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Prologue

Saturday, 21 May 2016 – Guinness Pro12 semi-final

71st minute: Connacht 16 Glasgow Warriors 11

CELEBRATION TIME AT the Sportsground. Entering the last ten minutes, leading 16–11, Connacht appear to have sealed their place in the Guinness Pro12 final. The inspired Bundee Aki now empties Duncan Weir in the tackle, Sean O’Brien pouncing on the loose ball to complete the turnover. John Cooney, Jake Heenan, Robbie Henshaw and Tiernan O’Halloran work the ball to Niyi Adeolokun, and their Nigerian-born winger finishes brilliantly for, it seems, his second try of the match, bursting through two tackles in the corner of the College Road Terrace. Those in the main stand salute him all the way back to his own half, and the Sportsground, heaving at the seams with a 7,800 capacity, goes wild. Connacht are 21–11 clear with a conversion to come.

Pat Lam thinks they are in the clear too and decides to take Aki off the field. On the previous Tuesday, Aki had hobbled from training on crutches to Adeolokun’s car, with his left leg in a brace to protect a twisted knee, for a lift home. Aki couldn’t train for the rest of the week, much less drive.

Standing in the coaches’ box with nine minutes to go in the semi-final, Lam declares, ‘Right, let’s get Bundee off.’ Aki is replaced by Peter Robb, their ex-Blackrock College 21-year-old academy player plucked from Leinster. He’d made his Connacht debut only the previous November on their infamous week-long European Challenge Cup trek to and from the freezing temperatures of Krasnoyarsk in Siberia.

But at this point, the Romanian-born Italian referee Marius Mitrea asks his television match official (TMO), Carlo Damasco, to check on the origins of the ‘try’. After Aki had emptied Weir, Alan ‘A. J.’ MacGinty kicked the ball ahead, only for it to rebound off Aki in front of him. But for that, MacGinty would have had an easy touchdown under the posts himself. Technically, it was accidental offside. So Adeolokun’s try was overruled.

‘I thought, “Holy heck!” I couldn’t believe the decision,’ recalls Lam. ‘It felt like a crucial moment, but then I said, “No, trust Peter. All right, Pete. It’s time. Let’s go! Just get in behind him [Robb], and he’ll get the job done.”’

But with his first touch, steaming on to MacGinty’s pass, Robb knocks on! Worse follows. Within another two minutes, the Connacht replacement prop Rodney Ah You is sinbinned for a high one-armed tackle on the Scottish full-back Stuart Hogg. Now Connacht have to defend a one-score lead with 14 men.

It should never have come to this. In the 21st minute, Mitrea had gone to his TMO after Eoin McKeon had seemingly scored near the posts – following Tiernan O’Halloran’s wonderful goosestep, break and pass. On that occasion, slow-motion replays had shown that Aki fumbled when pouncing on the original loose ball. Another try disallowed.

Connacht should have been out of sight. Instead, they faced the longest seven minutes and 47 seconds of their season.

Glasgow begin their slow, remorseless march downfield. Initially, they attack on the blindside from a line-out, but John Cooney tackles Glasgow’s Fijian replacement Taqele Naiyaravoro into touch. The cheers soon subside when Mitrea penalizes Tom McCartney and Connacht for a delayed throw-in. Glasgow tap the penalty and go from inside their half. Robbie Henshaw pushes up and, helped by Robb, nails Weir. ‘Great read!’ exclaims Lam. But Cooney then fumbles an attempted intercept. Scrum to Glasgow on their own 10-metre line.

Connacht are forced to bring on replacement prop J. P. Cooney in the absence of Ah You, and sacrifice their Kiwi flanker Jake Heenan. Seventy-four minutes, 25 seconds. Connacht have five and a half minutes to defend.

Glasgow move the ball back and forth and straight for 17 interminable phases, probing Connacht’s 14-man defence across the pitch. Their Fijian try-scorer and danger-man Leone Nakarawa towers above his Connacht tacklers, offloading one-handed as if the ball were a miniature toy.

But Connacht keep making their tackles – John Cooney, Sean O’Brien, MacGinty, Andrew Browne, Robb, Dave Heffernan, Browne again, Adeolokun, Cooney again, Robb again, Browne again, Cooney again, Aly Muldowney, O’Brien again, MacGinty again, Matt Healy, Browne again, J. P. Cooney this time, John Muldoon, O’Brien and  J. P. Cooney in tandem, Heffernan again on Nakarawa, and Robb again. When the shimmying Hogg, another danger-man, shows and goes, McCartney slows him down with one hand and Henshaw stops him. Glasgow are the current champions, but they’ve been rocked by losing to Connacht here two weeks previously, and by Connacht’s improved performance today. Their grasp on their title has loosened, and they’ve become a little frantic. The 10-12-13 axis of MacGinty, Robb and Henshaw never wobbles. Everyone keeps communicating. There’s no hint of a dog leg or a chink of light in Connacht’s green line. In Robb they trust.

‘He brought energy, and he bought into the system,’ says Lam. ‘We want all the boys who come on to maintain that system. He made some good D [defence], some good tackles. He got the shape going, like Bundee does.’

John Cooney tracks Grayson Hart’s snipe and offload to Mark Bennett, tackles the Scottish centre and forces a knock-on. From the ruck, Cooney box-kicks, the ball just eluding the chasing Henshaw to bounce wickedly over the touchline. The crowd takes a deep breath. Line-out to Glasgow 30 metres from their line. Some of the crowd attempt ‘The Fields Of Athenry’ one more time. But most are too busy biting their knuckles or just roaring their encouragement to join in. The clock hits 78 minutes.

Muldowney hauls down Ryan Wilson at the line-out, O’Brien makes another tackle and when Glasgow go wide to their right, Healy comes in off his wing to read Hogg’s delayed pass and clatters Bennett, forcing another spillage.

‘Knock-on white. Knock-on white,’ Nigel Owens informs Mitrea from the touchline. Connacht scrum. Now the crowd can belt out ‘The Fields’.

After a re-set scrum, the clock passes 79 minutes. Muldoon picks up at the base and, with 35 seconds remaining, is tackled, Henshaw rushing in to ensure there’s no turnover. Glasgow players counter-ruck desperately. John Cooney excavates the ball and passes to O’Brien. One pass will do. Nothing fancy required. Browne rucks over him to secure possession, helped by O’Halloran and J. P. Cooney.

As if pulled by a magnet, the game’s final throes have even been brought towards the Clan Terrace, which joyously gives the countdown: ‘Five. Four. Three. Two. One!’

Cooney passes to MacGinty, who hoofs the ball over the Clan Terrace, clearing the roof with plenty to spare. Mitrea’s full-time whistle signals the end. Muldoon, sitting on the turf at the end of his 213th League match, seems in shock. He’s lifted to his feet and embraced by Dave Heffernan, and then the captain sets about hugging every teammate.

Heenan runs on to the pitch to make a dancing and screaming foursome with the back three – O’Halloran, Adeolokun and Healy. Some of the crowd begin to invade the pitch as the two teams shake hands. Weir, Glasgow’s replacement out-half, is in tears. He’s not the only one.

Having finished second in the 22-game campaign to earn a home semi-final, Connacht will be in the 2016 Guinness Pro12 final against Leinster a week later at Murrayfield.

