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            FOREWORD

            [image: ]

            by Conrad Smith
Former All Black and two-time

Rugby World Cup winner

         

         
            I grew up in New Zealand, where rugby is taught before you can walk. I had two older brothers, so our backyard was always a rugby field, and even the lounge when the weather was too cold. My dad played top club rugby, my uncle was an All Black, so every family gathering revolved around watching rugby, talking rugby and of course, for the children, playing rugby.

            Rugby is a sport about which countless books could be written. And yet, as a kid who loved both rugby and books, I found very little to combine the two. Even now, as a father with a son who shares my passions, there seem to be very few books that shed light on the intricacies of this beautiful but sometimes complicated game.

            Which explains why I’m excited to present this book to young rugby lovers throughout the world. A book to educate young players but also to entertain. To learn the skills to become a great player but also the values that make this a great game. This is a game that can be played by all and 6similarly this is a book to be enjoyed by all.

            I have a lifetime of memories and a long list of friends thanks to rugby, and I hope this book will allow readers to both understand the game and appreciate all the opportunities rugby has to offer.
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            CHAPTER 1: HISTORY

            [image: ]

            Who on Earth invented rugby?
Including why rugby balls look like rubbish footballs and how they killed Mrs Lindon.

         

         Like most sports that involve:

         
            [image: ] two teams that hate each other

            [image: ] a (sort of) round object

            [image: ] lots of pushing and shoving

         

         
            [image: ]

         

         rugby almost certainly started a very long time ago indeed – most likely when one group of barbarians chopped the head off someone (let’s call him Bol) who lived in the village next door. Being barbarians (and it’s no surprise to anyone that there is actually a team called the Barbarians today), they then started throwing poor Bol’s head around for their own amusement, at which point everyone in 9Bol’s village ran around to put an immediate stop to all that fun at their expense. This may well have been the origin of the phrase ‘can we have our Bol back?’

         
            [image: ]

         

         The fight that followed usually went on for days, the head being ‘passed’ backwards to make sure the other ‘team’ couldn’t get their grubby paws on it.

         Eventually, both sides ended up in the village pond at which point they all realised:

         
            [image: ] what a great time they’d had knocking each other’s teeth out

            [image: ] that chilling in a warm muddy pond with your mates is ace

            [image: ] that no one had especially liked Bol in the first place.

         

         Letting off a bit of steam in this highly entertaining, before-the-internet way was repeated 10in literally thousands of villages all over the place until chopping your neighbour’s head off became unfashionable and everyone started playing football anyway.

         Scroll forward a few centuries and we find ourselves at Rugby School, on the outskirts of the town of Rugby, in England. At a game of football.

         It is the year 1823.

         Nothing about that day or the game must have seemed unusual, unless your name happened to be William Webb Ellis. Master Webb Ellis was a pupil at the school and no one knows much about him except that he decided to pick up the ball up and run with it.

         Basically, he cheated.

         
            [image: ]

         

         11However, instead of being punished by being hung by his underpants from the nearest crossbar, everyone on the pitch thought now why didn’t I think of that? and pretty soon they were all at it.

         
            
               [image: ]

            

            NOTE There are some people who do not believe this happened at all, but everyone agrees that this version of rugby (ie one that doesn’t involve a severed head) was first played at Rugby School and then introduced by ex-pupils to the rest of the world, where it caught on pretty quickly.

         

         By 1845 rugby had its own set of rules and … [drum roll] … funny balls [cymbal clash]!

         
            
               [image: ]

            

            There’s a rumour going around that basketball was invented to keep rugby players fit off season.

         

         
            ‘Rugby is not a contact sport, it’s a collision sport’

            – Anonymous12

         

         Rebel girls

         Women’s rugby started a long time ago too.

         The earliest known player is Emily Valentine.

         In 1887, at the tender age of 10, she was watching her brothers play rugby and the call came for an extra player. Even though the idea of a girl playing rugby was about as strange as an octopus singing light opera, she got stuck in.

