his victim grew wider and wider as Eddie remorselessly took him to pieces while everyone else laughed, thankful that they weren’t the butt of his humour for the time being. Eddie Mogford was at the centre of his wicked theatre, chuckling away. I started to relax and enjoy it. I remember thinking, ‘I like this … I’ll be back for more.’ As if sensing my new-found relaxation, Eddie swivelled around, he looked straight through me – and then he started talking …

*

Eddie had first developed his interest in physiotherapy as a young medic in the army in Malaya during the Second World War. In 1966, he took over from his father Bill as the resident physio and masseur for Pontypool RFC, just three short years before Ray Prosser’s arrival as coach. He finally retired in 1993, having given the club 27 years of loyal service, and was promptly made a life member of the club.

Eddie was, I believe, the kind of person you need at every successful club or sporting organisation, from the highest to the lowest. He was well-nigh invisible in terms of his public profile outside Pontypool, but his ‘unseen guidance’ – whether barked out from the touchline, or whispered, kneeling by an injured player’s ear, or rasped out via a humiliating put-down in the treatment room – was key to reinforcing the messages Ray Prosser was trying to embed in the culture of his new model Pontypool. Terry Cobner remembers Eddie as ‘a complete one-off, the most politically incorrect man I’ve ever met in my life and a great friend. He complemented what Pross was trying to do perfectly because he didn’t respect excuses, even when they were valid. “Get up!” he’d say, “I’m not wasting my time on you!” (though in far more direct language) after he came on the field for an injured player. With the advance of sports science and medicine, we’ve gone in completely the opposite direction, but I don’t believe it’s necessarily a good thing. We don’t promote mental toughness because we believe too much in susceptibility to injury. Sometimes you just have to buckle up and play on through the pain.’

It wasn’t just what he was saying, but the way he said it. Believe me, some of Eddie’s jokes could strip paint from the walls. He had an uncanny knack of being able to formulate and then give voice to those questions that we would all love to ask but so rarely do. His innate ability to make people laugh, then relax physically with the quality of his massage created a small, unguarded chink in the patient’s armour through which the stiletto of the question, or the cruel joke, could enter. There was no defence – and the wound was deep because there was always an audience to listen to it.

Eddie touched the lives of many people through his work as a physiotherapist. As long as you were not being targeted, you could sit back and relax as he tore into his various patients, one by one. When your turn came, as it inevitably would, thoughts of any injury were secondary as Eddie got into his flow. In front of a full room and a captive audience, no profession was exempt: the poor Catholic priest who had to answer for the many failings of his Church; the postman who could only deliver bills and bad news; the solicitor who had to defend extortionate charges; the policeman (me) who could not keep people safe at night: ‘You must be the worst copper ever to wield a truncheon in the Gwent constabulary … the criminals must have a field day when you are on duty, Spring!’

But Eddie’s patients always came back for more; they loved him. Eddie once confided in Graham Price that one of his clients insisted on continuing his treatment sessions for many months after his ailment had been cured. There was no longer anything wrong with him; he just came back for the culture and the conversation. The treatment room was one of the crucibles in which the Pontypool spirit was forged and sustained.

After the death of his parents, Eddie and his wife Val moved into his childhood home. The house was dishevelled and in need of considerable renovation, and Eddie would shake his head sadly. I can still recall an army of Eddie’s patients and ex-patients marching down the main road to help with the many labouring tasks that needed to be done, much to Eddie’s surprise. It was their way of repaying him for his priceless help in getting to the bottom of their ‘issues’. They rebuilt his house for him.

Bob Dawkins, an ex-captain and coach of Pontypool in two different eras, remembers both the calculated and not-so-calculated carnage caused by Eddie Mogford: ‘I had my first rub-down from Eddie Mogford. At the time his dad was involved with Pontypool Youth. He was a delightful man – but not at all like Eddie, with his wicked, dark sense of humour. Bill Mogford was a completely upfront “I do exactly what I say on the tin” type of man; completely genuine and dependable.

‘I was about seven years old and there used to be regular “disagreements” between the boys in Fowler Street and the kids from Cwm Ffrwd Oer. We would all go down to the railway line and pelt each other with stones, slings, sticks and whatever else happened to be lying around at the time. It was a pitched battle, like some kind of miniature biblical warfare. If things were going badly, the cry would ring out, “Get the big boys!” – and Eddie was the biggest of the big boys, about 12 or 13 years old. He always arrived with the force of the military police.