Connacht’s finishing positions in the League for the previous 11 seasons had been somewhat different.
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Despite a gradual upward curve, it’s not exactly the stuff of finalists, much less champions. But here they were – the 50/1 outsiders to win the League at the start of the season – in the final. They had defied expectations, including their own at the outset, by finishing second. They’d edged out Glasgow from the top two a fortnight beforehand by dint of beating them 14–7 at a rainswept Sportsground. Although wins such as this in the Wild Wild West were generally treated as trademark one-off Connacht ambushes, their victory had earned them a home semi-final against Gregor Townsend’s well-oiled, offloading champions.

Within the camp, Connacht had decided that the Glasgow game of a fortnight previously would make or break their campaign, according to captain John Muldoon: ‘We had treated that last home game against Glasgow as a quarter-final. We didn’t say it publicly, or as a group, but in one-on-one conversations we agreed that you don’t lose at home to Glasgow and then beat them in an away semi-final. No one had won an away semi-final. Ever. So if we beat Glasgow at home, then we had a semi-final at home. And getting Glasgow to the Sportsground for the semi-finals was huge for us. I don’t think we’d have reached the final otherwise.’

A fortnight before, Connacht had duly won a torrid, rain-sodden affair, which had hinged on the sending-off of the Glasgow prop Sila Puafisi, with the score at 7–7, after he floored Kieran Marmion with his head. That left Glasgow reduced to 14 men for the final half hour.

Muldoon recounts, ‘They probably thought, “We got a man sent-off and they only just beat us.” But we chucked away so many tries that day. I think that was a big learning curve for us. We became a little afraid to play because of the pressure that came with them being down a man. Everyone in the ground expected us to win from that point on.

‘When we watched the video on the Monday morning, everyone was thinking, “Oh, what was I doing there? Why didn’t I pass that? Why didn’t I …?” So it was probably a good experience for us – to learn how to play under pressure and not be afraid. There were a few big days in the season but none bigger than beating Glasgow at home in that “quarter-final”.’

The semi-final came with headaches, chief amongst them the scarcity of tickets, even for the players. Muldoon himself was entitled to only two match-day tickets, with the option to buy two more, the same as any other player. Hence, despite demand now way exceeding supply, even with an enhanced 7,800 capacity, Muldoon couldn’t hope to cope with the requests.

‘I’m not a huge fan of autobiographies, but you read one like Roy Keane’s and he said he doesn’t even remember the FA Cup final because all he was worried about was his family not having tickets. I remember him writing: “I gave my brother five grand just to get everyone into the game.” For the Glasgow semi-final, Jaysus, trying to get tickets and organize stuff was unlike anything I’ve ever known. The fans had been queuing from 8.30 a.m. on the Monday. I was inundated with requests, so I just texted a couple of the groups that I’m on and said: “Don’t even bother asking me, because this is mental.”’

Despite securing a home semi-final, and although no team had ever lost a semi-final at home, Connacht were still 6/1 outsiders behind Leinster, Glasgow and Ulster going into the knockout stages. Underdogs as ever.

‘A lot of people didn’t expect us to beat Glasgow a second time,’ says Ronan Loughney, a ten-season Connacht veteran from Galway. ‘We’d beaten them in wet weather, but we’d done that in the past. Even that week I received loads of texts saying: “Regardless of what happens on Saturday, you’ve done us proud.” It was kind of like: “That’s grand. Well done.”’

Connacht should actually have won the semi-final more comfortably. For his part, Loughney lasted 66 minutes. ‘The semi-final was a bruising game,’ he recalls. ‘The ground was hard, and it was great to be able to play our fast-paced game, but I cramped up pretty badly. Everybody was wrecked after it. The pitch was mobbed as soon as the whistle went, and we didn’t get a chance to clap the Glasgow players off. We came back to the dressing-room in dribs and drabs.’

When they’d all eventually made it back through the throngs, Lam, as is the custom, spoke first. ‘Well done. We’re extremely proud of you,’ he began, as ever starting on a positive note. ‘We beat the defending champions two weeks ago, and don’t underestimate what we’ve just done by beating them back-to-back. That’s another lesson about preparing for international rugby – when you’ve got to play a second test and do the job again.’

Then, as usual, he underlined his mantra about the ‘process’. ‘We come back on Monday. It’s going to be a big week. There are going to be a lot of distractions, but we make sure we go through our process. What did we do well? What could we do better? We’ll go through the review, but everyone should go through their own personal review. Tick the boxes off. Winning starts on Monday.’

Muldoon then spoke. ‘Lads, it’s great winning a semi-final, but if we don’t win the final it will be forgotten fairly quickly. If we really do want to make history, it’s about winning it now. Is anybody afraid of going over and playing Leinster? We should be confident of playing them. We’ve nothing to be afraid of.’

Another post-match custom is to sing ‘The Fields Of Athenry’. If they win! ‘We earn the right to sing “The Fields Of Athenry”,’ according to Lam, and this was the 14th time in 15 home matches this season that Connacht had earned that right.

They sang and spirits were high. Earlier that season, Lam had asked Aki, his fellow Aucklander of Samoan parentage, to close all the training sessions with a Samoan chant, and towards the end of the campaign it became more of a post-match ritual as well.

‘Mili, Mili, Mili,’ Aki begins, rubbing his hands together, which is the signal for everyone else to rub their hands together simultaneously.

According to Lam: ‘It’s a Samoan tradition. If he then says “Pati”, it’s a way of clapping, and if he says “Po”, it’s another way of clapping. If he puts a Samoan number on it, like “Lua Pati”, that’s two claps. Or “Lua Po”, it’s a different two claps. The same with “Pati, Pati, Po.” He’s speaking in Samoan, and the boys respond to his chant by clapping in rhythm with him.

‘He’ll then throw in an animal call. If he says “Tiger”, the boys will roar. If he says “Cow”, they go “Moo”. He might want to have a laugh and say “Pussycat”, and the boys will all go “Miaow”. Or he might say “Snake”, and everyone hisses. Then he’ll call for a clap again. You just listen to him and follow.’

‘I don’t have a clue what’s going on half the time,’ admits Loughney, ‘but we were all laughing away anyway, because it usually means we’ve won.’

This was almost an hour after the whistle. Lam, Muldoon and selected players left for media duties. Lam then returned to the coaches’ room for a meeting with his assistants. At the end of it, he was asked, ‘What’s the schedule?’

‘Give me five minutes.’

So Lam made the short walk from the home dressing-room to his office. He opened his computer, logged in and looked over the file from the semi-final week.

‘The only difference for the final was the kick-off time, 5.30 instead of 6.30, and the venue, Edinburgh instead of Galway. I asked Tim Allnutt, our manager, “Tim, what’s our flight? When are we going?” I put in the travel arrangements and had a look through the whole week. Sorted. Nothing else to change. The media time on Tuesday was the same.’

Louise Creedon, the Connacht press officer, knocked on Lam’s door to tell him, ‘There’s a lot of requests and stuff that need to be looked at.’

Lam said, ‘No. Same routine as before. Nothing extra. Just the normal exceptions for one-on-one interviews. Nothing changes.’

