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FOREWORD


by HRH THE PRINCESS ROYAL


[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]




Wooden Spoon's vision, inspired and motivated by its rugby heritage, is to give every child and young person, no matter their background, access to the same opportunities. As an events based charity 2020 has been a very difficult year for us. However in true rugby style, Wooden Spoon has shown great determination and flexibility this year, and has succeeded in distributing emergency funding across the UK and Ireland, to help mitigate the effects of the pandemic on children and young people.


With the tireless support of volunteers and the rugby community, Wooden Spoon has continued its vital work to transform the lives of children and young people with a disability or facing disadvantage. As the children's rugby charity, we use the power of rugby to support a wide range of projects that are not just rugby focused; from sensory rooms, specialist playgrounds and sports activity areas to respite and medical centres and community based projects.


In 2020 Wooden Spoon celebrated 37 years since its formation. In this time, we have distributed in excess of £28 million to more than 1000 projects, helping more than one million children and young people with disabilities or facing disadvantage across the UK and Ireland.


Through adversity we often find opportunity, and I am very pleased to see that the rugby charities are looking at how they can work better together to ensure that more essential funding is being allocated to the frontline, where it is needed more than ever.


As Patron of Wooden Spoon, I would like to thank you for your dedicated interest, enthusiasm and support. This a unique and vibrant charity that will continue to achieve a lot more with your support, changing children's lives through the power of rugby.
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Wooden Spoon, the children’s charity of rugby, was founded in 1983. Since then the charity has been committed to enhancing the lives of vulnerable children and young people living in communities across the UK and Ireland. What makes Wooden Spoon unique is that we are a national charity with a local footprint. The majority of our fundraising comes from events organised by our regional volunteers. And every penny raised in their local area is spent on life-changing projects in that location.
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Let’s take a look back over the last 25 years of Wooden Spoon


• Children and young people supported: 1,415,000


• Projects funded: 1,307


• Money spent on projects: £27 million 



OUR VISION


Through the power of rugby, every child and young person no matter what their background has access to the same opportunities.


OUR MISSION


To positively transform the lives of children and young people with disabilities or facing disadvantage across the UK and Ireland, through the power of rugby.
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Nigel Timson, President of Wooden Spoon, (left) and Peter Scott, Honorary Life President.
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Wooden Spoon Ambassadors at the Rugby Ball at the Park Lane Hilton in 2019.





OUR VALUES


Our rugby heritage drives our core values of Passion, Integrity, Teamwork and Fun.


OUR AMBASSADORS


With HRH The Princess Royal as our Patron and a raft of rugby greats among our celebrity supporters over the last 25 years, the strength of our squad is second-to-none.




[image: Illustration]


HRH The Princess Royal with the 2015 Arctic rugby team.
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Raising funds for Wooden Spoon at the London Marathon.





Fundraising and rugby world record achievements


In 2015 Wooden Spoon set a new Guinness World Record for playing the northernmost rugby match in history at the Magnetic North Pole. In 2019 Wooden Spoon set two new Guinness World Records for playing the highest games of rugby and touch rugby on Mount Everest and added a third later that year by playing the longest rugby match in history – Wooden Spoon versus the School of Hard Knocks at Sunbury-on-Thames.
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Two appropriately dressed teams at Advanced Base Camp on Mount Everest in April 2019.
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Referee Graham Allen takes control of the longest game.





PROJECTS


Examples of our projects:


Education


Wooden Spoon supports HITZ, which is Premiership Rugby’s education and employability programme which works with 2,000 14–18 year olds across England every year. Quote by Josh (pictured below right): ‘My goal after HITZ is to go into construction, which HITZ is helping me with, and to continue playing rugby at New Cross RFC.’
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Sensory Rooms and Gardens


The sensory garden at Thornhill Park School in Sunderland provides an area that helps regulate behaviour and meet the sensory requirements of young people with autism.


Health and Wellbeing


Wooden Spoon Scotland funded a larger horse for Riding for the Disabled. The RDA provide therapy, fitness and skill development for people with a range of physical and learning disabilities and autism.


Playground and Outdoor Activities


Wooden Spoon Surrey funded the creation of a wheelchair-accessible raised pond at Nower Wood educational nature reserve. Now, no matter what level of mobility, all visitors, including those with special educational needs and disabilities, are able to explore the amazing diversity of the native pond life.




