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         The very soul of rugby league, a sport that has been called ‘the toughest in the world’, lives within the pages of At the George. From first acquaintance some seasons ago, I believed it to be the finest book ever penned on the thirteen-a-side game. Geoffrey Moorhouse had chanced to tackle a beloved personal subject at a particularly intriguing time in league’s evolution, at the end of the 1980s. Not far down the track lay the huge Super League upheaval of the mid-nineties, with league’s growing commercial appeal so high by then that Rupert Murdoch’s global media empire launched a covert raid, costing countless millions of dollars, bidding to steal the game away. There followed the bitter, protracted ‘Super League Wars’ which pretty much tore the game apart Down Under, destroying friendships of a lifetime along the way. It would be a decade at least before the aftershocks finally subsided …
         


         At The George was a work for its time – and it’s more than a shame that some of the messages that shine from its pages weren’t heeded. But today, the book remains as fresh as ever and as firmly placed on its pedestal, reputation intact – unscathed by the ugliness of that period in the 1990s. In fact it is even enhanced in its standing in the scheme of things, via the historical reminders offered about what made rugby league the game it was (and can be), and through the wisdom that dances across its pages. It is a seminal work, a precious treasure of the game. The book is a work from the heart, written by a man of intellect, who was bowled over by what he saw one May afternoon at Maine Road Manchester back in 1946, and who never lost his affection for the game. To Geoff Moorhouse, who became an instant rugby league fan that day as he watched a Championship Final between Wigan and Huddersfield, the game henceforth would capture his winters, stamping itself as being ‘incomparably superior to any other handling game’. He would write of the ‘eurhythmic grace’ of the contest.
         


         I offer these few thoughts on At the George from 20,000 kilometres away, the sun beaming down on a peach of a Sydney autumn day. Yesterday, Anzac Day, more than 40,000 fans crammed into Allianz Stadium (formerly Sydney Sports Ground, then Sydney Football Stadium) on the city’s edge to watch a game of Club rugby league. It is the ground at which Geoffrey’s book ends, on a triumphant afternoon when a Great Britain side, wracked by injury problems, reached very deep indeed into reserves of courage, to beat hot favourites Australia in the third Test of the 1988 series. That vignette provided a wonderful full-time for Geoff’s masterly work – as he describes the scene of rival groups of tough young British and Aussie supporters in the crowd, having needled each other all game, shaking hands and bidding each other congratulations and commiserations and warm farewells. The event came as no great surprise to the author, who had always been warmed by the humour, spirit and sense of belonging within rugby league crowds. He writes of England’s unique (league) grounds as being ‘for the most part companionable places where you can be easy with your neighbour … a precious thing’. And he captures, too, the humour that bubbles away – citing a day when rugby union ace David Watkins, playing his first game for Salford after accepting a big offer to cross the divide and play rugby league, was wrestling, unsuccessfully, with a big rival forward, trying to bring him down. There came an impatient Salfordian shout: ‘For God’s sake, Watkins, ’it ’im wi’ yer wallet!’
         


         In its dozen chapters At the George roams far and wide across the rugby league landscape. Its heartland is the wintry territory of Yorkshire and Lancashire but the book reaches, too, to other places – to Australia and France and to the spirited version of the game played by the Papua New Guinea Kumuls – who come from the only nation in the world whose national game is rugby league. At home in England, the switch to summer from its birth tradition of being a winter game provided a considerable sporting dilemma in Geoff Moorhouse’s life. The fact was that his ‘other game’ was cricket. He managed it as best he could – observing with a wary eye the changes in both games as commercial pressures weighed heavy, triggering dramatic on-field changes in both of them.
         


         The great pleasure of the book lies in the thoughtful and revealing observations that abound on almost every page: Geoff’s memory of the amazing try that the Aussies’ string-bean winger Brian Bevan scored for Warrington; his fascination with scrums the way they were: ‘front row glaring at front row before they packed down’, and the snapping of tension when the ball went in; the attitude of league players, in such calm contrast despite the physical fury of the contest, to the histrionics of those who play soccer; the controversial commentator Eddie Waring and his ‘near caricature of northern man’ in the way he called matches; the Moorhouse observation on how the decline of a great sportsman is ‘far more poignant than most retirements’; his addendum to comments on the rise and rise of coaches in the game, ‘the age of the puppet masters and his toys had come to rugby league’; his wonderful portrait of Joe Egan, Wigan legend, capturing both Joe’s contributions to the game and the essence of his beliefs on league.


         Fittingly for a book about rugby league, At the George has its bruising moments. The author crash-tackles American football as being for the most part ‘a sport in which grotesquely overdressed and often overweight men run very short distances before thudding and blundering into each other en masse’. He shudders at the thought of US football influence reaching too far into league and contemplates ‘a bastard game played by men wearing padded knickerbockers, broken up time-outs and garnished with goose-pimpled cheerleaders on the sidelines’.
         


         Geoff Moorhouse also peers into the fifteen-a-side version of rugby, revealing his distaste for a certain version of the breed ‘Homo Twickiens’ – rugby union officials who traditionally looked down on rugby league. He dismisses them – ‘Narrow little men of inadequate education, constipated with prejudice … even today I can spit with fury when I find myself downwind of one.’


         And so it unfolds: a work that grows to become both a wonderful homage to a loved game and a cautionary tale for league not to move too far from the cherished fundamental things that were its making. In Australian rugby league, as Geoff Moorhouse’s splendid book kicks off its own second half, a new administration is in place led by an outsider in the rugby league context, a banker of Welsh descent. There is much talk of the ‘product’, of commercial and promotional opportunities, marketability, multi-million-dollar deals and ‘moving forward’. That is the way of modern sport, after all. My plea, if the chance occurs, will be for a little balance, via the hope that every one of the sport’s new leadership brigade reads At the George – there perhaps to connect, or reconnect, with the game’s true heart.
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         Ian Heads, OAM, Sydney-based, has observed the passing parade of rugby league in Australia for almost sixty years, as fan, journalist, author and historian. In that time he has written words beyond counting on the game and its people, including more than thirty books, among them numerous biographies and official works on the history of rugby league in Australia.
         