Lam recalls, ‘I sent the group email of the schedule to everybody within ten minutes of leaving the dressing-room.’

After the bigger home games, Lam and Allnutt usually divvy up two post-match gatherings of supporters – either in the Connacht Hotel on the Old Dublin Road, or in the marquee in the Sportsground. Lam went to the former and Allnutt to the latter.

Loughney also went to the marquee to meet his fiancée Finn, whom he was to marry in exactly two weeks’ time, the Saturday after the Pro12 final. His future father- and mother-in-law, Fergus and Jackie Dillon, were also there, as were Peter and Rose Ott, neighbours and best friends of Loughney’s parents, of whom he says, ‘They’re hardcore Connacht.’

His sister Sheena, home from London, was also there. Earlier on that morning of the semi-final, Loughney had attended the christening of his brother’s little girl, Isla, before dashing off to the Sportsground.

‘They’d been trying to pick a date,’ recalls Loughney, ‘but I couldn’t name one in advance. The week of the final didn’t suit our sister, so my brother said, “I’ll have to book the week of the semi-final and hopefully you can make it.” So I made the christening. It was a strange one. Everybody was asking me about the game. I have a routine on match-day, and Finn usually heads off and lets me do my own thing. I don’t like veering from it but maybe it was no harm, as I was more nervous about that semi-final than any game I’d played before. So I went, took a few photos and headed to the Sportsground.

‘The priest had asked me if I knew the dates of my christening or my baptism. Of course I didn’t. No one knows them. But I’ll always remember Isla’s christening.’

Meanwhile, Lam had left the Sportsground and stopped off at the Connacht Hotel for some food before driving home to review the semi-final. This review normally keeps him up until 1 a.m. or 2 a.m., and this time was no different. But Sunday is a day off. Lam and his wife Stephanie have five children, all but one of whom live in Galway.

‘Sunday is family time, a meal at home and just time together, and maybe some trampolining with the little one [Bethany] and her friends. It’s cool, because I can hang out with the older ones, and maybe have a drink in the pub.’

That said, Lam did put aside an hour for Connacht. ‘I like to assemble all my footage and movies and planning for the week so that I’m ready for our first meeting at 8 a.m.’

Winning starts on Monday.
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‘How Many Balls Do You Have?’

Thursday, 29 August 1996

BILLY GLYNN PICKED up his phone at about 5.30 p.m. in Galway and rang Warren Gatland at his home in Hamilton, New Zealand, where it was about 4.30 a.m.

‘Hello, Warren, it’s Billy Glynn here.’

Gatland and Glynn had come to know each other well during Gatland’s four years as player-coach at Glynn’s club, Galwegians, from 1989 to ’93. Gatland immediately presumed it must be bad news, perhaps concerning one of his friends from that time in Galway.

After exchanging pleasantries, Glynn cut to the chase.

‘Our coach at Connacht has resigned. I’m just ringing you to see if you’d be interested in coaching us?’

Gatland thought about it for a few seconds. ‘Yeah, I would be interested,’ he said. ‘When do you need to know?’

‘Yesterday,’ said Glynn. ‘The squad are travelling to Sweden for pre-season tomorrow.’

‘Damn. OK, I have to speak to Trudi and the school principal,’ said Gatland, in reference to his PE teaching job at St Paul’s Collegiate School in Hamilton. ‘Ring me back tonight my time.’

He told his wife, Trudi, about the phone call from Glynn. She said, ‘Just go. You might never get an opportunity like this again.’

Gatland then spoke to his school principal, Steve Cole, son-in-law of the former All Black John Graham.

He told Cole, ‘I’ve got the chance to do some coaching in Ireland for 12 weeks.’

‘Go for it,’ said Cole.

Gatland flew from Auckland the next day, arriving in Stockholm on the Monday morning to meet the players, who were based not far from the Swedish capital.

Gatland, then 32, was coaching a club side, Taupiri, and had been assistant coach of Thames Valley for a couple of years. ‘I’d already been player-coaching at that stage,’ he recalls. ‘I had retired from playing two years before. I just thought it was a great opportunity. There were just three Interpros and the European Challenge Cup left, so it was only for three months. And I’d never been to Sweden!’

Eddie O’Sullivan had been due to coach Connacht again in 1996–97, the second season of professionalism. He had done so since 1993, in succession to George Hook, but earlier on that fateful Thursday, 29 August, he had called in to see Glynn, then the chairman of selectors and de facto team manager at Connacht, at his offices, W. B. Glynn and Co. solicitors in Augustine Court in Galway.

‘Eddie had been on a five-year sabbatical from teaching, which was coming to an end that September. He had worked as a development officer with the IRFU [Irish Rugby Football Union] and then coached Connacht as well, and in the summer of 1996 had been in protracted negotiations with the IRFU, conducted by Bobby Deacy as the honorary treasurer of the union. We had nothing whatsoever to do with those negotiations. Eddie was being offered only a one-year contract and needed more security if he was to give up his job as a teacher. In fairness to Eddie, it was perfectly understandable.

‘At 11.30, he called into my offices and said, “Billy, I have resigned as Connacht coach.” He explained that he hadn’t reached a satisfactory conclusion to his negotiations with the union. I asked if there was anything I could do to resolve the matter, and he said no.

‘It was a short conversation,’ recalls Glynn. With the squad due to fly out to Stockholm the next morning, Glynn was at a loss to think of a replacement as head coach at such short notice. He walked down St Augustine Street to the Scottish Provident Insurance Company offices and called in to Joe Healy, a former Galwegians and Connacht number 8 and lock who was then coaching the Connemara All Blacks.

‘I’ve no coach of Connacht, and the squad are off to Stockholm tomorrow. The union couldn’t agree terms with Eddie.’

‘Wow!’ exclaimed Healy.

Looking over the upper rim of his specs at Healy, Glynn said, ‘I don’t suppose you’d do it?’

Looking back, Healy laughs and says, ‘I think he was just being polite.’

Glynn added, ‘Well, what am I going to do?’

After giving it some thought, Healy said, ‘I know of a Kiwi, whom you also know, and who might be interested,’ in reference to Gatland, his teammate and coach at Galwegians from 1989 to 1993, and with whom he had become good friends.

‘Jeeze,’ said Glynn. ‘I never thought of him. Yes, of course. Do you have a number for him?’

‘Yeah, I have his number at home. I’ll bring it in after lunch.’

After phoning Gatland, that evening Glynn drove to the Skylon Hotel in Dublin, where the Connacht squad had assembled before their flight to Stockholm the next morning. He informed the players that O’Sullivan had resigned.

O’Sullivan had requested the opportunity to address the players and explain his decision, which he did and wished them well. Glynn then informed the players that he was in negotiations with a replacement and that there was a reasonable chance this coach would accept the position.

‘All I can say is you will be thrilled when you hear his name,’ recalls Glynn. ‘But I won’t announce it until I get final confirmation from him, and I’ll tell you at 10 a.m. in Dublin airport tomorrow. Some of you know him very well.’ He left it at that, and the next morning rang Gatland again in New Zealand.

‘Yes, I’ll come,’ said Gatland.

‘OK, you better pack your bags and get to Stockholm.’

‘Fine, I will.’

