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WORLD CUP HISTORY


1987


The inaugural, 1987 Rugby World Cup was hosted jointly by New Zealand and Australia, with New Zealand hosting the lion’s share of matches. The tournament consisted of 24 pool-stage matches before proceeding to the quarter-final and semi-final rounds. Satellite television was still in its infancy at the time, so the viewing audience was limited to 300 million worldwide and spectator attendance of 604,500. This meant that the revenue earned by the host countries was far more limited than it is today, although New Zealand authorities announced that World Cup Rugby boosted the country’s GDP.


With 16 places available, IRFB member nations filled the first seven spots. These nations were Wales, Scotland, New Zealand, Ireland, France, England and Australia - South Africa was excluded, due to the international sporting boycott in place as a result of Apartheid. As an inaugural tournament, the cup had no set precedent for qualification for the remaining nine places, so invitations were sent out instead. The final nine places were thus filled by Zimbabwe, USA, Tonga, Romania, Japan, Italy, Fiji, Canada and Argentina. Allegedly, Russia refused its invitation for political reasons, and Western Samoa, although a better team than other invitees, was puzzlingly omitted.


A four-pool system was adopted for the group stage, and each team played the three other members of their pool once to determine the top two teams in each pool. A basic points system was implemented to reward wins and draws only, and the two leading teams from each pool then advanced into the knockout quarter-finals. Pool runners-up then played the winner of an opposing pool to determine the four teams who would play in the semi-finals. The two losing semi-finalists played each other for third place, while New Zealand and France battled it out for the Webb Ellis Cup. At the final whistle, it was New Zealand, the tournament’s favourites, who emerged the outright, 29-9 victors.


1987 will be remembered as the year famous for the scoring imbalance between teams. It was no surprise that the seven IRFB members, with a strong rugby pedigree, were dominant throughout the tournament. In a sport generally used to seeing average winning scores sitting under 30 points, the inaugural cup was unusual in that many of the 24 initial pool games had the victors scoring over 40 points. Statisticians weren’t surprised at the large gaps in the pool games, with Fiji, Italy and Zimbabwe suffering the greatest loss margins, but Rugby Union was yet to advance beyond amateur status in many countries, and those who played in 1987 were pioneers for the game’s ensuing growth ‘back home’. To the credit of the less experienced invited nations, there were no world record losses recorded in 1987, but the All Black’s Grant Fox managed a record-breaking 30 conversions for the tournament – a statistic that is yet to be beaten.
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The final match saw 45,000 fans fill Auckland’s Eden Park to see France take on the All Blacks. After a first half that saw New Zealand with a 9-0 lead, the French came out with all guns firing for the second half, but the host country fired back with forward power and accurate kicking. France gave it their all until the final whistle, with Didier Camberabero converting a try in the game’s last kick, but the 29-9 score told the story – France had played themselves out in the semi-finals, and New Zealand had the stamina and skill to convincingly take the Web Ellis Cup.


The 1987 Rugby World Cup was lauded as an international sports success, and it became the catalyst for many nations becoming IRFB members, and for the continuing popularity of Rugby Union on a global level.
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WORLD CUP HISTORY


1991


With the success of 1987 behind them, the IRFB found itself organising a tournament that far outstripped its predecessor. With world attention now focussed on the game, the cup was to be co-hosted by five member nations. Wales, Scotland, England, France and Ireland took up the baton to introduce World Cup Rugby to the northern hemisphere, with England winning the bid to host the final game at Twickenham Stadium in London.


In all, 33 nations vied for a place in the 1991 Rugby World Cup, which inspired the IRFB to adopt a new strategy. From the outset, the qualification system changed, although the number of teams to play for the cup remained at 16. The IRFB automatically accepted the eight 1987 quarter-finalists, who were not required to take part in qualifying matches. With the original invitation method discarded, 25 nations then took part in a qualifying process that determined the eight remaining spots in the tournament. Interestingly, the 1991 line-up had only one change from that of 1987 – Western Samoa qualified, and Tonga was unsuccessful. The pool system remained unchanged, as did the allocation of win, loss and draw points. The progression method of teams to the quarter and semi-finals was also identical, as was the play-off for third and fourth places.


