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The contents of this book were carefully researched. However, all information is supplied without liability. Neither the author nor the publisher will be liable for possible disadvantages or damages resulting from this book.

Please note: For reasons of readability this book is written in the male speech form. Any references to trainers and participants of course include men and women.



FIRST SECTION


TOPO’s introduction and explanation

Rugby—The ART of SCRUMMAGING was originally published in Sydney in August 2012 and quite obviously didn’t cover the new scrum engagement sequence changes that were introduced in 2013.

One of the most significant characteristics of those changes was the elimination of the noxious and dangerous hit on engagement, prior to the put-in of the ball. The introduction of the pre-bind engagement by the IRB took place in early April 2013 during a South Pacific competition and trial matches played between teams of Australia, Fiji, New Zealand, Samoa and Tonga. These new changes and modifications were adopted for official trial in September 2013 for the Rugby Championship (Southern Hemisphere) and soon after in the European Premier Rugby Championships.

The amazing thing with the hit was that neither the law book nor the coaching manuals ever refer to such a maneuver or tactic. This means that it developed on its own out of competitiveness at the high international levels as a way of circumventing the law or other restrictions imposed by referees.

This is not new as the scrum has been adapting and morphing through hundreds of years whether the referees like it or not. I will weigh in on over-officiating which on one hand may prevent accidents but on the other are killing fun, initiative and creativity. Today we are no longer watching just a sport; we are watching a business, an entertainment and lastly, a sport.

In my opinion the priorities, particularly on the part of rugby management, have dramatically changed and are affecting the final product we receive in the stands on the field or at home on TV.

Therefore Rugby—The ART of SCRUMMAGING will cover the developments regarding the rugby scrum and its law since late 2012 onwards. Plenty of controversy, myths and contradictions have already developed, so I will endeavor to cover those points as much as possible in Rugby—The ART of SCRUMMAGING.




Disclaimer

Rugby—The ART of SCRUMMAGING (RTAOS) may serve as a scrummaging instructional guidelines document provided for general information. Information contained in RTAOS is provided without any warranty, and no guarantee is given in relation to the accuracy or currency of any information. Care has been taken in the formulation, preparation and presentation of this technical knowledge for the benefit of rugby followers and the general public, however, the author does not claim that RTAOS is an authority on the subject. RTAOS must not be used or relied upon as a substitute for professional supervision or professional advice, particularly in reference to sports medicine practices. Before undertaking any scrummaging training exercises or scrummaging programs, you should consider consulting a qualified fitness adviser or qualified rugby coach to ensure the activity or regime is suitable for you and is in accordance with the official guidelines of your country of residence.

In any case, it would be wise and strongly recommended to consult with your own doctor in case you have or may have developed a medical condition or are taking medication, or have any other concern that may interfere with your health.

We discourage anyone from undertaking any exercise or sporting program without appropriate professional or qualified supervision/advice. The author cannot be held responsible for any injuries, loss or damage which may occur as a result of following RTAOS or related activity.

The author is not responsible for any other published material referred to in RTAOS, nor does it endorse any commercial product or service referred to in RTAOS. Should you feel that any of the information contained in Rugby—The ART of SCRUMMAGING is erroneous, incomplete or incorrect, we request you contact us as soon as possible to assist us in rectifying it.


Copyrights reserved

The contents of this document are protected by copyright law. Enrique Edgardo Rodriguez, (herein “the Author”) is entitled to all copyright and other intellectual property rights relating to and information from the teaching memorandum entitled Rugby—The ART of SCRUMMAGING, Technical Manual for Scrum Coaches. It is hereby acknowledged that an Expert Collaborators’ Team has contributed to the contents of the document with the writing, editing, compiling, commenting, as well as providing opinions on the subject of the rugby union scrum. Furthermore, it is acknowledged that the “knowhow” and technical expertise conveyed in this document is of “universal property”. Nevertheless the theories, philosophies and arguments remain the property of the Author. Any reproduction whether electronic, mechanic or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including xerography, photocopying and recording, as well as any information storage and retrieval system, is forbidden without the written permission of the Author. Any queries and communication must be referred to the email address or post office box on previous page.
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My message to family and friends

I would like to give a special thank you to my father, Enrique Nuri Rodriguez, and my mother, Lidia Josefa Basi, not only for bringing me into this crazy world but also for never showing me the easy shortcuts of life.

Throughout the last 50 years or so I have gathered many friends, both in Argentina and Australia. I can’t begin naming you all because I may either unjustly forget some of you or even run out of space. Many have been guiding beacons to follow and others have been much cherished emotional company. Some, as mentioned throughout chapter 1 definitely have been and continue to be a source of inspiration and motivation in both good and bad times for me. Life after rugby has been a colourful rollercoaster ride at best, a bit rough, lean and disheartening at times, but definitely invigorating and worth sticking around for. Through good times and bad I’ve always received the support of sincere and generous friends. You know well who you are, and I am indebted to you forever!

I learned not so long ago that when I receive any form of help, I chain up my ego; I accept whatever help is offered; and I pay it forward and, if possible, increase it two-fold! I have learned that those three steps are a very important part of the universal circle of gratitude.

In a household of five siblings we were quite often told: “It has to be done” and “It is up to you.” We had to find our own way. A sense of responsibility was ever present in the air and any sense of indulgence or complacency seemed to have been stamped out (perhaps at birth). Although during our infancy and adolescence we rarely went without a meal or clothes, everything was measured and we had to endure several tough financial times.

Our family started in Concordia, Entre Rios (Argentina) with Liliana Maria, Enrique Edgardo, Silvina Iris, and Eugenio Daniel. Around 1960, we moved to Cordoba in Cordoba Province where Melisa Nuria was born completing the Rodriguez quintet.