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            At  the  George
            


         


         If you are in Huddersfield on Sunday, you go to the George. For all that times have changed enormously since its textile heyday, Huddersfield retains many of the airs it began to wear halfway through the nineteenth century, when it prospered on the manufacture, design and colouring of woollen shawls and mantel cloths. Nothing is much more memorable of that period now than the buildings round St George’s Square in the centre of the town, which still speak of Victorian confidence and growth. One side of the square is occupied by the colonnaded length of the railway station, which J. P. Pritchett designed on ambitiously Corinthian lines in 1847–8; and at right angles to it is another of his compositions, the George Hotel. Four storeys high, Late Classical from quoin to pediment, this might easily be mistaken, were it not for its name in huge gilded letters across the front, for some quite important hôtel de ville in Burgundy or the Dordogne. Its greatest significance is that a very English revolution was once proclaimed within its walls.
         


         It is to the George that people go on Sunday if they feel like celebrating, or merely expanding, in the middle of the day. They can eat a three-course lunch, at a fixed price, in the pastel-shaded dining-room, where long mirrors are ranged along the walls and the deep windows are curtained heavily in chintz. The Trust House food seems often to be washed down not by traditional Yorkshire beers, but by beverages from Huddersfield’s later experience: flasks of Mateus rosé, half bottles of sparkling French white, or even more trendy mineral water with, in this case, a patriotic emphasis on Ashbourne rather than Perrier. Middle-aged couples treat great-grandparents to this fare; youngish couples treat themselves and their children; still childless pairs make the most of each other while the opportunity remains. Occasionally, at a long table in the middle of the floor, a function is simultaneously held, a twenty-first birthday party or maybe an octogenarian event, and everybody in the room looks genuinely pleased while the flash-bulbs pop; including the young people who are waiting on and who are clad, both male and female, in a uniform black and white with a bow tie at the throat. The George at lunch-time on Sunday is as homely as one of Mr Forte’s establishments can possibly be.
         


         But the revolution, I ask one of the waitresses, after she has sweetly enquired if everything is to my satisfaction, sir; whereabouts did the revolution take place? She hasn’t a clue, which is sad. But (and this is much more important) without being prompted, she goes to find out and comes back five minutes later with a delicious grin. ‘It was in the Tudor Bar, sir,’ she says.
         


         Ah, the Tudor Bar, which Mr Forte’s architects have done their best to render in a Home Counties stockbroker mode, full of dark beams and white plasterwork and spurious wooden dowels, and the sort of wrought-iron chandeliers that Errol Flynn used to swing from when he was Robin Hood. And in a not very conspicuous corner, where you would probably miss it unless you knew what you were looking for, a little monument to the revolutionary act. Three small bronze figures are mounted on a stainless-steel plate affixed to the wall. One figure, carrying an oval football, is about to pass it to another, but is already tackled by someone else. Below is the relevant inscription, engraved on the steel: ‘In this Hotel, at an historic meeting on August 29th 1895, was founded the Northern Rugby Football Union, known since 1922 as the Rugby Football League.’
         


         It may be thought exaggerated, quite out of proportion, to speak of a game and revolution in the same breath. This will almost certainly be the response of anyone who has never felt the powerful affiliation of a whole community with the group of players representing it in a team sport: for among the many divisions of humankind is that which separates those who enjoy various forms of athletic or other sporting activity, and those to whom these things are an unmitigated bore, even anathema. Yet it is at least a matter for argument that man at play down the ages has been as significant as man at war and man at work. The American historian Barbara Tuchman is one who has argued this, and gone so far as to suggest that, ‘In human activity, the invention of the ball may be said to rank with the invention of the wheel.’ But we do not need to invoke this judgment in order to see revolution in the meeting at the George in 1895. What happened that day in Huddersfield was, with smaller repercussions, as much of a social, economic and political insurrection as the resistance of half a dozen farmworkers at Tolpuddle, sixty-one years earlier, to a reduction in their wages. It, too, was fundamentally about artisans and labourers making ends meet.
         


         The game which gave rise to the dispute, although the result of a popular evolution across centuries, had been systematically organised in the nineteenth century by the upper and middle classes, who played a similar role at approximately the same time in the development of golf, soccer, athletics and cricket. William Webb Ellis’s famous handling of the football at Rugby School is supposed to have occurred in 1823, but it was not until 1871 that the Rugby Football Union was founded, to be followed within a few years by the formation of similar bodies in Scotland, Ireland and Wales. By then, rugby was no longer the sole preserve of the well-to-do, as it had originally been. It had become the people’s game as well, most notably in South Wales and in the North of England, for reasons connected with the great industrialisation of these areas in the nineteenth century. ‘Sport provided pleasure where work did not, and the more strenuous the physical labour the more strenuous the physical release it demanded.’
         


         In time, the majority of rugby clubs in the North drew their playing strength from the mills, the foundries and the coal-mines of the region, and these footballers were not often from the salaried management: they were wage-earners of the rank and file. Such were the men who started to play rugby in Huddersfield in 1878, when the local team was formed.*
         


         Though managers and people in trade from the outset appeared on its committee, folk from that class and age group generally enjoyed themselves in less robust ways than on a football field. Some of those belonging to the textile communities strung out along the Colne Valley of the West Riding gravitated with their wives and daughters to the Huddersfield Choral Society, which had been launched in 1836 and was by mid-century widely celebrated for its performances of oratorio. One step ahead of the artisans and labourers in organising their lives,
          these middling citizens who had an ear for music and a voice to match, found their own release from work by opening their lungs in harmony.
          


         

         

         The five-day week was still two or three generations away and Saturday was no different from Monday, whether you were labouring on piece-work or in shifts. If you wanted to play football or otherwise pleasure yourself on the sixth day, you forfeited that part of your wage. There was the rub. Many of the finest rugby footballers in the land simply couldn’t afford to. These were rules codified by men who could take time off from their properties, their businesses and professions whenever they had a mind to play games, to go fishing, to hunt fox, to shoot birds. But gradually a number of northern clubs sought to revise them, and it is likely that they were impelled by a desire to maintain their success on the field as much as by any considerations of equity off it. For the North had become the English stronghold of rugby.
         


