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In the past, front row forwards in rugby 

Union haven’t always been known for 

Their physical fitness. Sure they were 

some of the strongest guys on the pitch 

but they weren’t exactly mobile. 

But in recent years that has changed 

dramatically. Now a front row forward 

needs to be  able to do much more than 

just use his size to dominate the eight-

man scrum. 

They’re expected to break free from 

tackles  and carry the ball forwards in  

attack and make try-saving tackles in 

defence. All in all, they need a much  

wider range of skills and a much higher 

level of fitness. 

One of the best in the business is  

Northampton Saints and England     

hooker Dylan Hartley. The New  Zealand  

- born star has played a key role in 

Saints’ form over the past few years and 

hasn't seen them finish below fourth in 

the Premiership since taking on the  

captaincy  in 2009. 

MF – Being born in New Zealand, I expect you were intro-
duced to rugby union at a young age, what are your earliest 
memories of the sport? 

DH – Going absolutely everywhere with a rugby ball, barbe-
ques, school, everywhere! I remember my Dad buying me my 
first rugby ball at the time of the 1995 rugby world cup, when 
I was nine years old. I went in to school and told everybody 
that I wanted to be Jonah Lomu, which in reality was never 
going to happen. I would stay out until dark in my back yard 
practicing chip kicks and conversions with my two brothers, 
all the things I don’t do now. I absolutely loved it. 

 

MF – How did you progress from there, to becoming both North-
ampton Saints captain and England hooker? 

DH – I progressed through my school in New Zealand, which had 
an academy type system in place. We actually drew the national 
schools championships one year, which made us one of the best 
teams in the Country at that time. Two days later I jumped on a 
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MF – You are having yet another suc-
cessful season at Saints, are you doing 
anything different as a club this season 
in relation to the last that makes you  
believe you could win the Aviva        
Premiership this time around? 

DH – I don’t know that we are doing   
anything different. I think we have a 
stronger squad. The tactics in rugby are 
pretty simple, but it is certain individuals 
that have made a difference for us this 
time around. Consistency and being able 
to perform at the highest level, week in 
and week out and even when we are not 
at our best we are still winning games. 

 

MF – Touching briefly on your disciplinary 
record. You have obviously worked on that 
side of your game, but it was a ban near to 
the end of last season that ruined your 
dream of squad selection on the successful 
British Lions tour to Australia. What sort of a 
person are you on match day and how do 
you set out to control your aggression on 
the field when you play in such a               
confrontational position. Do you work with 
sports psychologists? 

DH – I have worked with sports psycholo-
gists in the past, but it is really black and 
white. We know what is acceptable and 
what is not, but it is life and as in life you are 
always learning and maturing. You evolve 
and I think I have certainly done that. If you 
had seen me at sixteen years of age you 
would never have thought I would be the 
person I am now and I realise I am nowhere 

plane to England, with my uncle and auntie, 
planning on taking a gap year and never 
went back. I was only sixteen years old when 
I came to the UK and I certainly never      
considered playing professional rugby. I 
brought my rugby boots with me, joined a 
local school and started playing for the first 
fifteen before joining my local rugby club 
which at that time, was Crowborough RFC in 
Sussex. I then moved up to County and     
National age group levels. The coach of the 
England under 18’s was also coach to the 
Worcester academy team and he invited me 
to join them, as long as I wasn’t going to   
disappear back to New Zealand.  I jumped at 
the opportunity but it wasn’t until I joined 
Northampton Saints that I thought this could 
actually be a career path. I played for       
England 18’s, 19’s, Under 21’s, the Saxons 
(England’s second team) and then finally the 
main team. 
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near the finished article, as a bloke or a rugby 
player. 

 

MF – Training: How important is strength to 
your on field position, now that the scrummage 
rules have been changed and how do you train 
to develop it? 

DH – What I have found interesting with the 
new scrum laws is training is now more position 
specific. We do a lot of sledge drags, prowler 
pushes. Not so much static lifts, but those      
involving leg drive. Pre-season is when I do a lot 
of my heavy weights, squats and so on. That is 
when you feel really good and strong. When it 
comes to the season and you are playing  
matches, your body is always sore and you can’t 
lift as heavy. My elbows have been giving me a 
lot of pain this year so when I come into the 
gym it is more about maintenance rather than 
making massive gains. Pre-season is the time to 
make gains and we plan to tick over during the 
season. 

