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			Epigraph

			‘I would rather be ashes than dust! I would rather that my spark should burn out in a brilliant blaze than it should be stifled by dry-rot. I would rather be a superb meteor, every atom of me in magnificent glow, than a sleepy and permanent planet. The proper function of man is to live, not to exist. I shall not waste my days in trying to prolong them. I shall use my time.’

			Jack London

		

		
			Foreword

			Why another book? I imagine they asked Tolstoy the same question after the publication of War and Peace, and Dickens after writing Great Expectations. Well, let’s just say my first book What a Flanker raised more questions than it answered (and it has absolutely nothing to do with the fact that it sold more copies than expected and the publishers offered me better money to write this one).

			Who is James Haskell? Why do people think he’s a dickhead (even his wife)? Why do some people no longer think he’s a dickhead? What is a dickhead, anyway? What was it about his typical childhood – the summers in Rangoon, the luge lessons, the making of meat helmets in the spring – that made him the man he has become? Was it his humble schooling that made him the reserved, unassuming adult Haskell we see today? Was it the fluffy world of rugby union that made him the very model of a modern man?

			To answer these questions – and others like, ‘What percentage of the jokes I come out with over dinner are shit?’ and, ‘Why do I spend my time arguing with trolls and trolls’ wives on Instagram when I could be having a cup of tea and a Hobnob with an actual mate in real life?’ and, ‘Do I really have the mind of a serial killer?’ – I have taken a trip through the foothills, the peaks and the canyons of my life, from the cradle to digging in a quarry in a JCB.

			Along the way, I have spoken to some of the most important people I know – my mother, my wife, schoolmates, teachers, ex-teammates, ex-coaches, business partners, Kevin the security guard in Waitrose (though he didn’t make the cut) – in an attempt to make more sense of me. Why the intense shyness in public? Why the almost feminine sensitivity? Why the pathological hatred of confrontation? On reflection, I have to say that most of them had no idea what they were talking about, and at times I wonder if they weren’t in fact recounting the life of someone else entirely, but they gave it a good crack, bless them. To be honest, my publishers wouldn’t let me extend the deadline for this book by interviewing some actual Haskell aficionados or in fact people who appeared to like me.

			So join me on an epic odyssey of discovery like no other – a Haskovery™, if you will. You will laugh, you will weep, you might still think I’m a dickhead at the end of it. Whatever you think, I will keep bouncing back and most definitely have the last laugh.

		

		
			1

			I, Dickhead

			Paul Doran-Jones, best friend & England teammate:

			‘Why do people think James is going to be a dickhead? Because he is.’

			Ollie Phillips, Stade Français teammate:

			‘It’s true, when people find out I’m mates with Hask, they’ll roll their eyes and say, “Isn’t he a dickhead?” And I think some of his Stade Français teammates thought he was a dickhead at the beginning. Fair enough, to be honest.

			‘Hask is an expressive person who wins people over with his brashness and crass wit. Or at least that’s normally his approach in England. But he didn’t speak French, apart from rude words. So when he first walked into the changing room and some of his teammates started shouting, “Fucking ’ell, it’s ’askell! Fucking rosbif, it’s the little English gay!” he started calling them all wankers and telling them to suck his cock (suce ma bite, as every naughty schoolboy will know). Most people in that situation would be shy and timid, but he went the other way completely. What kind of person walks into their first day of work in a foreign country and starts abusing his colleagues? James Haskell, that’s who.

			‘Remember, he’d just left Wasps, his childhood club, and this was the first time he’d played abroad. He’d taken a big risk by moving to Stade, because most people thought it would put his England career in jeopardy. He’d just broken up with his first long-term missus. His life was pretty complicated. But he didn’t seem to give a shit. And once his teammates got over the shock of this massive English bloke turning up every morning and slagging them all off, they learned to love him. He won their respect by training hard, being the most professional member of the team and delivering in games. It was clear that he really wanted the club to do well. And they soon began to see past the brashness and realise that he was actually a really good lad. Soon, if Hask wasn’t abusing them, they’d be disappointed. That was part of his charm.’

			Thanks, lads. What a way to start this book off. Two of your best mates confirming what most people suspected, that I am a bit of a dickhead. But, to be fair, I dragged them into this. And as Jules said to Vincent in Pulp Fiction, ‘If my answers frighten you, then you should cease asking scary questions.’

			More on my time in France a bit later, but what readers need to know for now is that I’ve never really fitted in and always been a bit of a wrong ’un, at least in some people’s eyes. Back in school, I was never particularly popular. I divided opinion, was probably liked and disliked in equal measure. I know what you’re thinking: Marmite. I should have that word chiselled into my headstone: ‘HERE LIES JAMES “MARMITE” HASKELL – THEY LOVED HIM OR HATED HIM.’

			I’d describe myself as ‘anti-cool’, especially at Wellington College, which I joined when I was 13. I had good friends, but I was never one of those kids who was liked by everyone, from the geeks and the alternative kids to the jocks. Plenty of my current friends were those super-cool kids liked by everyone, invited to all the parties – that was certainly not me. Now, I finally know my value and spend time with people who enjoy my company. But when you’re at school, it doesn’t work like that. You’re thrown into the mix and it’s sink or swim. I was outspoken, had a sharp tongue, which some people couldn’t hack. If someone had a go at me, I never really had the self-restraint not to give it back, whether they were older or younger. That can make things a little difficult for you when you are young. Saying that, some people still can’t hack it now.