         The very first fixture between county sides was Lancashire versus Yorkshire, arranged up there the year before the RFU was formed. After only 4,000 people turned up at The Oval to watch England play Scotland in 1878, home internationals were removed to Manchester, where ‘an unprecedented crowd’ was overflowing the ground within a few years. When the ardent Welsh sought opponents who could match their own mettle in club matches, it was to the crack sides in the North that they looked most of all. The dominance of Northcountrymen, not only in English but in British rugby at this time, may be seen in the team selected to tour Australia and New Zealand in 1888, which was as follows:
         


         


            BACKS, J. T. Haslam (Batley,  Yorkshire and North), A. Paul (Swinton);  THREE-QUARTERS, H. C. Speakman (Runcorn, Cheshire), H. Brooks (Edinburgh University, Durham), J. Anderton (Salford,  North), A. E. Stoddart (Blackheath, Middlesex, England); HALF-BACKS, W. Bumby (Swinton,  Lancashire), J. Nolan (Rochdale Hornets,  Lancashire), W. Burnett (Hawick); FORWARDS, C. Mathers (Bramley,  Yorkshire, North), S. Williams (Salford, Lancashire, North), T. Banks (Swinton,  Lancashire), R. L. Seddon (Swinton,  Lancashire, England), H. Eagles (Swinton,  Lancashire, England), A. J. Stuart (Dewsbury,  Yorkshire), W. H. Thomas (Cambridge University, Wales), J. P. Clowes (Halifax,  Yorkshire), T. Kent (Salford,  Lancashire, England), A. J. Penketh (Douglas, Isle of Man), R. Burnett (Hawick), A. J. Laing (Hawick).
            


         


         Precisely two-thirds of that touring party belonged to clubs (italicised) that would, within a few years, have turned to playing the Northern Union game.
         


         The issue of paying players to compensate for the loss of their Saturday wages, for their ‘broken time’, was debated openly in English rugby’s governing body in 1893 when, at an RFU general meeting, a motion was proposed and seconded by two Yorkshiremen, ‘that players be allowed compensation for bona fide loss of time’. It was defeated by 282 votes to 136. The Northerners went home, reluctant to sever their connection with the parent body, certainly not wishing to introduce anything as dire as professionalism into the game, but nonetheless resolved that things could not go on as they were. Meanwhile, the authorities hardened their own position the moment the forces of York and Lancaster had returned north. The RFU hastily reconvened and passed a new by-law which emphasised the inflexibly amateur nature of their game and, just as significantly, stipulated that the Union’s headquarters should be in London, where all future meetings must be held. At a stroke they underlined the fact that an economic and social dispute was a geographical one as well.
         


         For many months afterwards an uneasy truce was maintained between the two factions, while the northern rebels held one meeting after another on both sides of the Pennines. The Yorkshire venue was usually the George, while in Lancashire the insurgent committee deliberated in one of Manchester’s innumerable Spread Eagle hotels (the one in Corporation Street). The committee-men, it should be said, were not much different in substance from the men who led the conformist rugby clubs farther south. Tony Fattorini, who represented Manningham, was a manufacturer of trophies and medals; Joe Platt of Oldham, who became the breakaway union’s first secretary, was partner in a firm of accountants and surveyors; and their colleagues were likewise in a different income group from the footballers whose livelihoods they sought to protect.
         


         Though they had hoped to organise their own competition, with payment for broken time, they wished to enjoy their rugby still under the auspices of the RFU: they had no wish to topple its authority. But by the start of 1895 they had come to accept that this would never be tolerated by the metropolitan overlords. And so, in the last week of August, they met in Huddersfield yet again; conclusively this time. A dozen Yorkshire clubs and nine from Lancashire resolved ‘to form a Northern Rugby Football Union, and pledge themselves to push forward, without delay, the establishment of the principle of payment for broken time only’. They followed this pronouncement with their official resignations from membership of the Rugby Football Union in London – all except Dewsbury, whose nerve suddenly went, not to be recovered until the new competition was three years old. But before that September was out, the Northern Union’s first season was under way, each player receiving six shillings per match, provided he could demonstrate that he was in employment and had lost a day’s pay. It was at this point, as if to claim the legitimate succession, announce the one true blood, that the southern authorities at last got round to putting a plaque on a wall at Rugby School, commemorating William Webb Ellis’s own historic disobedience seventy-odd years before.
         


         The RFU, for reasons which are understandable enough, has always chosen to represent 1895 as no more than a hiccup in an otherwise stately advance along the years: ‘its progress was impeded for a while’, according to one chronicler of the Union code. The reality was more uncomfortable than that. The England XV, weakened by the withdrawals from the North, began to lose international matches at an unheard-of rate, and when Wales crushed them 26–3 at Swansea four years after the great schism, the defeat was specifically attributed by many observers to the loss of Yorkshire and Lancashire forwards who had traditionally provided the backbone of the pack. A correspondent of the Morning  Leader,  a London newspaper, smarting in the aftermath of the Welsh victory, saw a more fundamental reason for England’s humiliation that day.
         


         


            For many years the Rugby Union has been a closed corporation, composed of men with the mistaken idea that only public schoolboys and University men could play the game. The middle-class and working-man footballer was barely tolerated. And yet it is the latter class rather than the University player that furnishes the majority of the best footballers today …
            


         


         The point about the closed corporation was to remain valid for many a year, with lasting effect. One consequence of 1895 was that the Rugby Union’s version of football ceased to be a working-class game in England except in a few margins of the realm: the Celtic fringe of Cornwall, the secluded Forest of Dean, the fastnesses of Cumbria; scarcely anywhere else. The lost ground has never been recovered. Another consequence was a sourness in the air between the old guard and the renegades which has not yet disappeared, so that we are still from time to time obliged to behold the patronising figure of Homo Twickiens, as well as his natural adversary, the aggrieved belt-and-braces character from the North.
         


         Some of the old guard wishfully predicted that the renegade competition would come to an early end, but, although it had its ups and downs, it persisted, sometimes with a flourish, and in time acquired a sort of national identity. Within a few years of its origins, moreover, the Northern Union approach had been taken up on the other side of the world as well, and this led to the code changing its name in Britain. From the moment they adopted this form of rugby early in the twentieth century, the game’s followers in New South Wales, Queensland and New Zealand had arranged themselves into Rugby Leagues, and just after the First World War they asked the Northern Union authorities at home to fall into step with them for the sake of symmetry; which was done. If one had to select a point at which Rugby League in Great Britain achieved its majority, then the moment would be a generation or so later, when the game attracted one of the biggest crowds ever to see any kind of football match, when Warrington and Halifax replayed their 1954 Challenge Cup Final, which had finished as a draw at Wembley a few days earlier. At Odsal Stadium, Bradford, no fewer than 102,569 paid to go through the turnstiles that Wednesday evening, and several thousands more were there who didn’t.
         