In the four years between tournaments, Rugby Union had grown in popularity on a worldwide level, and the result was a far closer competition in the pool stage. Early shocks came when Wales finished third in their pool and were eliminated, along with Fiji, who lost all three of their games to France, Canada, and Romania. Most surprisingly, Canada qualified for the quarter-finals before falling to New Zealand, and newcomer Western Samoa also managed a quarterfinal showing before losing to Scotland. As France fell to England, crowds experienced the thrill of the game at its best when Australia managed to beat Ireland in a nail-biting finish that sporting legends are made of. Ireland took the lead 18-15, when Australia’s David Campese was outpaced and outclassed by Ireland’s loose-forward, Gordon Hamilton. Hamilton virtually flew over half a pitch length to score a try that took the Wallabies by surprise, and it was only when Australia’s Michael Lynagh managed a late try that rendered Ireland a point behind at the final whistle, and the spectators hoarse.
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Two closely contested semi-finals, one played between England and Scotland in a typically Scottish downpour of rain in Edinburgh, and the other between Australia and New Zealand in Dublin, saw England and Australia advance to fight it out for the cup in the final at Twickenham Stadium in London watched by 1.75 billion viewers worldwide.


England had earned its place in the final by adopting a game thick with forward domination, but public criticism led by Australia’s David Campese resulted in what appeared to be a tactical change of heart, which proved to be England’s undoing. The only try of the match was scored by Australia’s prop, Tony Daly, and a deliberate knock-on by the Wallabies resulted in a penalty, which England tried to argue should have been a penalty try. English protests, fuelled by 56,000 spectators, fell upon deaf ears, and the fate of the hosts was sealed - Australia won 12-6 in a match that was not one of Rugby Union’s best, but more importantly, World Cup Rugby became a permanent fixture among the world’s greatest sporting competitions.
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WORLD CUP HISTORY


1995


It was fitting that the third Rugby World cup was hosted by South Africa. In 1992, the IRFB readmitted the Springboks to the competition once negotiations for the abolition of Apartheid were underway, and the game became global in every sense of the word from that point on. 1995 was also to be the last year of the cup with Rugby Union’s amateur/professional status affecting who could play and who couldn’t.


For the first time, the cup was to be hosted by one country alone, and the final was to be played at Ellis Park in Johannesburg. Again, 16 nations were to take part, with 32 games in all to determine the winner. 1991’s eight quarter-finalists automatically entered the tournament, as did South Africa as the host country. The final seven nations were decided through the regional qualification process, and the final line-up consisted of Western Samoa, Wales, Tonga, South Africa, Scotland, Romania, New Zealand, Japan, Ivory Coast, Italy, Ireland, France England, Canada, Australia and Argentina. The points system in the pool phase was altered to accommodate 1 point for playing.


From the beginning, there was little doubt that the Springboks had what it took to reach the finals, and they managed an undefeated advance to the final game. New Zealand’s incredible 145-17 win over Japan in the pool play-offs rattled more than a few record books, and both Canada and Ivory Coast scored the first no-scores in the tournament’s history. In the quarter-finals, South Africa trounced Western Samoa, and France beat Ireland. England won its quarter-final against Australia by only three points, and New Zealand outplayed Scotland to advance.


The 1995 Rugby World Cup is also renowned as being the first time many international fans saw New Zealand’s Jonah Lomu in action. When the enormous youngster bulldozed his way through Ireland, and chalked up four tries against England in the semi-finals, a superstar was born. Sadly for Ivory Coast’s Max Brito, a serious injury only three minutes into the game against Tonga rendered a permanent quadriplegic.


The semi-final game between South Africa and France was very tightly contested and virtually underwater, with France losing by four points. New Zealand proved itself superior to England, who ultimately lost the match for third place against France. South Africa and New Zealand then battled it out in a final match that had 2.67 billion viewers worldwide on the edges of their seats until after the full-time whistle. At half time, South Africa was in the lead, with the scores at 9-6, but the All Blacks responded with a drop-goal and tied the game. With no further points scored, the cup final was then forced into extra time, and took South Africa’s Joel Stransky to score a drop-goal and give South Africa the cup.
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Following South Africa’s victory, New Zealand revealed that the entire team had suffered food poisoning less than 48 hours before kick off. Conspiracy theories about the source of the rogue meal continue to crop up, with the most popular being either the prawns or the water served by a mysterious waitress calling herself ‘Suzie’.


Perhaps one of the greatest tributes paid to the ambassadorial role that sports can play, was made when Nelson Mandela presented the Web Ellis Cup to François Pienaar, South Africa’s captain. Ellis Park in Johannesburg witnessed Pienaar and Mandela, the latter resplendent in Springbok’s shirt and cap, celebrate so much more than a victory in world Rugby Union, and the symbolism of that day remains a high-point for sportspeople everywhere.
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WORLD CUP HISTORY


1999


The fourth Rugby World Cup heralded a number of changes to the tournament, brought about by the game’s increasing popularity and the number of nations vying for a place in the international sporting arena. The first of the ‘professional’ cups was hosted by Wales, with England, France, Ireland and Scotland providing the majority of match venues.