			For most of my teenage years, there was nothing cool about me. I don’t mean that in a let’s be humble way; I was honestly like Carlton from The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air. Until I was 15, my mum laid my clothes out for me to wear to places and they were not cool clothes. They were jeans with the pleats ironed in and jumpers that more often than not matched my younger brother’s. If you saw me back in the day you would have earmarked me as someone who was going to be a permanent virgin. My mum would also encourage me to comb my hair into a side-parting so I looked like one of Bill Gates’s mates. I had no concept of fashion (many, including my wife Chloe, would argue that fashion is a concept I’m still to wrap my head around). I never read magazines or knew what cool was. The standard stuff that all the other kids had – Stüssy tops, Naf Naf jackets, the T-shirts that changed colour when they warmed up and jeans that didn’t make you look like a paedophile – I missed out on. I didn’t even realise I was that uncool, I just had very little self-awareness.

			When I needed new shoes for example, I was whisked straight off to Clarks to get the most basic shoes known to man, the only highlight of the trip being you got to put your feet in that electric measuring device, which was definitely the best part about the trip as the shoes looked correctional at best. Sadly, after about age 10 my feet were too big for the machine, so I had them manually measured by some old harridan who hated me.

			My shoe game was rubbish but made even worse by me having clown feet at an early age. If I did spot someone wearing cool shoes I’d say to my mum, ‘Could I have them, please, please, Mum?’ and she would say, ‘No, you’re getting these Dunlop trainers instead, it’s what the school recommends.’ So for most of my life, all I rocked with was a pair of Green Flashes. The irony is that they are now actually cool to wear and I am wearing what’s not cool.

			I wasn’t into music, like most teenagers. I certainly didn’t buy the NME, listen to the latest indie bands or go to gigs. I was, to use an old-fashioned phrase, a bit of a square.

			When I first arrived at Wellington, I tried smoking and drinking with the cool kids, but I knocked all that on the head when I started taking rugby seriously. Wellington traditionally had a reputation as a top rugby school, but back then the new headmaster was what you might call a progressive, in that he thought the school needed to step away from its old ways and become a much more academic force rather than a place for meathead rugby players. Instead of keeping what was good about the school, he decided that focusing on athletic pursuits was a bit vulgar, so he would underplay that side of things while overplaying everything else. He was constantly trying to deflect from sport to more niche pursuits, presumably to be more inclusive and not upset the Dungeons & Dragons players and the origamists. Wellington back in the day was not the highly regarded academic force it is today. It was only under the stewardship of the great Anthony Seldon that it was transformed from a middle-of-the-road public school to one of the best schools in the country. The very fact they let me in all those years ago should tell you everything.

			To give you an example of this emphasis away from sport, we used to have full school assemblies with all 800 students including staff every Monday morning, in which the then headmaster got the various team captains to talk about their latest results – the captain of the a cappella team, the captain of the mime team, the captain of the basket-weaving team. Basically, any other sport or club that the school was not known for was asked to give a quick match report, and if there was any time left over they might let the rugby captain say a word or two, but more often than not the headmaster would say that’s all we have time for and we can hear about the rugby team next time.

			Down the years Wellington had become a bit like an American college where the primary school sports team (rugby in our case, American football in the USA) sort of did what it liked as long as it won. Jonty Driver, the headmaster in my first year, was proper old school and loved his sport. If you could play rugby you got away with anything. A lot of the teachers hated that, so when the new head came in it caused a bit of a revolt, which passed down to the pupils. No longer were the rugby players afforded any leniencies or special privileges; in fact it went the other way. Nerds, rebels and liberals were in, jocks were out.

			Surprisingly I was quite academic. Yes, I got up to mischief, but it wasn’t really jock stuff, it was just what most boys got up to, whatever kind of school they went to. It’s not like we were standing around in corridors in lettered varsity jackets, pushing nerds into lockers or flushing a chess kid’s head down the toilet. It was just common-or-garden mucking about, like throwing water balloons out of windows on each other, tripping each other up, smashing books out of kids’ hands – or my favourite, which took place when leaving the dining room. We would fill plastic cups up with water and then turn them upside down on our trays, thus sticking them in place due to the water and air seal. We would then put them on a conveyer belt that would disappear through a hatch into the kitchen. You would wait outside as some unwitting kitchen staff would, without thinking, yank the cup off the tray to put it into the bin and get soaked. You would then hear this scream and a ‘Fuck you, you little pricks!’ and more often than not this irate pot-washer would come storming out to find the culprits, as we ran off laughing as if it was the greatest thing ever. To be fair, it does sound like a dick thing to do, but they fell for it every single day, so at some point you had to ask yourself who was really to blame.

			Paul Doran-Jones:

			‘Not a jock? That’s utter bullshit. James paints this picture of himself as a self-effacing schoolboy, quiet, a bit of an intellectual. Some of that rings true, in that he was articulate, studious and brighter than some people gave him credit for. But he was also larger than life, even called himself “The B-NOC” – “The Big Name on Campus”. He was a man-sized unit at the age of 15, already a rugby god. He had his own personal trainer, for Christ’s sake!