         It was by then not the same game that had been the subject of a rift half a century before. Within a few months of the 1895 meeting at the George Hotel, the northern legislators had made their first change to the rules of rugby, by decreeing that henceforth a deliberate knock-on would be punished with a penalty; and inside a couple of years the line-out had gone. From the outset some had wanted to reduce the number of players on each side from fifteen to thirteen, but this didn’t happen until 1907, just before another alteration allowed a tackled man to get up and play the ball with his foot. Thus it was that in little more than its first decade, the game which was to be known as Rugby League had acquired its own shape and rhythms, distinctively different from Rugby Union. The object of the changes was, of course, to speed things up, to make the game as attractive to spectators as possible, for they were vital to the payment of broken time and the other emoluments that eventually came the players’ way.
         


         There have always been much greater limits to the financial transactions than some outsiders have supposed. Though at once tarred with the brush of professionalism, the new breed of rugby players were never to become professionals in the manner of top Association footballers. Even in the past few years, when it has been possible for the best of them to obtain contracts with the wealthy clubs in Sydney during the English offseason, not many have done so. It is doubtful whether twenty Englishmen, in any given period, have been in a position to do nothing but play Rugby League throughout twelve months. The great majority have had to balance their playing careers alongside other, longer-term jobs: as miners, as truck drivers, as factory workers, as bank clerks, as schoolteachers, as publicans and as small businessmen. Just occasionally this mould has been broken by some exceptional individual. In recent years Ellery Hanley has been so well rewarded for his talent that he has lived in the style of a soccer star without needing to go Down Under except as Britain’s captain on tour.* Before the First World War, St Helens had a fine wing three-quarter in Christopher Chavasse, curate of the local parish church, formerly an Olympic sprinter, subsequently Anglican Bishop of Rochester, and always a figure who might have served as a model for Chariots  of  Fire.  But for the most part, British Rugby League players have not strayed too far from their origins in any sense, their payments now representing not so much broken time, as the difference between living their whole lives in a rented house and finding it possible to handle the mortgage on a home of their own.
         


         These things I pondered the day I took my Sunday lunch at the George in Huddersfield. There was a time, not so very long ago, when that dining-room and that bar might have been filled mostly by people heading for the match in the afternoon; but it’s over a dozen years since Huddersfield were in the first division, and much longer since they were a powerful side everybody else had to be wary of. If there were any other football supporters in the George that day, bound like me for the Runcorn match, they made themselves inconspicuous and I spotted no one I recognised on the terraces later on.
         


         Rugby League has been enduring a downer in its birthplace lately, though the old woollen town’s other great cultural inspiration has never been in better shape, the Huddersfield Choral Society having a long waiting-list of people wanting to join. Some of the members, bearing their thumb-stained Novello scores, drive seventy miles in
          mid-week to rehearse Messiah  or The  Dream  or something else from the repertoire. A revival in the local fortunes at Fartown, attended by similar enthusiasm, is long overdue; and the match that day, between one team from the middle of the second division and another from the foot, was no great shakes according to the standards set nowadays by the best sides. Yet I had no doubt, even there, when a dropped ball, a bad pass, or some other elementary mistake happened every few minutes, that I was watching a form of football which transcends any other I have known.
          


         

         

         That is a subjective judgment; it is not meant to be definitive. Evaluations distinguishing one sport from another can never be much more than a reflection of temperamental differences between enthusiasts. I myself happen to be most susceptible to team games played with a ball, whereas individual ball games (tennis, golf, squash) mean much less to me, and any form of racing, whether by human beings, animals or machines, moves me not at all. I acknowledge, however, that most sports played by experts at the top of their form are worth watching for at least a little while if you are an instinctive gamesman; likewise, they are incomprehensible and dreary if you are not.
         


         I’ve watched every variety of football and I’ve played two different sorts, and rugby (in both kinds) is much more attractive to me than any other version. For its grace and its controlled aggression, for its sweepingly swift movements and its moments of brilliant artifice, for its palpitating climaxes where one side is pounding at the other for the couple of points that will mean victory and the adversary is defending as though the end of the world will come with defeat; for all these things and for many individual shafts of daring and courage in every match, rugby is for me incomparably superior to any other winter game.
         


         I would not go so far as a writer on Australian Rules did when he described soccer as ‘that most desiccated of games’, but it is perhaps of its nature a little anaemic when set against the full-blooded performances of a rugby match. There is, too, a significant ballistic difference between these forms of football, with certain philosophical implications. It is possible to kick a spherical ball with such precision that its behaviour can be forecast exactly: normally it will roll or bounce forward on landing, though the expert kicker can vary this direction to some extent. Not even the finest kicker of an oval ball can be absolutely certain what will happen the moment it hits the ground, when it will move in any one of five directions – forwards, backwards, to the left or the right, or even straight up into the air. On the individual’s temperament depends which of these effects, the premeditated or the unpredictable, has the greater appeal.
         


         Of the two handling codes I am stirred mostly by Rugby League, though I recognise that it has not often produced anything more thrilling than the second half of the match between Australia and France in Rugby Union’s World Cup of 1987, or more glorious than the battle between England and Australia at Twickenham in 1988. On the whole, though, I would rather watch it than its sibling because more often than not it is the game with the more fluent and fluid movement, as well as the more determined tackling; where, at the highest levels, real inspiration as well as tremendous athletic skills must be summoned to penetrate a defence. The standard of football played at the two Union internationals I have just mentioned is regularly to be seen between the best club sides in League. Yet my preference does not depend only on Rugby League performances on the field. League has my allegiance, too, because it is an expression of who I am and where I come from, the history of my people and our ancestral lands. It is of the culture from which I spring, to a degree that some may never even recognise. My grandmother knew nothing of the game so far as I’m aware, yet when she wanted to praise some person or thing, she would sometimes say that this was ‘t’ best in t’ Northern Union’; unconsciously retrieving the words from our collective folk-memory.
         


