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Genesis


Despite years of resistance in the corridors of power at the International Rugby Board (IRB) against the prospect of creating a Rugby World Cup, the Australian and New Zealand rugby unions both applied, in 1983, to host an inaugural tournament. Their applications were rejected. Two years later they tried again, this time making a joint bid. They were successful.


What was the difference?


Rugby union had always been a staunchly amateur game and those in power at the IRB and among most – if not all – of the major unions were terrified of the prospect of professionalism. The blanket-ban on payments to players had led to the great schism in the sport in the late 19th century that had ultimately created rugby league and there was a widespread feeling that a world cup tournament would lead, inexorably, to rugby union also becoming a professional game.


So, what happened in the two-year period from 1983 to 1987 that changed the minds of those in IRB? The answer lay in the lurking figure of Australian businessman David Lord, who had designs on professionalising rugby union. In 1983, Lord put forward his proposal for a series of eight-team tournaments contested in a round-robin format around the world, with payments made to each player, the amount dependent on where their team finished in each tournament. The plan was for tournaments to be held in each of the eight major rugby union countries: Australia, England, France, Ireland, New Zealand, Scotland, Wales and, with South Africa excluded from international participation because of the apartheid regime, Argentina. Each tournament was to last two months, with a two-month break between each one. It was rumoured that the majority of international players in each country had signed letters of intent to join Lord’s venture, with the lure of around £100,000 per player promised over two years.


The IRB realised that a second schism was on the horizon and they had to act. Fast.


Feasibility studies were ordered and, after the meeting in 1985, the first Rugby World Cup was announced – to be held in 1987 and jointly hosted by Australia and New Zealand. The unions were all on board and they pressurised their players into holding rank. Professionalism would, as predicted, follow some ten years later, but the international game was kept whole . . . and a new future had dawned.




1987
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Who competed


Held between May and June 1987, the first World Cup featured seven of the eight founding members of the IRB, with South Africa still ostracised. Zimbabwe was invited as a replacement representative from the African continent, along with Argentina, Canada, Fiji, Italy, Japan, Romania and Tonga. The USSR was originally invited, but they declined the invitation and the USA was invited instead.


The sixteen competing countries were divided into four pools of four teams, with the top two in each pool advancing to the quarter-final stage. Teams earned two points for a win, one point for a draw and zero for a loss. If the teams at the top of a pool had the same number of points from wins, draws and losses, their standing in the pool would be settled by points difference.


THE POOLS WERE:


Pool 1


Australia


England


Japan


United States


Pool 2


Canada


Ireland


Tonga


Wales


Pool 3


Argentina


Fiji


Italy


New Zealand


Pool 4


France


Romania


Scotland


Zimbabwe
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BIZARRE WORLD CUP PREPARATION


Part I: The 1987 World Cup


That the northern hemisphere teams were poorly prepared for the rigours of the inaugural World Cup is of little surprise. The rugby unions of England, Scotland and Ireland had all voted against the tournament and each of the Five Nations were years behind the fitness, nutrition and professional behaviour standards that were being set by the likes of New Zealand and Australia. Having reluctantly accepted that the tournament was going to go ahead, the Five Nations unions did their best to prepare their players, but it smacked of ‘too little, too late’.


England’s head coach, Martin Green, for example, tried to improve the fitness of his squad by bringing in athletics conditioner Tom McNab to beast the players. But any gains would be limited considering how little time McNab was given – especially taking into account the terrible fitness levels that the players were starting with.


The preparations went much the same way in the other Home Unions.


Adrian Hadley, Wales wing: We had a ‘training camp’ in Tenby before we left for New Zealand. We went out on the lash on the Saturday night, and then got up on Sunday morning to do a public fun run on Saundersfoot beach. That was it. It was a shambles. I imagine the All Blacks’ preparation was a little more sophisticated.


