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Concussed is dedicated to Ben Robinson, Cae Treyharn and Jeff Astle, just three of many taken too soon by brain injuries sustained playing sport.


And to mum, dad and Debs, who made this book possible through their enduring love and support.










Foreword



Concussion, and its associated neurological complications, is the single most important issue facing modern rugby. I have been truly shocked reading some of the stories and speaking to some of those now struggling with the debilitating long-term effects caused by the head injuries suffered during their professional playing careers.


During my amateur playing career through the 1970s and 1980s concussion was a constant threat – I suffered several myself – but there’s no doubt the crossover into professionalism changed rugby union from a fiercely competitive game requiring bravery, strength and skill into one where power and brute force took precedence.


And while bigger collisions excited fans, there was always a nagging risk they could come at a price for professional players involved in the modern game. Not least players like Steve Thompson, a World Cup winner who I was fortunate enough to coach, who revealed in 2020 he was suffering from early onset dementia.


No journalist has done more than Sam Peters to reveal this painful truth for rugby. His work, which has been balanced but relentless, has forced so many of us to sit up and take notice of a direction of travel many have felt deeply uncomfortable about for many years.


By constantly challenging, probing and being willing to stand alone in the face of hostility from many, Sam has led from the front in exposing an uncomfortable truth. His message has, at times, been hard to hear, but there’s no doubt he’s done it for the love of rugby and sport more broadly.


Sam, along with many of the campaigners you’ll read about in this book, has made sport safer. That will be his legacy.


Sir Clive Woodward
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Three definitions of concussion


Oxford English Dictionary: (1) The act of violently shaking or agitating particularly, the shock of impact. (2) Injury caused to the brain, spine, or other part, by the shock of a heavy blow, fall, etc.


The Congress of Neurological Surgeons, Committee on head injury nomenclature: A clinical syndrome characterized by the immediate and transient post-traumatic impairment of neural function such as alteration of consciousness, disturbance of vision or equilibrium due to mechanical forces.


World Rugby: Concussion is a traumatic brain injury resulting in a disturbance of brain function. There are many symptoms and signs of concussion, common ones being headache, dizziness, memory disturbance or balance problems. Loss of consciousness occurs in less than 10% of concussions but is a clear indication a concussion has been sustained.












[image: illustration]



Introduction


British Lions v Australia, 6 July 2013.


The look on his face was not one I’d seen up close before. His eyes open yet blank, devoid of expression. That he was physically there was undeniable but at the same time there was a completely vacant look written across his features.


‘You OK, mate?’ I ask.


‘Err, yeah, I think so,’ comes the unconvincing reply.


Barely two hours earlier George Smith, one of the most celebrated Australian rugby union players in history, had suffered an injury all too familiar to those of us who worked in the sport, but utterly shocking to anyone operating outside of its tiny bubble.


Four minutes into a match watched by millions on television, Smith had carried the ball into a tackle, only to suffer a brain injury of such significance that, had it occurred in almost any other walk of life, an ambulance would have been called and he would have been blue-lighted to the nearest hospital for an extended spell of observation, tests and treatment.


But the professional rugby field is unlike any other walk of life. Indeed, brain injuries, or concussions as they’re also labelled, had become such routine occurrences many involved chose to shrug or laugh them off as simply a ‘ding’, ‘having my bell rung’ or a ‘head knock’. Well, if you don’t laugh…


Gradually, after several minutes, Smith was raised from his stupor and helped gingerly from the field by medics, his left leg trailing alarmingly behind him as the motor function of his brain struggled to control the rest of his body.


After coming out of four years of international retirement to help his already injury-stricken national team, this was not how it was supposed to end for one of Australia’s greatest sporting warriors.


‘I’d be very surprised if George Smith comes back on the field,’ said the Fox Sport commentator, witnessing the evidence in front of him.


His co-commentator agreed: ‘He can hardly stand up, hardly walk. He is going to be a very sore man tomorrow.’


‘Sore man’ is rugby speak for likely to be unable to get out of bed, turn on the lights or walk to the local shop.


To put it more bluntly, ‘sore man’ meant he was utterly fucked.


Even in a sport where playing on after suffering a concussion had become increasingly normalized, revered as an act of bravery and sacrifice on behalf of the team, by 2013 concern about the long-term risks had prompted a few to call for change. And this one was so bad many assumed Smith would stay off. I didn’t for a second and leant across to my colleague in the press box and said, ‘He’ll be back.’ And so he was. Five minutes later, the 32-year-old trotted gingerly out onto the field again and carried on playing.


‘That’s a massive call,’ said the commentator. ‘That’s a massive call for George Smith’s life,’ he may as well have said.


*


The Smith case did not happen in isolation. Far from it. Since I’d begun covering rugby union professionally 10 years previously, and in the 20 years before that when I’d played it, I’d witnessed a sport transformed.


From an amateur contact sport played by physically fit, strong and brave young people, rugby had morphed into an extreme version of its former self with players now bigger, stronger and more physically committed than at any point in its 150-year history. The physical consequences for players were becoming increasingly evident.


As money had poured in since the game went professional in 1995, rugby union’s injury profile had shot through the roof to a point where I believed, as someone who loved the game to its core, it had become unsustainable. Intolerably dangerous. Reckless even.


Doctors now compared injuries suffered on a professional rugby field to those normally witnessed in road traffic accidents. Biceps and hamstrings torn off the bone, knees obliterated, collarbones crushed. Brains battered. As collisions got bigger and more frequent, so too, of course, did concussions.


Everyone knew the sport was far more dangerous than ever before. And I mean everyone. The players. The doctors. The coaches and the media. We all knew it. Even the administrators and advertising folk, many of whom had never laced a pair of boots in their lives. In some people’s eyes rugby had become ‘beautifully brutal’. But beauty is in the eye of the beholder.


As the collisions increased and head injuries got worse, so too did the pressure to get players fit and back on the pitch faster than ever. Previously accepted medical norms were dispensed with, unthoughtof treatments practised, untold pain managed. And training was sometimes worse than matchdays as players vied against each other for contracts, and coaches made it up as they went along.


Worse still, the more players suffered concussions the more they were returned to the field by compliant medical staff, often directed by coaches who cared little for tomorrow. Get up, get going and go again.


Bodies and brains were being damaged in the long term, I had no doubt. And as stories began to emerge of former American footballers dying prematurely, sometimes choosing suicide over living with the depression, anxiety and violent mood swings associated with the effects of repeated blows to the head, I became increasingly convinced rugby’s authorities were doing irreparable damage to a generation of young professional players.


And while everyone knew rugby had outgrown itself, few were prepared to say so in public. Silence pervaded. A dangerous omertà we all accepted. Somehow rugby union convinced itself to turn a blind eye to the increasing damage being inflicted on a cohort of young athletes who knew no better and were not being protected from themselves. The data the corporate doctors presented in defence of the sport told us there was nothing to see and to look the other way. I refused.


And when I spoke to the players and their families away from the cameras and followed their injury stories, I became more convinced a light needed shining on rugby’s injury crisis. An uncomfortable truth needed telling. Rugby had morphed into something it was never meant to be.


*


Since becoming a sports journalist, I’d written for almost every national newspaper while in my twenties and early thirties but now here I was, rugby correspondent for the Mail on Sunday, in a stadium where 12 years earlier I’d been a fan in the stands wearing a Lions shirt and screaming my team on for victory.


Over the past decade I’d written more about rugby’s injury crisis than any of my colleagues and been told time after time I was looking in the wrong place.


That was all about to change. Over the course of the next few years I would embark on a journey I never thought possible. A journey which would see me labelled a ‘pariah’, a ‘rugby hater’ and a ‘rogue journalist’. I’d be physically threatened, verbally abused and whispered about behind my back. Time and again I’d ask myself if I was doing the right thing reporting what was right before my eyes.


But the more I dug, the more I realized the problem was far more severe than I’d ever imagined. Before I knew it, my worst fears about players developing dementia in their thirties and forties would come true.


For many, the campaign I launched would come too late. For them, I am truly sorry. Perhaps this book may do something to help those players and their families who don’t know what may be lying in wait in the future while forcing the authorities to act and face up to the truth. Perhaps it may inform professional players today who hear what they want to hear from people paid to protect them, paid by the very organizations whose interests are best served by telling them ‘there’s nothing to see here’.


I’ll be accused by many of reopening old wounds by writing this book. I’ll be accused of being a sport hater. Being soft. Being woke. Whatever. I’ve been accused of a lot worse. But one thing I haven’t been accused of yet is losing my moral compass. My sense of what’s right and wrong. And it’s my deeply held belief that rugby has got it badly wrong since the game went professional. I’ve long since stopped caring if that makes me unpopular.


And besides, I promised some good people I’d help them. People like Peter Robinson and Karen Walton, who lost their 14-year-old son Ben to a brain injury suffered on the field in 2011. People like Althea Trayhern, whose 36-year-old son, former Pontypool captain Cae, committed suicide in 2016. People like Dawn Astle, who lost her dad, former England and West Bromwich Albion striker Jeff, to early onset dementia in 2002.