The night before, Glynn had also telephoned the Connacht treasurer, Eamonn Feely, to agree a figure for Gatland’s salary, which Gatland accepted, and to arrange his flights from New Zealand to Stockholm.

Seven years previously, Gatland had been one of the All Blacks hookers in their squad which toured Wales and Ireland in 1989, and played one of his 17 uncapped representative matches for New Zealand in their 40–6 win over Connacht at the Sportsground that November. It had been his misfortune to understudy the indestructible Sean Fitzpatrick in the days before tactical replacements, and thus he never won a test cap for the All Blacks.

What happened next would have repercussions to this day and beyond, for the events that followed changed Gatland’s life and perhaps rugby in Galwegians, Connacht, Ireland, Wasps and Wales, where he would go on to coach.

Mickey Heaslip, and a few other Galwegians stalwarts, had been chatting in the clubhouse bar one day with the club treasurer, Pat Holland, after a home defeat to Longford. Galwegians were at a low ebb, so bad that Holland said to Heaslip, ‘We have to do something about this.’

Holland, an accountant, had recently returned from working in New Zealand and suggested, ‘We need a new coach. Why don’t we try and get one of the All Blacks to stay back as our player-coach?’ They concluded that a prop who could combine the roles of player and coach would be the best fit.

After the All Blacks beat Connacht at the Sportsground on Tuesday, 14 November, their squad travelled to Dublin for the test against Ireland at Lansdowne Road the following Saturday. Accounts of what happened next vary, but according to Holland, ‘Mickey, who was like the “patron saint” of Galwegians for 40 years, took it upon himself to travel to Dublin.’ He had bumped into their loose-head prop Steve McDowell and introduced himself some time before, and now he called into the Berkeley Court Hotel to find McDowell and ask him if he was interested in being the Galwegians’ player-coach.

McDowell declined the offer but suggested Gatland. The next day Heaslip and the Galwegians captain Enda Guerin met Gatland in the All Blacks’ team hotel. They confirmed they were looking for a prop to become their player-coach and asked him if he could play at prop. ‘I said, “Yeah, I can do that”, although I’d never played prop in my life,’ Gatland recalls.

He agreed to become their player-coach after the tour concluded against the Barbarians in London the following Saturday. On Sunday, 26 November, as is customary, Gatland and one or two other players who were staying on in Europe rather than returning with the rest of the squad to New Zealand had to perform the haka as a parting gesture.

The next day, Gatland took a train to Luton, from where he flew to Waterford for a connecting Aer Arann flight to Galway airport, where he was met by Shane O’Mahony, the Galwegians club president from the previous year and then treasurer of the Connacht Branch.

At the age of 26, it was Gatland’s first player-coach role.

They went for a coffee in Heaslip’s bar, and  Gatland’s first question to O’Mahony was, ‘How many players do you have at training?’

Putting together the firsts, seconds and thirds, O’Mahony estimated around 30 on a good night.

‘How many balls do you have?’

‘About five,’ guessed O’Mahony, which might even have been stretching the truth.

‘I need 15,’ said Gatland. In other words, one ball for every two players. In the event, over 30 turned up at his first session. There had only been six the previous week.

With that, team manager Peter Crowley was sent shopping in the Great Outdoors and Staunton’s, to buy up as many balls as he could find.

O’Mahony recalls Gatland introducing high-speed skills drills, in which some were more adept than others. Galwegians won their first 11 games under his watch.

‘Gatty turned it around,’ says Healy. ‘He revolutionized the place. He brought a bag of balls where before we were looking around for one, and he insisted that everyone train with their own rugby ball so as to become more comfortable in their handling skills. And he wasn’t such a disciplinarian that we weren’t able to have a few pints and a bit of craic after games. He was one of the lads very quickly, which was great.’

In 1990–91, Galwegians missed out on qualifying for the second division of the inaugural All-Ireland League (AIL) in the round-robin play-offs between the four provincial league winners. This happened again in 1991–92, but they won promotion to the AIL a year later. Gatland played and coached for another season, 1992–93, then returned to New Zealand and his career as a PE teacher while also playing one more year for Waikato prior to retiring.

In 1996, he arrived in Stockholm having answered Glynn’s SOS to replace O’Sullivan.

‘At the time, I didn’t know it was Eddie I was replacing,’ recalls Gatland. Helpfully, he did know some of the Connacht players from his time at Galwegians, and had played against Michael Cosgrave, his assistant coach, in the All Blacks’ game against Connacht in 1989, although didn’t know him. On that first Monday evening, Gatland and Cosgrave joined the Connacht committee members who had organized a boat cruise through Stockholm, and they began getting to know each other.

Connacht trained for almost two weeks in Stockholm and had a couple of practice matches against the Swedish national side and a regional team. According to Gatland, ‘The weather was lovely and probably the most memorable thing was that boat cruise through the city. I also remember how incredibly expensive it was.

‘I detected a fair bit of apprehension about me coming in as their new coach. Cozzie [Cosgrave] and I didn’t really know each other, but we became great mates. We had some good laughs. Even though the game had gone professional, no one in the squad at the time was professional. Most of the players had taken time off work to go on pre-season. In those days, we trained on Tuesday and Thursday nights in Athlone, because seven or eight of the guys were coming from Dublin, and then met up on Friday night in Galway for a team run, played on the Saturday and then dispersed until the Tuesday.’

When Gatland arrived, Connacht were in their customary place: at the bottom of the Irish Interprovincial heap. Since the advent of the Interprovincial Championship, Connacht had only managed to share the title on three occasions in 1956, ’57 and ’65. There had been a revival under Hook and O’Sullivan, but in the inaugural season of professionalism, 1995–96, they had lost to Ulster (27–9), Leinster (41–9), Munster (46–11) and the Exiles (28–22), before beating the touring Fijians (27–5).

The 1995–96 season also marked the inaugural European Cup, featuring teams from France, Italy, Wales and Romania, along with three from Ireland. Needless to say, those three were Leinster, Munster and Ulster, with Connacht not invited to participate. The following season, Gatland’s first, saw the advent of a secondary European competition, the European Challenge Cup, in which Connacht competed, while the big three again took part in what was now called the Heineken Cup.

Prior to the European competitions, the Interpros were run off over three weeks in September and October, and Connacht were immediately much more competitive. They lost 45–28 to Munster in Temple Hill in Cork, and by 32–27 to Ulster in Ravenhill, before maintaining their biennial habit of scalping Leinster at the Sportsground, 22–13.

‘I knew that Leinster weren’t up for it when I saw Neil Francis go off injured in the first half,’ recalls Gatland of a typically wild, wet day in the west, the wind whipping in off the Atlantic to make the goalposts slant.

‘We were pretty competitive. For me, it was about putting some structures in place for guys who hadn’t really had much coaching before. We changed the way we defended and brought in that aggressive blitz defence. In those days, there was no real video analysis. You were catching teams cold, and they weren’t expecting you to do those things. I remember we had a pretty good scrum, and we tried to play to our strengths. We weren’t the most athletic team, but we were pretty physical and got in people’s faces.