‘Later I used to go to Eddie for the treatment, but I also knew people who’d go just to hear his jokes, or even take delight in being on the butt-end of them! Eddie’s treatment room became a centre of rugby culture and conversation in the area, a hub of joyful irreverence, of abundant and very clever mickey-taking.

‘There was one game, Eddie was the trainer on the touchline and one of the Pontypool players went down injured, clutching his hand. Eddie ran on and took a look. “Right, you’ve dislocated your thumb … Look away now,” he said. He was quite definite and authoritative about it. Then I heard a sharp double click … just “click-click” cutting through the white noise on the pitch.

‘Later, the player went to the infirmary to get it checked out. They did the X-ray and said to him, “You’ve broken your thumb in two places!”

‘In a way it was typical of Eddie’s sense of humour. He could take the mick out of you, sometimes quite cruelly, and you wouldn’t even feel the bones breaking, you’d be laughing so hard … And I never met anyone who didn’t think the world of Eddie Mogford. You knew Eddie always had your best interests at heart, but his humour would break you down in the subtlest of ways. Put you down, pick you back up and rebuild you again.’ (Bob Dawkins)

Not that Eddie was in any sense a medical fraud, you understand. The same episode was repeated almost verbatim in 1991, 23 years later. A young Cwmbran hopeful named Gareth Kirkup had turned up for training at Pontypool. Kirkup is now the forwards coach for the Cwmbran side in Swalec League 4 East: ‘I joined Pontypool RFC in the summer of 1991 from Cwmbran. Pontypool was as usual riding high in the Premiership, and I kept my head down while doing my apprenticeship with the Athletic [2nd XV] squad.

‘As a young forward it was a great environment in which to learn my trade. Everywhere I looked there was someone who had earned his stripes at the highest level, whether it was Pricey or Junna Jones or Staff Jones – or indeed our captain, Mostyn “Upside-down Head” Davies.

‘Things were going well for me until one Thursday night training session. We’d done the fitness, and John Perkins had picked his starting XV for the Saturday. Then as per usual he picked another XV to oppose them in a 30-minute full-blooded contact game to round off the session.

‘Making this second XV was no mean feat in itself, as 60 players or so would regularly turn up to training and it was a very competitive environment; nobody wanted to be among those ordered off for an early shower, with everyone else looking on.

‘As the ref, “Perky” began by exhorting the second XV to have a real go at the first-teamers, so we both went out and knocked seven bells out of each other. There was no quarter given or taken. About halfway through I tried to stop a driving maul and predictably ended up in a heap on the floor with stud marks tattooed along my back and a dislocated finger hanging off the end of my hand! A long forefinger curled towards me like a snake. It belonged to Perky. “That will teach you,” he muttered darkly.

‘I looked at my hand. My index finger was at 90 degrees to all the other fingers! I shoved it towards Perky and he pulled back sharply: “Keep that thing away from me. Go and see ‘the Jaw’ [Ivor Taylor].” I took myself and my finger over to the far side of the pitch, as instructed, and showed Ivor, who turned away in horror. Pross, who was standing nearby, just swore at me.

‘Despite some misgivings, Ivor consented to take me over to Eddie’s place in Merchant’s Hill; as usual he was to be found in the Little Crown, blowing the top off his first pint of the evening as I entered feeling sorry for myself with my mud-soaked kit and ballooning finger. Everyone in the pub stopped and turned to watch as I stopped right in front of him and held out my finger without saying a word. It was humiliating. “What the f**k have you done now, you dopey dick? Come here and look over my shoulder.”

‘After a bit of manipulation, a couple of pulls, a yelp from me and one final push, the finger popped back into place. An indescribable sense of relief came over me. “Cheers, Ed. Thank you so much.”

‘“OK, now piss off so I can enjoy my pint,” he replied, with a cheeky glint in his eye. Whether he was taking the mick out of my clothes, my hairstyle or my belly, or simply introducing me as “the ugliest man in Cwmbran” as I stepped into the packed audience in the treatment room, there was always that glint in his eye. It became almost a privilege to be injured, just to take my place in Eddie’s congregation, with Radio Wales belting out the hymns and Eddie belting out the abuse. It became a religious experience for me, like a pagan rite.’ (Gareth Kirkup)

Eddie was not immune to counter-attack from those he had slighted – far from it. Eddie loved his garden and at ‘Welsford’ he was able to immerse himself in his beloved vegetable plot. He would spend many hours tending to his veg, whilst every now and then glancing up nervously to check if his old mate Johnny ‘Short Fuse’ Morris was spying on him with his binoculars from Leigh Road, on the other side of the valley. Eddie also loved his Sunday lunchtime pint of Albright with his mates ‘Harpo’ and ‘Tiger’ at the Little Crown.