I promised them all I’d help tell their loved ones’ stories. To uncover the truth, however uncomfortable it may be for those of us who love sport.
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A love affair begins


From as early I can remember, sport was my life. Rugby union and league, football, cricket, horse racing, golf, tennis, Formula One, motocross, wrestling, boxing, golf, athletics, squash, BMX, skiing (on TV – Dad would never actually take us). Anything. You name it, I watched it. Or even better, I played it. I lived for sport, breathed sport. Sport got me out of bed in the morning, kept me sane in the classroom. It kept me fit, strong and largely healthy, minus the odd broken finger, black eye or sprained ankle. I loved sport.


As an adult I watched sport live or in the pub, played it with my mates, wrote about it for a living and even, on occasion, got paid to talk about it on television or the radio. Sport has been in my life from the moment Dad hung me up in a bouncer in the living room doorframe and let me gurgle at England playing in the Five Nations on TV. In fact, sport’s not just been in my life. It has been my life.


I first played rugby when I was four. I’d insisted on joining my big brother Tom in his first game for our local club Richmond against rivals London Welsh. Too little to be thrown straight in, I spent most of the morning shivering on the touchline. It was freezing. I cried and told Dad I wanted to go home. It was the only time in my childhood I can recall ever not wanting to be near a sports field.


I soon forgot about the discomfort and the following season pulled my tracksuit on again and never looked back.


If it was on TV, we watched it. If it was on the field, we played it. As we grew older, if it was in the newspapers, we read it. The back pages were our happy place, as were the fields, parks and pavements where we lived out our sporting fantasies.


TV was big too. Wrestling on a Saturday morning, followed by Saint and Greavsie and Grandstand or World of Sport with Dickie Davies, then out to watch Old Meadonians play rugby or cricket with Dad in the afternoon. Mini rugby on Sunday mornings followed by lunch and an afternoon watching Ski Sunday and Rugby Special. Perfect.


Watching was good but playing was better. Obviously. Even being diagnosed aged four with a blood disorder – idiopathic thrombocytopenic purpura – which my eagle-eyed nurse mum spotted and insisted the GP refer me to a specialist, hardly slowed me down.


Thanks to Mum, I recovered, and soon had sport coursing through my veins again.


My dad, Roy, was born at Quintin Boat House by Chiswick Bridge in 1944 just before it was bombed by the Luftwaffe (fortunately, the family were in a coal cellar next door). His dad, Tom, had taken over as a boatman from his own father, Freddie, in 1934. Dad never rowed. Rugby, football and cricket were his great loves. Quintin, like most sports clubs in those days, was governed by class and social status. Dad’s mum was a stern, upright Victorian lady called Elsie who made amazing fruit cakes and cut the crusts off fishpaste sandwiches to keep the committee men sweet. Incidentally, one of her relatives, Charlie Dorey, was the fruit chairman of Brentford Football Club.


Dad’s two brothers, Eric and John, were keen sportsmen too. John, a junior international class oarsman, is still President at Quintin, whereas Eric was captain. Their elder sister Gwen, a PE teacher, taught them cricket.


The boat house was the family home where Grandpa Tom, a Queen’s Waterman who rowed the royal barges and was Great Britain’s official boatman at the 1960 Rome Olympics, kept the place in good order.


But the Peters family’s undisputed claim to sporting fame was Dad’s second cousin, Martin, who scored ‘the other goal’ in England’s 4–2 World Cup final win over West Germany in 1966. Nicknamed ‘the Ghost’ for his uncanny ability to run untracked from box to box, he made more than 700 professional appearances for West Ham, Tottenham Hotspur, Norwich City and Sheffield United before a brief, unsuccessful stint as Sheffield United manager in 1981. He was the first ever £200,000 transfer and also won 67 caps for England, scoring 20 goals. Martin died in 2019, aged 76. He was the third from that team to die from dementia.


By all accounts, Dad was an excellent amateur rugby player and cricketer. He captained, played full back for Southern universities and Middlesex and, so he still reminds us, once hit England fast bowler John Snow for two fours in an over. Dad’s rugby career ended aged 27 when a specialist at Moorfields Eye Hospital told him he’d go blind if he took another blow to the head. He’s still only partially sighted in his right eye.


My mum, Jennie, was not so into sport but kept fit cycling to and from her shifts at Queen Mary’s Hospital, Roehampton, where she worked in the plastic surgery unit. She also made sure we always had clean kit to wear and sandwiches to eat, and was forever on hand to patch up the endless bumps, bruises, grazes and cuts we picked up along the way.


My maternal grandmother, Alma – Nanny – also trained as a nurse in her fifties after divorcing my grandfather Bill, a head teacher and active figure in the Derby trade union movement. She would play football with me and Tom in the fields behind her bungalow in Littleover, Derby, where we spent many happy summer holiday breaks with our cousin Jonathan.


Tom and I competed fiercely. It was a classic sibling rivalry and our friends knew to steer clear if we had a grump on with each other. If there was a flattish piece of road, grass or track, we’d turn it into a cricket, football or rugby pitch and get playing. Or fighting.


When we were very young, Dad fashioned a tackle bag out of old carpets tied together with string, which meant we could practise tackling at home. We’d often get the bag out when our friends came round to play. What our neighbours made of us hitting the bag at full tilt every Sunday morning I’ll never know. We just wanted to play. All the time.


Dad worked long hours, meaning it was often left to Mum to ferry us to the various sports clubs and after-school activities we were desperate to be involved in.


Weekends were our time with Dad, who would take us to Dukes Meadows in Chiswick in the rugby season to watch his beloved Old Meadonians (now Chiswick RFC) or Chiswick House in the summer to watch the cricket. We’d go in our tracksuits and play for hours in the dead ball area while Dad caught up with his old team-mates over a pint of Fuller’s in the rickety old clubhouse with a corrugated iron roof. At full time the players would enjoy half pints of bitter shandy, lined up on a tray by the steps of the clubhouse. One day, when I was 8 and Tom 10, we drank three halves each while no one was looking.


The players changed in the boat house across the road and I’ll always remember the excitement of hearing the studs chattering on the tarmac behind the hedge before they charged into view and out onto the pitch, accompanied by the inescapable waft of Deep Heat. We’d watch for a bit and then play until darkness fell before shuffling back into the clubhouse, caked in mud, waiting for what seemed like hours for Dad to finish up in the dark, smoky bar. A meat pie with watery mash and vinegary ketchup would stave off the hunger until we’d convinced Dad it was time to leave before he got in trouble with Mum.


I first went to Twickenham Stadium in 1985, aged seven, when Dad got us tickets for London Welsh against Bath in the John Player Cup final. Tom’s maths teacher Kevin Bowring was playing No.8 for Welsh and we were close enough to the pitch to get a sense of how physical the game was. The bravery of the players and ferocity of the contest took my breath away.


Just a couple of months later Dad, an avid Brentford fan, got us tickets to Wembley with our uncle Eric and cousin Ewen, to watch the Bees lose 3–1 to Wigan Athletic in the final of the Freight Rover Trophy. My heart nearly thumped through my chest when we entered the stadium.


At school I’d spend lessons staring out of the window, desperate for the haven of the sports field. I was quite good too. One cricket season, aged 12, I averaged 332, out once in seven innings, before scoring my first century against Caldicott the following year on my way to a first XI school record of 430 runs in seven innings at an average of 107.5. I was obsessed with statistics and kept all our team’s scores and averages in a notebook.


Growing up, mini rugby on a Sunday morning was a ritual. After that first freezing cold introduction, I fell in love with everything about the game and, with Dad as coach, we were all conquering. Richmond went unbeaten for two seasons in the Under 11s and Under 12s, culminating in a win over arch-rivals Chiltern in the final of the London Irish tournament, which we won 6–0. The game was played in front of a full grandstand and a crowd several rows deep around the pitch. That’s how I remember it anyway. For us, the win was our first ever over our fiercest rivals; for Chiltern, their first ever loss in their final game together after five years unbeaten. They’d even made their way into The Guinness Book of Records. At the final whistle, we all cried.


On 4 November 1988, Dad took me, aged 10, to my first international at Twickenham. England’s team contained the core who would go on to reach the World Cup final three years later. The back row of Dean Richards, Dave Egerton and Andy Robinson tore up the Wallabies, while RAF flying officer Rory Underwood shredded them out wide. I drank in every second of the game, captivated from first whistle to last as Will Carling’s unfancied England pulled off a famous 28–19 victory. Wallaby legend Michael Lynagh, who played fly half that day, would later describe it as the day ‘England got serious at rugby.’ It was the day I did, too.


The journey home to Sheen felt like we were travelling on air. I pored over every inch of the programme, asking Dad questions. How heavy was Paul Rendall and how fast was Andy Harriman? Was Will Carling actually in the Army? How much did you weigh when you played, Dad? What would the players be doing tonight?