If the Home Nations’ preparation seemed inadequate, it was nothing compared to the disruptions that befell the Fijian team just over a week before the tournament began, when a military coup overwhelmed the island nation and, amid international condemnation, all flights in and out of Fiji were grounded and telephone lines were cut. The Fijian team was based in an army barracks in Suva and Colonel Rabuka, who had led the coup, personally arranged for a flight out of Nadi to Auckland. Having been cut off from the outside world for over a week, the team’s arrival was both a surprise and a relief for the tournament organisers, who were preparing to invite Western Samoa as an eleventh-hour replacement. That Fiji would then make it as far as the quarter-finals was an astonishing achievement.


Meanwhile, incidents of poor planning and management by the northern hemisphere unions continued in an almost gloriously cack-handed manner. Scotland, Ireland and Wales all travelled to New Zealand together, flying out from Heathrow to New York and then LA, where they picked up the Canadian and USA teams, before flying en masse to Hawaii to refuel – the three-stop journey the cheapest option for the unions. To further save money, all the players were crammed into economy. The final leg of the journey into Auckland was diverted at the last minute because of bad weather and re-routed to Christchurch, where they waited on the runway for five hours before flying back to Auckland. In all, the journey took thirty-six hours.


Paul Thorburn, Wales full back: The plane journey over there took forever. When we arrived, the coaches, Derek Quinnell and Tony Gray, were so enthusiastic, they put us straight on a training pitch for the hardest session we’d ever experienced in our lives. We had six serious injuries straight away. Our hooker Billy James flew home two days later.


The following morning, the Irish and Scots – who were staying in the same hotel but were in different pools in the tournament – decided to have a scrummage session together, which swiftly descended into an all-out brawl. The whole training session lasted three hours and in the final minutes Scott Hastings, one of the stars of the Scotland team, pulled his hamstring. He never fully recovered and was soon joined on the sidelines by fly half John Rutherford, who had picked up a knee injury during a pre-World Cup exhibition game in Bermuda. Rutherford lasted fifteen minutes of Scotland’s opening match with France before hobbling off, never to appear for his country again.


David Sole, Scotland prop: That training session with Ireland was insane. We were going at it like an international, but we were on some back pitch in Auckland. We were kicking lumps out of each other. You think about how the players are wrapped in cotton wool now, and you shake your head in disbelief at the way it was.


Neil Francis, Ireland second-row: The flight and that scrummaging session told you everything you needed to know about the state of our organisation.


Dean Richards, England number eight: The World Cup was a very exciting prospect, but we approached it with no professionalism at all. Four weeks before the tournament was about to start, there were huge question-marks over whether it would even happen. There were also unresolved issues like the format and whether players would be able to get time off from work. The attitude was that it might be the first and last World Cup. Everyone was incredibly sceptical. We had a hell of a party anyway.


Paul Rendall, England prop: We didn’t take it seriously in 1987. I can remember thinking, ‘As long as we have a good time, everything will be OK.’ Then we got to the World Cup and we couldn’t believe it – the New Zealanders had been training. Bastards! Bloody cheats. They had matching training tops and proper coaches and everything. We’d never seen anything like it. It was as if they’d let us down – broken rank.


Donal Lenihan, Ireland second-row: When we went down there, it was our first glimpse of what the Kiwis were up to in terms of earning money from rugby. We saw rugby players on ads on television. You couldn’t do that in Ireland. We were still having our taxi receipts queried. It was like entering another world.


John Kirwan, New Zealand wing: We trained really hard and were all in great shape. We got put on a fitness regime and I also had a personal trainer. We knew if there were bankers and people who owned bars coming down from the northern hemisphere to play this game, we were going to beat them up physically.


Warwick Taylor, New Zealand second five-eighth: We were a step ahead of the rest for fitness, which made the game a lot easier; to think about things, make decisions under pressure, everything gelled. We were more professional. We were still amateurs but what we did, training and so on, was really professional. That was the difference.


Brian Moore, England hooker: I remember feeling excited by the prospect of the tournament, but when something has no history, it’s hard to understand what it is and what it represents, what its true purpose is. I think we were all pretty relaxed and excited about the tournament . . . then we arrived in the southern hemisphere and saw how well prepared they were. Then, I think we all got it. We all understood that the World Cup would become the very peak of the game and the most important tournament in the rugby world.