Occasionally, he would have one too many and in order to keep out of Val’s way until he sobered up he would spend his time pottering around in the garden. On one occasion he actually fell into a trench that he had recently prepared for his runner beans and fell soundly asleep. The word spread around town like wildfire, fanned by the man with the binoculars on the other side of the valley!

Eddie’s nicotine intake always went through the roof on match days at Pontypool Park as he watched intently from the sideline, treatment bag at the ready. His fast feet would always get him to an injured Pooler player quickly.

Away from his daytime work – Eddie worked as an executive officer at the Royal Ordnance factory in Glascoed for 33 years – he ran his clinics on a Sunday morning and on weekday evenings in his spare time. Over 20 years, the small change that was left in the little saucer on Eddie’s mantelpiece was an unrepresentative token of the huge hidden value he brought to Pontypool’s cause on the rugby field, especially after Ray Prosser took over the coaching reins at the club. Those pennies and shillings rarely took inflation into account.

As Graham Price put it in his eulogy at Gwent Crematorium on 6 December 2011: ‘Eddie was a very important cog in the Pontypool Rugby Club machine. You would invariably find Eddie busy behind the scenes, ensuring that the injured players were receiving the expert treatment that was required to get them back to full fitness. It is impossible to quantify how many important games Pontypool won because of Eddie’s contribution in making sure that the best team and the most influential players were fit enough to take the field. However, I have no doubt that they were many.’

Eddie Mogford was the glue within the Pontypool environment, the person who ensured that the Pontypool mentality on the field was constantly being supported and refreshed off it, in those little moments when a player got too big for his boots or suffered a crisis of confidence, or couldn’t separate his rugby from his private life, or felt like chucking it all in.

The small change in Eddie’s dish distilled only a public perception, or more accurately a public ignorance of the ‘man behind the scenes’, and it was a small price indeed to pay for the ‘treatment’ you received in that room. Having knocked you down, he would pick you back up slowly, asking how you were and getting to the bottom of the psychological issues glimpsed beyond the physical ones. As his fingers worked their way deeper into your muscles, the voice softened and the questions became more pointed. You would leave stronger than you had arrived.

I remember vividly the various greetings that welcomed me – ‘You coppers are all c***s!’, then ‘Ah, the Black-and-Amber b*****d’s back again!’ – all ‘terms of endearment’, as Prosser used to say. Eddie was at the core of the Pontypool rugby meritocracy – every player received the same treatment, every person received the same treatment. There were no preferences, no favourites and there was no hierarchy. Eddie’s barbed sense of humour saw to that.

Eddie Mogford was one important part of a strong support network that was ready and waiting to be given direction by Ray Prosser in 1969. As Bob Dawkins says: ‘Eddie was part of the nucleus of Pontypool in the glory days, along with Ray and one or two of the committeemen, like the secretary Bob Jeremiah. Bob Jeremiah – salt of the earth. When he was secretary of the club, Bob would do everything on the cheap, but he wouldn’t stint at how far he’d go to arrange the social visits and club tours. He always made a special effort for those. I always looked forward to the end-of-season tours to the West Country. We would visit Bridgwater on the Friday, Weston-super-Mare on the Saturday and then it was on to the Winter Gardens in the evening. It was superb.

‘It was characters like Bob and Eddie who made it such a privilege to play for Pontypool. They gave it substance because they connected you back to the community you grew out of; they would never let you get away from that. They had a way of showing you the continuity even if they weren’t talking about it.’

Bob Jeremiah’s sense of loyalty to the club went far beyond the 25 years he spent as club secretary. On 5 November 1966, a promising young Wales Youth prop called Roger Addison had been selected to play for Pontypool against Rugby in a match at William Webb Ellis Road, the birthplace of rugby. He was 21 years old. His sister Barbara Owen recalled that he had a ‘funny feeling’ about the game but was reluctant to let anyone down at the eleventh hour.