I continued to study the programme all weekend and took it to school on Monday to show my friends. I was fascinated by players’ weight, height, number of caps and career points scored. When it came to sports stats, I couldn’t get enough.


I must have watched that game 200 times on our home VHS recorder over the next few years. I’d fast forward and rewind Rory Underwood’s two brilliant tries, while Tom and I tried to recreate one of his left-handed touchdowns by piling pillows on Mum and Dad’s bed and diving endlessly until Dad stormed up, worried that we were going to crash through the ceiling.


From that day forwards, rugby became my obsession, with a short summer recess for cricket.


In 1990, I witnessed my hero Jeremy Guscott score a stunning solo try at Twickenham when England beat Ireland 23–0 on their way to what looked sure to be a first Grand Slam since 1980. But David Sole’s Scotland, playing with their eyes on stalks, sank them at a politically charged Murrayfield. I never did like Maggie Thatcher after that.


We watched the game at home on TV and, while devastated by England’s loss, I remember being captivated by the commentary of Bill McLaren. He was so evidently Scottish, but at the same time unfailingly impartial. I loved his voice. It gave me comfort even when England were losing. Tom and I would spend hours fizzing passes to each other while chanting ‘it’s chocolate bar service from a slot machine’ in a faux McLaren voice. Looking back, they were gloriously innocent days.


As a teenager, I played fly half in a decent Middlesex Under 16 team in which my Richmond team-mate Michael Swift, who would become Connacht’s all-time most capped player with 269 appearances, was the linchpin of our pack. In the backs, Wayne Andrews stood out for his footballing abilities and pace on the wing. I’d just fling it wide and invariably Wayne would be on the end to run it in from 50 metres. In the end, Wayne pursued a career in professional football and made 190 league appearances as a striker for a variety of clubs including Watford, Coventry City and Crystal Palace.


I made it into the London & South East Under 16 side that year, forging a decent half back partnership with a young scrum half from Eastern Counties, Peter Richards, who would go on to play 13 times for England. I narrowly missed out on full England selection that same year when Richards and I inexplicably split up in the final trial. Richards made the cut. I didn’t. I’ll get over it. One day.


Undeterred, I ended up captaining my school first XI at cricket and first XV at rugby, dropping a goal to win the game against fierce rivals Wellington College in September 1995. That year we faced a Dulwich College XV containing three future England internationals, Andrew Sheridan at No.8, Nick Easter at blindside and David Flatman at tighthead. Jon Dawson, who went on to play for England Under 21s, Bath, Saracens and Harlequins, propped the other side of the scrum. We lost. On reflection, I probably shouldn’t have sulked for a week.


At school I was lucky with injuries. I suffered a few concussions – almost everyone did – but never missed a game through injury. On one occasion, aged 14, playing in an Under 15 game against Wellington, I hadn’t even noticed I’d taken a blow to the head. But when I got home I realized I had no recollection of the coach journey and felt nauseous and drowsy. I ended up spending the evening in bed with the lights out, vomiting occasionally and feeling disoriented. I slept through the night and felt fine the next morning and didn’t mention anything at school on Monday. I played the following week. That was normal.


Aged 16, against Dulwich, I dived for the corner attempting to score a try and the tackler’s head crashed into mine, pinning my head against the corner flag as we hit the ground. I heard a high-pitched ringing in my ears and saw flashing lights. As I attempted to stand up, I stumbled and fell to the ground. Our coach, former England player Dave Rollitt, attended me, along with one of our substitutes who had the water bucket and ‘magic sponge’. Within a few minutes I felt OK and carried on playing.


After school, I spent my gap year in the Army with the Royal Fusiliers, playing lots of rugby, and drinking lots of beer while learning how to iron a shirt and fire a semi-automatic rifle. I turned up for the Freshers trial at Edinburgh University, where I’d secured a place reading Politics and Economic & Social History, in distinctly average shape. Somehow I managed to impress and found myself on the first XV bench that weekend. I started against Berwick the following week and played several games for the ‘Ones’ before a shoulder injury I’d suffered playing rugby in the Army became altogether more troublesome.


I’d play for the university every Saturday and most Wednesdays but also occasionally turned out for a very handy college team, captained by a big character called Robbie Aarvold, who was the grandson of legendary British Lion Sir Carl Aarvold.


In one game, on a freezing late January day, I took the ball blind from a midfield scrum only to look up and see their 17 stone blindside flanker heading straight for me. Instinctively, I stuck out a hand but just as I attempted to push out for the hand off, he hit me, effectively driving the ball of my shoulder through the joint and out the other side. Just for extra spice, I dislocated my acromioclavicular joint and fractured my collarbone at the same time. It was, to put it mildly, sore.


Some kind soul drove me the 2.5 miles to Edinburgh Royal Infirmary, where it took the doctors another hour to pop my shoulder back into place.


The specialist advised I could avoid surgery by sticking to a strict regime of strengthening exercises. I took the non-surgical option and, despite missing the rest of the season, was picked for the university’s first XV tour to Australia that summer where we were scheduled to play five matches. I lasted one game before my shoulder dislocated again. I’ll save the tour diary for another book.


Two years, one more tour to New Zealand, roughly 30 dislocations and three operations later, I was close to calling time on rugby and a career in the Army. A new life plan was needed.


*


While at Edinburgh, I’d surprised myself with how much I enjoyed the social history element of my course.


In particular, I was fascinated by the origins of formalized sport. The class divides. The social dynamic at play. The use of sport as an establishment tool to control workers while affording them the ‘privilege’ of downtime and leisure. I was fascinated by the anachronistic class-based notion of ‘gentlemen and players’, amateurs and professionals, and the Corinthian Spirit, the intertwining of Church, State and education, and the role played by the country’s major public schools, one of which, St Paul’s, I’d attended, in formulating codified rules.


I’d always been proud of my family’s working-class roots and didn’t always feel comfortable with rugby union’s historic association with class and privilege.


I studied the central role the Church played in England, Scotland and Wales in driving notions of patriotism, especially at times of war, while preaching ‘manliness is close to Godliness’ through Christian teachings where sacrifice, subjugation, the advancement of righteousness and the protection of the weak were central pillars in the cult of ‘Muscular Christianity’ imagined and pursued by Dr Thomas Arnold of Rugby School.


The notion that rugby union existed on a higher moral plane than other sports would be actively perpetuated by those seeking competitive commercial advantage after rugby turned professional, with the global governing body World Rugby’s own slogan by 2013 proclaiming ‘Rugby, building character since 1823’. The association between ‘character’ and a willingness to tolerate physical punishment fascinated me.


I was interested in the role the printed press played in how sports presented themselves, especially when it came to calling on clubs and players to ‘do their duty’ with the formation of pals battalions at the start of the First World War. My dissertation, ‘Attitudes Towards Professional Sport During the First World War in England and Scotland’, explored the role sports authorities played in Britain’s recruitment drive and the growing societal tensions presented by the commercialization of sport set against the class-based societal order.


So while my time at university taught me about the fragility of my own body and limitations on a sports field, I also learned about the history of organized sport and understood that politics and sport definitely mix. When I left, I still loved sport, but my understanding of its commercial and cultural role within society had grown significantly. On reflection, perhaps I’d already begun to doubt some of the establishment pillars upon which rugby union had been built.


Having completed our finals that summer, I embarked on the trip of a lifetime with my old friend Matt, flying to Australia to follow the Lions on their 2001 tour. After watching the first game in the Walkabout pub in Edinburgh, starring 21-year-old Simon Taylor, who only a week or so before I’d played alongside for the Sambuca Guzzlers in an intra-college Sevens game, we flew to Sydney for the start of an incredible adventure.


We watched the second game against the New South Wales Waratahs, when Aussie Duncan McCrae was sent off for repeatedly punching Ronan O’Gara on the floor, travelled up country by train via Coffs Harbour, where we watched the Lions demolish the New South Wales Country Cockatoos, before heading to Brisbane for the eagerly anticipated first Test.


What we witnessed that night at the Gabba, along with roughly 40,000 other fans proudly wearing red, was one of the greatest Lions performances. The atmosphere was electric from the first whistle and the Lions, who scored after just three minutes courtesy of rugby league convert Jason Robinson, delivered a performance to match.


We drank long into the early hours and the next morning boarded a plane, along with a load of other bleary-eyed Lions tourists, for the short flight to Canberra. Sitting behind us were three faces I recognized. One was Sunday Times rugby correspondent Stephen Jones; the second was former England fly half Stuart Barnes, who I’d first watched play for Bath at Twickenham in 1985, and the third, Paul Morgan, then editor of Rugby World magazine, to which I subscribed.


‘Imagine being paid to write about sport. I’d love to do that,’ I said to Matt.


‘Why don’t you, then?’ he replied.