Despite witnessing the professional attitude being shown by the hosts, it had little or no impact on the behaviour of the Home Unions.


Dean Richards: We should have beaten Australia in the opening game but they were given a try that wasn’t. Then, after the remaining pool games, we came up against the Welsh in the quarter-final. It’s often forgotten that, between the end of the pool round and our quarter-final against Wales in Brisbane, we were taken up to Hamilton Island for a four-day holiday. There were no rugby pitches up there, so there was no preparation at all – other than scuba-diving, water-skiing, golf and tennis. There are times when you need some R&R, but just before a World Cup quarter-final is not one of them. The French were not famed for fitness either – Serge Blanco was allegedly a forty-cigarettes-a-day man – but they were supremely talented and, having topped their pool over Scotland on points-difference, they broke little sweat in dispatching Fiji in the quarter-finals. They then edged Australia in the game of the tournament, with Blanco racing in to score a late try in the corner at the Concord Oval in Sydney to secure a 30–24 victory and dump the co-hosts out of their own tournament.


In the final, the best team of the era dominated on home territory. New Zealand put in a virtuoso performance at Eden Park in Auckland to defeat France 29–9 and lift the first-ever World Cup – although they did so against a rankly ill-prepared field across the tournament. After 1987, there would never be such poor collective preparation again.
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First World Cup match New Zealand v Italy


Rugby’s new global showpiece was launched on a showery day in Auckland on 22 May 1987. After a fairly low-key opening ceremony that had seen All Black legend Waka Nathan running across Eden Park with the Webb Ellis Cup, followed by a group of schoolchildren, the audience, which barely filled half the stands, took their seats for the opening match between New Zealand and Italy.


The game began with a penalty try for the All Blacks and then the scores (for one side) just kept coming. New Zealand scored eleven more tries through Michael Jones, David Kirk (two), Warwick Taylor, Steve McDowall, Joe Stanley, Alan Whetton, Craig Green (two) and John Kirwan (two). Kirwan’s second score was extraordinary, an end-to-end solo effort that secured itself as one of the iconic moments of the tournament. Italy responded with a penalty and a drop-goal from fly half Oscar Collodo and afterwards the Italian captain, Marzio Innocenti, tearfully bemoaned that his side could do little in response to the All Blacks when ‘they have ALWAYS the ball.’
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First World Cup try


This was, rather disappointingly for the record books, a penalty try, scored early in the opening game between New Zealand and Italy. But the first try scored by an individual came a few minutes later when Michael Jones, making his Test debut, plunged over to score.
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No play on the Sabbath


Having scored the opening try of the 1987 World Cup while also making his Test debut, Michael Jones went on to become one of the true greats of the game. However, he could sometimes make life a little difficult for the selectors as his Christian beliefs prevented him from playing on Sundays. As a result, he made himself unavailable for selection in 1987 semi-final against Scotland. Four years later, he withdrew from selection for three Sunday games at the 1991 World Cup. In 1995, with the All Blacks facing quarter and semi-final matches on a Sunday, coach Laurie Mains made the difficult decision to leave Jones out of his World Cup squad altogether.


Other players have also declined to play on Sundays due to their religious beliefs. Scotland prop Euan Murray is one of the more recent vintage to do so, meaning that he missed playing against Argentina at the 2011 World Cup, having also previously withdrawn from playing France in the 2010 Six Nations.
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ICONIC MOMENTS


Blanco’s try


The former Toulon player turned author Daniel Herrero once described Serge Blanco as ‘a magician, an artist and a tight-rope walker.’ He displayed all three of these virtues when scoring one of the most stunning tries in the history of the game against the Wallabies in the 1987 semi-final in Sydney.


It was a monumental match that saw the lead change hands five times and records scattered everywhere:


• Philippe Sella’s scored his nineteenth Test try, making him France’s all-time top try scorer history.


