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Introduction

During my career, Ive been privileged to play against and alongside some of the greatest rugby players of all time. Choosing my top ten for this book has been a really difficult task, but also an enjoyable one as its brought back some very happy memories.

When I look at the players Ive picked, I see they all have a couple of things in common. First, they are hard men, tough as nails, every one of them. Second, they also all have an attitude that I admire.

To be a really top player, youve got to have a competitive edge and mental strength. And for me, a great player has longevity, the ability to stay at the top for a long, long time and sustain his standards.

Ive seen lots of players come in, have one or two good years, then think theyve made it, drop their standards and fade away as a result.

But when you start to make it, thats when youve got to start working harder again. Everybody has dips in form. Thats just the way it is. Its natural. Nobody can play at the very top of their game throughout their career, apart from maybe Richie McCaw!

But what all ten of these players have shown is consistency. Theyve stayed at the top for so long because they havent let their standards slip and theyve kept on working at their game.

Theyve also all got that mental toughness. Everybody stresses how very physical the game is these days and how everybody is quicker, bigger and stronger than they used to be  and they are, no doubt about that. But what stands out more than anything about these ten is how mentally strong they are. At the top level, rugby is as much a mental game as a physical one.

Weve all trained with athletes who are fantastic when it comes to fitness testing in training and the weights they can lift. But when it comes to the game, they dont deliver.

The ten players Ive selected  in no particular order  have all shown they can do it when it matters.

And they are all hugely competitive in anything they do. Whether its touch rugby or tiddlywinks, they want to win.

So its all about attitude and desire.

The bottom line is that rugby hurts, all the more so at the top level. Youve got to want to do it. You cant cruise through it. Youve got to give your all and thats what these players have done throughout their careers.

I consider myself hugely fortunate to have shared a rugby field with all of them.





Chapter One

MARTIN JOHNSON

To my mind, the truly great players arent just the ones who can do the job out on the pitch. They are also people who have an influence on others off the field, and Martin Johnson certainly falls into that category.

Johnno did everything in the game, including the ultimate honour of leading England to World Cup glory in 2003, and of course hes gone on to lead his country as team manager since hanging up his boots.

Hes probably the greatest captain of the professional era, having also skippered the British and Irish Lions on two tours.

I was lucky enough to go on the second of those trips  to Australia in 2001  and to play under him.

Up until then, Id only ever played against him and been on the end of few hammerings from his England team.

Because of their size, you think people like him are larger-than-life, intimidating figures.

And that image was reinforced for me after watching the behind-the-scenes Living with Lions video of the 1997 tour of South Africa, when he led the Lions to a memorable series win. He was such an imposing presence on that video. I always remember the scene when he was having a nasty eye injury stitched up in the dressing room, and he just couldnt wait to get back out on the pitch.

So it was a daunting prospect to be a teammate of this massive figure.

But when I got to know him in the Lions team on the 2001 trip Down Under, I found he was a down-to-earth bloke and he really made me feel at ease.

We both love American Football, so that was an interest we had in common, and I really enjoyed his company.

But when it came to the business of rugby, he was very focused. What stood out for me on that 2001 tour were the standards he set, day-in, day-out, in training.

The English players who had known him for a while said his training sessions were always like that.

If he was carrying a bump he would still be out there. He would never sit back and think: Im the England captain and I can rest on my laurels.

He always set an example. And he would never ask people to do something he wasnt prepared to do himself. He backed his words with his actions and led by example. No one wanted to let him down. You couldnt have anything but total respect for the bloke.

He is very knowledgeable about the game of rugby as well. You have this picture of second row forwards as being dour, hard-nosed, heads-down characters, but Johnnos a very intelligent man.

He knows what he wants, hes very focused and he knows the game inside out.

Even back then, he would talk about players in Wales, and surprise you by knowing who they were.

He was also very modest. One of his favourite sayings was: A great team makes a great captain, but a great captain cant make a great team.

A lot of people have asked me what he was like in the dressing room, because I think they expect him to have come out with Churchillian speeches before games.