A few months later, back in England, I was at midweek training with Rosslyn Park, where I’d picked up a few games, and hit a tackle bag with my right shoulder only for my left one to pop out of its socket. I hardly even felt it. It still came as a shock when the surgeon suggested it was probably time to concentrate on more sedate pursuits.


I moped for a few days before thinking back to my conversation with Matt. If I couldn’t beat them, I’d try to join them.


There was a snag. Apart from obsessively reading the sports pages for the past 15 years, and being fascinated by the life of Donald Woods, the white South African newspaper editor who exposed the death in police custody of black human rights activist Steve Biko, and who the 1987 Richard Attenborough film Cry Freedom was based upon, I hadn’t shown any actual interest in being a journalist. A letter published in the Cricketer magazine complaining about Ian Botham being picked for England’s 1992 tour to New Zealand after missing the start because of Christmas pantomime commitments, and a solitary feature in the school magazine which Matt edited, headlined ‘Carling, Back and Able’, supporting Will Carling’s return as England captain after labelling the Rugby Football Union (RFU) committee ‘57 old farts’, hardly constituted a CV.


Somehow, City University offered me a deferred place on their post-graduate diploma course in newspaper journalism, on condition I spent a year gaining work experience to prove my commitment.


Unpaid stints on the sports desks of various newspapers including the Richmond & Twickenham Times, the Daily Telegraph and the Scotsman followed, but it was a two-week spell at the Independent, under the tutelage of sports editor Paul Newman, which really engaged me, provided my first by-line and, crucially, the all-important first paid work, as the Sunday PA on the news desk.


England won the Rugby World Cup in 2003, which for a trainee sports journalist, and a rugby-loving one at that, was rather good timing.


About 50 of us watched the final in the Pig & Whistle in East Sheen, drinking our first pint when the doors opened at 7am on Saturday and our last, some of us anyway, well into Sunday.


On Monday, I gave a presentation to my class at City titled ‘The Cult of Jonny Wilkinson’. The 24-year-old who, in Ian Robertson’s words, had just ‘kicked England to World Cup glory’ was on the front and back page of every paper and was the talk of every radio and television station. Rugby union had gone mainstream.


Goodwill towards rugby had, in England at least, never been greater and, after gaining my diploma, I secured a place on the Press Association’s sports traineeship programme, based in Howden, East Yorkshire.


While at City, I’d watched on television as Wasps took on Gloucester in an all-English Heineken Cup quarter final at the Causeway Stadium, High Wycombe. Midway through the first half Lawrence Dallaglio and Paul Volley were involved in a sickening clash of heads in which both players were knocked unconscious attempting to make a tackle. Gloucester prop Phil Vickery was so alarmed by Volley’s state he placed his opponent in the recovery position to prevent him swallowing his tongue.


Following extensive treatment, Volley was hauled back to his feet, still clearly unsteady, before, to everyone’s astonishment, both players were allowed to carry on playing. When the half-time whistle blew, several minutes after the incident, Dallaglio needed assistance to reach the tunnel.


I thought to myself, ‘That doesn’t look right,’ but, like pretty much everyone else, assumed they would not have been allowed to play on if it had been unsafe to do so.
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Growth, growth, growth


To understand how radically and rapidly rugby union changed after becoming the last major participation sport to turn professional, you only had to watch it.


Almost overnight following the conclusion of the 1995 World Cup, rugby union, after more than a century of systematically denying payment to players, turned from a sport played for fun and a break from the day job into, well, the day job.


*


Historically fiercely resistant to players being paid to play, which debased Victorian notions of valour and fairness associated with playing sport purely for the love of it, or the ‘Corinthian Spirit’, as it was known, rugby union had been increasingly commercialized throughout the 1980s as formalized leagues in England made games more competitive and attractive to television audiences.


The inaugural 1987 World Cup, won by New Zealand, coincided with the formal acceptance of a league structure in England.


With the success of the second World Cup staged four years later in England and won by Australia, the move towards professionalism gathered pace. South Africa, Australia and New Zealand led the calls for rugby union to ‘go open’ almost 100 years after the so-called great schism had seen the establishment of rugby league in northern England. It was a move which essentially divided the sport along geographic and socio-economic lines.


For decades, league players, coaches and pundits derided their union counterparts for their lack of preparation, athleticism, skill, organization and physicality. And they had a point.


Conversely, union clung on blindly to its Corinthian values while avoiding the uglier face of professionalism, including a win-at-allcosts culture where head-high tackles, or hits, were commonplace, staying on the field with a brain injury had become normalized and coaches were undisputed top dogs.


Speaking about her first experience as a physiotherapist with Dewsbury, Lisa Hodgson, who in 2000 would become the Rugby Football League’s first head of medicine, told the website Women in Rugby League:




It was a first team fixture at Huddersfield and Sir Alex Murphy was the coach. And he knew it was my first game. The other two physiotherapists I was shadowing were away on conferences. One of the players went down. Alex Murphy grabbed me by the scruff of the neck, and he said, ‘You don’t bring that player off,’ and then he looked me straight in the eyes and said, ‘Unless he’s —ing dead.’ And then he pushed me onto the field. Well, I was shaking and then I went to the player, ‘You look to be hurt.’ He replied, ‘Of course, I’m hurt!’ I remember thinking, I can’t do this. Once I was back off the field in the dug-out Alex Murphy turned and just winked at me, he said, ‘Welcome to rugby.’





As television money poured in, union’s amateur players, denied payments despite increasing demands on their time, became frustrated by the governing bodies’ ideological resistance to paying them. Something had to give and, in August 1995, rugby union went pro.


‘After the success of the World Cup in South Africa there had been almost an air of inevitability about it [going professional],’ wrote former England captain Bill Beaumont in his 2017 autobiography. Beaumont retired in 1983 on the advice of neurologists and would go on to become chairman of the International Rugby Board (now World Rugby). He continued:




The only problem was that we in England were ill prepared for it and rather caught with our pants down,


Those who were determined to retain the game’s almost unique amateur ethos were really backing a loser. It was no longer a game played purely for recreation. Events like the World Cup, increased television coverage and massive media interest had raised its profile to such an extent that the opportunities for making serious money out of the game seemed limitless.





In an earlier autobiography, Thanks to Rugby, Beaumont had written: ‘I have always firmly believed no one should ever receive any money for actually playing rugby. The game, in that sense, must remain strictly amateur. If players were ever to be paid for playing, it would ruin the game itself and the whole structure of rugby in Britain.’


Almost in the blink of an eye, the shape of the players visibly changed and, inevitably, so too did rugby’s physicality and risk profile. Once promoted as a game played by ‘all shapes and sizes’, professional rugby began to edge out the small guy. And one player was largely responsible: Jonah Lomu.


At 6ft 5in tall, weighing 18 stone and able to run 100 metres in under 11 seconds, Lomu’s impact on the rugby landscape in 1995, aged 20, when he scored seven tries in five World Cup matches, is impossible to overstate.


The image of the marauding New Zealand All Black winger running directly over the top of England full back Mike Catt in the semi-final, eschewing any notion of a swerve or sidestep to trample over the 14 stone defender, is iconic.


After the game, which his side lost 45–29, England captain Will Carling said: ‘He’s a freak and the sooner he goes away the better.’


But Lomu didn’t go away. Not for a while anyway. He would earn 73 international caps and score 43 tries, and his legacy would live on long after he died tragically young, aged 40, from a chronic kidney condition.


From 1995 every coach on earth wanted their own version of Jonah Lomu. He was rugby union’s first, and arguably only, global icon.


‘He was huge, he was quick and he was skilful,’ said former Springbok Joel Stransky. ‘To play against him was more stressful than you can imagine. Not just because one would need to tackle Jonah, which was not an inviting thought, but he drew defenders to him, which left other great players around him in space. Jonah’s presence changed defensive structures and strategies forever.’


Previously, in the amateur game, the thought of a player of Lomu’s dimensions playing anywhere other than the second or back rows was unthinkable.


In 1993, England head coach Geoff Cooke tore up the rule book by playing three No.8s in his back row, picking Dean Richards (6ft 3in, 17st 12lb) at No.8, alongside Ben Clarke (6ft 5in, 17st 5lbs) and Tim Rodber (6ft 6in, 17st 12lb) on the flanks to face New Zealand at Twickenham. It was the biggest international back row ever selected, but while all three were high-class international forwards, none of them had Lomu’s speed of foot or sleight of hand. The thought of any of them playing in the three-quarters, positions traditionally reserved for players smaller, faster and nimbler than the ball-winning forwards, would have been absurd.


But while that trio’s selection indicated rugby’s direction of travel, Lomu’s arrival two years later significantly upped the ante. Single-handedly he reframed rugby’s optics and kicked off an arms race based on power and pace which no one in the new professional game could afford to ignore.


Players were free to lift weights and pop as many protein tablets as they could fit into a day’s training while coaches had charge of their players for the full working day. And boy, did they work them.