			‘The only time James would tone down his jockness was when he was trying to create an in with one of the girls, in which case he’d suddenly turn into Oz from American Pie, the lacrosse star who joins the school choir in a bid to get laid. The reason James liked – and still likes – to make out he wasn’t a jock, and was really a sensitive soul, is to further his cause in life …’

			Okay, so Dozzer thinks I was a jock. He might be right, up to a point. I don’t ever remember calling myself BNOC, but I do remember Dozzer describing himself as the BLT on more than one occasion. (In case you haven’t read What a Flanker, BLT stands for Big, Lean and Tanned.) So it was the BNOC and BLT doing bits with the ladies. With a duo like that, it’s a wonder we didn’t have our own TV show. If I am Oz, then Dozzer is Finch from American Pie: he’d hit you with some sophisticated chat and then bang your mum.

			Actually, now is probably a good time to tell you about the first time I met Dozzer, or Paul as he’s known these days, because he’ll be popping up a lot in this book (usually to contradict me, as has already become apparent).

			Having not really given much of a shit about rugby for many years, once I realised I was pretty good at it and could maybe become a professional player, I took it far too seriously. Playing for Wellington’s first XV seemed like the greatest thing a boy could possibly do, so pre-seasons had a very intense vibe. That was the time to put your stake in the ground, make a position your own. Even though the headmaster may have tried to detract from the rugby team, all the coolest and most popular people in school during my first couple of years were in the rugby team. The whole school would turn out for a game, chant and dress up. These guys were heroes and certainly the people I was inspired to be like. So, when it was our time to try out for the first XV as members of the lower sixth, we were all fired up. This was our big moment.

			Picture the scene: all these young bucks, myself included, and the previous years’ players now the senior statesmen, all getting our boots on by the side of the pitch. There was nervous energy in the air, the odd bit of chat, but also that overriding atmosphere of fear that you always have before a trial or a big session. What did the coach have planned? Would we do well? Would we make the cut? This was make it or break it time, at least in our small-minded world. Ken Hopkins was the king, the man to impress. He was the architect of so many unbeaten seasons, a legend on the school coaching circuit who had harvested some of the best talent in the country. He was the man we all needed to impress. This Welsh wizard could make you a star – or not.

			I never spoke to Ken for my first three years at school. I was too scared. He had an aura about him. Everyone knew he was Wellington College’s first XV coach, and one of the most successful ever. He used to just give you a nod, never a smile, when you passed him, and walk on. But as I got to know him, I realised that Hoppy was a lovely and very funny man. He was also Dozzer’s housemaster, which I think is why he retired not long after we left. Poor bloke.

			Going back to that day when we were trialling for the first XV, just as we were about to step onto the hallowed Wellington turf for the first time this fat, rosy-cheeked kid, with big traps, appeared out of nowhere to join the party. To make matters worse, he was late and was brazenly wearing another school’s kit, which was a cardinal sin on the public-school circuit. He sidled up and was about to say hello when Ken stopped him before he could utter a word and said, ‘Dosser, you are late, mate, give me five laps of the field!’

			Incidentally, Ken always called him ‘Dosser’ instead of ‘Dozzer’, though I think he really wanted to call him ‘Tosser’ but remembered he was a teacher and not in the Valleys anymore. Anyway, not the ideal way to start pre-season for old Dozzer. There were instant murmurs like, ‘Who the fuck was that kid? Did you see the size of him?’ One kid chimed in that he looked like a Portaloo with legs. (When I say kid, I think that may have been me.) Others were thinking, ‘How dare this kid rock up in the last two years of school and try and get in to the team, our team? A team we had waited four years to play for.’ Well, that’s what I was thinking anyway and I am pretty sure everyone else was too.

			This kid, who turned out to be none other than Paul Claude Arbuthnot Lawrence Doran Jones, aka Dozzer (okay, there is no Claude Arbuthnot in his name, but the prick said I called myself BNOC so he can deal with it), was plodding around the pitch with the speed of a small, slightly damaged tug boat, he had a surly demeanour, still had all his own hair and may or may not have heard some of the abuse I was directing at him, like the big posh lout that I was.

			Unsurprisingly, Dozzer didn’t take too kindly to this rather hostile welcome, and we didn’t really speak for a while. Just a lot of cold looks and pretending each other wasn’t there. Dozzer is such a personable bloke that he soon ingratiated himself with some of the other lads, but we only really clicked after a kid from the upper sixth started on us both on a staircase up to my dormitory. If I remember rightly, Dozzer, who never likes to take shit off anyone, was having none of this kid’s rubbish and was certainly not going to take his books to his room for him or make him any buttered toast, and did not like being called a dick. So Doz did what Doz does and pushed this guy, the guy bravely swung at Dozzer (I say bravely, as Doz was shorter but about five times wider and this senior kid looked like a keen member of the Wellington Warhammer club), and even though we were not mates at that time, the brotherhood of rugby united us and we replied with a few crisp body shots before shoving him down the stairs. The bully had chosen the wrong people to mess with. Someone may have then picked up his books and other accoutrements and lobbed them down on top of him for good measure. After that, we bowled off up the stairs, our chests inflated, confidence soaring, and a look passed between us that said, ‘You’re all right, actually.’ By the time this kid’s Transformers pencil case had ricocheted off his crumpled body, Doz and I were firm friends. We went off and shared an illegal beer, and have been thick as thieves ever since.