A quarter of an hour into the match a scrum collapsed and Roger Addison’s ‘funny feeling’ became a life-threatening reality. His neck was broken, with the complicating factor that the gum he had been chewing since the start of the match had become trapped in his throat. The home doctor, John O’Hanlon, was forced to perform an emergency tracheotomy out in the middle of the field.

The prognosis for rugby quadriplegia was anywhere between three weeks and six months, but Roger Addison went on to live for another forty-four years, with the majority of that time spent at the Rookwood Hospital in Cardiff.

Every week for the 39 years Addison spent at Rookwood, Bob Jeremiah would make the 60-mile round trip from Pontypool to Cardiff by bus to visit him. When his own health issues put a stop to the visits by bus in 2009, Bob Jeremiah picked up his pen and started writing letters to Roger Addison instead. As Bob recalls: ‘He couldn’t move from the neck down and could only whisper, so we had to lip-read, but he always asked about Pontypool and the players … He had a wonderful sense of humour … he once told me he could run faster than a particular Pontypool winger! And he joked a few years ago about how he qualified for a bus pass.’ (Bob Jeremiah)

The Pontypool club chaplain, Revd Alf Williams, would also go to see Roger regularly. Max Horton, my former sportsmaster at West Monmouth Grammar School, would visit Roger every other week and on one occasion I accompanied him. Whenever possible, Roger would come out to the front door in the wheelchair that he navigated with his head. He loved to get out of his room and see the sun, to play host to his visitors. I think that little act of moving out beyond the front door at Rookwood allowed him to feel he was still an active part of life. The big miracle – that he survived his condition for so long and with such patience – was fed and supported by a host of other more modest ‘Eastern valley’ miracles, including Bob’s visits late into his 70s and his letters when he couldn’t make the bus journeys any more. These were the understated miracles, performed by real people and born out of a living sense of community; so softly whispered they were nearly inaudible; so quiet they had to be lip-read.

‘Whether it was Eddie’s parlour or Bob’s tours, you always had the feeling that, as a player, you were representing them and all the people who came into the parlour or went on those tours. Pontypool RFC was a binding force in the social fabric because it was the focal point, and Bob and Eddie – and others like them – had unique ways of showing you the connectedness. You were never bigger than the club, or else there’d be someone like Eddie to answer to …’ (Bob Dawkins)

Another silent guardian of the club spirit was Berwyn Lewis. Berwyn used to run the line regularly for Pontypool and he took a young and apprehensive Graham Price under his wing when he first joined the club. Pricey remembers him as ‘a man of Pontypool … He used to come and scout us boys out when we played for Welsh Schools in the age groups – me and Dicky Barrell and Haydn Stockham. As far as Berwyn was concerned, any boy who went to West Monmouth Grammar School should have been thinking of playing for Pontypool RFC and he made sure we all knew it!’

Graham Price continues: ‘He kind of took me under his wing and looked after me when I was in my late teens. He’d take me to the Comrades Club and the Clarence Hotel and calmly point out all the old guys with pot bellies draining their pints: “He played for Wales Youth … He was a Wales Schools player,” as his gaze circled around the room. He’d then be quiet and let me digest it all in the fusty, smoke-darkened atmosphere. “He wasn’t willing to do that little bit extra, didn’t like the training … let himself go to pot.”

‘He’d say it all very quietly and without judgement, but I got the message. If ever I needed an incentive to train hard and get myself super-fit, the sad sight and smell of “what might have been” hanging around those clubs and pubs and hotels was a constant reminder. It never left me.

‘Whenever I looked up at the Grotto, waiting at the top of that impossibly narrow, winding path, whenever I felt a branch snap forward and sting my face, whenever I couldn’t get a foothold on the loose slate and shale and thought, “F**k that, I’ve had enough,” there was the ghost of Berwyn sitting on my shoulder. The smell of the stale beer and cigarette smoke in my nostrils came back to me and I remembered the sad faces of “what might have been”. That kept me going throughout my career.’ (Graham Price)

West Monmouth Grammar School, or West Mon, as it was affectionately known, was a hotbed of young Welsh rugby talent and a key source of supply for Pontypool RFC. Ken Jones, possibly the quickest man ever to play rugby for Wales – he was a member of the silver medal-winning Great Britain 100m relay team in the 1948 Olympics in London – Terry Cobner, Graham Price and Iestyn Thomas all represented both Pontypool and Wales after attending West Mon, and three of those went on to become British Lions.