‘The thing I liked about the Connacht boys was that everybody knew we were up against it, but, man, when they put that jersey on, they gave everything for it. We adopted the “To Hell or to Connacht” slogan then [in reference to the infamous quote by Oliver Cromwell], and we had a really good balance. We worked hard, trained hard and then enjoyed ourselves.

‘We had players coming out of club rugby playing against teams with internationals, and that’s when we struggled a little bit – due to the greater quality of players we were up against.’

In theory, the Interpros were also the qualifying mechanism for the following season’s Heineken Cup; that is, the top three in the table would qualify. Connacht finished level with Leinster and Ulster on a win apiece but ended up in last place due to a points difference of -13 compared to Ulster’s -8 and Leinster’s -4.

In the first Challenge Cup, Connacht began their campaign with a 34–12 win over Petrarca of Italy at the Sportsground, before losing 26–9 away to Dunvant in Wales the following Wednesday. ‘That night in Dunvant was a terrible night in Wales,’ recalls Gatland. ‘We went there fancying our chances, but everything just stuck for them. We didn’t play well, but they were amazing that night and scored a couple of incredible tries.’

Three days later, Connacht were beaten 31–11 at home by a Northampton side laden with five prospective Lions for the 1997 tour to South Africa: Tim Rodber, Matt Dawson, Gregor Townsend, Nick Beal and Paul Grayson. ‘Against a team of that quality, we just struggled, really.’

Connacht then lost 44–10 away to Toulon. ‘Toulon were just too big and physical for us,’ said Gatland, of a game that was stopped for over ten minutes due to a scary injury for Mick Devine.

Gatland was a popular coach amongst the players, according to Cosgrave. ‘Not even the subs could find a bad word to say about him. He was innovative but also very inclusive, and was open to ideas from myself or the players. There was plenty of card-playing in those seasons, and Gatty was part of it. He didn’t treat the players like kids. But once or twice he cracked the whip, and after everybody went out on the night of that Toulon game, the following morning at 9 a.m. he called a training session and had all the players running up a big hill next to our hotel.’

A week later, they beat Orrell 30–18 at home and thus finished fourth in their pool of six. ‘Orrell were struggling at the time and we played pretty well that day, and we came away from that season thinking we’d done all right,’ says Gatland. ‘We’d beaten Leinster and were competitive in Europe, winning two out of five. We didn’t disgrace ourselves and had done pretty well.’

Connacht probably saved their best until last, extending Australia to a 37–20 win at the Sportsground, one of 12 wins out of 12 by the Wallabies on their tour of Italy, Scotland, Ireland and Wales. They went on to beat Ulster (39–26), Ireland (22–12) and Munster (55–19).

Gatland slipped into the crowd to watch the Wallabies train at Corinthian Park. ‘A couple of the players recognized me, and I got kicked out of the training session.

‘It was Stephen Larkham’s first game for Australia,’ adds Gatland. ‘He played 10 in the first half and he was so poor they moved him to full-back in the second half.’

But with that, Connacht’s season was over in mid November. Gatland hung around until Christmas before returning to New Zealand to play with Waikato and teach. Before he left, he was interviewed by the then IRFU Director of Rugby, Ray Southam, and offered a full-time role as Connacht head coach for the next season.

For Gatland and Trudi, the timing was right. ‘Our kids were really young. My daughter, Gabby, was three and my son, Bryn, was just learning to talk. They both developed a really strong Irish accent. Gabby did Irish dancing and they both started school in Ireland.’
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Daring to Believe

IN GATLAND’S SECOND season, 1997–98, Connacht’s pre-season camp was held in the Oratory School in Reading, a red-brick, olde worlde, fee-paying school founded by Cardinal John Henry Newman in 1859 as a Catholic alternative to Eton College.

Aside from its sumptuous, tree-lined rugby pitches, the Oratory is noted for its rowing on the nearby Thames and for being one of only three schools in England with ‘real tennis’ courts. Connacht were moving up in the world, and Brian Ashton, then coach of Ireland, attended a couple of their training sessions.

‘The boys trained very hard, and we put a lot of effort into our fitness. At the time, we still didn’t have any full-time professionals. In those days, most guys considered their jobs as pensionable for life. People generally stayed in the same job for their whole working life. That’s the way it was in Ireland. When I first arrived in Galway, unemployment was 20-odd per cent and interest rates on houses were 20-odd per cent.’

Gatland also brought over lock Mark McConnell and flanker Junior Charlie from Taupiri. ‘At that stage, we were allowed to bring in two overseas players, and I thought they’d bring a Kiwi mentality and attitude, that a couple of forwards would be good for us. And they were great.’

McConnell masterminded an exceptional line-out, while for his part Charlie became a totemic figure with his big carries and big hits.

Gatland recalls an interview before the season started with the Galway-based, New Zealand-born Galway Advertiser rugby writer Linley MacKenzie. As well as the three Interpros, only one of which was at home, their six pool games in the Challenge Cup were against Northampton, again, and two top-flight French championship sides, Bordeaux-Bègles and Nice.

‘Given your draw in Europe, what games are you targeting to win?’ she asked him.

‘I can’t tell you which game we’re going to win, but I promise you we will win a game.’

‘Which one is that going to be?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know yet,’ said Gatland. ‘But we will win a game.’

True to his word, despite 29–9 and 23–6 defeats at home to Munster and away to Leinster, in between Connacht beat Ulster 27–12 at the Sportsground. To put this in perspective, it was Connacht’s first win over Ulster since 1983, which had been their sole win over the northern province since 1964.

‘I said to Gatty, “Why not throw on Merv [Murphy]?”’ remembers Cosgrave. ‘Merv worked a dummy and broke clean through for the try, which sealed it.’

‘We played really well that day and matched them up front,’ says Gatland. ‘And if you’re going to compete in the Irish Interpros, you have to match them up front.’

But they were again edged out of third place in the Interpro table on points difference to Ulster. The word on the Connacht grapevine was that had they finished above any of their provincial rivals, the IRFU would have shifted the goalposts to maintain the status quo in the Heineken Cup. But the rumour was never put to the test.

‘That’s why we desperately wanted to finish above them,’ says Gatland, ‘just to see what would have happened. At that time, we were probably catching sides a little bit cold. They weren’t expecting Connacht to be up to much, and yet it was tough coming to the Sportsground with the dog track and howling gales. We kind of made the most of that and tried to make it as difficult as we possibly could for anyone coming there.’

Connacht’s first game in the Challenge Cup was at home to Northampton, who had beaten them 31–11 in the Sportsground eleven months previously. The game had originally been scheduled for Saturday, 6 September, but this was also the day of Princess Diana’s funeral in Westminster Abbey, and as a mark of respect no English team played in either of the European competitions that day.

Most postponed games were rearranged for the Sunday, but Northampton travelled to Galway on the Tuesday. On that opening weekend, Leinster had lost 34–25 at home to Toulouse, Munster had lost 48–40 away to Harlequins, and Ulster had been beaten 18–12 at home by Glasgow.

Ian McGeechan left out several of his five-strong Lions’ contingent who had been part of the series-winning tour to South Africa the previous summer and only brought on Nick Beal and Gregor Townsend in the second half. Even so, few held out much hope of Connacht providing Ireland’s first win in Europe that season. But on a glorious, sun-drenched day at the Sportsground in front of a small Tuesday-afternoon crowd, Connacht beat Northampton 43–13.