The old rules were more suited to size but now 
you have to be more explosive and technical. 
Bath came here the other week and gave us a 
really hard time in the scrum, so we are still   
adjusting. 

MF – What would be a typical week’s training 
for you, at this stage of the season, if the match 
were to be played on a Saturday?  

DH –  

Monday – Probably my favorite training day.  
Starting in the morning with a lower body weights 
session to maintain strength, sledge drags, dumb 
bell step-ups, a bit of core work and then a mas-
sage. In the afternoon, we play games out on the 
field, warm up, football, American football, vortex, 
Frisbee, all things to get the heart rate up and give 
the legs a light run out. 

Tuesday – Is our big workday. We have a rugby 
meeting, a forwards meeting and then a team 
meeting where we talk about our opponents we 
will be playing against at the weekend. We then go 
out on to the field and practice our contact skills 
such as rucks, mauls, team defense and         
scrummaging.  In the afternoon we split the on 
field practice in to forwards and backs. 

 Wednesday – Upper body weights in the morning. 
The team is then selected and a meeting held. Out 
on to the field for the starting fifteen taking on the 
reserve fifteen, running through moves and tactics 
we will be looking to use during the weekend’s 
match. The reserves will replicate some of the   
tactics we have analysed from our opponents 
match video footage and we will defend against 
those, followed by lunch and media obligations. 

Thursday – Day off 

Friday – Team run. Brief meeting, reminding us 
what we practiced on the Wednesday. Defensive 
scenarios and so on. It is then my call as captain to 
decide what we do, but is usually a run through of 
set piece play, line-outs, strike ball, kick off         
positional play and how we are going to take the 
ball from those positions. Then in for a roast      
dinner to finish 

Saturday – Match day.   

Sunday – Day off. 
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MF – How does that change when you are away training 
with England in preparation for the six nations? 

DH –  It is very similar. They are not going to make us fitter 
in the couple of weeks we are with the England coaches. 
tactics, making sure we are all reading off the same page, 
going from club mode and forgetting all of the calls here 
and buying into the England way of things. 

 

MF – Have attitudes to strength and conditioning training 
changed in recent years, as you see all clubs now            
employing a large team of off field experts?  

DH – Yes without doubt. It is growing each season. In the 
last few years, it has become compulsory to do pre-hab. 
Twice per week for 20 minutes at a time before weights 
we will go up in small groups to perform specific focused 
exercises designed to avoid injury, which is essential if your 
have a sore shoulder, ankle or knee for instance. Pre-hab is 
injury prevention for everyone. 

MF – From your experience and those of your team ma-
tes, is this similar around the rugby playing world? 

DH – Yes it is. The days of beers in the changing rooms 
have long gone. We have a protocol here at Saints where 
you have to hydrate and eat. After the game has finished, 
it takes us an hour to get changed. We come up to the 
gym, get on the      exercise bikes for recovery, have a 
massage and drink a protein shake. 

MF – With the increase in training technology, we have 
slowly seen the physical appearance of the professional 
player change. Big and bulky players playing out on the 
wing or in the centre is not uncommon, in fact Saints re-
cent signing, winger George North is 6ft 4in tall and tips 
the scales at just over 17 stone (109kg). Forwards once 
renowned for their drinking    ability rather than athleti-
cism around the field were beating defenders with short 
bursts of speed.  It seems now though that the front row, 

at least has returned to being a ‘little 
rounder’ in appearance. Is that deliberate 
due to concentrating on scrum time       
success or an optical illusion due to the 
nature of the figure hugging shirt material? 

DH – It might be the time of the year 
(laughs). I am carrying a bit of weight     
myself at the moment. The props this year 
are probably more athletic if anything. 
They still have to be strong. 

MF – Which aspects of training do you     
enjoy the most / least and why? 

DH – I think this time of year is quite       
difficult as the ground becomes hard to 
play on as it is boggy. The skies are grey, 
you come in when it is dark in the morning 
and often go home when it is dark at night. 
The days are colder and you feel a little 
more tired. I love the environment. To be 
with fifteen like minded blokes is fantastic. 

MF – who is the strongest player you have 
at Saints? 

DH – Salesi Ma’afu upper body strength. 
Tom Wood is strong all round. Alex Waller 
squatting.  