         I have watched this game a great deal from boyhood to middle age, though there have been periods of my life when I’ve had to make do with rumour of its progress because I have lived in places at home and overseas beyond the pale. Across these forty years it has changed, though not out of recognition. I think it is faster now than it once was, though some of the old-timers who were my models when I was a boy certainly don’t agree with me. Some of its fashions have obviously altered, with Spearmint out and gumshields in, a sidelight on increased dental awareness in our times. Similarly, the old-fashioned scrum-cap has been abandoned in favour of the headband and, latterly, an Australian import that resembles an old track cyclist’s protector (such as Reg Harris wore when sprinting at Fallowfield) or even a boxer’s headguard.
         


         Substantially, though, Rugby League has remained unusually true to itself, an expression of values as well as a challenge and an entertainment now embedded deeply in the lives of generations on both sides of the world. Among other things, it is a last refuge of the brass band that marches while it plays. It is as well to remember, as disconsolate Fred Tate was reminded at the end of a cricket match in which he had dropped a vital catch, that this is only a game. It cannot be, it should not be mistaken for, the be-all and end-all of anybody’s existence. But a game can be much more complex than patterns of athletic energy on a playing-field. It can reflect and embody various habits and attitudes that amount to nothing less than a way of life: and this game does.
         


      


            

            
Notes
            


            1 Barbara Tuchman’s thoughts on man and sport, the invention of the wheel and the ball, appear in her essay ‘Mankind’s Better Moments’ from Practising  History  (Macmillan 1982).
            


            2 ‘Sport provided pleasure …’ David Smith and Gareth Williams, Fields of  Praise  (University of Wales Press 1980) p. 14.
            


            3 ‘its progress was impeded …’ Kenneth Pelmear, Rugby  Football:  an anthology  (Allen & Unwin 1958) p. 83.

‘For many years the Rugby Union …’ Quoted by Smith/Williams p. 118.
            


            4 ‘that most desiccated of games …’ Garrie Hutchinson, From  the  Outer (Penguin 1988) p. 186.
            


            5 The scientific methods of evaluation that have been introduced to many sports in the past decade make it possible to make certain comparisons with precision. In an average game of soccer, the ball is in play for about 60 minutes, in Rugby Union for 25 minutes, in Rugby League for 50 minutes. An average Union match will include more than 30 scrummages, 30 line-outs and 40 rucks or mauls. Rugby League, which has neither line-outs nor rucks and mauls, averages 19.4 scrums in a game (when the ball is considered ‘out of play’). In American football play rarely lasts more than 10 seconds before coming to a halt. This and more scientific data is contained in the indispensable Rugby  League  Coaching  Manual  by Phil Larder, the National Director of Coaching (Heinemann, Kingswood 1988).
            


         


* The rugby team was a development of the Huddersfield Football, Cricket and Athletic Club, which had been founded in 1864.
            

* Hanley stayed on in Sydney at the end of the 1988 Lions tour to play eight games for Balmain before returning to start a new season with Wigan.
            






    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            Class  of  ’46
            


         


         Some games you inherit at birth, but I chose Rugby League. My inheritance was soccer and cricket, yet before I was fifteen I had virtually rejected the first of these for a variety of football that had thus far been no more than a matter of rumour in our family, through the sports pages of the old Daily  Herald. Although I continued to play centre-forward until I left school, my new devotion meant turning my back on Nat Lofthouse on Saturday afternoons, a treachery I had not thought myself capable of, and I am not at all sure what it was that lured me to rugby unless it was simple curiosity, prompted in this case by the enthusiasm of two form-mates, one of whom supported Broughton (soon to be Belle Vue) Rangers, the other Rochdale Hornets. I imagine that either would have been willing to introduce me to his ruling passion, and I think there must have been an element of testing the water carefully, privately, in my choice of where to see my first match. I had noticed from the paper that there was to be something called a Championship Final between Wigan and Huddersfield on Manchester City’s ground. Well, I knew my way to Maine Road all right, for I had watched Nat in a torrid struggle with Leslie MacDowell there. And this Rugby League fixture had an appealing intimation of clash about it, that I could appreciate from family tutelage in the lore of the Roses match. I would go to Maine Road, then, for the last game of 1945–6, slipping this novelty into the small space between my footballing and cricketing seasons. It was a momentous spring. Almost one month after going to Manchester to see my first Rugby League match, I returned to the big city, entered Old Trafford for the first time, and watched Lancashire playing the great summer game.
         


         I was bound to go to the football as a Wigan supporter, of course, because of county loyalty, though there were other reasons for the allegiance by the time I set off. I had estimated from the map that Wigan was the nearest Rugby League town to our Pennine spur, and this regularised my position, the bond being sealed by one other thing. One week before, in the Cup Final at Wembley, Wigan had been beaten by Wakefield Trinity in circumstances of high drama and pathos. They had played that match under the handicap of having four men on the high seas, in Gus Risman’s touring party en route for Australia. In the absence of Ted Ward, therefore, they had entrusted their goal-kicking to Brian Nordgren, a winger who had recently arrived from New Zealand to subsidise his law studies at Liverpool University by playing for Wigan. He had been well on target in every match until he reached Wembley, but there he flopped completely. He had six attempts at goal and he missed every one; and Trinity won with the last kick of the match, when Billy Stott landed a famous penalty only a few yards in from the right-hand touch-line. This same depleted Wigan team was now to take on a powerful Huddersfield side which had only one man, Bob Nicholson, on tour. It was to be David and Goliath, backs to the wall, six VCs before breakfast, all over again. What more could be asked by a lad who was being brought up to believe that all sport should be played with, and arouse feelings of, chivalry if it was to achieve its potential excellence? Wigan were mine and I was theirs before I had even clapped eyes on an oval football.
         


         I was desperately disappointed by my first sight of them. Their usual strip, I knew, consisted of cherry and white hoops, and I had been looking forward to this distinctive garb of the rugby game. But that afternoon they turned out in plain blue shirts, such as Manchester City and a score of other soccer teams regularly wore; and I am still irritated whenever a rugby side offends against the game’s traditions in this way. (Why on earth Widnes have abandoned their unique black and white hoops in favour of the most boring strip in the championship is something that passes my understanding.) I have heard it suggested that rugby deliberately adopted hoops in the nineteenth century because they emphasised a player’s powerful physique (his strength), whereas the vertical stripes worn by many teams playing the Association game made the most of a man’s slenderness (his mobility): in short, that both kinds of costume were forms of war paint, carefully applied before the kick-off to gain a psychological advantage the moment two sets of combatants strode into each other’s view. Though they were, in my eyes, clear sartorial losers to the Huddersfield claret and gold at Maine Road that May day in 1946, the Wigan players looked a hefty lot even in their plainness. Ernie Ashcroft was all of 13 stone without an ounce of fat, and he was in the three-quarter line. Up front, Frank Barton was built like a tank (at the time he was, in fact, a Lancashire Fusilier), and never in my young life had I seen anyone to compare with the muscle-bound, menacing, plug-ugly George Banks.
         