A big thank you goes to all of you because each one contributed in different measures and areas in my formative years and to the development of this rare clan sense. We all had to pull together in order to get through, and so we did.

To my family and friends, and so to all of you, I extend my eternal gratitude from the bottom of my heart and I ask providence for the health to continue producing whatever I can produce; a good dose of perseverance to continue assisting people in whichever way possible.

Thank You!

Enrique TOPO Rodriguez


New life in Sydney

After arriving in Sydney in 1984 with my ex-wife Ines and children Victoria and Ignacio, the four of us practiced teamwork, helping each other at all times, and we made things work.

As immigrants, we had to make tremendous efforts to adjust to a new country with many new things and to demonstrate that we are worthy candidates for anything. And so we did! Victoria and Ignacio are two wonderful professionals, gainfully employed and contributing to this wonderful country. This was our number one reason for coming to Australia back in 1984!


And another new story begins

In 1982 in Cordoba I started to wonder about the pros and cons of playing a season or two in France. However, the conditions weren’t right for the four of us so we decided to wait until a better opportunity came. A year after, during the Argentine Pumas’ tour of Australia in the winter of 1983, I came to appreciate this country , its people, and its climate and saw the enormous potential for a growing family We soon decided it was a good time to move to Sydney just for a season or two as we never contemplated full migration. Thanks to Warringah RC I had the opportunity to play for them for seven years and our family lived happily in Newport, Mona Vale and Cromer. Contrary to popular belief, I came to Australia without a job, without a contract and without any money being paid to me to play! Those were very different times compared with today’s rugby.

We were very happy with our permanent resident visa status and the one-way ticket to Sydney both of which were organized by the club. Mind you it took us four full days to travel: Buenos Aires – Iguazu Falls – Rio de Janeiro – Miami – Los Angeles – Tokyo – Sydney. By the end of 1984 and having played eight tests with the Wallabies, my fate was more or less sealed with the Ockers.

My original reason for writing this book was always to share experiences and knowledge acquired as a player and coach and through time spent studying the scrummaging subject. This process has invariably involved the contribution of many teammates and coaches through the years. We must remember that scrummaging involves teamwork at its best, something which I am immensely grateful for and very proud of too.

Sharing the contents of Rugby—The ART of SCRUMMAGING with other players, coaches and aficionados will also help me avoid taking these secrets to my grave. I sincerely hope that the collection of opinions expressed by this book will receive the full attention of the rugby world, and that they are accepted as a small contribution toward the big discussion currently taking place which aims to solve the global conundrum the scrum has faced for the past eight years. It is also my desire to become involved in an active semi-retirement capacity spreading the gospel where needed.

To my own family, even though circumstances changed through life, since our arrival to Australia, it is very important for me to acknowledge the part you all have played in my life and the realization of Rugby—The ART of SCRUMMAGING, 17 years in the making.


The good oil by Peter Fenton OAM—INTRODUCTION by TOPO

Blokes’ bloke, rugby man extraordinaire, scrum and sports poet, editor, and collaborator, Peter ‘Fab’ Fenton has coached Parramatta R.C. (Sydney) to a First Grade premiership victory, as well as the Sydney representative team to wins over several international sides. In my 30 years in Australia I’ve been blessed with his friendship and companionship whether as a coach or even a luncheon companion and have shared many belly laughs over his jokes and anecdotes. Having him as an editor and advisor to Rugby—The ART of SCRUMMAGING was a great asset and wonderful experience. His comments, opinions and insights have invariably thrown the proverbial light into quite a few tricky situations. Fab, my full gratitude to you.

Let’s hear it from Fab

One thing that is extremely clear to me is that a very large number of people have become progressively disenchanted with the modern scrum despite how much time is taken trying to perfect it. I am sure we all know avid supporters who feel this way along with those who no longer attend top level games as they once did. To deny this is folly. Yes, it is convenient to watch on a big flat screen with a bottle of red, but large TVs are not new, nor is red wine. The magic of being at the game, feeling the excitement created by a boisterous crowd, and being part of the ambience of a thrilling sporting contest is not as appealing as it was.

There are too many stoppages, too many occasions where the ball is not cleared and result in melee behind where it was set. There are too many collapsed scrums, too many penalties. Worst of all, however, there are too many penalties for reasons neither seen nor understood by the spectators. If you go to a motion picture and don’t understand the plot, an all-star cast will not save the film. This is what we have at scrum time in rugby matches continually around the world.

Positive, not negative, play should always be rewarded. The laws should encourage this. Remember a few seasons back when half backs constantly baulked to pass from the base of the scrum or ruck in order to get an offside penalty? How much better off did we become immediately when we decided to penalise the baulker? Now nobody baulks and the game goes on. I also believe the leniency given defending half backs while harassing the opposite number has increased alarmingly. Defending half backs are literally climbing into the opposing pack.

TOPO’s insistence that a positive attitude from players themselves is essential and must be encouraged by coaches is spot on. Of course this positive play should be legal. Allowing crooked feeds because they allow the game to flow is a cop-out that leads to more problems as so many point out. One thing often mentioned is that the art of hooking has been lost. How could you disagree with that?

If the ball was thrown along the middle line and the defending team had a chance of snaring the occasional tight head, it would soon reappear and a natural depowering of the scrum would come with it. One astute contributor suggests the hooker should now be termed the thrower as he does actually throw in and no longer hooks. Promises made that referees would clamp down on crooked scrum feeds during the recent World Cup did not eventuate.