Long before those later generations, John Phillips ‘Jack’ Jones, the first Welsh ‘superstar’, had been unearthed through the potent combination of a West Mon/Pontypool rugby upbringing. Born on 2 March 1886, he attended West Mon, where he demonstrated a remarkable all-round facility at sports. He captained the school’s soccer team in 1902–03 and won no fewer than eight sporting events on the same school sports day, including five races ranging from 100 yards to one mile, both jumping events and ‘throwing the cricket ball’! He played his first-ever game for Pontypool three months shy of his 17th birthday and became a vital part of the club’s push for first-class status, which duly arrived in the 1907–08 season, with Jones as the club captain.

Despite his status as a three-quarter of rare brilliance, Jack Jones stuck to Pontypool principles that were still as valid under Ray Prosser 60 or 70 years later: ‘Never pass the ball if you can find a better way to get it up the field.’ During the 1911–12 season, Jack and his fellow centre, W.J. Thomas, tried every trick they knew to break down a stubborn Llanelli defensive wall, but towards the end of the match it remained proud and unbreached. Jack said to Thomas, ‘Next time you get the ball from a scrum, keep hold of it, whatever happens. Whatever you see or hear, ignore it!’

From the very next scrum, Thomas made a break with Jones alongside him crying out for the ball at the top of his lungs: ‘Give it here, you fool! Pass it! Pass it, man!’ The Llanelli defence was duly distracted.

W.J. Thomas did his part, keeping the ball and crossing for a try before anyone, except Jack Jones, was able to work out quite what had happened.

Jack was part of the Pooler side that claimed its first Welsh club championship in the 1913–14 season, although in the meantime he had established himself in the Wales national team and been selected for the British Isles squad to tour South Africa in 1910, where he was acclaimed by the South Africans as ‘the Prince of Centres’.

Like Eddie Mogford, Jack Jones was a member of the medical profession; like Eddie, when he was finally laid to rest on 23 March 1951 at All Saints church in Llantarnam, all his coffin-bearers – William Vallis, Tom Probert, George Veater and Joe Williams – were Pontypool players. The lifeblood of rugby is, and has always been, in its ability to uphold the continuity between past and present.

The senior sportsmasters – for which read ‘rugby nuts’ – in charge at West Mon had an important role in developing the future of Gwent rugby. Ken Jones was mentored by Gilbert Garnett in the late 1930s before flowering for Pontypool, Wales and the British Lions (and the GB sprint relay team) a decade later. Garnett was a formidable individual who could dish out beatings to ‘sinners’ among the schoolboy population equal to any administered on the pitch at Pontypool Park. In the ’60s, the torch was passed to Max Horton, a notable Pontypool captain from 1949 to 1951 whose leadership coincided with the beginning of an era of ‘champagne rugby’ at the club – Pontypool lost only seven of their thirty-nine matches in the 1950–51 season – and the well-starred formation of the Pontypool Youth side, which was to prove another important plank in the platform for Pontypool’s success twenty years on. One year later, in 1952, Ray Prosser played his first game for the club in the second row, having graduated from Pontypool United. It turned out to be an important conjunction of personalities for the club’s future.

There was a Spartan edge to West Mon that bordered on the brutal. The school’s motto, ‘Serve and obey’, was cheerfully – or not so cheerfully – expanded by pupils to ‘Serve and obey … There is no other way’! West Mon never closed, not even during the ‘Big Freeze’ in the winter of 1962–63: pupils had to attend classes in their overcoats, fortified by the issue of throat lozenges and mints.

There was a tendency to push students to the limit, where they either sank or swam, metaphorically speaking. In 1947, in one unfortunate accident, a boy with his shorts caught on the grating at the bottom of the school swimming pool really did drown. The accident was in part attributed to the heating system, which created an indoor fog, and a chlorination process that turned the water opaque. It was as hot and unpleasant as the Florida everglades. In the ubiquitous pea-souper, Max Horton could enter the swimming-pool area and shout, ‘I know you are in there, now come out at once!’ and never notice the two sniggering pranksters hiding beneath the diving board no more than a couple of feet away. For some time after the accident, the swimming pool was left unheated and boys were forced to swim naked in the ice-cold water piped directly into the pool from a local stream above West Mon.