			Becoming friends with Dozzer was very much like I’m Alan Partridge when Alan befriends Dan in Michael’s petrol station, they bond over ‘Lexi’, the Japanese Mercedes, and begin finishing each other’s sentences. It was quite clear to me that Dozzer was a fantastic man. Sometimes after a home game for the school, we’d go to a pub around the corner called The Wellington. I’ve no idea why they served us because they must have known we came from the school, but we’d have a few pints and come back steaming. Like when Alan met Dan, it was almost an epiphany: I’d suddenly found someone who got all my little nuanced jokes and references that other people didn’t get, and vice versa. Sometimes, we’d laugh so much we had Kenco coming out of our nostrils. Other times I’d find myself repeatedly shouting Dozzer’s name – ‘Dozzer! Dozzer! Dozzer! Dozzer!’ It was odd when he was with girls, he could never hear me. I was always desperate to get his attention. And, of course, we both turned out to be ‘sex people’, which you will know from What a Flanker, but more on that later.

			I was a meathead if we are being honest, and Ruck Me is all about telling the truth (well, as much truth as the lawyers and my wife will let me tell). Me and Dozzer did once lock a mate in a trunk and pretend we were going to drop him down numerous flights of stairs, which being fair to him were pretty high up and would have caused some sort of injury. Again, I will flag this up before you label me a complete prat: who would get into a trunk willingly after being asked to by me or Doz? A muppet, that’s who.

			He must have known when we said, ‘Listen, we are just going to shut the lid for a second,’ that something was going to happen. But every day is a school day, and for this kid it was a much-needed lesson in who to trust and who not to. Better he learned it from us than someone with really bad intentions.

			Of course, we clearly didn’t push him down the stairs but we walked him around the room for a while, pretending to go through doors, along corridors and finally put him up on a desk in the same room. Of course, being dark and disorientating, he had no idea where he was. When we said, ‘Be careful, you are on the edge of the stairs, you better come out slowly … we are unlocking the lid,’ he didn’t listen to our advice and opened the lid with one aggressive flourish and proceeded to tip the trunk off the desk onto the floor, which was a fall of around three feet. However, in his confused state he thought he was at the top of thirty flights of stairs. So when he went arse over tit, he thought his short, privileged life was over.

			If I close my eyes now, I can still hear his scream. I imagine that after years of therapy he can probably manage in a confined space now, or perhaps not. Obviously he snitched, so I had to answer to a charge of bullying from my housemaster, a rather officious man of the cloth. Apparently, saying the simpleton got into the trunk willingly and that we didn’t actually push him down the stairs didn’t wash as a valid excuse for our behaviour.

			There’s no way I was a classic jock, as in American high school movies, because I was simply never hip enough. The fact I use the word ‘hip’ goes to prove that.

			In the movies, jocks have hot chicks dripping off them at parties, where they’re all drinking Rolling Rock out of those red plastic cups. I didn’t even get invited to parties. I was standing outside parties with the kid who ate the glue. Even the nerds were cooler than me. Movie jocks are allowed to get away with things others aren’t and are respected for their sporting talent, but most people thought I took rugby far too seriously, especially the girls. I’d be working with my personal trainer and people would be looking at me as if I was mad. They were no doubt thinking, ‘He’s already training three times a week with the rugby team. Why is he doing extras? Who does he think he is?’ When I developed abs, I thought it might bag me some lady action. You always see the jocks take their tops off and there isn’t a dry pair of knickers in the house. Now admittedly, I had the abs but not the boat race to match, which I will concede. The old ‘body like Baywatch and face like Crimewatch’ problem.

			Instead of loving the abs, the girls took one look at them and said, ‘That’s disgusting. It looks like you’re made of plastic.’ They found the boys who drank, smoked, smelt of body odour and knew all about the latest bands while affecting a lack of interest in anything else much more attractive.

			Okay, so here’s the most jock think I ever did. Wellington’s first XV pitch was called ‘Big Side’, and rugby players like me regarded it as hallowed ground. However, the cool kids used to smoke on it and leave their fag butts, cigarette packets and other crap all over the place. They knew they were besmirching holy turf and that it would wind the rugby players up. Sure enough, one night a few of us rugby lads marched down there; we waited silently in the dark like members of the SAS; some of us may even have been wearing balaclavas, which I can neither confirm nor deny. We then waited for all these miscreants to convene, and like a precision air strike we all came flying in and dump tackled the lot of them. Some tried to run. Big mistake.

			Imagine one moment having a fag, sipping on your can of Fanta, when one of your mates who was standing next to you a second ago is suddenly upended like a bin bag without warning. You panic, you run, you think, ‘What the fuck’s happening?’ It’s fight or flight. You find yourself flying through the still dark night racked with fear, when bang, someone axes you from behind in the dark, stuffs your head in the floor and shouts, ‘Get the fuck off Big Side!’

			Once they had dusted themselves down and some of them had stopped crying and saying we’d wrecked their Stüssy hoodie or torn their Ed Hardy jeans, they were told collectively never to set foot on Big Side again. As we walked off, we were whooping and hollering and high-fiving like over-excited Americans. And when I look back, I think, ‘Oh my God, what an utter loser I was. What was I thinking?’ I cringe so hard when writing these words. No wonder people thought I was an arsehole.

			But not fitting in never really bothered me. In fact, not fitting in as a kid has its advantages. If you’re one of the popular kids who finds life a breeze, I’d imagine you can get complacent. That’s why, looking back, I’m glad I wasn’t. If you’re a bit different, and feel like you’re not quite good enough, you become determined to prove your worth in whatever way possible. Proving people wrong and using negativity were huge driving forces for me.