Former Leicester and England captain Martin Johnson would later write in his autobiography:




We were all crammed in together, craning our necks to see Bob [Dwyer] and his assistant, the former Wallaby prop Duncan Hall, and hanging on his every word. His message was simple and to-the-point: ‘Being professional is not about being paid to play rugby, it’s about the way you behave, the way you train, and the way you play. I’ll see you all at the gym for weight training at 7a.m. on Monday.’ There was a sharp intake of breath and a few people exchanged glances, but we all turned up as commanded the following Monday…


We trained our backsides off in that first year. From meeting up two or three evenings a week and playing on the Saturday, suddenly we were all at the club twice a day.





But while many could see that the demands being placed on players were increasingly extreme, little was done to rein in potentially dangerous practice. Former England prop Jason Leonard wrote in his autobiography: ‘There was much talk in the papers of the increasing pressures on players, and how unfair it was on them to have to train harder, but there was no real talk of anything ever being done about it.’


In 1987, when the first Rugby World Cup was held, the average weight of the New Zealand team in the final was 14st 7lb with their three-quarters averaging 12st 9lb and the forwards 16st 2lb. By the 2019 final, 24 years into professionalism, South Africa’s average player weighed 16st 12lb with their three-quarter line averaging 14st 5lb and forwards a massive 18st 8lb each.


England’s fly half George Ford, his side’s smallest back at 13st 10lb, would have been the second heaviest player in New Zealand’s 1987 backline.


With livelihoods now on the line, winning became the be all and end all. And teams spent a lot of time working out how to win.


According to the RFU’s injury figures between 2002 and 2004, the teams finishing in the top four in the Premiership lost an average of about 600 player days per season through injury. The next four lost closer to 800. The bottom four lost around 1,000. Teams established that the fewer hours you lost to injury, the more games you won. Returning players faster than ever from injury became a commercial necessity and was culturally normalized.


With television money flooding in, laws were constantly tweaked to speed up the game and improve the spectacle. Rugby became a ‘product’, players ‘assets’, countries where it was played ‘markets’.


A sport already demanding extreme bravery bordering on foolhardiness took on a new dimension. Players became fitter, faster, stronger. Collisions replaced contacts, hits replaced tackles. Passes became offloads.


Tackles were more frequent, scrums reduced, hits got bigger. Money rolled in. Audiences grew. This was boom time, rugby’s goldrush. And there were cowboys everywhere.


With time to train, formerly amateur coaches made it up as they went along. With little or no regulation, some directors of rugby, many of whom had only just hung up their boots themselves, instituted extreme training regimes at club level.


Critically, before 2002 there was limited data on how the shift to professionalism had changed rugby’s injury risk. In 2002/03, amid concerns over mounting injuries, the joint RFU and Premiership Rugby injury surveillance audit was launched to build the database. The first year of the audit would therefore become rugby’s injury baseline, although it was entirely probable this baseline had already shifted dramatically in the previous seven years.


Of course injuries became more severe as collisions intensified and became more frequent. But while it was possible to strengthen necks, shoulders and other parts of the human anatomy to withstand greater impacts, there is no means of strengthening the skull or the gelatinous brain inside.


As professional rugby’s juggernaut got rolling, England’s Rugby Football Union effectively parked in a lay-by, closed their eyes and hoped it would all go away by imposing a 12-month moratorium on professionalism. Meanwhile, players followed the money. Finally, after a year of absent leadership, the RFU lifted their moratorium and English professional rugby was allowed to proceed, albeit severely compromised. Steve Bale wrote in the Independent:




All of a sudden money, with which rugby union has had an equivocal relationship ever since it started coining the stuff in sponsorships while denying players these fruits of their labours, talks. Those clubs who do not have enough, quite possibly including some of the giants of the game, are about to find that out the hard way. For an innately conservative sport, this is unalloyed Thatcherism.





Some clubs, like Richmond, played the get rich quick card, backed by former City trader Ashley Levett, who proceeded to lose an estimated £6 million in four years before pulling out in 1999. Once insolvent, Richmond were relegated seven divisions by the RFU in an act of unheralded spite. Richmond were far from the only English rugby club to get their numbers spectacularly wrong.


Why? Too much, too soon. At the advent of professionalism clubs scrambled for their ‘best’ players and salaries rocketed. Clubs agreed contracts for one, two, three years without detailed knowledge of their first year’s income. In some cases unrealistic business plans were put in place and in others hearts ruled heads. Many club administrators and officials simply did not have enough expertise to administer annual payrolls of between £1 million and £2 million.


Many players had good occupations outside of sport but were pushed by their clubs into becoming full-time professionals. They were told they needed to train every day or they would not be picked.


‘We all knew it would happen but the actual announcement caught everybody by surprise,’ said former England fly half Rob Andrew in 2015. ‘Soon everyone was running around trying to sign us up. No one had a clue what we were worth: I was a chartered surveyor working in London but within a few weeks I was on my way to Newcastle in a big leap into the unknown.’


Immediately, there was tension between the commercially aspirational clubs, who had signed up the players, and the uneasy defenders of financial good governance, the RFU, who were now not only in charge of the amateur game but also possessed a major stake in the newly formed professional game, out of which Premiership Rugby emerged as the commercial vehicle responsible for England’s top league. Now, in sponsorship and TV rights terms, both organizations were fighting for the same pie. They had set themselves up as rivals and the players were the pawns. The RFU’s failure to offer central contracts would prove a disaster for the health and wellbeing of England’s top players.


*


For the players and a new breed of agents who emerged, it was time to cash in. As many former union stars who’d crossed codes for financial reasons in the late 1980s and early 1990s returned ‘home’, including the greats Alan Bateman, Scott Gibbs, Alan Tait, Scott Quinnell, Dai Young and John Bentley, union embraced their more professional approach. Soon, rugby league coaches also began to enter the rival code many had formerly mocked.


In October 1996, tragedy struck. Oxford University centre Ian Tucker died at London’s National Hospital for Neurology and Neurosurgery two days after sustaining catastrophic brain damage attempting a try-saving tackle in a friendly game against Saracens.


This was a hellish scenario for a newly professional sport attempting to trade on an image which combined physicality, bravery, skill, but, above all, safety. The incident led some to raise concerns about where rugby was heading.


‘Ian Tucker’s death was caused by a freak accident, but it once more brought into focus how dangerous a collision sport can be,’ wrote rugby journalist Ian Malin in his 1997 book Mud, Blood and Money: English Rugby Union Goes Professional. ‘The 21-day rule for resting players is still abused and needs to be constantly monitored. Hopefully coaches and directors of rugby will be responsible enough not to flout it, even if it means resting key players for vital games.’


I have spoken to sources who told me Tucker had suffered a previous head injury less than a month before he died, while a report published in 1999 by Dr Jennian Geddes of the Royal London Hospital titled ‘Neuronal cytoskeletal changes are an early consequence of repetitive head injury’ examined the brains of ‘two boxers, an amateur footballer and a mentally subnormal man who habitually banged his head’.


The ‘footballer’ was described as ‘a 23-year-old man, a keen amateur footballer, who regularly “headed” the ball while playing.’


The report added that:




He was reported to have been previously well with no history of neurological disease, although he had had a single severe head injury in the past, from which he had made a full recovery (no further details available). He sustained a head injury while playing in a football match and developed an acute subdural haematoma and brain swelling, from which he died.





The report identified a specific gene, ‘apoE’, associated with poorer outcomes from repetitive head injuries while also finding that ‘chronic mild repetitive head injury, such as that sustained by boxers, leads at an early age to subclinical but definable pathological changes’.


The report also stated: ‘Similar neuropathological findings are present in all the cases: we believe that they are early changes caused by chronic head trauma, and as such represent a prelude to the fullblown pathology of dementia pugilistica.’


Through researching this book, I have read a footnote in a research paper published in 2015 by Professor Ann McKee which states: ‘Although often referred to as a soccer player, the young subject with CTE described by Geddes et al. 1999 as the “keen amateur footballer who frequently ‘headed’ the ball while playing”, was an amateur rugby player (personal communication, T. Revesz).’ Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy (CTE) was not a term which had, to my knowledge, ever been described in the British media. Certainly not in the sports pages. In fact, at the time, even the NHS had no reference to it on their website. This would soon change. CTE was essentially the rebranding of an old and established neurodegenerative disease caused by repetitive head injuries called dementia pugilistica and first identified in deceased boxers by Harrison Martland almost a century earlier. One expert would later describe it as ‘akin to a crack in the windscreen of a start where over time it gets progressively worse and you need to replace the entire windscreen. But you can’t replace a brain.’


How this apparent mistake in identifying this unfortunate individual occurred remains to be seen. But it is my understanding that this rugby player, wrongly identified as a footballer, was Ian Tucker.