‘It was a beautiful day, and we were just on fire; they just didn’t know how to handle it,’ says Gatland. ‘It was pretty special.’

Elwood created the first try for the Australian centre of Irish extraction, Pat Duignan, who had arrived at the start of the season, and Shane McEntee added the second as Connacht raced into a 20–0 lead by the 28th minute. Late breakaway tries by full-back Willie Ruane, who had been plucked from Ballina, and Nigel Carolan completed the rout.

Of Ruane, Gatland says, ‘He was good, a big strong runner, a good full-back with a good boot on him. Just a really, really solid rugby player.’ While of Carolan, he comments, ‘The thing with Nigel is that you always got 100 per cent out of him. He gave you everything he had. He lacked that out-and-out pace of an international winger, but he worked hard and he was a good team man.’

Elwood, then 29, kicked 18 points that day in what was a vintage season for him. ‘You probably couldn’t get a more passionate rugby player,’ says Gatland. ‘Sometimes that was to his detriment. He was so focused on performing well, and emotionally that would get to him occasionally. He was a very proud Connacht man, and moving to Lansdowne from Galwegians had been good for his rugby, to give him the confidence and self-belief that he was good enough at that level.’

Elwood and Mervyn Murphy, now a video analyst with the Irish team, were effective in employing Gatland’s more aggressive defence. ‘Merv won’t mind me saying he was a little bit limited as a rugby player. He had a bit of a dummy, but jeepers he could get up in defence. He was ideal for that defensive system.’

As for Conor McGuinness, who was to make his Irish debut against the All Blacks in November of that season and would become first-choice Irish scrum-half for two seasons, Gatland says, ‘He was a youngster who came to us from St Mary’s and was a little bit underrated as a 9. We never really got to see the best of him, but he was very quick, and technically he was really good.’

The team was captained by flanker Rory Rogers. ‘He came down from the North and was an antique dealer, a bit of a wheeler and dealer,’ says Gatland. ‘What I liked about him was that he was a little bit like a southern hemisphere 7 – really good on the ball.

‘So we had a pretty good balance of a strong set-piece pack, a good 9 and 10, players working really hard, and we took our opportunities. That was the key.’

When Townsend’s restart at 33–3 failed to go ten metres, a wag in the sparsely populated terracing across from the main stand shouted, ‘Hey, Gregor, didn’t I see you on the TV this summer?’ It was quite a comedown for Townsend, and the laughter could be heard on both sides of the ground.

There had been an IRFU committee meeting scheduled for the afternoon of the Northampton game, so none of the committee members were in attendance, and after the game the call came from Lansdowne Road to the main landline in the Sportsground asking for the result.

‘It was 43–13.’

‘That’s not too bad. Sounds like Connacht put up a good fight?’

‘Eh, actually it was 43–13 to Connacht.’

‘Are you sure it wasn’t the other way around?’

‘No. Connacht won 43–13.’

‘Oh!’

Next up were back-to-back games away to Nice the following Sunday and Bordeaux-Bègles six days later, and, as it was cheaper than making two treks, Connacht opted for a week-long stay in the south of France. ‘It was brilliant, because it meant we were in camp for a week,’ says Gatland.

However, they lost to Nice 20–16 due to a late penalty try for the home side, awarded by English referee John Pearson. According to Gatland, ‘It was an unbelievable penalty try. In my opinion, it was probably one of the worst decisions I’ve ever seen. The referee penalized us about three times inside our own 22, and then he just ran under the posts and gave them a penalty try. We had been leading 16–13, and I remember they [Nice] were embarrassed by it. They were even more confused than we were.

‘And he had penalized us earlier when we had kicked the ball out for our forwards being in front of the kicker. I said to him, “The ball was out. Once the ball is dead, you can do whatever you like.” But he penalized us after Eric had kicked the ball out. And then there was the penalty try.’

Six days later, Elwood kicked five penalties as Connacht won 15–9 in Bègles to become the first Irish side to win on French soil. ‘We really muscled up in a tight game, and we just strangled them,’ says Gatland. ‘There was a big crowd, and it was a pretty emotional day for us. We were so disappointed by the Nice result, so after beating Bordeaux-Bègles we thought, “We’ve got a chance here.” From that point on, we dared to believe.’

Back at the Sportsground on the following Saturday, Connacht extracted revenge over Nice 28–25, Elwood augmenting tries by Murphy and Graham Heaslip, older brother of Jamie, with six penalties. Moving into October, a week later they beat Bordeaux-Bègles 22–15 at home, with Elwood kicking five penalties and converting a try by Nicky Barry. Barry was a once-capped Irish out-half now playing on the wing and also known as ‘The Prince’.

‘I had a lot of time for Nicky,’ says Gatland. ‘He did a great job for us and was such a good team man. He believed in his own ability and that was good for the other players. He was still pretty quick and had some great skills.’

Connacht were not a team of all the talents but made the most of what they had, with some well-honed scoring manoeuvres. Most famously, there was the 13-man line-out, whereby the forwards lined up to the front to set up a maul, and the entire back division bar the scrum-half joined in to forge an often unstoppable drive.

That one had been introduced in the first season against Australia. ‘We scored off it, and they were all bitching and moaning, complaining it was illegal,’ remembers Gatland. ‘But the referee said, “No, no, that’s fine.” I was always looking at the rules and seeing how you could use them to your best advantage and catch teams unaware. At that stage, you could have a 13-man scrum as well if you wanted to. There was no limit to the number an attacking team could put in the line-out. As a defending team, you couldn’t have more than the opposition.

‘We called it “psycho”, on the basis that you had to be crazy to do it,’ says Gatland.

When he first suggested it at a training session in Athlone, many of the players looked at him as if he were indeed insane, one of them asking, ‘What happens if we lose it?’

Gatland answered, ‘Well, that would be fun, wouldn’t it? That would be even more exciting than if we scored from it.’

But that never happened, and the move was well in credit over Gatland’s two seasons.

There was also the ‘scoop ball’, designed to maximize the pace of McGuinness if there was a sufficiently spacious blindside channel to the right of the Connacht scrum. ‘It was just something a little bit different, trying to use his pace so he could get outside the opposition loose forwards,’ says Gatland.

From a quick strike off the scrum-half’s put-in, the number 8 (usually Barry Gavin) would take his trailing right foot off the ball to leave it for McGuinness to gather, or scoop, left-handed, on the run and then be clear of the opposition blindside flanker before he’d barely lifted his head. And more often than not, that’s what happened.

Then there was ‘the flipper’, the move which had Elwood flipping the ball, blind and right-handed, behind his back for the left-winger to ghost through the gap created by Elwood’s angled run infield and the use of decoy runners, with Carolan, now Connacht’s highly regarded academy director, the beneficiary. With the move having been honed repeatedly on the training ground, Elwood and Carolan rarely got their timing wrong.

‘They were awesome,’ recalls Gatland of that play. ‘I tried to use that move with Wales a few times, and other sides, but they couldn’t do it. Nigel’s timing was always perfect. The idea of it was that the number 8 picked up from a scrum and took out a loose forward, and then from the recycle Eric would run infield at a 45-degree angle with the blindside left-winger trailing him. Very often a lock would fill in that inside space for the defending team, and sometimes he’d stop chasing in order to do so. Eric would just leave the ball in the air behind his back, step out to the right, and Nigel would run into the hole from where Eric had engaged their 10. The midfield also did a switch to keep the opposition midfield honest.’