			For years, people would say to me, ‘I thought you were a wanker, but you’re actually all right.’ That went through the roof after my previous book, What a Flanker, was released. Suddenly, loads of people were sending me messages on social media, telling me they thought I was a prick before they read it. Now to be honest, it was really humbling to get so many nice responses; in fact I was blown away by how many people bought and loved the book and ended up changing their opinion of me. I would read the comments that said how much they disliked me but had changed their opinion after reading the book and think, ‘Honestly, where did you get the idea that I was a prick from? How small-minded do you have to be to take a dislike to someone because of the team they play for or something you read about them?’ But when I thought about it a bit more, I understood why. People form opinions about you from the small snapshots you show them – I’m no different. We all see things online or in the papers and go, ‘Oh God, so-and-so is such a nightmare,’ or ‘What a plonker.’ So it’s not surprising that people see me taking my shirt off on social media while effing and blinding and being a bit of a lad on podcasts, or read about me having a row with someone online, and think, ‘This guy is an idiot.’

			Jamie Joseph, former Highlanders head coach:

			‘I never had any misgivings about signing Hask. He’d had a few off-field problems at the 2011 World Cup, but I spoke to his England coach Martin Johnson and he assured me that Hask was a good bloke. I also got on the blower to a couple of guys he played with in Japan, Tamati Ellison and Ma’a Nonu, and they both loved him. They gave me glowing reports of his work ethic, as well as his character. They said he was different, a bit quirky, brought a bit of fun to the place, and I like players with a bit of personality.

			‘I couldn’t believe my luck. It was hard to get quality players that far down south, and now this England international had become available. That just didn’t happen. It still doesn’t happen now. I remember thinking, “Wow, he really wants to come and play in Dunedin?” We had an inexperienced team, were looking to build, and Hask fitted the mould perfectly. Plus, he was quite happy to come and play for bugger all. That’s what sealed it for me, because I knew he was coming for the experience, and not for the money.

			‘My first impression of Hask was that he knew how to handle a coach. I’d ask him a simple question and he’d give me a minute-long answer. I’d smile at him, as if to say, “Come on buddy, I’m not stupid …” But we immediately got on really well. And once he got comfortable within the team, the true James Haskell came out. Hask always talked too much and did not stop telling tales about his time in France and Japan.

			‘One team meeting, I referred to him as Gulliver, as in Gulliver’s Travels. I was having a little dig, I suppose, saying, “Mate, I know you’ve been around, but you’re in New Zealand now and it’s time to front up.” He got the Gulliver reference straightaway, because he’s a smart bloke, and had a little giggle about it. But after the meeting, which was quite a serious one, one of the other players said to me, “Jamie, who’s Gulliver?”

			‘I tell that story to illustrate that Hask was operating at a different level to most of his teammates. I got his humour, understood that it was all in good spirits and never malicious. I used to sit at the front of the bus, having a bit of a giggle. But if you don’t get Hask’s humour, which a lot of the Kiwis didn’t, you just think he’s constantly taking the piss, trying to do you down. That’s why some of the Kiwi boys got a bit sick of him. I could see that from their body language and the looks on their faces: “Here goes Haskell again …” Sometimes Hask needed to be reminded that he was maybe getting a bit too much, but it never got to the point where he became intolerable.

			‘And when Hask put his rugby boots on, he was very professional. In fact, he was the most professional player in the team. There’s no doubt that Hask’s presence inspired a lot of guys. He was also a great coach’s aid because he understood and believed in everything we were trying to do. On top of that, he was smart enough to be able to articulate that to some of the younger players, who maybe weren’t confident enough to ask questions.

			‘It’s safe to say Hask was wired a bit differently to most, which appealed to me. He could have stayed in England and become Wasps’ most capped player of all time, but he wanted more from life. Some coaches are too focused on getting guys with the perfect “character”. But having “character” doesn’t mean you are a character. Characters, like Hask, aren’t normal. But they’re often the people who make the difference in a team.’

			When I joined the Highlanders in 2011, I was used to a cut-throat changing-room environment with Wasps and England, very intense and brutal at times. Nothing was off limits; imagine a Ricky Gervais Golden Globes speech, but harsher. With this background, it meant I could never quite get the levels right in New Zealand. I quickly worked out I needed to dial things down a bit, but people were still constantly saying to me, ‘Mate, you can’t say that.’ I was used to people saying to me, ‘Hask, do you ever shut the fuck up?’ But I don’t think a teammate had ever told me I literally couldn’t say something. It was quite a shock to the system.

			The Highlanders boys were particularly quiet, so I was the noisiest person they’d ever met, bar none. But I was never going to be shy and retiring – I was away from my family, living on my own in Seilala Mapusua’s house in the middle of nowhere, so I needed an outlet. By the time I got into the changing room every morning, I was gagging to talk to people – ‘Hello! Hello! James Haskell is here! Loud stories! Loud stories! Can we be friends?!’ I had to be like that, otherwise it would have been awful. But some of my teammates had never left New Zealand, apart from playing games in Australia or South Africa. They had quite narrow horizons, so couldn’t get a handle on me.

			I’d tell them about the time I did a naked photoshoot on a rooftop in Paris while painted gold, and they’d look at me like I’d been beamed down from another planet – the planet Dickhead. I’d fly through the door of the changing room and start gobbing off about DJing or shooting or some other weird shit I happened to be up to outside of rugby, and they’d visibly shrink away from me. Most of them had never met anyone like me, full stop. And if they had, that poor unfortunate was probably locked up in a madhouse.