         And they could all shift; even Banks, whose main function when he wasn’t propping seemed to be to detach himself from the scrum and scrag the Huddersfield half-back before he could get rid of the ball, thus enabling the back-row men to fan out wide. The speed with which everything happened in that game was one of the things that most captivated me about this new discovery of mine. Tackling came much more swiftly and surely than the kind practised in soccer, and you never saw anyone standing still and ‘holding’ the ball while he made up his mind which player to pass it to. Consequently the ball was always in motion, except at the scrum and during the brief interregnum when the player in possession was held down.
         


         The scrums fascinated me because they belonged so utterly to a different mythology from the one into which I’d been born. I was enthralled by the way the forwards bound themselves together, front row glaring at front row before they packed down, and by that sudden snapping of tension when the hookers struck for the ball: also by the way it always  went into the tunnel, for neither Mr Dobson, who was in charge of that game, nor George Phillips, nor any other top referee would have countenanced for one minute today’s incompetent scrummaging, where play is often allowed to proceed when the ball has simply bounced off a prop forward’s shin straight back into the scrum-half’s hands.
         


         There was a eurhythmic grace about so much of what went on out there. I watched admiringly the simplest of all rugby skills, the act of passing the ball, accomplished by an elegant half-turn and tilt of the body, the arms held amply as the hands flicked the pass, generously giving, not meanly transferring in a miserly way. In some of the tackling was the rippling power of a cat leaping to take a mouse or a bird. If I was spellbound by one thing more than any other, then I think it was the way the two full backs stood waiting for the high ball to descend, in those moments of uncertainty I had known when fielding on a cricket boundary, feet beginning to stutter as the last fine adjustment of position is made, arms shaping up to hug the ball tight, the body recoiling a fraction from the impact, but in this game under the threat of an advancing enemy; and the crowd’s small stillness while the ball was in the air, giving way to a gust of noise as the catch was taken – or not. Huddersfield’s Leake misjudged the arc of one high kick but, turning swiftly at the last, took the ball as it came over his shoulder, on outstretched fingertips, turned again, and ran to set up an instant counter-attack. I had never seen such a marvellously exciting movement before, such an exquisite co-ordination between a man and a football, something that perfectly exemplified high athletic art.
         


         There was also much more courage than had yet come my way. Soccer players of those days had not yet gone in for the histrionics, on getting bumped, that have diminished their sport since; but quite new to me was the unconcern of these twenty-six footballers at taking continuous hard knocks. I happened to be watching from just inside the fence near the halfway line, only a few feet from where Alec Fiddes mowed down his opposite number with a perfect flying tackle. I watched his face clench in anticipation of the crash as he came pounding across and flung himself at Ratcliffe, the Wigan man scarcely flinching as the shoulder smashed into his thigh, the pair of them hurtling heavily straight into touch. It winded me simply to contemplate the damage they must have sustained, but they picked themselves up and trotted back to their places without so much as a limp between them.
         


         This was commonplace, but there was one episode of bravery outstanding even in that company of stoics and giants. Jack Cunliffe, in the match only because Martin Ryan was on tour, started at full back, but was knocked out by a forward rush just after the second half began. This was donkey’s years before substitutes were allowed in Rugby League, and as long as a man could stand on his feet he stayed on the field. So Billy Blan took over at the back, scrum-cap and all, and Cunliffe was waved into a vacant space, where he stood swaying uncertainly for several seconds before tottering elsewhere, quite obviously unaware which day of the week it was. And for nearly half an hour he did no more than occasionally, inadvertently, but usefully get in Huddersfield’s way. Meanwhile his team hung on to a 5–4 lead, while playing into a fairly stiff warm breeze.
         


         The odds, actuarially, were still against them when they won a scrum just five yards out from Fartown’s line, with Cunliffe standing vaguely somewhere to the left. The ball could only have been sent to him because every other avenue was blocked, and what happened next could have been nothing more than an athlete’s reflex still operating through the fuddle of concussion. He took the pass and, unbelievably in the small space, side-stepped his way past three men and flung himself over with two tacklers hanging on. Wigan were to score once more before the end, but that was the try which secured them the championship.
         


         I left that match half-wishing there wasn’t a full season of cricket to play and watch before I could see this sort of thing again; and there was never any doubt where I would spend my pocket-money when September came. Henceforth, Burnden Park was abandoned in favour of Central Park, which was two bus-rides from home instead of one. After descending to Bolton from our village it became necessary to transfer from the corporation’s double-decker to a strange variant run by Lancashire United, built squatly to get under the low railway bridges that festooned the local coalfield, and with long benches on the upper deck instead of the customary twosomes separated by a middle aisle. Leaving the cotton mills and their lodges of water behind, this was soon lurching its way past slag heaps and their attendant flashes, through one colliery village after another.
         


         We were scarcely across the borough boundary before we passed the site of the old Pretoria pit, where at breakfast time one day in 1910 there occurred an underground explosion so huge that it was heard miles away. It cost the lives of 344 men and boys in one of the worst British mining disasters, and it was weeks before they got some of the bodies out, so that they had to soak the coffins in eucalyptus oil at the funerals, to disguise the smell. This was just outside Westhoughton, where they also remembered, with boisterous celebration, a local farmer’s stupidity, in their annual Cow Yed Wakes.
         


         Then came Hindley, where Stanley Houghton had sited a comedy that was in the repertoire of every amateur dramatic society in the North-west. At Ince, down blackened-brick side streets, you could still see young women wearing not only clogs but thick woollen shawls as well, these covering them from head to waist and enveloping their babies in the same swathe, just as George Orwell had described them a decade earlier. Before we reached the terminus near Wigan’s market-hall, everybody heading for the match got off that bus, which meant that it was virtually empty over its last half-mile. I remember being surprised, the first time I made the journey, at the number who had been aboard since we set off. I hadn’t realised so many Boltonians had a weakness for Rugby League.
         