Those three successive wins set up a pool decider away to Northampton in their Franklin’s Gardens lair. This time, McGeechan’s Saints were also locked and fully loaded, with their Lions – Dawson, Townsend and Beal – all starting alongside Martin Bayfield, Budge Pountney and Ben Cohen. They also had the Ulster and Irish centre Jonny Bell on the bench.

Gatland’s ‘To Hell or to Connacht’ phrase had been adopted with chip-on-the-shoulder gusto by the squad and those close to them. ‘It was playing the underdog, going back to the old Cromwell days – everyone writing us off. We were a bit of a thorn in the side of the IRFU too. You sensed they were hoping we would go away.’

The squad also adopted a song, ‘Red Is The Rose’, introduced by the Buccaneers prop Martin Cahill. ‘He used to sing it, and then we adopted it in the changing-room afterwards,’ says Gatland.

Sensing a twitchiness amongst the players in the team hotel before making the coach journey to Franklin’s Gardens, instead of a team talk Gatland asked them to sing ‘Red Is The Rose’. ‘We didn’t have to say anything after that,’ according to Gatland, ‘and just hopped on the bus. The boys were in tears. It was incredible.’

Connacht’s first try by prop John Maher was the product of their 13-man line-out. Elwood set up Junior Charlie for the second with a sweet break. After a burst by tight-head prop Mick Finlay, who had a huge game, Murphy worked a dummy pass with Duignan for Ruane to make ground and put Carolan over.

That gave Connacht a 20–10 lead to defend in a frantic final quarter, which they needed after Townsend had created a try for Bell. Gatland recalls, ‘They should have scored a try late in the game, but Nicky Barry made an unbelievable tackle, probably one of the best tackles I’ve ever seen. He came flying up his wing and smashed Gregor Townsend, I think it was, before he passed the ball. They had a four-man overlap, and it probably won the game for us. That’s a guy who played at a high level and made an unbelievable read and backed his decision. Most players would have held his position, and they would have romped in.’

The Irish Times match report noted: ‘One Northampton blazer, having been informed that this Connacht team costs the IRFU about £300,000 (no pool bonus was even discussed), responded: “Heck, we could shoot our lot, hire you guys, and save £2 million.”’

As the Northampton players formed a tunnel off the pitch, some of them became impatient with Connacht’s celebrations and motioned towards the entrance to the dressing-room. ‘No, let them have their moment,’ said Dawson, insisting the players wait to clap Connacht off the pitch.

Whereas Leinster, Munster and Ulster had all fallen well short in their Heineken Cup pools, finishing third, fourth and fourth in their groups of four, the win earned Connacht an away quarter-final against Agen. Unhelpfully, that match was four weeks later, and, unlike their opponents, Connacht had no games to keep themselves ticking over. The Agen pack featured the French internationals Jean-Jacques Crenca, Marc Dal Maso, Philippe Benetton and their iconic captain Abdelatif Benazzi, who, prior to the match, had been quoted as asking, ‘Connacht, where’s that?’

In seven European games that season, Connacht started only 17 players, and for this quarter-final Gatland selected an unchanged side for the fifth game in a row. Again, they irreverently took the lead through their 13-man line-out, courtesy of Maher once more, thus putting Agen behind for the first time in seven Challenge Cup matches. The ensuing cheers from the noisy knot of Connacht supporters were drowned out by the derisory whistling and jeering from the 7,000 home crowd.

Leading 10–6 approaching half-time, Elwood’s pass out of the tackle put Murphy through, but faced by Agen full-back Vincent Thomas he opted for a long skip-pass which went to ground rather than going for the line himself. Agen responded with a sustained 60-metre drive, which culminated in a try by Dal Maso. A lead of 17–6 rather than a deficit of 13–10 might have been interesting.

‘If we had scored just before half-time, we might have won,’ said Gatland. ‘In fairness, they were such a big side, and Benazzi was unstoppable. But it was a great game.’

After Elwood levelled the sides early in the second half, Agen’s power game was too much, and two tries apiece by Benazzi and winger Laurent Loubère made it 40–13. Defiantly, Connacht and Elwood worked their flipper for replacement winger Russell Southam to score. This was executed with such precise choreography, and ensuing high-fives, that it even drew appreciative applause from the home crowd.

A week before his Ireland debut, McGuinness was again outstanding, and he had the final say, scoring untouched from 50 metres off the scoop ball. He left Benetton and Benazzi for dead, swerving first past out-half Guillaume Bouic and then past full-back Vincent Thomas for a stunning solo try.

Back in the away dressing-room, they linked in a circle for one last time and belted out ‘Red Is The Rose’. ‘Let them hear it,’ beseeched Elwood, ‘open the door.’

Good times. Good memories.

Looking back, Gatland says, ‘It was like the old days, sort of semi-pro cum amateur. The boys trained hard, played hard and partied hard as well. You couldn’t have had any more fun than we had as a team. We were just living the dream really, and every week was a bonus. At the start of the season, we were being asked what game were we going to win, and we ended up doing what we did.’

Gatland subsequently came to Dublin to help out at Ireland training sessions under Brian Ashton. Later, in February of the 1997–98 season, Ashton would summarily resign in the first season of a six-year contract as Irish head coach after the opening Five Nations’ defeat at home to Scotland.

‘The next day, Pat Whelan [Irish team manager] rang me up and asked me if I’d like to coach the team for the rest of the season.’ Gatland, at 34, became head coach of Ireland.

Glynn recalls meeting the then IRFU president, Noel Murphy, in Cork while the selection process was ongoing.

‘Billy, I’ve bad news for you.’

‘What is it, Noel?’

‘The IRFU have decided that Warren should be the national coach.’

‘You’re making a terrible mistake,’ said Glynn.

‘Why?’

‘The man needs more time. He’s not ready to coach a national side yet.’

‘Ah well, that’s the decision we’ve made,’ said Murphy.

Glynn now says, ‘Warren was a great coach. He’d revolutionized Connacht, and he had players playing way out of their skin. But I thought it was too soon for him, and I’d have liked to have seen him stay on with Connacht for another year or two. He’d only coached us for 19 games. That’s all he had under his belt apart from club coaching. It was too soon.’

Gatland was left with a sense of unfinished business at Connacht, but as he puts it, ‘When you get offered an opportunity like that [coaching Ireland], you don’t turn it down. Connacht’s season was over as well. There was no Celtic League or anything like that. True, there was no security in the job. This was 1998, and I think I was the sixth Irish coach in the 1990s. There was no longevity in being Irish coach then,’ he says with a chuckle.

Sure enough, Gatland’s time with Ireland was ended by the IRFU in November 2001 after a 40–29 defeat to New Zealand, even though it was only their second defeat in eight tests that year.

‘I would love to have gone with Ireland to the 2003 World Cup and finished then,’ he admits. But it wasn’t to be. He was replaced by his assistant, O’Sullivan, from whom he had previously taken over at Connacht.