*


The 1997 British and Irish Lions tour broke new ground as manager Fran Cotton, a seven-time former Lion turned successful entrepreneur, teamed up with Ian McGeechan, the coach of the 1989 Lions who won the series 2–1 in Australia, to form a strong coaching partnership with a shared vision of combining the old with the new. Their squad selection was radical, with several players who had barely featured at international level since returning from league, including Tait, Bentley, Young, Quinnell and Gibbs, alongside a core of established union stars including incumbent England captain Lawrence Dallaglio and bruising Leicester lock Martin Johnson, who was a surprise choice as captain.


That tour opened many people’s eyes, including my own, to the realities of professionalism, with groundbreaking fly-on-the-wall documentary Living with the Lions charting a largely harmonious tour off the pitch with heightened physicality on it.


The image of young England centre Will Greenwood’s head snapping back on the ground before he lay motionless, attended by increasingly fraught medics after he swallowed his tongue and stopped breathing for several minutes, was captured on film in graphic detail.


Clive Woodward took over from Jack Rowell as England coach in 1997 and he too recognized the value of tapping into rugby league and other sports outside union to gather valuable insight into what it took to be truly professional. Ultimately, Woodward was interested in winning and he set about systematically overhauling England’s training methods, diet and overall outlook. He was a risk taker, empowering players to make their own decisions on the field and, with the financial clout of the RFU behind him, providing a backroom set-up unrivalled in world rugby, including taking his team away from their historical pre-match hotel the Petersham, a five-minute walk from Richmond’s town centre, into the more serene and luxury environment of Pennyhill Park, 20 miles away. One of Woodward’s first appointments, and arguably his best, was former Great Britain rugby league head coach Phil Larder as England’s first full-time defence coach.


Larder had been introduced to Woodward by Cotton, who had read out a message to the entire Lions squad before the first Test in South Africa that summer titled ‘Defence wins championships’, signed by the Great Britain players.


After the tour Larder met Woodward, who sold him on the vision of beating the southern hemisphere’s big three, notably Australia.


A strong coaching partnership emerged. But while league had long since recognized and responded to the need to look after players during the week to ensure their readiness for matchdays, union’s training methods were Neanderthal by comparison.


‘The first training session I observed [before England played New Zealand] was taken by the forwards coach John Mitchell. It was long, drawn-out and often barbaric,’ Larder described in his autobiography The Iron Curtain.




As an ex-All Black coaching against his own country ‘Mitch’ was determined to make a statement to the England squad about the level of commitment needed to be successful… I can still remember him saying ‘Phil, what you don’t understand is how tough the rucks are in union; for players to perform well in an international on Saturday, training must be tougher than the game. They have to understand how tough international rugby is, and the only way to prepare them is to make training tougher.’





But while this attitude was entrenched early on in professional union, with a default setting of ‘work harder’ rather than ‘work smarter’, Larder brought a more enlightened perspective.




Frankly I felt that this kind of beasting belonged in the coaching stone age. With the advent of full-time professionalism, league training sessions had concentrated more on skill development and decision-making and had tended to become shorter and less brutal. The game itself had become far more physical as the impact of collisions between the ball-carrier and the tackler increased. The opinion of the British Medical Association was that the human body could no longer handle more than one game a week and the RFL [governing body of rugby league football in England] had made a concerted effort to remove all midweek fixtures so as to reduce the number of injuries. Prolonged contact sessions were therefore a thing of the past.


Mitch certainly worked the forwards hard and was well respected by them because of it. That was the way in union at that time.





Larder’s influence helped tone down England’s training sessions under Woodward, making them more focused on skill, technique and thinking clearly under pressure. At the same time, England got serious about defence.


Phrases like ‘line speed’, ‘offload’, ‘winning the collision’ and ‘dominating the tackle’ entered union’s lexicon. With the game speeding up, coaches recognized that the faster the ball was recycled, the less time opponents had to organize defences. Conversely, defence coaches recognized there was often no need to commit more than a couple of players to the breakdown.


Where previously young rugby union players were taught to tackle passively, now the tackle was seen as a potential weapon with which to ‘hit’ an opponent, potentially dislodging the ball in the process. Players started to aim tackles higher up the torso, not at the waist or just below, as had been traditional in the sport for the best part of a century. Highly risky two-man ‘double’ tackles also entered union.


Under Woodward, and in direct response to Lomu, England were among the teams who experimented by picking backline players who previously would only ever have been picked up front. England’s last-gasp defeat to Wales at Wembley in April 1999 should not only be remembered for Scott Gibbs’s brilliant match-winning try, but also as the game in which England winger Steve Hanley (6ft 4in, 16st 8lb) and centre Barrie-Jon Mather (6ft 7in, 16st 4lb) both made their first and last appearances for England.


While neither Hanley nor Mather played internationally again, the direction of travel for the sport was set. In 2001, a promising Northampton Saints front-row forward called Steve Thompson was selected for England’s summer tour to North America. At 6ft 2in and close to 19 stone, Thompson was significantly taller and heavier than any England hooker ever previously selected. By contrast, England’s hooker in the 1991 World Cup final against Australia, Brian Moore, was just 5ft 9in tall and weighed 14st 9lb, while Jeff Probyn, England’s tighthead prop in the same game, stood 5ft 10in tall and weighed under 16 stone.


Thompson was not just significantly bigger than both – indeed he was bigger than any England front player to be selected before the professional era – but he was also faster, more athletic and more dynamic. Having started his career in the back row, he had moved through the second row and into the front row as the game had rapidly evolved in the post-Lomu late 1990s. Australia’s Tommy Lawton had set the bar for giant hookers in the 1980s, with Argentina’s Federico Méndez and Wallaby Phil Kearns following, and Thompson’s emergence consolidated that upward trend. His rise to prominence in the front row symbolized the changing face of rugby union almost as much as Lomu’s appearance in the three-quarters had done six years earlier. Undeniably, rugby’s top players were getting bigger across every position.


Naturally, as players grew bigger, faster, stronger and laws were tweaked to attract new audiences, the game also started to speed up which meant more tackles, more rucks and more collisions. Even those of us with the most basic grasp of physics have some kind of handle on Newton’s laws of motion, especially the second, which can be simply expressed as: ‘Force equals mass (weight) times acceleration.’


It stood to reason that as players got bigger and faster, and with more ball-in-play time and more collisions through rucks and tackles – which was certainly happening by the start of the 21st century – the impacts on the field increased in volume and ferocity, leading inevitably to a greater number of injuries. Critically, training sessions, became longer, more frequent and intense, with injuries increasing as a result too.


Coaches looked for every edge to gain competitive advantage. ‘You’d get told to use your head to clear out. That’s what you got told to use. “It’s the best weapon you’ve got. Look at the size of your head. Use it”,’ Steve Thompson told the BBC in 2022.




At the end of the week you’d just think to yourself ‘how on earth am I going to play this game’.


There were many more impacts and they were faster and harder. At hooker the pressure on my head was relentless and enormous. There were scrum sessions where the scrum machine would be pegged into the ground so it wouldn’t move.


There’d be so much pressure the scrum machine would be bending up as it wouldn’t give. The pressure would go all the way through your body and as everyone broke off you’d just pass out.


I’d have a few seconds to come around and then just do it again. You’d have burst blood vessels all round your eyes. It was madness.





*


In rugby union it had been mandatory since 1977 for any player diagnosed with concussion to be stood down for three weeks and only return to play when cleared by a neurologist. Early on in professionalism it was obvious head injuries were on the rise but with rugby evolving so fast and the quest for growth so all-consuming, concussions were often laughed off while directors of rugby habitually pressured players to stay on the pitch. Many players needed no convincing. Playing on with a concussion was normal practice.


But what if we had been told more of the historical work which had established the link between repetitive head injuries and longer-term neurological damage? What precisely was known and when of the long-term effects of concussion?


A brief history of concussion


(With special thanks to Professors Tony Collins and Stephen Casper) Stephen Casper, professor of the history of medicine at Clarkson University in New York State, explains:




It has been recognized for a long time that concussions are dangerous injuries with potentially life-changing consequences, ranging from permanent symptoms to degenerative neurological states. The intellectual history of medicine and science from 1870 to the recent past shows both a continuity of clinical observations about head injuries and a steady, incremental accumulation of knowledge refining our understanding of those observations from a remarkably wide sphere of scientific disciplines.





Concussion has been observed since ancient times. It is mentioned in Ancient Greek medical texts as ‘commotion of the brain’. The 10thcentury Persian physician Razi was the first to distinguish concussion from other head injuries, and his definition of the condition as a transient loss of function with no physical damage was the standard medical understanding of concussion for centuries.


Until the 17th century a concussion was usually described by its clinical features. But after the invention of the microscope physicians began to understand there were underlying physical and structural mechanisms involved.


In 1839, Guillaume Dupuytren described brain contusions, which involve many small haemorrhages, as contusio cerebri and showed the difference between unconsciousness associated with damage to the brain and that due to concussion, without such injury.


Traumatic dementia, caused by head trauma, was described in research papers as early as the 1890s (Kramer), while traumatically induced motor neurone disease and Parkinsonian syndrome were identified in 1911 (Woods) and 1934 (Grimberg) respectively.