			Like most new teammates, they probably thought I was going to be a thick English meathead who didn’t know what he was talking about. But I’d obviously been around the block a few times before I arrived at the Highlanders, so would give Jamie a whole paragraph when he was used to his players giving him a couple of words. I remember chatting to Jamie after training once, and noticing the other lads looking at me as if to say, ‘What the hell is he talking about now?’ I was probably asking questions about rugby – I was always asking questions about rugby in New Zealand, trying to learn their approach to the sport, because I wanted to get better. I was also nervous because I felt I had a lot to prove. Remember, I was on the other side of the world with no family, no friends, on terrible money in a place that would make Swansea look like Las Vegas; on top of that I was in the heartlands of rugby. All I had seen before were Sky Sports highlights of Super Rugby teams playing a brand of rugby I was not sure I could cope with. I was also giving up playing for England by being over there, so I wanted and needed to get better to make it worthwhile.

			It’s lovely to hear that Jamie felt I brought so much to his team. That’s all I ever wanted to do. Jamie was one of the best coaches I worked with in my career: he was shrewd, charismatic and very intelligent. Some of his pre-game talks still live with me now. Playing for the Highlanders was one of the biggest highlights of my career, and I learned so much about myself and definitely came back a much more rounded person. I wanted to stay another year and not go back to Wasps, but unfortunately I had already signed my contract. Luckily everything worked out in the end.

			Right, back to France then. There’s quite a lot to tell you. Ollie Phillips describes the time we spent together in Paris playing for Stade Français as the best two years of his life. That’s beautiful to hear – his wife might think differently, but knowing Ollie some details have probably not been recounted. We certainly shared some amazing memories, although I couldn’t have been easy to live with at times. I dragged that poor boy into some ridiculous scrapes, like the time a French woman nicked my parking space.

			We lived in a very smart part of Paris, the 17th arrondissement, and were surround by restaurants, so when returning from training, tired and exhausted from yet more French madness, I would often go out to eat at a local bistro. The only issue was parking, which could be a nightmare. So on one occasion when I found a space that was blocked by a lorry being loaded by some builders, I put my indicator on and waited for the space for about 15 minutes. Now my French was limited, but the old nod of the head to the foreman and the pointing of a finger to the space and the okay sign in return were enough to give me the confidence that this space was mine and mine only. But just as the builders’ lorry pulled away and I was starting to reverse, this woman shot in front of me, skimming my rear bumper. She was in this little rascal, drop-top French number. I pulled up next to her, wound my window down and started calmly saying, ‘Pardon, madame, je suis désolé, cette space pour moi,’ but she ignored me completely, so I tried again, saying, ‘Pardon, madame.’ But still she blanked me, so I got out the car and said in calm, polite English, ‘I am sorry but this is my space. I have been waiting for 15 minutes please.’ She just gave me a dismissive Gallic shrug. That’s when the red mist descended. I was actually so angry I didn’t know what to do. I was hopping from foot to foot, all manner of dark thoughts going through my head. Do I chase her down the road and spear tackle her into the ground? Do I push her shoebox of a car out the space? Do I tip it over, do I pull the door off? During this whole time the builders, who had been watching with some amusement, caught my eye and quickly got on with whatever it was they were doing or suddenly pretending to be doing. I was so incensed. I had tried to be calm, I had done the right thing, I had even tried French, albeit crap French. The woman had just pretended I wasn’t there.

			I drove back to our house, and when Ollie returned from training I was sitting in the dark of the living room with a hoodie covering my face.

			‘Hask, what the fuck are you doing?’ he asked.

			‘We’re going on a mission,’ I replied. ‘That fucking bitch …’

			He couldn’t get an explanation out of me, because I was so angry – better described as a black rage rather than a red mist. All I could say to him was, ‘That fucking bitch …’ over and over again, before marching into the kitchen and grabbing some eggs, flour and a bottle of salad cream. Ollie kept saying calm down, calm down.

			I was adamant that revenge would be mine. So I made Ollie get a hoodie on and follow me on foot back to the woman’s parked car. I needed him for moral support; either that, or if by some miracle the woman returned, and she knew kung fu and kicked the fuck out of me, Ollie could step in and help save my life.

			We found the car in no time at all, and without warning I lobbed four eggs at the car windscreen followed by the bag of flour. Ollie was open-mouthed, as were some of the builders. I sounded like Muttley from Wacky Races, angrily muttering to myself, ‘Fucking bitch, my space …’ until it became an incoherent ramble of ‘rasa, frasa, rasa, frasa’. I was spitting feathers, but just as I was about to walk off my mood somewhat lightened: I noticed that she had not put her window up properly. It was then that I played my master-stroke in poking the end of the plastic salad dressing nozzle into this crack, and by the power of all the gods I squeezed that bottle hard with all my might. The inside of her car resembled a decorator’s radio by the time I had finished.

			With that we were off into the afternoon sun. This attack had taken no more than 30 seconds, but it was enough to shock Ollie, and start him panicking about being involved in a crime. To top it all off, it was a crime that he still did not fully understand. All was revealed later over a plat du jour at another restaurant well away from the devastation.

			Looking back, it was quite an extreme reaction (not dissimilar to the time my French teammate refused to do rock, paper, scissors for the big bed in our shared room, so I removed the main slats from his bed while he showered and threw them out of the window and he ended up knackering his back and having to pull out of the game the following day). But that’s just how my mind works – if you behave unreasonably and fuck me over, then I won’t let you get away with it. And you might think twice about doing it again. In reality, I normally end up fucking myself over and having to read about it in the papers, and actually lose out more than if I had just let things slide.