After telephoning Trudi, the next person he called was Glynn.

‘Billy, I’m here at the IRFU. I’ve just come out from a meeting. I’ve been fired. They’re not renewing my contract.’

‘You’re not serious?’

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘You’re not serious?’ Glynn repeated.

‘Yes,’ Gatland repeated. ‘They’ve advised me to get a solicitor. I told them you’re my solicitor.’

‘Look, as I’m on the IRFU, I’ll need their consent.’

The union consented. ‘I was furious,’ recounts Glynn. ‘I took the thing personally, because I had brought him back to Ireland. I felt a responsibility for him. He was my friend more than my client.’

Glynn travelled to Dublin to represent Gatland when negotiating his severance deal with the union. The union had a committee meeting at 6 p.m., at which they wanted to reveal their decision prior to publicly announcing it the next day. After some bartering, just before 6 p.m. Glynn and the union came to an agreement.

It was, at least, a good deal.


3

The Sword of Damocles, 1998–2003

THE LEGACY FROM those two seasons under Warren Gatland lingers on. On any given Saturday at the Sportsground, up to seven players from the Connacht squad of the late 1990s and early 2000s will be part of the province’s working fabric on match-day – be it Willie Ruane as CEO, the academy manager Nigel Carolan, team manager Tim Allnutt, forwards coach Jimmy Duffy, Conor McGuinness and Barry Gavin (both members of the Rugby Advisory Board – RAB) and, of course, Eric Elwood, now the domestic game manager. Even Mervyn Murphy, video analyst for the Irish team since 2001, is usually based at the Sportsground.

‘That’s actually something that I’ve said to people who can’t understand what Connacht are about,’ says Eric Elwood. ‘What they can’t understand is that those who are working for Connacht now are from Connacht because it means something to them! Even Tim, as a Kiwi, is the manager because he’s played here. I’ve played, Nige has played, Willie, Jimmy, Conor and Barry have all played here, and I’m a firm believer that being from somewhere means more to you, and you’ll care more and you’ll give it more.’

The passion and work ethic in the building are palpable, as evidenced by Connacht’s strategic five-year plan, ‘From Grassroots to Green Shirts’. It is championed by everyone from Ruane down. ‘Willie is a natural leader,’ says Elwood. ‘I’m here a long time and that strategic document is fabulous. It required a lot of time and effort, but now that we know where we’re going, it gives us a sense of direction in simple plain language that everyone can understand. There’s no silly speak, as I call it. I firmly believe in the motto “Keep It Simple, Stupid”, so that everyone can understand and then you get buy-in.

‘We’re currently going through a governance review internally, which is about putting the right people in the right seats; in that way everybody will be responsible and accountable not only in Connacht but also in the clubs and schools.

‘The phrase I hear all the time which I hate is “What are you doing in the branch?” Or “What are the branch doing about this?” and “What are the IRFU doing?” We’re all part of the branch. That’s why I say back to them, “Lads, you are the branch as much as I am. I happen to be paid by the IRFU and work for Connacht Rugby, but I can’t do my job without the assistance of you and the school, or you and the club, you as a volunteer, you as whatever.” We are all part of the branch, ideally aiming for the same thing.

‘That governance review will examine how we run our business, how we will liaise with our clubs’ and schools’ volunteers and committees. We are all in the rugby business, and we’re relationship-building as well. So that’s what it’s about, engaging with people face to face whenever we can. I think interacting is so important: keeping the lights on in clubs, getting your hands dirty and your boots mucky, working with the people. They appreciate that.

‘They talk about my role and time here, and I get a little bit embarrassed at times. There were people here before me. There was Steph Nel [2000–03], there was Brads [Michael Bradley, 2003–10] and there was me [2010–13]. Yeah, I got a bit deeper into it [than coaching]. I wanted to change the landscape; I wanted to get more respect within the League. We wanted to fight with the IRFU for what we believe is right internally.’

Specifically, he wanted the four provinces to be treated equally. ‘The four-legged stool is much more stable than the three-legged stool. We just wanted to play our part, and I felt that there are good people and good young players here, and we needed to harness that talent.’

On the pitch, though, Gatland proved a tough act to follow. After Gatland took over Ireland during the 1998 Five Nations, and partly at his recommendation, another Kiwi, Glenn Ross, succeeded him as head coach from 1998 but resigned after two seasons.

During Ross’s time, Connacht failed to progress from the pool stages of the Challenge Cup, winning three from six in the first season to finish fifth of seven in their pool. The following season they beat Steaua Bucures,ti and Toulon at home but lost their other four games, including home and away to Ebbw Vale, as well as an embarrassing defeat in Romania.

Nel took over for three seasons, Connacht finishing bottom of a pool including Béziers, Montferrand and Neath in 2000–01. They lost their opening five matches, including 45–0 and 58–21 defeats away to Neath and Montferrand, and had two narrow losses to Béziers before beating Neath 13–11 at home in their final match. In 2001–02, Connacht beat Roma home and away and Narbonne at home to finish second behind Sale Sharks, and a year later they overcame Mont de Marsan and Narbonne in two-legged ties before losing to Pontypridd in the quarter-finals.

Nel’s second season, 2001–02, also coincided with the inaugural Celtic League, in which they reached the quarter-finals before losing to Glasgow. They reached the same stage a year later before Nel stepped down on 26 April.

Connacht had won their first five Celtic League games that season, including a dramatic 26–23 win over Leinster at Donnybrook thanks to an 83rd-minute drop goal by Mark McHugh. It was their first win over Leinster in Dublin for 17 years and ended the home team’s 17-match unbeaten run in Donnybrook. But heavy defeats against Pontypridd and Glasgow condemned them to an away quarter-final in November against Munster, which they lost 33–3.

After the ensuing European campaign, and the quarter-final defeat to Pontypridd, Nel had probably had enough, not so much on the pitch as off it. For the drama of his departure was as nothing compared to the off-field battle that had preceded it.

Thursday, 30 January 2003

Sporadic one-off wins against the odds such as that one against Leinster in September 2002 had punctuated Connacht’s history. It’s doubtful, however, that they’ve ever had a bigger one than in the rooms of the IRFU on a fateful night in late January 2003. That evening, the union’s officers agreed to relent on their plans to disband Connacht’s professional squad from the 2003–04 season onwards.

This stay of execution completed what was, almost certainly, the most tumultuous few weeks in the province’s history. The saga began earlier that month when a passing remark by a leading IRFU figure to the then Irish Independent rugby correspondent Tony Ward implied that, as a cost-cutting measure, the union were considering the option of disbanding Connacht as a professional entity. Ward duly reported this, and Connacht were up in arms.

The union had been readying themselves for a €4 million loss on the financial year, with a further projected loss of €7 million for the following season. Disbanding Connacht appeared to be both a favoured option and a fait accompli. Following that leak, the province’s future was left hanging in the balance after a stormy but inconclusive four-and-a-half hour IRFU committee meeting in Dublin’s Berkeley Court Hotel on the Thursday evening of 9 January.

A statement from the union confirmed ‘no decision had been taken’ regarding Connacht’s future, beyond holding another specially convened committee meeting in a fortnight’s time, at which a vote on the province’s existence
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