[image: Illustration]





Specialist Equipment and Facilities


Wooden Spoon Ulster funded two rugby wheelchairs for the Ulster Barbarians. For children without a disability, enabling them to play rugby can often be as simple as buying them a pair of rugby boots and taking them to a local club. For young people with disabilities, a specialist rugby wheelchair can cost £5,000, which can be a massive barrier preventing them from playing.
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Same old, same old. England retained the Five Nations Championship. Scotland were runners-up, again. Serial winners Bath won the knock-out cup for a tenth time and completed the double with a sixth league championship. Toulouse extended their dominance of the French game with a third consecutive title, while laying an early marker in Europe as inaugural winner of the Heineken Cup.


But the writing was on the wall, and it was written in gold. Rupert Murdoch’s victory in the battle of Australian media tycoons had produced an undreamt-of fortune for the South Africa, Australia and New Zealand unions to share, and it was a given that their players would be paid. Three months later – at a meeting of the International Rugby Board in Paris, the Northern Hemisphere unions issued a grudging acceptance of a fait accompli and declared the game open. Pick your metaphor – walls crashing down, resistance crumbling, floodgates opening or, in the words of one of the central figures, Rob Andrew, the arrival of the Wild West – but make no mistake. Rugby would never be the same again.


Few expected the August meeting to go the way it did. The RFU were still righteously pursuing any player suspected of being tainted by the merest brush with the professional code. Scotland and Ireland, where the game was still very much the preserve of the professional middle class, saw little incentive – financial or ethical – to change. In France the relationship between playing and being paid was notoriously elastic. It was slightly tighter in Wales, where the payment of ‘boot-money’ to amateurs was more than a rumour, but only by a few degrees. The journalists gathering in the French capital expected to report yet another compromise of the type for which rugby union had become notorious. None of them expected to be writing front-page leaders about the complete and utter abandonment of the amateur principle that had defined the game for almost exactly the century after the Northern English clubs’ rugby league breakaway in 1895.
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England centre Jeremy Guscott is held by opposite number Nigel Davies of Wales during England’s 20–15 win at Twickenham on 3 February 1996.
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England’s record try-scorer Rory Underwood looks to swerve outside Simon Geoghan of Ireland during England’s 28–15 1996 Five Nations win at Twickenham.
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Gregor Townsend makes a break past Matt Dawson’s tackle during the 1996 Calcutta Cup game in Edinburgh. England won the match 18–9.
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Referee Steve Lander awards Bath a match-winning penalty try in the last seconds of the Pilkington Cup final. Moments later Lander was pushed to the ground by Leicester flanker Neil Back, who was subsequently given a six-month suspension.





Except. As those journalists knew only too well, nothing that emanated from the smoke-filled corridors of the gentlemen’s club that in those days went by the name of the International Rugby Board, was ever straightforward. The words were simple enough – the game is now ‘open’ – but the immediate interpretation of them posed enormous problems.


If it was simple enough in the Southern Hemisphere – the immediate sub-international structure in Australia, South Africa and New Zealand already existed in a form that was easily recognised and remunerated – it was devilishly complicated in the North. Ireland had the structure but lacked the playing numbers, the finance and, initially at least, the inclination to create a sustainable professional sport. Scotland had none of the necessary ingredients, while in Wales, the most successful rugby clubs could not always be found where the money was and inbred parochialism militated against any change to the structure and set-up. Only in England and France did all the ingredients for a successful transition exist but, whereas the game across the Channel barely skipped a beat, English rugby immediately put itself in a self-imposed headlock from which, a quarter of a century later, it is still trying to escape.


It boiled down to cash. The richest and most successful union in the game, with the largest playing base on the planet, could not afford – and was probably reluctant to do so – to set up the sub-international framework that could ensure that its vast off-field wealth could be matched by playing success. The newly rebuilt West and East Stands at Twickenham had left the RFU with a huge debt which it had an instinctive horror of increasing. Instead of putting the top 150 or so players on a central contract – the solution pursued by the Southern Hemisphere unions – the RFU stood back from what many of its backwoodsmen regarded as a holy mess, and in a King Canute-like triumph of hope over logic, imposed a year-long moratorium on professionalism.


The players had gained a fair idea of their worth in the summer months of clandestine meetings with the representatives of the rival broadcasters and they were not inclined to wait. Nor were the home-grown tycoons. Some, bedazzled by the huge sums mentioned in the Murdoch deal, were prepared to speculate that clubs – especially those in prime locations – could be transformed from sleeping giants into cash machines. Others, like Newcastle United owner Sir John Hall, had loftier ambitions. He dreamed of creating a multi-sport super club as Benetton had done in Treviso and he had the resources and sheer bloody-mindedness to do it.