         There was something attractively home-made about Central Park, compared with Burnden and Maine Road and the other grounds I was familiar with. The wooden fence enclosing the playing area might have been tacked together by the supporters’ club on a series of summer weekends, and the crush barriers seemed to have been improvised from redundant railway sleepers. The main stand was low and small enough to breed familiarity among those sitting there, and it had been fettled by carpenters with a taste for thick trusses and beams, as had the wide open Dutch barn that covered spectators on the opposite side. That, I found out later, was where Joe Gormley and his cronies from the local NUM always stood, the future president of the union invariably muffled up with a scarf, appropriately sucking one of the town’s famous products, Uncle Joe’s Mint Balls.
         


         For a long time I restricted myself to the boys’ enclosure, which was cheaper than anywhere else (you were admitted as long as you could bend low enough to get under an impeding bar), but this meant that you were penned at one end of the ground from which, on murky winter days, it was sometimes difficult to see what was going on near the far goalposts. On the other hand, it allowed you to hang over the tunnel from which the players emerged, after the long wait through one broadcast advertisement after another (‘Write, phone or call for Unsworth’s luxury motor coach services …’). You could always tell when their appearance was imminent. The broadcast adverts gave way to the tantivy announcing Entry  of  the  Gladiators,  which is occasionally still heard at Central Park, but never, under any circumstances, failed to herald the Wigan team running on to the field forty years ago.
         


         Before they even came into sight, a draught of Wintergreen would precede the players down the tunnel and drift up into the enclosure, the cleanest smell in the world, it seemed to me. When they hove into sight it was obvious why this pine whiff preceded them so pungently, for globs of the stuff were smeared about their knees and ears as thickly as Vaseline, while Banks appeared also to use it on his wiry hair as a macho substitute for the pomade that Denis Compton extensively advertised in those days. It wasn’t till I started playing rugby myself that I realised Vaseline was, in fact, mixed up with the liniment, on the principle that it protected the skin to some extent from cuts.
         


         Thus began my education in the game that soon had me under its spell as much as cricket; and while most of the teaching took place at Central Park, before the season of 1946–7 was over I had travelled farther afield in search of tuition. When I was particularly flush with spending money, I used public transport to reach some distant grounds, travelling to Naughton Park on a steam train that was still run by the LMS, getting to Headingley, Odsal, Thrum Hall and Fartown by complex bus itineraries that included the memorable ride provided by the Hebble company across the Pennines, close by the cobblestoned Roman road over Blackstone Edge. Often enough, I got on my bike and pedalled to wherever Wigan were playing away that week, like scores of other lads following their teams across Lancashire and the West Riding.
         


         Near all the grounds was a facility that seems to have vanished with the years and greater affluence: backyards with little notices on match days, which told you that there, for a few pence, you could safely leave your cycle until the game was over; and by the kick-off these yards were as solid with frames and spokes as the outside of an Oxbridge college in term. Once – and only once – I cycled over the hill into Yorkshire, to watch a fixture at Lawkholme Lane, leaving home not long after breakfast so as to reach Keighley in time for the match, returning so late and so exhausted by the ride that I slept till the following noon. By means I forget, I got as far east as Wakefield on one occasion. But Rugby League on Humberside, as in Furness and Cumberland, had to wait many a year, until I had children of my own – and a motor-car.
         


         When Wigan were playing too far away for me to keep up with them, I would select some other match, preferably on a ground I hadn’t visited before (for I soon began collecting these, just as, at about the same period of my life, I would go church-bagging on my bike in summer, drawn by a growing interest in architecture). This was how I came to watch Hull play at Lawkholme Lane; and I expect I went because both teams were infrequent visitors to Central Park in those seasons immediately after the war, when there was but one championship division, and only the top teams in Lancashire or Yorkshire met the upper crust from over the hill.
         


         What I recall of that match, apart from its superb setting on the edge of Rombalds Moor, is a prolonged kicking duel between Jack Mills and Fred Miller, which went on for minutes, with the other players brought to a standstill (but ready to pounce), the ball curving from end to end of the field in varying trajectories as each man tried to outmanoeuvre the other: which Miller finally did, placing his umpteenth kick so meticulously close to touch that Keighley’s captain was caught in two minds – would it be ball-back or not? – and, fumbling it over the line, gave away thirty hard-fought yards. Full backs do not attempt such passages today, changes in strategy having seen them off to the extent that, when Hampson of Wigan and Auckland’s Crequer swapped a trifling couple of salvoes in 1987, you could hear old chaps in the Douglas Stand chortling in a mixture of surprise and recollection of how things used to be.
         


         Some of the Wigan games have likewise fixed themselves in memory because of a single incident, still vivid after all this time. Matches with Leeds supplied a high yield of these, including the unforgettable goal kicked by Bert Cook on an atrocious afternoon in March 1947. It had been raining heavily for days and the pitch was a quagmire of mud and puddles which had both teams slutched up almost beyond recognition before the game was ten minutes old; and still it was tippling down. At every scrum, a cloud of steam drifted off those bent backs, while loose play saw men slithering all over the place and sliding yards whenever they hit the ground. From the kick-off it had been obvious that artful rugby was out of the question, and not long afterwards it seemed likely that whoever chanced to skid across the line first might well win the match. When, just before the interval, Wigan were penalised inside their own half, no one thought much about it, even when Cook was seen to be preparing a shot at goal. You could hear the derisive laughter of the locals all round Central Park – don’t be so bloody daft, man! – as he cleaned the ball on his shirt, placed it in the middle of an especially muddy patch and adjusted it as carefully as if it were a watch, stepped back some distance before wiping his kicking boot on his other calf, and stood poised amid those sounds of mirth. Then that rotund figure tiptoed back again, and gave the ball such a thump that goal was written all over it from the moment it rose out of the mire fifty-odd yards from the posts. And though Gareth Price did skid over for an unconverted try later on, that goal alone was enough to put Leeds into the semifinal of the Cup.
         