The fact that collaborators share differing views adds considerably to this book’s merit. There are many possibilities in tactics and techniques that are dependent on the level of competition, together with the physical makeup and capabilities of the players and adventurous coaches.

Where do we go from here? Hopefully neither lawmakers nor referees will misunderstand the purpose of this book. Mind you, since referees have had so much input into the scrum there have never been so many problems. England and British and Irish Lions captain Martin Johnson’s comment after a recent Six Nations game cannot be ignored: “What we had at Murrayfield was a game of rugby trying to break out between scrums.” If this quote had come from David Campese we might have understood his frustration, but not from Johnson.

Both the writers and collaborators agree the players must be given, and must take, more responsibility for the safe setting of the scrum. Yes, safety is paramount, a fact realised and fully appreciated by the writers. Yet the groundswell of opinion doubting the safety of crouch-touch-pause-engage is so strong that it surely cannot be dismissed out of hand. If this much maligned engagement sequence is not making things safer, it is impossible to understand why it has any value at all.

The scrum is recognised by many as the single most important part of the game. It sets the scene for so much that follows. Without it there is no rugby as we know it, and there is a real fear that some are in favour of its elimination. We must treasure it, respect it, practise it and fix it. I was asked to write some simple verse to open this book and another one at the end. In this book version you have both together. Enjoy it!


Two very unique scrum poems

“The rugby scrum is quite unique,

depending not on pure physique.

Here courage, strength and rare technique,

produce a world of grand mystique.

Its artisans might justly claim,

the rugby scrum defines the game.”

“If you’ve never been in a rugby scrum

You’ve played in a band without a drum

You’ve been on the hunt but fired no shot

You’ve ridden a ferry but never a yacht.

You lift your weights but you just don’t sweat

You live by the course but don’t have a bet

You eat your steak without red wine

You’ve never quite got to the front of the line.

But to those who revere this wonderful craft

You’re in the top bar with the host’s best draught.”




FOREWORD

By Phil Keith-Roach

Congratulations TOPO, another masterpiece to follow your original version of The Art of Scrummaging (published 2012).

Whether for players, coaches, referees, spectators, or law makers, your work gives a special insight into the world of the scrummager.

TOPO was an outstanding Argentine/Australian loose head prop who has also played the other two positions in the front row. In this book he not only covers techniques, scrummaging styles, and preparation but he also gives some significant suggestions and recommendations as to where the law makers could go next, should the ongoing dissatisfaction with the elite scrum continue through the Rugby World Cup 2015. In his 40-year career as prop, coach, and now author TOPO has never lost his focus on: i) organized and disciplined scrummaging; and ii) professional preparation, which is so vital these days.

Our paths crossed a few times in our rugby careers; in 1978 he was part of the Argentine Pumas team that played London Division at Twickenham. Then, after immigrating to Australia with his family in 1984, TOPO was selected for the 8th Wallabies who toured the UK and Ireland. It was then that Coach Alan Jones opted to trial our Rhino Powerhouse scrum machine for the duration of the tour. We followed their 18 match Grand Slam tour to every training venue with the giant roller machine.  And the Australian success at scrum time proved to be the bedrock of their unparalleled playing achievement.

TOPO was already a renowned international scrummager prior to his arrival in Australia with unique inside knowledge of the famous Argentine coordinated shove system tradition, equivalent to the 8 men shove also known as ‘la bajadita’ (Spanish for lowering the scrum). With his experience, age, and wisdom he quickly became the natural leader of an otherwise youthful Wallaby scrum which developed into perhaps the most efficient and powerful unit the Australians have ever fielded. Moreover, this forward domination greatly helped their very talented backline which enjoyed front-foot-possession most of the time, thus allowing them to display their brilliance as we got to see then.

TOPO brought timing and discipline to this particular band of men particularly in the scrum. His efforts paid off and how fortunate we are he’s still here today dispensing his invaluable words of wisdom in his latest publication. Maybe this time World Rugby and the ARU will take note.
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PROLOGUE by Ray Williams, OBE
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It was Dick Marks, the former and first director of coaching of the Australian Rugby Union and a long-time friend of mine who told me that a paper was being prepared in Australia on scrummaging subsequently to be delivered to World Rugby for scrutiny and possible law changes. He asked whether I would be interested in making a contribution or at least casting an eye over the paper and offering some observations. Initially I was somewhat sceptical because over the past decade the Wallabies, despite their success, have not been renowned for their scrummaging, and in view of this I wondered how much credibility such a paper would have.

Then I became aware of some of the people involved in this exercise: Enrique TOPO Rodriguez (a prop for Argentina and Australia), Dick Marks (Australian centre and serious student of the game), Ross Turnbull (former International Rugby Football Board member and Wallaby prop). My scepticism disappeared! I well remember the 1984 Wallaby XV, of which TOPO was a much-valued member, scoring a push-over try against Wales—something that had never been done before, at least not in my memory! Eventually I received a copy of TOPO’s monumental piece. Let me state that this is the most in-depth study of the scrum that I have ever read and I congratulate those responsible for its production. It will provide an authoritative discussion paper when the laws are reviewed after the 2011 Rugby World Cup. I wondered how best I could make a contribution to the Rugby—The ART of SCRUMMAGING and then I realised that the words philosophy and attitude figure strongly in the text. I felt, therefore, that it might be more productive if I set out some general principles rather than being specific by discussing mechanics or foot positioning, as there are others who have operated at the coal-face and are far better qualified than I to comment in this regard.