In 1905, surgeon William Bennett noted that concussions can occur even when ‘no loss of consciousness occurs at all’ and can ‘have far graver results’ than concussions which are immediately treated due to loss of consciousness. Bennett noted that symptoms of impartial recovery from concussions included criminal inclinations, ill-temper, proneness to suicide and insanity.


Also in 1905, the Journal of the American Medical Association editors noted that American football players risked being left a ‘lunatic for life’, mentioning ‘brain injuries resulting in insanity’.


In 1928, neuropathologist Harrison Martland described the clinical features of the neurodegenerative disease chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE) caused by repeated blows to the head when he performed autopsies on traumatic cerebral haemorrhage cases among boxers.


The haemorrhages Martland found were microscopic in nature and he proposed a connection between these and boxers who experienced neurological symptoms, or ‘punch-drunk syndrome’, after suffering repetitive head trauma.


In 1934, Dr Harry Parker built on Martland’s thesis and presented more evidence of CTE’s existence, noting that ‘punch drunkenness’ can present as a ‘medley’ of symptoms through different symptomatic time courses.


In 1936, Dr Edward J. Carroll Jr published ‘Punch Drunk’ in the American Journal of the Medical Sciences. Carroll stated: ‘No head blow is taken with impunity, and each knock-out causes definite and irreparable damage. If such trauma is repeated for a long enough period, it is inevitable nerve cell insufficiency will develop.’


In 1937, J. A. Millspaugh published an article presenting more examples of cognitive dysfunction in naval boxers suffering from dementia and disorientation. Millspaugh also renamed ‘punch-drunk syndrome’ as ‘dementia pugilistica’.


In 1952, Augustus Thorndike, chief of surgery at Harvard, recommended that American football players should retire after three concussions.


In 1955, Elisha Gurdjian and colleagues noted cellular damage to the brain caused by ‘sub-concussive’ blows.


In 1962, Sir Charles Symonds described patients with ‘punch-drunk syndrome’ who gradually developed mental and physical signs of diffuse brain damage despite concussion never having been severe but where it had been repeated and there had been frequent sub-concussive blows.


In April 1975, the Irish Rugby Football Union organized the ‘International Congress on Injuries in Rugby Football and Other Team Sports’. Scotland coach Bill Dickinson told the conference: ‘I am also concerned about head injuries. There seems to me, and this is only impression, there are more of these injuries going about. Collisions are more likely because it is “fluid”, the pace of these collisions are more likely to increase, and this also gives me some concern.’


At the same congress, Peter Carey, a consultant neurosurgeon at Dublin’s St Lawrence’s Hospital, presented a paper titled ‘Brain Injuries in Sport’ in which he stated: ‘The most constant feature of primary damage to the brain in blunt head injuries is diffuse neuronal injury, that is injury to the nerve cells of the brain. Even after relatively mild injuries such as a boxing knockout many brain cells die and are never replaced. Repeated injuries of this type have a cumulative effect and are responsible for the syndrome known as “punch-drunk”.’


In 1975, the Lancet published a paper by D. Gronwall and P. Wrightson entitled ‘Cumulative Effect of Concussion’ in which they presented their findings that the effects of concussion seemed to be cumulative and noted the implications for sports where such injuries were common.


In February 1976, the Lancet published an editorial on ‘Brain Damage in Sport’ which, although focused on the dangers of boxing, also acknowledged the potential for ‘punch-drunk syndrome’ in rugby.


Also in 1976, a paper in the Lancet entitled ‘Brain Damage in National Hunt Jockeys’ by J. Foster, R. Leiguarda and P. Tilley revealed that ‘Five National Hunt jockeys have been found to have post-traumatic encephalopathy – three with epilepsy and two with significant intellectual and psychological deterioration.’


In his paper ‘Diagnosis of Concussion on the Field’, Geoffrey Vanderfield, a neurosurgeon who would later become the medical advisor to the Australian Rugby Union, argued that ‘the player who has had a severe concussion should not play for at least three weeks and until a medical clearance’.


Vanderfield’s recommendation was adopted by the International Rugby Board (IRB) in 1977 when it set up its Medical Advisory Committee. The IRB stance would be articulated in its Resolution 5.7: ‘a player who has suffered definite concussion should not participate in any match or training session for a period of at least three weeks from the time of injury and then only subject to being cleared by a proper neurological examination.’


In 1980, the British Medical Journal published a paper entitled ‘Serious Head Injury in Sport’. The authors noted that it had already been demonstrated that the effects of repeated minor injury are cumulative and had been shown to cause traumatic encephalopathy in boxers and jockeys, and it had been posited that a similar encephalopathy may occur in other sports, including rugby football.


In August 1985, the official journal of the RFU, Rugby World & Post, noted that ‘in recent years there has been increasing concern amongst medical workers who see the long-term effects, that concussion is one of the most serious injuries that can be sustained by any participants in sport’.


In a 1993 article, ‘Risks and Injuries in Rugby Football’, Donald Macleod, a medical advisor to the Scottish Rugby Union (SRU), stated:




The essential feature with concussion is to recognize it is associated with brain damage. The player may appear to make a rapid and complete recovery in a very short time but there is a sustained and ill-defined period during which the brain has a reduced ability to process information. In addition the severity and duration of the functional impairment is increased with repeated concussions.





Macleod stressed that ‘the accepted recommendations in modern rugby are that any player having a second concussion in a single season should avoid all contact sport for three months; if a third concussion is sustained within the same season he should avoid all contact sport for six months’.


In March 1997, The Lancet reported on the American Academy of Neurology’s newly published guidelines on concussion in sports, explicitly naming rugby and American football. It stated that ‘over time, athletes who have been concussed can develop mental dysfunction, sleep disturbances, light-headedness and tinnitus’.


In 1999, Oxford University Press published Mild Head Injury: A Guide to Management by D. Gronwall and P. Wrightson. They reiterated their previous findings and stated: ‘It is well known that people who have been concussed a number of times – rugby footballers and boxers in particular – change in character and lose some of their abilities.’


In 2001, Stephen Marshall and Richard Spencer published the paper ‘Concussion in Rugby: The Hidden Epidemic’, which concluded that the incidence of concussion in rugby was probably much higher than previously suggested.


In 2002, in Zurich, the First Consensus Statement of the Concussion in Sport Group (CISG) – a cohort of experts organized by international sports federations (including, since 2008, the IRB/ World Rugby) who meet approximately every four years to establish a consensus on the scientific understanding of concussion in sport – made no specific mention of the long-term impact of concussion, other than that further research was needed.


The same year, a post-mortem examination of Mike Webster, a former NFL player, confirmed that he had died from chronic traumatic encepalopathy (CTE).


Also in 2002, the initial post-mortem and inquest concluded that the degenerative brain disease that led to the death of former English professional footballer Jeff Astle had been caused by his repeated heading of footballs.


In 2005, a University of Turin study of 7,325 male professional football players in Italy found a ‘highly significant relationship playing professional football and ALS [amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, a form of motor neurone disease] in a large retrospective cohort’ and proposed a range of possible football-related contributory factors including heading, increased exposure to fertilizers and herbicide or use of performance-enhancing drugs.


In 2009, the CISG’s Third Consensus Statement acknowledged the suggested association between sports concussions and late-life cognitive impairment. It was agreed clinicians ‘need to be mindful of the potential for long-term problems in the management of all athletes’.


In the same year, the NFL acknowledged that ‘it’s quite obvious from the medical research that’s been done that concussions can lead to long-term problems’.


A 2012 retrospective cohort study of 3,439 former NFL players found their risk of dying from neurodegenerative causes was three times higher than the general US population, and their risk of dying from motor neuron disease or Alzheimer’s disease was four times higher.


*


By the dawn of the millennium, discussions about the long-term risks associated with repeatedly banging your head in sport appeared to be intensifying. US military veterans who survived blasts from Improvised Explosive Devices in Iraq and Afghanistan subsequently demonstrated significant behavioural changes during their lifetimes, while post-mortem examinations of their brains discovered similar pathologies to those which would soon be found in the brains of deceased NFL players.


The first Concussion in Sport Group meeting was held in Berlin in 2001, chaired by a man who had already established himself as one of the ‘go to’ doctors for contact sports. Having spent 15 years as the team doctor at high-profile Australian Football League club Collingwood, Paul McCrory had significant experience in managing and treating head injuries pitchside and understood the dynamic that existed between players, coaches and doctors involved in professional contact sports.


In early 1999, McCrory had published a paper in the British Journal of Sports Medicine (BJSM), titled ‘The Eighth Wonder of the World: the Mythology of Concussion Management’, in which he highlighted the lack of coherent thinking when it came to the pitchside management of athletes who’d suffered head injuries but, naturally, wanted to return to the field of play. He argued:




In sports medicine, doctors and others providing athletic care recognise and manage a spectrum of brain injury. Unlike severe brain injury, however, the management of concussion is mostly derived from anecdotal experience. In many cases current management practices have more in common with mythology than science.