I expected that myself, to be honest. But he didnt actually say much on that 2001 tour. We did have big characters out there, like Keith Wood, the Irish hooker who was an emotional guy and would do a lot of talking.

But, although Johnno didnt say much, when he did speak, you knew it would be important. People would sit back and take note.

He would be short, but to the point.

He didnt show his emotions as much as others might, but he was very precise and forceful. Some captains say too little, some too much. He got the balance just right. I think thats an art

When you think of the characters and size of personalities he had to captain during his career  people like Wood, Lawrence Dallaglio, Austin Healey, Matt Dawson  you can imagine the skill needed to control them. But he was always the dominant figure.

Some players just have that presence and he was one of them.

He certainly had a presence out on the field itself. I think he was one of the hardest players Ive ever played against.

For me, hardness isnt about stamping on somebody on the floor. Thats not hard. Hard, to me, is somebody who, week-in, week-out, puts his body on the line and takes as much as he gives. And Johnno did that throughout his career.

He was also exactly what you want out of your second row. You want a lock to be someone you hate playing against and he was certainly that.

He was an absolute pain to play against. He was such a big man and got in all the wrong places. He would climb all over you in the line-out and his size was a real nuisance in rucks and mauls.

He was the epitome of a hard, no-nonsense rugby player who was willing to put his body on the line and expected others to do the same.

I remember reading a quote from him once where he said the thing that really frustrated him was when players pulled out injured or because they were carrying niggles.

He said there was no way you could play rugby for a season without being injured or having niggles. Thats part and parcel of the game. I think he has that touch of Leicester mentality which the Tigers built their success on, of which he was a big part.

But the guy wasnt just hard. He was also a talented rugby player. Technically he was a very good line-out forward, his angles of running and off-loading were good, and his work-rate was just huge.

He was always there making the tackles or the hard yards. That was shown by that little rumble he went on before Jonny Wilkinson dropped the winning drop-goal in the World Cup final against Australia.

Jonny took the glory, but the position wouldnt have been created if Johnno hadnt made those couple of yards. That was his mantra. You go forward, you go forward again and then you claim the points. And then you do it again.

So he had all the skills you need in a world-class second row, but he had that presence as well, and his record as a leader speaks for itself.

Hes also got a bit of real class to him, as I found out last year.

When we were arranging the events for my testimonial, we decided it would be good to put something on to coincide with the EnglandWales game, so we arranged a dinner for the Thursday night at Twickenham.

I thought it would be good to get the two coaches  Johnno and Warren Gatland  together for a question and answer session at the dinner.

It fell to me to ring him up. It was getting close to the event and I was nervous. I was thinking Ive got to ring Martin Johnson here.

The event was two nights before the Wales game and the England coach would have a lot on his plate at that time. But he agreed to do it. He came along and he was fantastic.

For me, that sums him up. He wasnt too busy to do something for a fellow rugby man, and Ill never forget that.

As I say, its that class and presence both on and off the field that sets the greats apart from the run-of-the-mill players, and Johnno has that presence in spades.





Chapter Two

JONAH LOMU

As part of my job, I attend quite a few events aimed at getting young children interested in the game of rugby. You tend to find that quite a few kids dont know the names of current players. But they all seem to know the name of one player  Jonah Lomu.

And some of them werent even born when Jonah was at the peak of his powers.

Thats a tribute to the lasting legacy of the giant New Zealand winger  a man who brought the game of rugby to a whole new audience.

Although its almost a decade since Lomu last played international rugby, the young kids know about him from their video games or the clips on YouTube.

Those clips will live on for ever, ensuring that he will remain a legend of the game for generations. Theres never been anyone else quite like Jonah.

He couldnt have come along at a better time for the game of rugby, really, as his emergence coincided with the sport going professional in 1995. At a time when rugby needed to make an impact, he was the perfect person to come on the scene.

He did a huge amount for the sport in terms of raising its profile, and taking it to a wider audience.

He wasnt just a rugby superstar, but a sporting superstar, whose fame transcended the game.

Whether you liked rugby or not, you knew who Jonah Lomu was. Everybody had heard of him and that remains the case today.