			Yes, Ollie’s correct that I’d walk into the changing room and start swearing at everyone. But – and this a key point – it was a two-way affair. I’d put one foot through the door and Pascal Papé would start shouting, ‘Fucking ’ell, it’s ’askell! Fucking rosbif!’ And then two or three of them would pipe up, calling me the little English gay, a son of a bitch, or something else wonderfully rude phrased in French. I’d start swearing back at them and Pierre Rabadan, who was very suave and utterly adorable (he once dated a Bond girl, but that’s another story for another day), would put his arm around me and say, ‘Hey, little bitch, how are you today?’ And I’d tell him to fuck off, and that he was très vieux (very old) and to calm down, and we’d all have a laugh about it. I did have to be a little careful, as Pierre once did a shit in another player’s boot in revenge for something, and the player put his foot into it just before he was going out for the warm-up. It was always light-hearted, but with a watch-your-back mentality. The French players loved a stitch-up and an aggressive practical joke, and things could escalate from there. I don’t tend to get into those sorts of battles as they can get very messy very quickly.

			I’m not saying it wasn’t a bit odd, telling them all to suck their dicks as a morning greeting, but the main reason it happened was because I didn’t speak much French and couldn’t have a proper conversation with them. It wasn’t quite the way it was painted by Ollie, that I was a violent English lout on holiday serving it up to some Frenchies. They realised I only knew some of the bad words to start with and loved getting a reaction from me. It was always fun and never serious.

			Ollie says that when I first turned up at Stade, some of the players must have thought I was a complete idiot. But I won their respect through how hard I worked for the team. As I described in What a Flanker, they used to call me ‘La Machine’, because I always wanted to do more. I used to say to them, ‘Some of you boys should try it, instead of going home bang on the dot every day.’ And while I regret not mastering their language, I did try. During pre-season, I’d have French lessons for three or four hours a day after training. Anyone who’s been through pre-season knows you are knackered, plus it was boiling hot in summer, so you are battered, bruised and tired of being asked, ‘Où est la piscine?’ when you would rather have your feet up.

			The lessons would start straight after training, and because I hadn’t found time to eat I’d be falling asleep at my desk, like a kid in double maths last thing. I tried to remedy this by making an afternoon snack during the actual lessons, but the French teacher got most perturbed when I started buttering a baguette and arranging the fromage and jambon in it, while Ollie was making a salad complete with homemade vinaigrette. I will admit even I was shocked when Ollie pulled out a small portable stove to flambé his crêpes. Me and Ollie stopped going in the end. But while I hobbled on like Del Boy – ‘Bonnet de douche, Pascal, bonnet de douche …’ – Ollie bought some French learning tapes and became fluent in a few weeks. I’m not even kidding, he just nailed it and was invited out to soirées and dinner parties in the country, while I sat at home in my Spiderman PJs waiting up for him like an angry partner – ‘Where have you been? Why do you smell of cheap perfume? Is that lipstick on your collar?’ – before flouncing up to bed and slamming the door.

			Apparently, telling everyone ‘ferme ta gueule’ (shut the fuck up) does not get you invited out on the town. It’s a huge regret that I did not borrow those bloody tapes and nail it like Ollie. Don’t feel too sorry for me, though; I still had a whale of a time, and while Ollie was serenading French women, it’s amazing how many English girls want to come to Paris for the weekend and be taken up the Eiffel Tower.

			Luckily, most of the French lads had at least a smattering of English, so we did manage to bond. Some of my favourite moments were post-training lunches, when we’d all pile in to a little bistro and have steak frites and a plateau de fruits de mer, with giant prawns, crab and lobster. After we had finished eating, we’d all start smashing back espressos, lighting up fags and telling stories. And while I didn’t understand most of what they said, I still found it funny, and guys like Pierre, Benjamin Kayser and Ollie would always patiently translate for me. I loved these moments because the history of Stade Français as a club was wild and this particular team was jam-packed with characters. In fact, I’d say it was probably the most colourful changing room I ever set foot in. We won fuck all while I was there, but at least everyone had a jolly old time.

			There was Dimitri Szarzewski, the most beautiful rugby player I’d ever seen, who’d sit there combing his long, flowing locks, fix you with his piercing blue eyes and treat you to a mysterious smile. There was Pascal Papé, who was completely insane and spent most of his time shouting ‘rosbif!’ at me and laughing. There was a second-row, who shall remain nameless, who was like the village idiot. He’d been there so long, he thought he was the best thing since sliced bread, while everybody else thought he was a pain in the backside and should have been offloaded years ago. There was the Argentine contingent, including the legendary duo Juan Manuel Leguizamón and Rodrigo Roncero. Rodrigo looked like an angry old badger but was one of the nicest people going. There was the great Sergio Parisse, one of the best men and players I worked with. He’d smoke like a chimney before and after every training session with our scrum-half Julien Dupuy. Those boys never went out until three o’clock in the morning, three hours after I was usually in bed. So when they invited you for a night out you needed to make sure you had a couple of days off after or a really good excuse.

			There is a great story about Julien, when he played for Leicester Tigers and got subbed off near the end of a European final. The game ran into extra time and then a goal-kicking challenge to decide who would win. Julien is a great goalkicker, but when the coaches went looking for him to take a kick he was nowhere to be found. Most players when they are taken off sit in the stand, but upon further enquiry Julien was gone. A search party was sent out, and he was found in the changing room in his shorts, having a fag while talking on his phone. He hadn’t been watching the game and thought he was done for the day. The coach went ballistic, so Julien stubbed out the fag, grabbed his boots and top, ran out the tunnel and kicked his penalty with his laces undone. I would like to say that’s unique to Julien, but it’s typical of the French way of doing things and similar stuff happened at Stade all the time.