Rugby consists of a series of contests of which the scrum is one. What is my scrum philosophy? I am going to quote from my book Skillful Rugby (1976): “The scrum is the most important single platform in the game. It makes such physical demands that it affects one’s ability in the lines-out, in the rucks and mauls, in supporting attacks and in covering in defence. In other words it affects a team’s overall performance.” I now use another quote from the same source: “Attitude as in all facets of the game looms large! Players must believe that good scrummaging is important. They must be prepared to scrummage for the whole game. Many packs begin a game with a rush of enthusiasm and scrummage well for the first 20 minutes, then they lose their concentration and the will to dominate. This is precisely where the side with the right attitude developed through concentrated practice can reap the benefit.”

I still believe that what I wrote all those years ago is pertinent today which, in a sense, brings me to the current situation. The perception of most followers of the game is that the modern scrum is a shambles, a view that is strengthened by the number of times the scrum has to be reset. Furthermore, when the ball is put in, it is rarely straight and, even worse, referees allow it. My opinion is that the scrum has become over-regulated and consequently over-refereed. There is an urgent need to get back to a situation where players themselves take a more active part in self-regulating the formation and take control of the scrum. At the moment the referee often insists on players adopting positions which are uncomfortable and sometimes downright dangerous; so many of them try to manage situations that they do not understand. Much more attention must be paid in referees’ courses to understanding the mechanics of the scrum and not merely learning the laws that govern it.

As to the crooked feed, I find it difficult to appreciate how World Rugby can issue an edict that says referees must insist the ball be put in straight and penalize the player responsible if it is not, when it is so plainly ignored. If the ball were put in straight it would restore the partnership between the scrum-half and the hooker, a relationship that I regard as just as important as that between the thrower in at the lineout and the jumper. I realise that I have not really said anything new in my comments, but this is because Rugby—The ART of SCRUMMAGING is so comprehensive that it is difficult to think of an area that has not been covered in some detail.

However, maybe my thoughts will strengthen those that TOPO and his colleagues have so expertly expressed. The scrum is a unique feature of rugby and if the treatise contributes to this continued position it will have served its purpose well.


Career CV


PLAYING CAREER:

Loughborough College, London Welsh, Northampton, Moseley, East Midlands, North Midlands, North Wales, Final Welsh Trial

PROFESSIONAL POSITIONS:

Senior Technical Officer – Central Council of Physical Recreation 1956/67 Coaching Organiser – Welsh Rugby Union 1967/79 Deputy Secretary/Centenary Officer Welsh Rugby Union 1979/81 Secretary – Welsh Rugby Union 1981/88 Tournament Director – Rugby World Cup 1991

HONORARY APPOINTMENTS:

Churchill Fellow 1970 Chairman, British Association of National Coaches 1971/73 & 1975/77 President, National Association of Sports Coaches 1979/90 WRU Committee 1993/97 – Vice Chairman 1995/97

Represented WRU on International Rugby Board 1993/97. Chairman, IRB Tours & Tournaments Committee 1995/97. Represented WRU on Five Nations Committee & Committee of Home Unions 1993/97. Chairman, Lions Committee 1995/97. President, Mid Glamorgan District Rugby Union 1999/2009

PUBLICATIONS:

RFU Guide for Coaches 1967. WRU Wall Charts 1973. Rugby for Beginners (Souvenir Press) 1973. Skilful Rugby (Souvenir Press) 1976

FILMS & TV:

RFU Filmlets 1964. HTV Coaching Series – Skillful Rugby 1971. This is Mini-Rugby 1973. BBC Coaching Series – Play Rugby 1974. Co-Producer BBC Wales – WRU Centenary Film 1980, “A Touch of Glory”

OVERSEAS ASSIGNMENTS:

Coaching assignments in Argentina, Australia, Bahamas, Canada, Fiji, Italy, New Zealand, Spain, Sri Lanka & USA. Advising Hungary, Latvia & Lithuania

HONOURS:

Fellow, National Association of Sports Coaches 1989. Appointed OBE 1995. Elected UK Coaching Hall of Fame 2002. Awarded Hon. BSc Loughborough University 2009. Elected Hon. Rotarian by Rotary Club of Haverfordwest 2010




TOPO’s Tribute to Ray Williams, OBE

Since 1976 I have heard many stories about your deeds and achievements with the Welsh Scrum and your connection with Carlos “Veco” Villegas. You both spoke similar language when it came to scrums and rugby. In 2011 I got to know first-hand that you were a very special rugby man. Unfortunately during 2014 your health started to decline and around December we lost you. I’m forever indebted to you for your support and encouragement to continue writingRugby—The ART of SCRUMMAGINGno matter what. Your contribution to rugby, sense of justice and contagious joie de vivre are worth remembering and imitating. VALE Boyo Ray!


THE ASSIGNMENT

The object of this exercise is simply to make the scrum a safer part of the rugby game. It will be argued that the current approach has already made an improvement in this area, but it can be made even safer with a number of highly significant collateral benefits.

Safety and spectacle

In recent Super 15 games we have seen scrums collapse with multiple resets following. In the major Australian local derby between New South Wales and Queensland we had five resets for one scrum, and in another game involving Waikato one scrum took seven minutes before it was resolved with a penalty try. With so many collapses this cannot be safe and if it continues, there will be a very serious injury at the highest level.

This book is dedicated to finding a solution to the problem. The basis of the safety factor lies in the theme of togetherness and tightness.

In the scrum the safety of the individual is in the collective eight providing that protection. If they are tight and pushing in the right direction, no one player is left exposed and vulnerable to potentially damaging forces. The ancillary benefits are in the production of a spectacle free of such annoying stoppages. The celebrated Lions and Rugby World Cup winning captain, Martin Johnson said some time ago: “What we had at Murrayfield was a game of rugby trying to break out in between scrums.” “The game was brought to a standstill and decided by the scrum and its interpretations.”