The most significant change was that the tournament grew to accommodate 20 teams, in place of the 16 teams that had made up the three previous competitions. Only four teams were to automatically qualify – Wales (as the host), and the three winners from 1995 (South Africa, New Zealand and France). The final 16 places were to be fought out between 63 nations, and a last-chance repechage tournament was to be held as a means of selecting the last two teams from the runners-up in each of the qualifying zones. The final line-up for the last Rugby World Cup of the century consisted of Wales, United States, Uruguay, Tonga, Spain, South Africa, Scotland, Samoa, Romania, New Zealand, Namibia, Japan, Italy, Ireland, France, Fiji, England, Canada, Australia and Argentina.


At the new Millennium Stadium in Cardiff, which was partly funded by £126 million in British lottery takings, Wales triumphed 23-18 over Argentina in the tournament’s first game. By the time the final whistle sounded the end to the tournament a month later, and as Queen Elizabeth II handed over the Webb Ellis Cup, 1.75 million spectators had witnessed Rugby Union’s greatest contest in the flesh.


The pool system was expanded to include five pools of four teams, and the pools were distributed between England, France, Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland, Scotland and Wales. The points system remained unchanged from the two previous tournaments, but qualification for the quarter-finals became more complicated. Each of the five pool winners advanced to the quarter-finals, but the five pool runners-up, along with the best third-place winner across all pools, were to face each other in quarter-final play-offs. The three winners of those play-offs would then proceed to the quarter-finals, to face five teams who had earned a week off.
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Apart from New Zealand’s 110-3 pasting of Italy, the pool stage delivered no surprises, with New Zealand, Australia, South Africa, Wales and France advancing directly into the quarter-finals. England, Scotland, Ireland, Samoa and Fiji, as the pool runnersup, were joined by Argentina for the play-offs. England and Scotland beat Fiji and Samoa respectively, but it was Argentina, the competition’s self-confessed amateurs, who caused the greatest upset by ousting Ireland in a 28-24 win on Irish soil.


Argentina, England, Scotland and Wales all went down in their quarter-finals, leaving Australia to beat South Africa 27-21 in extra time in their semi-final. It was however, the France – New Zealand semi-final that garnered most attention, as France managed to turn a half-time, 10-24 shortfall into a full-time 43-31 win and advance to their second Rugby World Cup final.


The Millennium Stadium was filled to its 72,500 capacity, and with 3 billion viewers tuned in around the globe, Australia and France faced each other in what would be second finals for each team. In the first half, France attacked and Australia defended, with penalty kicking dominating play. At half-time, France found itself struggling after an injury-induced substitution and a penalisation, and Australia led 12-6. Well into the second half, France began to falter, and the Wallabies took full advantage of its goal kicking prowess to triumph 35-132 after time-on.
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WORLD CUP HISTORY


2003


An early contractual dispute between RWC Limited and New Zealand Rugby Union resulted in Australia hosting all 48 of the 2003 Rugby World Cup’s matches without its Pacific neighbour. Having hosted the Olympic Games only three years earlier, the reigning Rugby Union world champions were well placed to accommodate the 1.8 million spectators who ultimately arrived to cheer on their nations as they went into battle.


The eight quarter-finalists from 1999 were automatically included, and 81 teams vied for one of the 12 qualifying places in games that spanned five continents, with the process again including the repechage system to determine the last two berths. The final line-up was comprised of Wales, Uruguay, United States, Tonga, South Africa, Scotland, Samoa, Romania, New Zealand, Namibia, Japan, Italy, Ireland, Georgia, France, Fiji, England, Canada, Australia and Argentina. Several key players for Fiji, Samoa and Tonga, who played abroad for professional clubs, were forbidden to take part in representing their nations, much to the dismay of their respective countrymen.


The IRFB had been criticised for the over-complicated, knock-out system introduced in 1999, so it reverted instead to the earlier system of advancing the top two pool winners into the quarter-finals. A new bonus-point system was introduced into the pool play stage, and it awarded points for tries and small losses along with increased win-draw points.


Australia and Argentina faced each other for the tournament’s first match at the Telstra Stadium in Sydney, with the Wallabies winning 24-8. Argentina was again brilliant against Ireland, only missing out on a quarter-final berth by a mere point. Samoa delivered some surprising moments against England at first, while Fiji and Italy proved that they had the potential to become serious contenders in future tournaments. Nevertheless, the winning margins in the pools began to exceed those of 1987, and the Australia-Namibia match set the current world record with a blistering 142-0 result in favour of the Wallabies.


South Africa was not at its best in 2003, falling 29-9 to New Zealand in the quarter-finals, but the remainder of the knock-out matches were strongly contested, delivering New Zealand to face Australia and France to face England in the semi-finals. Ultimately, Australia and England battled it out for the trophy, while New Zealand took third place from England with a 30-14 result.
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