• David Campese’s twenty-fifth Test try broke Scottish winger Ian Smith’s fifty-four-year-old record for the most international Test tries.


• Michael Lynagh became Australia’s top point-scorer, overtaking Paul McLean’s record of 263 and finishing the match with 269 to his name.


• Pierre Berbizier won his thirty-fourth cap, becoming the most capped scrum half in French history, overtaking his coach Jacques Fouroux.


So much drama, so many notable moments – but all people really remember is Blanco. With the scores tied at 21–21 on sixty-five minutes, Australia looked to have clinched a place in the final against New Zealand when Lynagh kicked a penalty to move the Wallabies 24–21 ahead with just two minutes left on the clock.


France tried to fight back but were pinned in their half. Running out of options, Didier Camberabero launched an up- and-under that Campese easily fielded – but as Camberabero watched his kick sail away, he was taken out high and late by Anthony Herbert. Camberabero slotted the penalty to tie the score once more. The match clock was now three minutes into injury time.


Australia went again, containing France deep in their twenty-two and forcing them to kick out. Lynagh readied himself for a drop-goal attempt from the resulting lineout . . . but he never got the chance. The French defence burst out of the traps, smothered number eight Troy Coker and turned the ball over. Berbizier spun the ball to Blanco who fed Patrice Lagisquet on the wing, who punted downfield. Campese allowed the ball to bounce and there was then a frantic fight to regain possession, with prop Pascal Ondarts eventually regaining it for France. The ball went through eleven different pairs of hands and Les Bleus swept from one side of the field to the other, eating up the ground until, at last, Blanco drifted up from full back to collect a pass from Laurent Rodriguez. Poor Tom Lawton, the Wallaby hooker, was the only man within fifteen feet of Blanco. Lawton tried to close down the space on the angle, forcing Blanco towards the touchline, but with eighty-five minutes on the clock and the pitch heavy, Lawton looked like he was running in quicksand. Unlike Blanco. The full back opened up his long stride and roared into the corner for the match-winning score. It was a thing of wondrous beauty.
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ICONIC MOMENTS


John Kirwan’s final flourish


France had been brilliant in the semi-final to knock out the pre-tournament favourites, Australia, but the All Blacks produced such a dominant performance in the final that the French had little chance to reproduce their trademark magic.


New Zealand took control early when Grant Fox sliced a drop-goal attempt wide and Michael Jones was the first to react to the loose ball, crossing for a try. Midway through the second-half, Jones crashed onto an inside ball from Fox to break through the French defence before offloading to captain David Kirk to dot down. A few minutes later, the try that truly sealed the first World Cup was scored when Kirk darted around the side of a ruck and hared off upfield before being hit with a cover tackle. Number eight Wayne ‘Buck’ Shelford brilliantly picked and fed John Kirwan who bolted into the right-hand corner to score.


John Kirwan: Kirky and I used to have a move called ‘merde’ where he would pass it to me and loop around. We used it against the Aussies a few times in the Bledisloe Cup earlier that year and it worked. He would pass to me and I would try to hit between the loose forward and the half back and jam those guys and try to bring my opposite wing in, then give it to him on the outside. In the final I called it on the blindside, he looked up, sold a dummy and took off.


David Kirk: I was looking for someone to pass to because I knew I was going to run into someone sooner or later. Then about thirty or forty metres later, there was still no one there to pass to and JK was supposed to be the guy. I hit the ground, placed the ball and Wayne Shelford picked it up and then JK arrived. He timed it well because he hit the pass pretty much at full gas, and went all the way.


John Kirwan: Pierre Berbizier came at me. I had been practising my fend a lot. I pushed him off and got this overspeed where you have to be careful to keep your feet.


In those sorts of matches you have to stay in the moment. We knew the French could come back at any time but that try was a pretty important one to get. It broke their back. Running back to halfway the boys were saying we had to really smash them now and put the game out of contention, shut them out and not give them an inch.