MF – And in the England set up? 

DH – Tom Youngs is really strong. Very   
aggressive and full of muscle. 



 5 

MF – You have an intense weekly training schedule. What would be a typical training day’s meal plan, 
from breakfast onwards to fuel your day? 

DH – We are very lucky as our breakfast and lunch is cooked at the club.  Breakfast is available from 7 am 
until 9am so you can have it before or after training depending on what you prefer. You get a choice of 
eggs. Scrambled or poached. Bacon, healthy sausages, fish such as kippers. This morning I had poached 
eggs and kippers. Breakfast bars, fresh fruit, nuts. Lots to choice from. We are not body builders, we need 
fuel to train for the day. At lunch time, there is chicken, beef, fajitas, pork burgers, cod or Thai green curry 
Today I had cod, bacon and peas, with sweet potato. Sometimes I take the left overs home for dinner,  
although I do enjoy cooking myself.  Tonight I will have lamb chop, sweet potato and veg. I will have a 
protein shake before bed. 

MF – And how does that change on match day, for an afternoon’s kick off? 

DH – I have protein porridge for breakfast with blueberries on waking and then won’t eat anything else 
until about three hours before kick off. Probably two poached eggs on whole meal toast. 

MF – How have players’ diets changed since you have been a professional player. Most if not all clubs I 
expect employ a nutritionist? 

DH – Yes for sure. The players have evolved in to being more athletic and you have to know what and 
when to eat. As you say, every club has a nutritionist and the information is there if the players want it.  

MF – Any favorite cheat meals? 

DH – I love everything especially cakes and pizza. 

MF – What supplements do you take? 

DH – Fish oils, multi-vits, are the essentials that I would never miss and a protein shake after every     
training session.  

TOM BULLOUGH – Northampton Saints Strength & Conditioning Coach 

MF – you are responsible for keeping Dylan in top    
condition, which can’t be an easy job this time of year? 

TB – No it isn’t. Monday is becoming much more of a 
recovery day for us. Dylan will have missed a lot of pre-
season training with us as he is often away touring with 
the national team. The rugby calendar is now pretty 
much back to back, so we have to freshen the players 
up as best we can and try to rotate their match time so 
that they can get adequate rest and recovery.  

MF –You work on an individually programme for each 
of the players. What do you focus on for him? 

TB – With the changes to the scrum law, we have done 
much more work on the static holding and then being 
able to produce more power. In terms of isometric hold 
in the scrum and not being allowed to push until the 
referee calls it, which is when they have to impart the 
explosive force. 

MF – what would be some examples of exercises with 
that aim in mind? 
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TB – We have a pause, squat. Where he sits on a box 
for a period of time. We have a scrum simulation   
machine in the gym. He gets into scrum position and 
has to hold the weight and chase his feet through on 
our call mimicking having to hook the ball back from 
the scrum. 

MF – What sort of weight do you expect Dylan to be 
lifting this time of the season. 

TB – We try to get him lifting as much as he can with-
in reason. Probably at 80-90% of his maximum. If we 
can get that, we are happy as that is going to main-
tain his strength throughout the season.  

MF – The players are wearing GPS trackers built into 
their shirts. What data is that giving you? 

TB – It gives you loads. Contact made, tackles, high 
impact collisions, acceleration and distance covered. 
Dylan average around 5-6 kilometres per match. We 
then tailor their next week’s training workload based 
around the data, blood tests at the beginning of the 
week and feedback. We then as a collective discuss 
whether individual players need holding back a little 
in training or otherwise. 

 

MF – How do you like to relax away from the pressures of being a high profile rugby player? 

DH – Spending time with friends and family, cooking, going to new places and meeting people. Art, books 
and   playing xbox. I like to keep myself busy.  

MF – What is your career highlight to date? 

DH – Getting 50 caps for England was a nice milestone. The seasons I have spent here at Northampton 
Saints are always special. 

MF – And un-filled life ambitions? 

DH – To win some trophies with Saints, continue with my international career and hopefully win the rug-
by world cup in 2015 with England. 

DATE OF BIRTH: 24th March 1986 

PLACE OF BIRTH: Rotorua, New Zealand. 

LIVES: Northampton 

HEIGHT: 1.85m (6ft 1in) 

WEIGHT: 110kg (17st 5lb) 

 

SNAP SHOT 
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