Cross-country runners sent out through the back of the school and around the Upper Race frequently found themselves ploughing through snowdrifts waist-high in the bitterly cold winters of the ’60s. The rugby field by the Quarry was built on a steep slope whereby players would enjoy one downhill half and try to survive the other against the gradient as best they could – an experience repeated at Pontypool Park in the 1970s and ’80s.

Max Horton looked for all the world like a dyed-in-the-wool rugby man. Any pupil who had the temerity to mention soccer would invite a response as deep and booming as any First World War howitzer: ‘The ball is OVAL, boy, OVAL.’ Only the school’s rugby representatives were permitted to wear the exclusive navy-blue tie with its embroidered golden lions. They were the elite.

Horton also oversaw a wide-ranging sports programme, however, that included cross-country running, track-and-field, swimming, gymnastics and cricket in the summer. In many ways he had an alternative view and was a man ahead of his time. He believed in concepts such as ‘shared ownership’ of the team between coach and players as a matter of intuition rather than theory. He wanted all his charges to be athletes first and foremost before they became ‘rugby players’ or positional specialists.

Terry Cobner says that his first experience of seeing rugby from a coach’s perspective – ‘as a teenager with hair’ – came from having to assume responsibility at school.

‘I played from the age of 13 at West Mon and we had a game every Saturday. I was like a young professional. Max used to be the head rugby master, but he preferred the players in the team to organise things on and off the field. So there were the best boys in the valley, pooled together and working things out for themselves. It was a powerful cocktail. We organised the tours, the dances, the buses, the fixtures, everything – and Max tagged along.

‘There was a tremendous tradition of support within the community, and it was one that was acknowledged and advanced by the boys themselves at West Mon. We were West Mon and we were conscious of the people who had attended the school before us and progressed to higher honours.’ (Terry Cobner)

I used to watch Graham Price in his Capri, and Terry Cobner driving past in his Granada as I walked from Griffithstown to West Monmouth School, and I felt that same connection. I recall thinking at some level, ‘Oh, they went to West Mon too and now they’ve become Welsh internationals.’ My stride used to quicken involuntarily because I felt I could tread the same path as them. That’s how things always used to work in towns like Pontypool. One man would come from Abersychan, another would come from Griffithstown. Pontypool represented the population centres of Cwmbran, Blaenavon and Abergavenny – well over 100,000 souls – but it did not need to be an artificially constructed region to do that.

I ended up at Pontypool because it represented the region at club level and from there you could see across the horizon to the national team – much as you can see the seven counties from the top of the Grotto on a clear day. The anatomy of selection was quite lucid and natural. You started at one of the nerve centres of Welsh rugby and once you were in the lifeblood of Welsh rugby (your club), it would move you closer to the beating heart (the national team) organically – if you were lucky enough and good enough.

Most of Terry Cobner’s experience of rugby as a teenager came from playing the game at school: ‘Coming from Blaenavon, I didn’t go down to watch Newport or Pontypool or even to watch Wales play. My earliest recollection is of watching my father play on the Rifle Green at Forgeside with Colin Evans, who had one Welsh cap, before going north to play league for Keighley. They walked from the Rifle Green down to St Peter’s church to take a bath outside after the match. They stripped down stark naked and got into those tin baths in the biting wind under the gaze of the Holy Trinity!’

Terry Cobner goes on to recall: ‘I didn’t watch a first-class game of rugby until I was 13 years old, and it was Blaenavon versus Pontypool in 1959, a championship year for Pooler; Blaenavon lost narrowly. It was 16–13 and we gave them one of their toughest tests of the season. We used to play touch rugby on the Bank up there as the game was going on, or we’d go up to the Saw Mill at Big Pit to collect a big brown bag of sawdust to mark out a pitch for ourselves at Rifle Green. So my experience wasn’t the norm in those days.’

Horton also encouraged his prized rugby students to try their hand at other sports. He knew rugby was strong in the Eastern valley and encouraged pupils to expand the range of their sporting experiences as much as possible. It was Maxie who first introduced soccer (despite his contempt for the game!), hang-gliding off the Blorenge and the Duke of Edinburgh award scheme to West Mon. Graham Price was part of the Welsh Schools shot and discus team when he was at West Mon: ‘I was Welsh Schools champion at both and I was an all-round sportsman at school. Victor Ludorum, they
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