The French scored a late consolation try through skipper Berbizier but it was all too little, too late. The All Blacks had been dominant and brilliant in equal measure and thoroughly deserved to be the first winners of the Rugby World Cup.
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WORLD CUP WINNERS


1987: New Zealand


New Zealand had been the most successful team in international rugby since their first Test in 1905 and looking back on the first World Cup it seems obvious that they should win a tournament held on home soil. But the build-up wasn’t as smooth as some might remember.


Despite being co-hosts, the All Blacks were not the bookies’ favourites to lift the Webb Ellis Cup. That was instead bestowed to their co-hosts, Australia, who had won a three-match series in New Zealand the year before. There had also been some considerable controversy and disruption among the Kiwi ranks in the years building up to the tournament.


In 1986, a group of players – including a core of established All Blacks – took part in a rebel tour to exiled South Africa. While they did not officially represent New Zealand and played under the name ‘Cavaliers’ rather than ‘All Blacks’, they nevertheless stirred opprobrium in New Zealand for undertaking the tour. When the players involved returned home, they were banned from playing in the next two Test matches – against France in a one-off Test and Australia in the Bledisloe Cup. Coach Brian Lochore was forced to select ten new players for these games, dubbed ‘the Baby Blacks’. Among them were future legends of the game, including Sean Fitzpatrick, Frano Botica, Mike Brewer and Joe Stanley. France were defeated 18–9, but Australia claimed the spoils with a 13–12 win in Wellington. For the second match of the series, Lochore restored the Cavalier core of the team and, despite his side winning 13–12 in Dunedin, there was huge division among the New Zealand public over whether or not to support the team. For the third match of the series, which clinched the destination of the Bledisloe Cup, Australia ran out comfortable 22–9 winners in Auckland to secure their first series victory in New Zealand in thirty-seven years of touring.


At the end of the year, the All Blacks toured France and seemed to steady the ship with a 19–7 victory over Les Bleus in Toulouse before the second Test in Nantes a week later. Twenty minutes into what became known as the fabled ‘Battle of Nantes’, feared All Black number eight Wayne ‘Buck’ Shelford was caught at the bottom of a ruck and was battered by the French pack, losing four teeth and sustaining a large tear to his scrotum courtesy of a French boot. Shelford went down in rugby folklore by retreating to the side lines, demanding that his scrotum be wrapped in tape and then returning to the fray. He eventually received another blow to his head in the second-half that knocked him out and he was pulled from the field. For all Shelford’s lunatic heroics, however, he was unable to help his team stem the French tide and the home side ran out 16–3 winners. ‘I was knocked out cold, lost a few teeth and had a few stitches down below,’ Shelford recalled later. ‘It’s a game I still can’t remember . . . and I don’t really want to, either.’ Six months out from the World Cup, things were looking far from rosy for the co-hosts.


In preparation for the tournament, Lochore enlisted the support of two of New Zealand’s finest rugby brains in John Hart and Alex ‘Grizz’ Wyllie. He also installed Jim Blair, the Scottish-born, Auckland-based fitness guru, among his staff. Lochore wanted his team to play with width and at high-tempo, an approach that was embraced by his players – many of whom moved beyond the demands of Blair’s regime and on to a new level of athletic fitness that had never been seen in rugby before.


Buck Shelford: We all got fitness programmes but I chucked mine away. I thought it was too easy. I used to run huge miles every day and I’d do speed work between the power poles on the way to work. Sprint, jog, sprint. I’d then do 400m sprints in my lunch hour, running for sixty seconds as fast as I could. I’d seen Michael Jones playing since he was in the Auckland Colts, Zinzan Brooke too, and you could see these guys were special. I needed to do all I could to keep ahead of them – but we all felt that way and, as a result, we all pushed on to new levels with our fitness.


Having dispatched Italy 70–6 in the opening game, the All Blacks then scored twelve tries as they swept past Fiji 74–13 before defeating Argentina 46–15, a result notable for the inclusion of newcomer Zinzan Brooke at number eight, who scored one of the All Blacks’ six tries.