         
            [image: ]

         

         In 1991 the first Women’s Rugby World Cup was organised by four determined English women, Deborah Griffin, Sue Dorrington, Alice Cooper and Mary Forsyth, and held in and around Cardiff, South Wales. Despite having little money and even less official support, 12 teams turned up 13from as far afield as the USSR, Canada, Japan and New Zealand. The USA beat England in the final.

         In a lot of Asian and South American countries the numbers of girls and boys playing rugby are pretty evenly split – 50/50.

         So, we’re going to need more bullet points…

         
            [image: ] Forty per cent of rugby’s 800 million-strong fanbase is female.

            [image: ] More girls have started playing rugby than boys in the past two years.

            [image: ] The number of registered female players has risen to 2.7 million, up from just 45,000 in 1995.

            [image: ] Double Grand Slam winners England became the first fully professional women’s team in January 2019.

         

         ‘We firmly believe that the development of women in rugby is the single greatest opportunity for our sport to grow in the next decade,’ said World Rugby chairman Sir Bill Beaumont.
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            Barette was a popular full-contact sport adapted from rugby union in the 1920s and played by women.14

         

         The ball

         I think we can all agree that one of the most exciting aspects of rugby today is the fact that a rugby ball, passed by someone who knows what they are doing, resembles a dangerous missile. However, when the ball bounces, it behaves in a way that succeeds in making professional sportspeople look like complete clowns.

         
            [image: ]

         

         15So, it can fly as smoothly as a rocket or jump around like someone with a small army of bullet ants down their shorts. This means that rugby is never predictable. Anything can happen and anything often does. This is great.

         
            
               [image: ]

            

            During World War II, the Germans banned rugby as it was a bit too British and reminded them the British hadn’t surrendered yet.

         

         However, nobody thought about this 200 years ago – they just knew they wanted balls that were a bit different from footballs (mainly bigger) – and so they went to a couple of local shoemakers called Richard Lindon and Bernardo Solano and asked them to have a go at making one, since they were obviously good at stitching things together.

         Nowadays, we have lots of things that inflate (mainly made of rubber, plastic or bubblegum). In those days, all they had that could be blown up and stay blown up for 90 minutes or more were bladders (the thing that keeps your pee from sloshing around in your tummy is also very good at keeping air in).

         Obviously they couldn’t use human bladders, so 16they used the next best thing: pigs’ bladders.

         But bladders aren’t round – ask any doctor (or shoemaker) – which meant they came out shaped like a cucumber who has spent a lot of time in the gym.

         Also, some of the pigs’ bladders weren’t exactly fresh, and Mr Lindon’s wife, whose job it was to blow the balls up, contracted a nasty disease from rotten bladders which unfortunately killed her.

         At this point, Richard Lindon sensibly decided to start using rubber instead.

         Great dates

         
            [image: ] 1883 The first Six Nations was played between England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales (so it was Four Nations before France and Italy asked to join in). At the time of writing, Wales have won the tournament the most times, while England have won the most Grand Slams (when one team beats all the others).

            [image: ] 1895 Rugby split into rugby league (paid players) and rugby union (not paid).

            [image: ] 1906 France joined in.

            [image: ] 1907 … then Australia and New Zealand.

            [image: ] 1954 First Rugby League World Cup (won 17by Great Britain, beating France who, in embarrassment, or as a punishment, banned rugby league from calling itself ‘rugby’. For years it had to called itself Le Jeu à Treize (Game of Thirteen), which was never going to catch on.

            [image: ] 1982 First women’s international game was played between France and the Netherlands.

            [image: ] 1987 First Rugby Union World Cup.

         

         
            PRO TIPS

            Whether the Rugby School story is true or not, rugby players now spend their careers trying to get their hands on William! Not the real person of course, but the Rugby World Cup, which has his name etched on the front … the William Webb Ellis Trophy.

            I’ve been lucky enough to play in three World Cups trying to get hold of William and, after missing the first time, I was fortunate enough to win the next two. It is the highlight of most players’ careers, and he becomes your best friend as you show him off to all the supporters who cheered you on during the tournament.

            In New Zealand, the trophy was named Wiremu (the Maori translation for William) and despite plenty of celebrations and parades, Wiremu was always well looked after … although some repairs were needed from time to time.

            [image: ]
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