Like everyone else, I watched in amazement as he burst on the scene at the 1995 World Cup in South Africa. I was nineteen at the time and just starting out with my home-town club of Pontypridd. I remember being stunned by what I was watching on TV. This bloke ran riot.

Wed never seen anything like it before, nobody had. He was as big as a second row and as quick as any back. He was an incredible athlete who took the game to a higher level.

Top-flight rugby is full of big men now. A lot of players are huge physically, including some threequarters. But back then it was unheard of to have a winger of that size.

Jonah was just unstoppable. He was so big and quick, but he also had good feet for such a big bloke and was very agile. Together those attributes set him apart from anybody else.

No one who saw it will ever forget what he did to England in the semi-final of the 95 World Cup in Cape Town, when he ran over the likes of Mike Catt and Tony Underwood as he helped himself to four tries. It was simply staggering. He was the difference between the sides.

More than fifteen years on, you still see footage of his exploits in that match on a pretty regular basis. Thats just how amazing it was.

The impact he had on the sport was huge.

No one knew how to stop him and he sent fear into the ranks of any team that faced him.

So you can imagine how I felt a couple of years later when I found out I was going to be playing against him.

It was for Wales A against New Zealand at Pontypridds Sardis Road in 1997.

He was the focus for the whole week in the build-up to the game. The question was: how are we going to stop Jonah Lomu? And Im sure that was the question for every team that played against him back then.

It was a scary experience, to say the least. I missed him a couple of times, but I did manage to tackle him twice, which was a real badge of honour.

To be honest, it was very rare to see one-onone tackles on him back then. You would have to send in at least two or three boys on him, otherwise you wouldnt have a hope.

As great a team as New Zealand were, back then you werent playing the All Blacks, you were playing Jonah Lomu. Thats how much he dominated the sport during those years.

I also played against him in the full Wales team five years later in Cardiff in November 2002. That turned out to be his last game for New Zealand. Hed been through some very difficult times by then, having been diagnosed with a serious kidney complaint.

He was only twenty-seven, but it was remarkable that hed managed to keep playing Test rugby as long as he had, given the extent of his health problems.

The courage he showed battling against his illness added to the stature of the man. He went through a hell of lot, but always retained his dignity.

I was able to see those qualities at first hand when he joined the Cardiff Blues in the autumn of 2006.

Id heard a rumour in pre-season that we might be signing him, but Id just thought: Youve got to be joking.

It wasnt a joke, though. He really was coming to Cardiff.

It was a great coup for the region and all anybody spoke about for weeks. It was huge for us to get him and the publicity we received was amazing.

Thats the effect he still had on everybody, even though hed been away from the international scene for some time and out of the game altogether for a while due to his illness.

I remember there was a big press conference at the Arms Park to announce his signing, where crowds of media turned up even though the big man himself wasnt here yet.

At that conference, the great Gareth Edwards  who is on the board at the Blues  said it was like Cardiff City signing Maradona. That summed it up.

There was an even bigger media circus surrounding Jonahs debut against the Italian club Calvisano and that circus stayed in town throughout his stay.

It was surreal to have him as a team-mate. You sometimes dont think famous people are real. But he was really down to earth. He was easy to get along with and had no airs and graces about him whatsoever. He just wanted to work hard and get back into rugby. You felt for him because hed fought so hard to get over his illness, but then, just when he seemed to be getting back to his old self, he would pick up a little niggle.

In the end, he was only with us for a short while, his stay cut short by injury. But he was great for us in terms of the interest he created. He was still able to put bums on seats like no one else in the game.

He was also a great example to our young players, in terms of how professional and dedicated he was.

But, above all, he was just a really good bloke. He paid for a new sound system down at the Blues training base and he could have taken it with him, but he left it for the boys.

That summed him up. He was very generous and a real gentleman. If ever the phrase Gentle Giant was appropriate to use for someone, then it was with him.

It was a privilege to know him and its something special to be able to say youve played with Jonah Lomu.

Hes been great for the game of rugby and the way he fought against his illness has been an inspiration to people around the world.

There will only ever be one Jonah Lomu.
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