This situation can do only harm to the game and our efforts are directed at rectifying this as well. After looking at the YouTube video ‘Modern Rugby Scrum’ taken from a 2011 Super 15 match, most rugby enthusiasts would regard this sequence as an all too familiar sight and one that is blight on the game.

For the last four years we have witnessed these complications with the poor execution and at times incomplete scrums. And they have been too many and too often. It is generally agreed that SAFETY is a priority No 1 for all involved. Furthermore, the reduction of wasted TIME should be priority No 2. Because any long winded engagement sequence increases player fatigue and loss of concentration. This invariably generates additional risks and spectator dissatisfaction. Thus, let's aim for more CONTINUITY of proceedings (as opposed to a plodding stop-start).

The former Argentinean and Australian great front rower, Enrique TOPO Rodríguez delves into the problem and lays down his ideas in this book. By no means does he claim to provide any definitive solutions, intending rather to start a discussion with his peers and other informed experts on the scrum. The most important part of the assignment is for them to build on TOPO’s work for the purpose of producing a collective view on ways to improve the rugby scrum. (Peter 'Fab' Fenton)

Proactivity and Positivity

To preserve its identity the scrum needs to be retained in the form of a robust contest. There are so many infringements proscribed in the scrum law that compliance is very difficult and penalties can be applied at will. It is the belief of the author that many problems in this area can be overcome with the application of a proactivity which allows a scrum to be executed successfully through legal means.

He promotes the idea that you can be successful in scrummaging by entering the contests with a positive attitude. A negative attitude is going in to cheat. A positive attitude is to go in so the opposition can’t cheat. Part of the assignment is to promote the latter.


INTRODUCTION

Problem solving has always been an important factor in good scrummaging. How do you deal with an effective opposition tactic? I always enjoyed helping to devise successful counters in an individual scrum, but I now face the much bigger problem of solving the challenge we face today. We now have difficulty, not with an opposition scrum tactic, but with the scrum itself and its once revered place in the game.

Some might suggest that the scrum has an ailment, but the illness is of a more serious nature, and I think malady is a more accurate description. It is collapsing in more than one sense. I never tried to effect individual scrum cures on my own, and in tackling this issue I shall be co-opting expertise from others who share my concern. I do not mind taking the lead, however, and my process involves setting out the factors and the mechanics of a safe, effective scrum, and then opening a strong discussion on what might be the cause of the illness. After that my peers will become involved, but at the end of it all I am sure coaches will have a better idea of sound scrummaging technique and that the cause of the collapsing will be found. This should then lead to a self-evident cure.

My first writings weren’t put down with this in mind but the scrummaging events of recent years have expanded my focus and determination. I started writing in 1997 and over the last 18 years I’ve updated my work several times in the hope of attracting the attention of a sponsor, or someone who would be interested in disseminating material that would assist coaches, players, referees and other interested people in further educating themselves on scrummaging. I am still very keen to publish it to all the rugby playing nations. This time, however, I’m doing some things differently!

I’d love to combine my knowledge and experience with that of other ex-international front-rowers and coaches to make it more relevant, topical and wide ranging. I achieved success my way but others accomplished their goals with different techniques and approaches. The fact is that the scrum is a human machine that can be tuned in a number of ways, just like a car engine. The mechanical principles are the same, but the assembly of the parts has its own nuances, and I want this work to include them all.

I want this to be a scrum manual for all, for those at the highest level, for those at the base of the pyramid and for all those frustrated supporters of the game who for too long have had to put up with the painful and boring sight of collapsed and reset scrums. I also want it to help referees who have been put in the invidious position of having to manage and to adjudicate on something they don’t know much about. After they read this they may help me in my campaign to bring about change to their situation. This rather ambitious scrum manual contains personal insights, philosophical views and specific technical information collected through many years of playing and coaching experience, but it is also greatly enhanced by the contributions of experts who have done it all before. In a nutshell it contains a complete overview of all the fundamental aspects of the rugby union scrum.

It is ambitious in the sense that it is meant to provide not only an instructional reference, but also to become an instrument for further progress. You can’t have a good scrum under the current laws and the way that they are applied. It is my intention, therefore, that this paper will play its part in a changing of the scrum law that makes compliance possible, that removes any incentive to collapse, that recognizes the competitiveness of the contest and that partially reduces the involvement of the referee.

With that in mind this treatise will deal with the history of the scrum, the technical aspects of it and the surrounding issues, and conclude with a philosophical approach to the laws and some ideas on how they might be improved.

This last section contains some strong comments from me concerning necessary changes, but there are equally robust recommendations from my scrummaging colleagues. Whatever form the post-2011 Rugby World Cup scrum review takes, I would hope its scope is wide enough to consider all the ideas in this book. I venture to say that there aren’t many proposals that haven’t been canvassed in later chapters.

I hope this information helps to achieve one more thing, and that is to restore the integrity of the scrum. It is plainly wrong that it has been allowed to fall into its current state of disrepute. The importance of the scrum is encapsulated under the following headings:

UNIQUE. No other sport contains this sort of contest.

DIVERSITY OF SKILLS AND PHYSIQUES. The front-rowers, hookers, second-rowers, number eights, blindside flankers and open side flankers have special physical and mental attributes and tend to be shaped differently. Reduce the influence of scrummaging in the game and many of those players would suffer selection consequences. In junior and schools rugby we already see coaches picking flankers instead of props to achieve more speed to the breakdown.

ATTACKING PLATFORM. This is the one occasion where all forwards are forced to assemble and to leave the backs in a one-on-one situation which is conducive to open, innovative and clever combinational work. Furthermore, the method of delivery from the scrum itself can enhance the options of the backlines.