In the quarter-final, they faced Scotland, who had been pipped to top spot in their pool on points-difference. It was barely a contest, though, as the All Blacks thumped the Scots 30–3 to progress to a semi-final against Wales. Again, the northern hemisphere had no answer to the power, speed and skill of the Kiwis, as David Kirk’s team scored eight tries in a 49–6 victory.


France awaited the All Blacks in the final but, having produced some magnificent displays in the tournament – none more dramatic than the last-minute win over Australia in the semi-final – the French were unable to muster any more resistance to the awesome power of the All Blacks than anybody else. Michael Jones, David Kirk and John Kirwan all scored tries, while Grant Fox, a maestro with the boot all tournament, added four penalties, a conversion and a drop-goal for a 29–9 victory.
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WORLD CUP WINNING CAPTAINS


1987: David Kirk


Born on 5 October 1960, David Kirk was educated at Wanganui Collegiate before studying medicine at Otago University. He played for Auckland and the New Zealand Colts before making his Test debut in an 18–13 victory over England in Christchurch in 1985


That summer, the All Blacks’ tour of South Africa was cancelled in opposition to the apartheid regime but, the following year, a rebel group of players known as the ‘Cavaliers’ but who were All Blacks in all but name, toured South Africa. Only two players from the thirty originally selected for the 1985 tour refused to travel in 1986 on moral grounds. They were David Kirk and John Kirwan.


Kirk was part of the ‘Baby Blacks’ team that defeated France and then lost to Australia in the wake of the Cavaliers tour. He was one of the few players to retain his place for the second Test against Australia as the bulk of the Cavaliers were restored to the All Blacks.


As the World Cup approached the following year, regular captain Andy Dalton was forced to withdraw due to injury. Dalton’s place at hooker was taken by Sean Fitzpatrick and the captaincy was handed to Kirk. Both players were in inspired form during the tournament, with Kirk contributing five tries to the All Blacks’ campaign, including a crucial touchdown against France in the final, which saw him become the first player to lift the Webb Ellis Cup as the winning captain.


With seventeen caps to his name, Kirk retired from rugby the following year to take up a up a Rhodes Scholarship at Oxford University to study philosophy, politics and economics. He was just twenty-six years old.


The decision to step away from rugby was not one he took lightly, but he became a hugely successful businessman, author, and a one-time chief advisor to New Zealand prime minister, Jim Bolger.


He was awarded an MBE for services to rugby in 1987 and was inducted into the World Rugby Hall of Fame in 2011.
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WORLD CUP WINNING COACHES


1987: Brian Lochore


Brian ‘BJ’ Lochore was born in Wairarapa in the south-eastern corner of New Zealand’s North Island on 3 September 1940. In 1959, aged just nineteen, he made his provincial debut against the touring Lions (a 37–11 loss). Four years later, he made the first of his sixty-eight appearances for the All Blacks. He won twenty-five caps in his Test career, captaining his country in eighteen matches during which time the All Blacks lost just three times.


When he finally retired from playing in 1971, he moved into coaching with the Masterton club and then with Wairarapa Bush provincial team before becoming an All Black selector in 1983. In 1985 he made the step up to become the All Black coach, a post that he held for two years and which culminated in the 1987 World Cup triumph.


He took a step back from coaching after the World Cup but remained in the All Black set-up, managing the team during the 1995 World Cup campaign. As the game turned professional at the conclusion of the tournament (see point 35 for more on this), Lochore played a pivotal role in securing the signatures of all the major players in New Zealand, signing them to the New Zealand Rugby Union over the rival World Rugby Competition, ensuring a stability and control that New Zealand Rugby has over its players, and that has seen the All Blacks continue their dominance at the top of the world game for much of the last twenty-five years.


Lochore was inducted into the World Rugby Hall of Fame in 1999 and was knighted the same year, before being presented with New Zealand’s highest award with his induction into the Order of New Zealand on Waitangi Day (6 February) 2007.
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