But he was flying blind when it came to costing the operation. His chief lieutenant, Freddy Shepherd, was the vice-chairman of Newcastle United and used to paying footballers’ wages. The latter’s choice as architect of a playing squad of the required calibre was Wasps and England outside-half Rob Andrew whose day job commanded a London salary and Andrew’s choice of a marquee player was Tony Underwood, who was similarly remunerated. Between them they set the benchmark on which all playing salaries either immediate or future have been based – great for the players but not so good for the majority of top clubs who after a quarter of a century of consolidation are still posting a loss.


Bizarrely, Andrew, under a regulation designed for the amateur past and totally unsuitable to the ‘Wild West’ present, was allowed to continue playing for Wasps while receiving a salary from Newcastle. By the time Wasps had decided that his mind might be on other things, he had signed three senior players in Nick Popplewell, Dean Ryan and the man who was to bring a teenage Jonny Wilkinson along as well – Steve Bates.


Then unknown Exeter punched above their weight by making it to the third round of the Cup, while now obscure Orrell and West Hartlepool – who lost all eighteen league games – just about survived in the top flight.


No English team featured in the inaugural European club competition, the Heineken Cup, leaving the field clear for Toulouse. The French giants played the first match in European Cup history – a comfortable 54–10 victory in Romania against Farul Constanta – and they were rarely tested in their progress to the final, which they won 21–18 in extra time against a Cardiff side playing in their home city.


It was hardly surprising that Wasps failed to challenge in either the League or Cup. Both were won by Bath, with arch-rivals Leicester runners-up in each competition, both by the narrowest of margins. The Pilkington Cup Final attracted a world-record 75,000 crowd to Twickenham and featured the controversial dismissal of Leicester flanker Neil Back for pushing referee Steve Lander.




[image: Illustration]


The Bath team pose after their 16–15 Pilkington Cup win. Andy Robinson and Andy Nicol, on either end of the front row, are among the familiar faces.
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Thomas Castaignède scores one of Toulouse’s two early tries in the Heineken Cup final, before they eventually won after extra time.
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Toulouse captain Emile N'Tamack lifts the trophy while scrumhalf Philippe Carbonneau (in Cardiff shirt) joins the celebrations of Toulouse’s cup-winning success.





In the Five Nations, reigning champions England, captained by Will Carling and coached by Geoff Cooke, lost their opening match in France but, scoring only three tries in four matches, still proved too good for the other Home Unions. Scotland, on the back of wins in Ireland and Wales, as well as a home victory over the French, were runners-up. Ireland scored four tries against Wales but only one other in open play as they finished last. In a largely unmemorable competition, dominated by the boot, England outside-half Paul Grayson kicked a record 64 points.


By the end of the season Grayson and all his England team-mates had signed professional contracts and the next batch of millionaire investors were on their way. Nigel Wray had started to wield his hefty chequebook on behalf of Saracens, while copper trader Ashley Levett had taken an extraordinary gamble on third division Richmond, and Formula One boss Tom Walkinshaw was being courted by Gloucester.


And rugby league stars were on their way back. Only months before the Paris meeting , the RFU had banned a Cambridge University amateur because he had previously played rugby league. Now it had no choice but to welcome those that it once deemed pariahs. By the end of the season former Wales rugby union internationals Scott Quinnell and Allan Bateman had quit the thirteen-man code to hitch up with Richmond, while Rob Andrew had recruited Alan Tait, once of Scotland, and John Bentley, once of England. With them they brought the lived experience of professional sport.


The message was two-way and couldn’t have been clearer. Rugby Union, at a stroke, could offer comparable wages and vastly greater opportunities for international recognition. The returnees, soon to be followed by some, like Jason Robinson and Gary Connolly, who had never tried the union code, would show exactly what it meant to be a professional, rugby-playing athlete. Rugby at the end of the 1995/96 season might have looked the same as it had done twelve months earlier, but no one close to it was in any doubt.


This was a whole new ball game.
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Sir Ian McGeechan, on tour with the Lions in 1997.








It is safe to say that the 1996/97 season is one that I will never forget, so many incredible things happened in relation to that year’s Lions’ tour. What remains with me to this day is the recollection of the number of decisions and actions that were done differently than before.