COLLATERAL BENEFITS. Scrummaging is the most tiring part of the game and good scrummagers require a strength and endurance that will be of immense benefit to them, not only in defence, but also in other contests such as rucking and mauling. If the front row is unable or ill-equipped to push, then the back five have to work extra hard, and are likely to suffer serious consequences when contesting the breakdown. Already we are seeing a downgrading in endurance and I say that because one of the qualities of rugby players was being able to play intensely for 80 minutes. With the use of seven reserves as impact players, many players no longer have to work for 80 minutes. Reduce scrummaging any further and this great quality of endurance will be diminished accordingly.

CONCENTRATION AND COMBINATION. A good scrum requires a disciplined group effort that cannot be attained without a high degree of concentration and mental toughness, which again enriches the diversity of the game itself.

The lawmakers have already eliminated a lot of scrums in favour of kicking and the unit is currently being demonised to the point that this trend is likely to continue. There is even some radical thought that the scrum should be converted to a non-pushing contest or even eliminated altogether. There is no doubt that the scrum has lost popularity through the wasted time associated with it. During its better days the packs would go down, the ball would go in and the scrum half would clear it by passing, running or kicking; it was quick and it was clean.

I believe I can help to rectify the situation with the assistance of a band of expert collaborators who share my apprehension and I’ll start sowing the seeds of change in our later section on law. Without wishing to lift scrummaging to a religious level, I would like this chronicle to be regarded as an ecumenical document meant for the entire rugby family.

This treatise may seem Australia–centric or in some instances Argentina–centric, but I beg you to keep in mind that is only because it is in those countries where I had my opportunities to play and learn. I would like to think that, while people interested in this subject from those two countries will benefit from this publication, this knowledge is universal. Anything that I can relay now is from a schooling that involved the many players and coaches with whom I have played and under whom I have worked. It was with their support and tutelage that I was able to play in excess of 500 games in 21 years from my beginnings in 1971 at the grassroots level playing with Universidad Nacional RC and later from 1978 with Tala RC (Cordoba, Argentina) until 1984 when I moved to Australia to join Warringah RC in Sydney until 1992.


Some history to consider

Although not an essential part of a book like this, an historical background on various aspects of the scrum not only enlightens us as to its evolving place in the rugby game, but also explains what a key part of the game it has been.

International Account

Its origin is very much based in the early days of rugby when the game consisted of everyone just diving onto the ball wherever it was and hacking anyone that was in the way—one giant amorphous scrum, so to speak.

Those who didn’t approve of the hacking of players broke into a separate game that eventually became football, or soccer as it is called in some countries.

Eventually the original form of the game was refined by reducing the number of participants to 20 players per side, but you could still pile in to get at the ball and the indiscriminate kicking of players that got in the way remained. In 1871 the International Rugby Board was formed and the first game it sanctioned was between England and Scotland with 20 players per team.

Around 1886 it was decided that the game should involve the hands as well as the feet, so players were empowered to pick up the ball and run with it, as well as being able to transfer it to other players in their team. So began another of the game’s identities—passing.

Around this same time, Harry Vassall, the very inventive captain of the Oxford University team, theorised that half of the team should go forward into the contest to get the ball and that the other half should be designated as passing specialists and remain back. This is where we derive the terminology of forwards and backs. In this formation he then determined that one player should be a half forward and one a half back. That explains another piece of terminology, although in most countries the half back is now called the scrum half.

Once the idea of a half back had been established, Harry found names for the other backs. Those a bit further away became known as the three quarters and those on the wings, or side extremities, were called just that. The player between the half back (4/8ths) and the three quarters (6/8ths), of course, became known as the five eighth. The last player who was out of the backline and right at the back was appropriately called the full back. All very logical you might say!

While on the subject of terminology the disputation process needs to be recalled. In the event of a dispute it was the two captains who would determine the outcome. Where there was no agreement the matter was referred to a third party who, not surprisingly, became known as the referee.

It was in the late 1880s that the scrum developed. It was formed by those members of the team that played in the forward division but, although it was the forwards who took part, it wasn’t in the ordered structure that we have today. The packing down took place in the order of arrival with the first group going in, the second lot in next and the last arrivals joining at the back. That’s how the current names of front row, second row and back row came into being. By this stage it became the practice to have eight forwards in the contest with three players in the front row.

Enter the Originals, the All Blacks on their 1905 tour of the UK, Ireland, France and North America who smashed everyone except Wales, who beat them at Cardiff Arms Park by the gigantic margin of three points to nil. Therein lies the great rivalry that was to exist for many years between New Zealand and Wales. It was significant that Wales achieved its success by copying the opposition with the installation of a rover.

In their treatment of the scrum these Originals also swapped players around but only used seven players in the scrum. Of these only two went into the front row and the eighth, who happened to be the captain Dave Gallagher, played as a rover who ran around getting in everyone’s way. Apart from giving the All Blacks an extra back, this two-man front row was able to grab the loose head no matter whose put-in, and this greatly advantaged them in the hooking contest. Later on its players specialised in their positions and the inward pressure exerted by the two props on the opposing hooker more than compensated for the weight of eight opponents driving straight ahead.

From the late 1890s until 1931 the scrum formation varied both among countries and within countries. The structure was not very detailed in terms of the law, and a number of the changes occurred after tours when one country saw first-hand what another was doing. During this period the battle for the loose head played a big role where the two-man front row, a specialty of New Zealand, continued to have an advantage. The stupidity of this battle was highlighted when, out of frustration, Wales put six men in the front row during a 1906 test against South Africa.