         I remember the gloom aboard the bus that evening as we splashed across South Lancashire through the still seething rain, the upper deck as steamy as any scrum. The season by then was three-quarters over and Wigan had just suffered only their fifth defeat. They had already acquired the Lancashire Cup, which they would keep for six straight years, and were to win the Lancashire League as well as the Rugby League Championship itself, taking a sweet revenge upon the Loiners at the semifinal of the play-offs. Although the championship was by no means certain to end up at Central Park yet, Wigan had been full of confidence until the Cup-tie that this could just be their year to take every trophy available to them, a feat performed by only three teams in the history of the game, and by no one for a couple of decades. That 5–0 defeat at home in the Challenge Cup was a severe blow to ambition and to self-esteem, and Wigan were still numbed by it when St Helens came to Central Park for the Good Friday match six days later and beat them 12–7. Just over a week after that they went down again, 7–8 to Willie Home’s Barrow at Craven Park. Then they pulled themselves together and won every remaining fixture, nine matches on the trot, to take the Championship. Character had reasserted itself.
         


         And they were a side of great character, approaching their prime. A second New Zealander had joined them at the beginning of that season, gravitating to Wigan like the Aucklander Nordgren, in the course of furthering his wider career. Ces Mountford came from the West Coast, a wild old gold and coal-mining area in the South Island bush, and he was studying at Wigan’s celebrated Mining and Technical College for his manager’s qualification. At home he had sometimes figured at centre three-quarter, but at Wigan he played stand-off, forming one of the great half-back partnerships of all time with Tommy Bradshaw. A chunky little man (5 ft 4 in, 11½ stone or thereabouts) he had remarkable acceleration for someone without long legs, and I still believe him to be the toughest footballer I’ve ever seen, hardly ever missing a game through injury, though forwards would give him a terrible pasting when they caught and dumped him. He once disposed of the colossal (18 stone) Frank Whitcombe in amazing fashion when only he stood between the prop and a Bradford try. As he bore down on the line, Whitcombe made to hand off this minor obstacle in his path; but in one swift movement, Mountford had him by the wrist with both hands, while digging his right heel into the turf as a pivot. It was like watching the hammer being thrown at a Highland Games, Mountford swinging Whitcombe right off his feet before letting that mighty figure go sailing a dozen yards through the air straight into touch. He didn’t get up at once, either. Together with speed, durability and an elusiveness that kept him from being damaged more often than he was, Mountford also had a sharp footballing brain, which was behind many of those moves that turned Wigan’s defence into slashing attack by a sudden and totally unexpected change of direction.
         


         His partner Bradshaw, more delicately built except in the lungs (which enabled him to talk almost non-stop through a game), divided his own considerable talents between servicing Mountford from the scrums, and switching position deftly with Martin Ryan at the back. Most dashing of full backs, Ryan was not among the great kickers in his position, like Fred Miller, and Denis Chalkley of Halifax, and Martin’s great rival for the England and Great Britain shirts, Jimmy Ledgard of Dewsbury and Leigh. He was, however, a splendid tackler and incomparably the finest attacking full back in the British game, with Clive Churchill and Puig-Aubert the only men offering him competition in this respect abroad. Let any opponent boot the ball down to him and Ryan was off up the field, elbows splayed, ball held with both hands over his diaphragm, ready to die with it if need be, but looking for the gap through which he might send Mountford and the three-quarters away. The moment Ryan began to run, Bradshaw trickled back to watch the line, from wherever he might have been, and I do not recall a single occasion when – if Ryan’s skirmish went amiss – this tactic cost Wigan so much as a yard of lost ground.
         


         It was a powerful three-quarter line, however it might be composed; for in this department, above all, Wigan had talent to spare. There were four fast and strong wingers to choose from in Nordgren, Ratcliffe, Hilton and Lawrenson, three of whom played for Great Britain, one for Other Nationalities (as the expatriate international team, mostly of Anzacs, was called). For myself, there was no more thrilling sight on a rugby field than that of Nordgren – Noggie, as they used to hail him on the terraces – in full pelt for the corner from somewhere near halfway. His very walk was athletic, wide shoulders swinging confidently, blond head held high, skin still honeyed from the antipodean sun. With the ball under his arm, knees pounding high, shoulders hunched belligerently, he was swiftness and power incarnate, all the things an adolescent would wish himself to be. In my mind’s eye, the Greek gods we were discovering in the Classical Fifth must have been something like this. Nordgren was my Achilles; and as soon as I started to shave, I shaped my sideburns in imitation of his.
         


         When he played on the right wing, his centre was usually the very Welsh, very shrewd Ted Ward, who looked ponderous for a three-quarter, but had great speed for such a heavily-built man, and a devastating swerve. Playing on the left, Nordgren would normally be partnered by the fiercely strong Ashcroft, who every season scored nearly as many tries as his winger by using him as a decoy, dummying to him in that one split second which will almost always draw the solitary defender, then cutting sharply in to the line himself.
         


         ‘Normally’ was a relative expression in that Wigan attack, for there was a surplus of others besides four international wingers where only two at a time could be played. Above all there was Cunliffe, one of the game’s great all-rounders, who occupied every position in the backs at various times and never let anybody down (continuing to do so at this level, what’s more, until he was thirty-seven and almost in the Gus Risman class). Before long, too, there was young Roughley and young Broome, ready and competent to step into the first team when one of the regulars got crocked. The wonder is that, with such an abundance of skill in the backs, men who were in and out of the side were content to stay with that club. Not until Johnny Lawrenson was transferred to Workington in the summer of 1949 were those permutations disturbed.
         


         The season after they had come so close to winning all four cups, Wigan strengthened their forwards by acquiring a couple of Yorkshiremen, Les White from York and Bill Hudson from Batley, to join Banks as aliens in an otherwise home-grown pack. White had been one of the successes in Risman’s touring side, a swift and craggy man, dangerous near the line; while Hudson had been known as a robust attacking forward with the Gallant Youths since the early thirties. Together with the rangy Billy Blan they now made up a highly mobile and incisive back three at Central Park. The two imports both scored more frequently in their first season there than anyone outside the three-quarters, while Blan set a loose-forward’s record with thirty-four tries in 1948–9. I can still see the blond Hudson flinging himself in a swallow-dive through the air to score, even when he could have strolled over to touch down, and I can hear the crowd’s roar of pleasure at a form of exhibitionism hardly anyone else went in for in those days. That he had got within striking distance of the line was very often the result of sterling work done by the Wigan front row in the scrums; or by their captain/hooker’s great tactical skill at play the ball.
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