It started with a unique selection process coming out of lessons learned from the two previous Lions tours – we agreed that Fran Cotton, as manager, myself and Jim Telfer would select the squad. If we were going to fail it would be with the players of our choice, not by committee, as had occurred in 1993. With us were four ‘player observers’, one from each country – Peter Rossborough (England), Derek Quinnell (Wales), Donal Lenihan (Ireland) and Ian Laurie (Scotland).


I had had the opportunity during the previous summer to visit South Africa and share time and thoughts with the All Blacks whilst they were on tour. Coach John Hart and his players could not have been more helpful.


We spoke about the challenges of playing a Test series in South Africa. Significantly, that 1996 tour was the first ever New Zealand series win in South Africa.
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28 June 1997: former rugby league professional John Bentley of the Lions tackles Pieter Rossouw of South Africa during the Second Test, at Kings Park, Durban. The Lions won 15–18 and secured the series win.





I watched the Test matches, listened, asked questions and learned. When I returned I had a clear picture in my mind of the rugby we would need to be prepared to play if we were to have a chance of winning the series. I put together a twenty-page report which included my idea of the requirements needed in every position, and, most importantly, the type of player who would be prepared to respond to that approach.


As a group of seven, we watched and compared every international player and international squad player in each position and put them on a scale against the requirements written down. Our 1997 Lions had to have the confidence to play and respond to the actions of each other in any given situation, to be as good without the ball as they were with it and, most of all, to be prepared to approach and play the game differently: work as ‘teams within the team’.


After many hours of deliberation and discussions, Fran, Jim and I believed we had a group of players who would be prepared to be different and create an identity with characteristics totally unfamiliar to those in the Southern Hemisphere. As I said to them on our very first day together, ‘We must aim to put a marker down in South Africa about the way we can play our rugby.’


Why have I started with this? Because, looking back, if we had not challenged ourselves to think differently from the outset as a management, we would have fallen short. People create the environment, the environment creates the atmosphere, the atmosphere puts smiles on faces. If you enjoy being there you will find ways of performing when it matters to make the difference.
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With a quick break following a powerful scrum, Matt Dawson touches down for the Lions during the First Test in Cape Town, 21 June 1997. The Lions sealed a 16–25 victory with two late tries.







[image: Illustration]


Lions hooker Keith Wood is tackled by the Springbok scrumhalf, the late Joost van der Westhuizen, during the First Test.





Looking back, that preparation and our first week together in Weybridge still give me a very special feeling. Finishing the week with the players creating and agreeing their own ‘Lions Laws’ led to a relaxed evening together over a few beers in a Weybridge pub.


As the tour unfolded the pleasing memory was the growing collective strength within the group and the environment the players were ultimately creating. I have never seen Jim Telfer smile as much and relax. He enjoyed himself and the challenge because he knew he was coaching, not just good rugby players, but good men. Men he could trust.


At training the players showed the commitment to play with ball in hand at high pace, to know there would always be a support runner behind them if they were carrying the ball, a ‘shotgun’ player who would be there to link away from contact. They got used to grouping in fours and fives in phase play as attack – link – support teams, consistently giving us a secondary attack line.


Watching this game evolve in training was extremely enjoyable and satisfying, and with each game played it was emerging more and more consistently through the eighty minutes. We had a habit of adding significant points in the last twenty minutes of games and a belief to keep playing to achieve this.


In pure rugby terms the games leading up to the First Test and the Orange Free State game produced some incredible rugby – by the whole squad. In my head I always carried the picture of the perfect game – we got very close to it during those times.


What impressed and surprised me was the reaction I received from the players when I tried to change some of the practices where support running was key. I wanted to freshen some things up. ‘Don’t change them’ came the response, ‘If we don’t concentrate we can’t do them, they keep us honest, they challenge us.’ So the 2 vs 1 + 1, the 3 vs 2 + 1, and so on stayed. As did our Tuesday defence day. A happy coaching memory, because I was getting feedback from the players. As a coach you need that, it inspires. Here was a collective intelligence, commitment and responsibility that Jim and I appreciated.
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Jeremy Guscott celebrates his match-winning drop goal in the Second Test in Durban. The Kings Park scoreboard has not yet changed to display the Lions’ new 18–15 lead.





Analysis had become an important part of our process and Andy Keast was responsible for it, although a coach in his own right. As part of that I had worked with Keith Lyons at the Centre for Notational Analysis in Cardiff. He was faxing out data two or three times a week, particularly on phase time, speed of ball, and time with and without the ball at different points in the game.
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