With this freedom we saw international teams using all sorts of combinations, some with designated players and others still working on the first-there basis. Those variations included 2:3:2, 2:3:3, 3:2:3 and 3:4:1, the modern day configuration. It appears that the South Africans settled on a three-man front row fairly early which is significant as, for the first half of the 20th century, they built their game on the scrum.

The South Africans had the incredible record of never being beaten in a series from 1893 until 1956 when they lost against the All Blacks in New Zealand. That supremacy was founded on an incredibly powerful scrum accentuated by the ‘kick out on the full’ law, and until 1949 being able to take the option of a scrum when the ball was put out by the opposition. Many historians rate the 1937 Springboks as the greatest team ever.

After two tests and with one to play in 1937 it was one all when the Springbok team captain, Philip Nel, received a telegram from the President of the South African Rugby Union which consisted of three words: SCRUM, SCRUM, SCRUM. They did and they won. As a matter of interest that team contained such greats as Danie Craven and Boy Louw.

Moving on in 1930 the British Lions toured New Zealand, with a short stopover in Australia, and interestingly enough had no players listed as hookers. That particular tour was the catalyst that saw the demise of the 2:3:2 scrum. The manager James Baxter started a crusade against the host’s habit of fielding a two-man front row with a wing forward deployed outside the confines of the scrum. He condemned the rover outright as a cheat and Baxter’s mission ultimately led to a change in the laws and the outlawing of this practice.

Some would argue that the 2:3:2, or diamond, scrum was on the way out during the first All Blacks tour of South Africa in 1928. The nemesis struck in the form of the South African 3:4:1 scrummage. By driving inwards rather than straight ahead, the South Africans put the two-man New Zealand front row under intolerable pressure.

The All Blacks managed to square the series after copying the three-man front row, but reverted to 2:3:2 against Australia in 1929 and lost all three tests. The old formation had its final fling against the 1930 Lions and the rest is history.

I should conclude this brief account by saying that the scrum has produced some quite extraordinary practices. The six-man front row has already been mentioned above, but here are excerpts from two old articles. The first is by A.C. Parker from the Cape Argus in South Africa: “Realising the futility of their two-man front row they [the All Blacks] came up with a clever counter in the second test at Johannesburg. As soon as a scrummage was formed, the rover, Ron Stewart (who had replaced Scrimshaw), packed down as a third hooker on the side on which the ball was being put in. Eventually Daunce Pretorius, the South African scrum half, waited for Stewart to pack down before throwing the ball to Nic Pretorius, the flanker on the opposite side, to put in.”

How can we let a piece of rugby with such a distinctive and colourful history continue to be the bane which it now is?

The second article was written by William ‘Offside Mac’ McKenzie who played for the All Blacks from 1893 to 1897 and is credited with developing the wing forward into a specialist position.

“Our front-rankers [the two hookers in the front row] get possession by a half-circular sweep of each outside leg so soon as the ball is thrown in to the scrum. Constant practice engenders machine-like precision, but it is always advisable to wear shin guards – you may trust in Providence, still, wearing bullet-proof protections will give a cast-iron confidence. The ball passes from the front-rankers to the ‘pivot’ or lock who, if his side is pressed essays a ‘screw’, or he may ‘screw’ when his team is in its opponent’s 25, just to mystify them. Remember the golden rules of rugby football are – Condition, Common Sense, Combination, and to do that which the enemy does not expect. As Mullineux [see *] states that screwing is in its infancy in the Commonwealth, the Maoriland modus operandi may be of use to the novice.

When the ball is passed to him, the pivot (who has one arm just above each of his two front comrades’ outside hips) picks it up with his knees, then the hands give notice by a tighter grip and push, and the two front-rankers turn half round, the opposing scrum is swung one way, and the pivot and his four comrades – the front-rankers cannot join in – attended by the two wing forwards, who have dropped to the back of the scrum, career, a phalanx of muscle and activity, on to the unfortunate backs.

The only way to defeat this screw is for the opposing scrum, when it finds that it is swerving, to fall down. Having nothing to push against, the other side also falls. However, players are not advised to fall down, as to do so is distinctly against the rules.”

*Matthew Mullineux (8 August 1867 – 13 February 1945) was an English rugby union scrum half who, although not capped for England, was selected for two British Lions tours. He gained one cap during the 1896 tour to South Africa and captained the 1899 tour of Australia. An Anglican minister, he would later become a chaplain in the British Army, and was awarded the Military Cross for his actions during World War I.


TOPO’s Argentine Perspective

“A lot has been said, through the years, about the powerful Argentinean scrum and its techniques. There have been some amusing folklore interpretations. Many Argentine teams have come to Australia and many players have shown different sets of skills. It is amazing that to date no one has replicated or copied that technique, that approach or those philosophies, except when it worked for the Wallabies between 1984 and 1986. To the best of my knowledge and with the intention of explaining some of the myths and beliefs I will touch on the subject briefly.”

THE WORD THAT STILL RESONATES MOST IN MY MIND WITH REGARD TO SCRUMMAGING IS ATTITUDE. Even today “you may or may not have the put-in, you may win the ball or not, but if you want to, you can win the scrum without getting the ball.” Those are the words of engineer Carlos A. (Veco) Villegas, the renowned coach of San Isidro Club from Buenos Aires, Argentina. From the 1970s to the 1990s he designed the template for that club to produce one of the most dominant scrums of the modern era in international rugby. San Isidro Club has out-scrummed many international packs for more than 30 years both overseas and at home, including countries like Wales in 1972 and 1980; France in 1974, 1985 and 1988; South Africa in 1972, 1973 and 1980; Australia in 1979 and 1987; England in 1981; Fiji in 1980 and Romania in 1973.