			There was the owner Max Guazzini, who’d stroll into the shower area post-game and make jokes with the lads. Max is openly gay and very flamboyant, so once I was showing off and pointed at myself naked and shouted to Max, ‘What do you think?’ He just laughed and said it was too small and walked off. That certainly took the wind out of my sails.

			Then you throw me into this mix of wonderful people, the weird English guy who swore at people and worked too hard for people’s liking, and Ollie, who scored tries for fun but looked like an accountant. It was a wild place, full of people pulling in different directions, but I would not have changed it for the world.

			Ollie Phillips:

			‘My life in Paris would have been very different had Hask not been there with me. And I’m so grateful that he was. Life is for living and we lived it – what a ride. Barely a day went by without Hask creating a new story. Like the time he was on the Metro, coming home from training, and a woman was being harassed by some drunk bloke. Hask got up, stood over this bloke and shouted, “Arrête! Arrête!” But after he’d sat back down, the bloke started harassing this woman again, touching her up and making her very uncomfortable. So Hask got up, grabbed this bloke by the back of his shirt and his trousers and shouted, “Open the fucking door!” to this little French man standing in front of it. The shocked man lifted the lever, the door opened and Hask threw the bloke out like an angry heavy in a movie. The man sailed through the air and came crashing down. Hask then lobbed his bag onto the platform after him. The woman was half in shock, half in awe. Most of the carriage applauded him, others clutched their belongings tighter, and that was Hask all over.

			‘It’s like Hask was constantly creating content, so that he had stories to tell. That’s why he always needed to be front and centre, and probably why he often overreacted. Like the time he attacked that woman’s car, after she nicked his parking space. This was 2009–10, so social media had only just taken off. But Hask was one of the first sportspeople to understand its power.

			‘We recorded a series of videos in Carrefour, such as him rugby tackling me into a stack of bog roll, or me standing on a forklift truck, him pressing a button and me disappearing straight through the roof. He would drive me around, park up next to a person and go, “Can I get you this from the top shelf?” Hask would then raise me up too fast, to the complete surprise of the member of the public. We also did a skit where I pretended I was a little kid whose dream was to play for Stade Français, crawling around on my hands and knees, and Hask pretended to be Jimmy Savile: “Now then, now then, Ollie, come and sit on Uncle Jimmy’s knee …” Let’s be very clear, this was while he was a national treasure and not the most despicable human being going. However, the club still got upset as I am not sure they understood what was going on with us speaking English. The video looked a bit creepy and they said we were bringing their name into disrepute because I was wearing Stade Français boxer shorts, and made us take the video down. Three months later, the Jimmy Savile scandal then actually erupted. Thank God for those boxer shorts …’

			Me and Ollie had a magical time in Paris together. We had so much fun, we were constantly roaring with laughter. One night, the whole squad was at a party at a restaurant called Bagatelle, which was in the middle of the Bois de Boulogne. As I remember it, Ollie was dating a girl from the Crazy Horse nightclub in Paris, which is famous for its nude cabaret (when I say ‘nude’, I mean beautiful, almost perfect women striking poses, rather than pole dancing, legs akimbo and fivers in a pint pot – which is how he sold it to me the first time we got invited down, and I was mildly disappointed if I’m honest). Ollie arrived in Paris somewhat naïve about women but soon had his eyes opened to the full range of possibilities.

			That would have been fine, and completely understandable, if he hadn’t kept telling women he loved them. One day, I’d be having dinner with Ollie, his parents and the love of his life, the next he’d walk into a bar with a different woman on his arm. But they were all delightful and they were all besotted with him, despite the fact he looked about 30 years older than he was. However, the transformation from a person with Early Learning Centre chat when it came to the ladies to genuine Parisian Lothario was pretty impressive.

			Back to the Bagatelle. Whenever we went out as a squad in Paris, things got very loose, very quickly. And on this occasion, free vodka was flowing and I was somewhat the worse for wear. Also present were my mum and dad and a famous choreographer from the Crazy Horse who had brought along a bevy of his cast to join the lads. I’m sure Ollie was behind all this. His name escapes me, but this guy was decked out in a leather trench coat and a red beret. He was also very taken with me, and I’ve still got a photo on my wall of the two of us sharing a kiss. I am not sure how this happened and there were definitely no tongues (I am not that much of a whore on a first date). What makes the photo even better is I’m actually wearing his beret. After our kiss, all he kept saying was how soft my lips were and he told Ollie that he thought I really meant the kiss. I can assure you I did not. I will kiss anyone, given half the chance.

			As a quick aside, this same choreographer contacted me some years after leaving Paris and asked me if I would like to appear in an art house film. I have made it very clear time and time again that I have a great actor inside me bursting to get out, given the opportunity. Sadly, I have never had the chance. So I thought this could be my big break and bring me one step closer to Hollywood. I enquired about more details as to what was expected of me. They sent me a brief and basically it involved me appearing naked with a famous pornstar called Katsuni (professionals will remember her from back in the day) and doing all sorts of things, basically sex followed by her urinating on me. Now it may
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‘James Haskell is that kid
my mum still warns me
not to hang around with’
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