Carlos (Veco) Villegas was a disciple of Francisco (Catamarca) Ocampo, a great rugby coach from 1930 to 1970 in Argentina. Ocampo was a very studious and astute man who developed his technique from the All Blacks’ 1904-1905 model, a seven-man scrum with a 2-3-2 formation. Additionally he embraced some ideas and techniques from the Junior Springboks team tour of Argentina in 1932. Villegas began to write a book on the famous Argentine Coordinated Push, the forerunner to the eight-man shove subsequently adopted by other countries. Unfortunately, he was unable to finish his book before his death in a plane crash in 1988.


The Argentine coordinated shove system

“A perspective on the background of the father of the coordinated push” By Marcos J. Ocampo

In order to give a clear understanding of this system which I will be explaining here, it is essential to make a brief reference to the background of the person who created and developed it over a period of 40 years, my late father Sr. Francisco G. Ocampo, who was born in the north western province of Catamarca in 1902 and died in Buenos Aires in 1970.

Catamarca is a province situated eight hundred miles away from Buenos Aires, the capital of Argentina, where in 1921 my father was sent to the Agricultural College. He was expected to obtain a university degree and then return to Catamarca to take up the family business. He eventually gave up his Agronomy studies, settling in Buenos Aires where he married Sra. Susana Thwaites. Sra. Susana would always be involved in the after match discussions, quite capable of holding her own on any of the rugby subjects.

When he attended his first rugby match in Buenos Aires around 1923, Sr. Ocampo´s first comments were: “What I’ve just seen is what most reminds me of the hard duties of country life in my province.” He took up rugby and became known by close friends and fellow players by his nickname “Catamarca.” He played rugby from 1924 to 1934 as wing forward and occasionally as stand-off.

During those years he became a scholar of the game. He read practically every book and article that had been written in English at that time. Two books had a profound impact on Francisco Ocampo´s knowledge and ideas of the game. These were Rugger by Lord W. W. Wakefield and The Complete Rugby Footballer by Dave Gallaher and J. W. Stead. This resulted in Sr. Ocampo’s vast knowledge of the game. He studied the scrum in greater detail as he thought that it was the best expression of teamwork, which confirms the assertion that the whole is greater than the sum of the parts.

In 1927 Sr. Ocampo saw the strong England XV that visited Buenos Aires and won every match. The same occurred with the Junior Springboks in 1932. Sr. Ocampo resented the lack of interest shown by the local authorities in improving the preparation of the local teams.

From 1936 to 1938 he coached the famous Old Georgian team, champions of the league during those years. In 1938 he also coached the Club Atletico San Isidro (CASI) so there was an overlap as he was simultaneously coaching two teams playing in the First Division League. He was very successful with both teams.

In the 1940s Sr. Ocampo withdrew for several years before taking up Olivos RC, San Fernando RC plus other Second and Third Division teams in 1949. In 1954 and 1955 he returned to coach CASI who won the championship both years. Besides a narrow loss (0-6) against France, who visited Argentina in 1954, CASI won every match they played.

Meanwhile he continued to develop his ideas. He read and thought through his ideas by trial and error, which led to success as well as frustration. However, scrum was always a strong point in all the teams that he coached.

Sr. Ocampo followed another principle clearly expressed in Why the Whistle Went (published by The Rugby Football Union, in 1948, page 6). “There are a lot of rules about the proper way of putting a ball into a scrum – and getting it out again – but they all come down to this: that the team whose forwards can shove the other lot off the ball ought to get it. Possession of the ball is meant to be a result of a good honest shove, not of some bit of ‘cleverness’ by a scrum half or forward.”

For many years he coached Liceo Militar RC (the Military Academy High School), guiding the club through its early years, and in the early 1960s, it became a club to compete with in senior rugby.

At the end of 1968 he was invited by the board of San Isidro Club (SIC) to coach their first fifteen. In previous years SIC’s performance had been below expectations when considering the very high standard of its players. SIC was seen as a bohemian group of players who lacked discipline and commitment.

However, Sr. Ocampo found a group of players who were prepared for strict discipline and ready to learn and practise new tactics. By the end of the 1969 season, SIC was in fourth place, a significant progress from previous years.

Their scrum as well as the team progressed very fast with strong commitment from the players, all of which resulted in a surprise for the rugby community at large. In 1970 SIC shared the championship title with Club Universitario Buenos Aires (CUBA) and since then, they have won the championship 21 times, including in 2010 and 2011.

Strict discipline, scrummaging and improvement in all skills and, obviously, the players’ commitment have been the key to their success. Sr. Francisco Ocampo died in April 1970 and SIC decided to continue in the new era inviting Sr. Ocampo´s best disciple, Carlos ‘Veco’ Villegas, by then in Liceo Militar, to carry on. Villegas, who was only 24, did an excellent job as head coach, assisted by SIC´s experienced coaches who enthusiastically adhered to the new ideas.

SIC’s success in 1971, 1972 and 1973 was the reason that practically all clubs in Argentina decided to improve their scrums. When Villegas, together with Emilio ‘Gringo’ Perasso, took up the Pumas in 1974 he brought in the coordinated shove. From then on a powerful scrum became a feature of the national team.

A Special Mention of San Isidro Club’s Most Important International Achievements

In 1972 SIC drew 13-13 against South Africa’s Gazelles dominating and pushing back their much bigger forwards. On 8 June 1974 they lost 10-34 to France, yet they scored a pushover try. This was highly praised by L’Equipe which mentioned that France was for the first time heavily pushed over. They also succeeded in scoring a pushover try against Australia during the 22-22 draw on 10 October 1987.
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