There is no universal agreement on the standard definition of concussion. The most widely accepted definition in sports medicine is that originally proposed by the Congress of Neurological Surgeons, a professional association representing neurosurgeons, neurosurgical residents, medical students, and allied health professionals. It states that ‘concussion is a clinical syndrome characterised by the immediate and transient post-traumatic impairment of neural function…’





McCrory went on to pinpoint ten ‘myths’ around concussion while reiterating a player had to be knocked unconscious to have suffered a concussion. Much of the paper was common sense, although it tiptoed into controversial ground by appearing to cast doubt on a rare but widely recognized phenomenon known as second impact syndrome (SIS) which informed a lot of concussion thinking, due to the widely held view that the risk of fatal brain damage was increased once an initial trauma had been sustained. Children were known to be especially vulnerable.


From 1980 to 1993, the National Center for Catastrophic Sports Injury Research, based in North Carolina, identified 35 ‘probable’ cases of SIS in American football players.


In 2011, 14-year-old Ben Robinson would become the first British rugby player to be formally diagnosed as having died from Second Impact Syndrome, while in 2013, Canadian 17-year-old Rowan Stringer’s cause of death was also found to be SIS; she was captain of her high school rugby team.


But McCrory challenged the very existence of second impact syndrome, citing a study he had conducted two years earlier. Under a subheading, ‘The myth of second impact syndrome’, McCrory stated:




Diffuse cerebral oedema is a rare but recognised complication of mild brain injury in sport, which occurs in children. It has been postulated that a form of diffuse brain swelling may be the consequence of a repeated minor head injury, the so-called second impact syndrome. Belief in this concept rests on the interpretation of anecdotal reports. In such cases the evidence that repeated concussion is a risk factor for this entity is not compelling.





The paper becomes progressively less sympathetic towards the idea that players who have been diagnosed with concussion should necessarily be stood down for an extended period – while also casting doubt on other conditions which had become associated with head injuries, including epilepsy. Under a subheading, ‘The myth of post-traumatic epilepsy’, McCrory declared: ‘Concussive convulsions are an uncommon but dramatic association of minor head injury. Although often assumed to be epileptic in origin, a recent study [which McCrory authored] has delineated their benign nature. From a clinical standpoint, late seizures do not occur, anti-epileptic treatment is not indicated, and prohibition from collision sport is unwarranted.’


Most tellingly, McCrory insisted it was a ‘myth’ that players who had suffered a concussion were at greater risk of suffering further injury if they carried on playing, while also stating that the idea of cumulative damage caused by multiple head injuries was another ‘myth’: ‘It has become a widely held belief that having had a concussive injury, one is more prone to future concussive injury. Although suggested by retrospective studies, recent prospective studies have not supported this concept but show that the subsequent injury rate reflects the amount of time playing the sport rather than any inherent risk.’


In 2001, soon after taking over as editor of the BJSM, McCrory published another article, titled ‘When to retire after concussion?’, in which he stated: ‘There is no scientific evidence that sustaining several concussions over a sporting career will necessarily result in permanent damage.’ He went on to describe other previously accepted science around head injuries as ‘neuromythology’. This was of course music to sport’s ears.


Meanwhile, in England, club versus country tensions were superficially eased by the Elite Player Squad agreement between the RFU and Premiership clubs which gave England’s head coach a limited amount of access to 40 top stars. The deal, agreed in June 2004, was an unsustainable fudge. But with clubs wanting their players to peak at certain key points in their fixture calendar, conflict between club and country was baked into the deal. England’s elite players were caught in the impossible position of having to serve two masters. And two increasingly demanding ones at that.


Under the agreement, a total of 59 players (40 senior squad, 15 Senior National Academy and four Sevens players) came under the direction of the England head coach, National Academy manager Brian Ashton, and Sevens coach Mike Friday. The process would be centrally managed by the RFU’s performance director Chris Spice.


Elite Player Squad players received individual playing, training and rest programmes, planned jointly by the RFU and their clubs with an upper limit of 32 on the number of ‘matches’, defined as 40 minutes of play or more, a player could play for their club and country and an 11-week off-season period of preparation.


It looked good on paper but was not adequately policed. In 2012/13, England and Leicester prop Dan Cole featured in 41 games before requiring surgery on a bulging disk in his neck the following year.


In 2022, a study by Bath University would find that players who played more than 31 games a season faced a ‘significantly higher injury burden’.


The off-season break was also routinely ignored. Indeed, the so-called guaranteed 11-week break was chipped away so routinely that by 2017 the Rugby Players’ Association (RPA) ‘celebrated’ a new deal guaranteeing five weeks off between seasons. There is a concept in the environmental movement called ‘shifting baseline theory’ where, as the environment is degraded on a local, regional and global scale, people’s tolerance of this degradation grows. People’s accepted thresholds for environmental conditions are continually lowered and their acceptance of degradation increases with each passing generation. The shifting baseline theory could be applied to rugby: the players struggled to notice, but in every way things were getting worse for them.


Two years earlier, in 2002, two more very significant developments took place. Firstly, the RFU and Premiership Rugby, in a rare public display of unity, and amid growing concern at what appeared to be a significant spike in serious injuries, jointly commissioned the first comprehensive injury surveillance study across the Premiership and England teams. The study, then known as the professional rugby injury audit, was organized, administered and reported on by the RFU and Premiership Rugby, with assistance from Bath University, in an initiative which was widely welcomed as an important development in player welfare. The second development occurred in the United States and few would know about it for three years. An American neuropathologist performed an autopsy on NFL hall of famer Mike Webster, who had died of a heart attack aged 50, having spent his final years living out of a pickup truck or in doorways in train stations between Wisconsin and Pittsburgh. Webster suffered terrible neurological problems after ending his 16-year playing career, in which he’d suffered countless head injuries and battled amnesia, depression and chronic insomnia. Towards the end, Webster took to electrocuting himself just to get to sleep.


That single detailed medical examination in a Pittsburgh mortuary would change the course of sport forever.


The timing of the launch of the rugby injury audit was not directly related to Webster’s autopsy. But it is reasonable to surmise that, with growing unease in the United States about the possibility of lasting damage to those exposed to the contact sport for an extended period, senior figures within rugby would have been keeping a very close eye on developments.


*


An article in The Times stopped me in my tracks in April 2002. In it Dean Ryan, the former England, Wasps and Newcastle No.8, said the cause of his recently diagnosed epilepsy had been mismanaged concussions at the end of his career.


Having been knocked out three times in a week while playing for Newcastle Falcons, Ryan, who was Bristol’s head coach in 2002, ignored official guidelines, which at the time instructed any player suspected of having concussion to stand down for a minimum of three weeks, and continued playing.


‘Who was going to tell me not to play in a title run-in?’ he said.


The article described scans revealing bruising around Ryan’s brain and went on to promote a ‘revolutionary test’ developed by a doctor in Melbourne, Paul McCrory, to be introduced by England’s leading clubs in the following months.


The new system of psychometric testing known as CogSport was reportedly being analysed by the RFU, which would send new guidelines to clubs to deal with concussed players.


A deal with the RFU, debt free and with net assets at the time of £30 million and the most commercially influential union in the world, had the potential to be hugely lucrative.


The idea behind CogSport was that, through eight computer-based card games, taking about 15 minutes each to complete, players’ ‘baseline’ psychometric score could be established before each season and then compared after a suspected concussion. Players were tested for decision-making, memory, reaction times, problem-solving and other cognitive functions.


‘How long can bigger, fitter players who are playing more games in a season and have less recovery time continue to take the big hits?’ asked Dr Graeme Wilkes, who helped draw up the new RFU concussion guidelines along with their head of medicine Dr Simon Kemp.




That is potentially a recipe for disaster unless concussion is managed optimally. If boxing is in the premier league for concussion, rugby along with ice hockey, American football and Aussie rules are in the first division, vying for promotion.


The game today is faster, stronger, with bigger impacts. The concern is what effect this will have on players in the future. It might be that Dean Ryan’s plight is the first in a series of problems we will see in ex-players. We really do not know. We must do the research and we must, in the meantime, ensure optimum care for today’s players. What we are doing is trying to get across the concept of a rehabilitation process for the brain, as players do with, say, a hamstring injury.





*


All the while, professional rugby continued to speed up, as collisions grew bigger and more frequent. In 1987, when the first World Cup was played, there were on average just 94 tackles per match. With no tactical substitutions in those days, this meant, give or take, an average of three tackles per player, per match. With international male players averaging around 14st 2lb in the late 1980s and tackle techniques still very much focused on the passive ‘rolling’ technique which used the ball carrier’s momentum to fell the player around the legs, rugby union was still very much a ‘contact’ rather than ‘collision’ sport. By 1995, the year rugby turned professional, this figure had risen by 19 tackles per game to an average of 113.


In November 2002, England played South Africa at Twickenham in a game which saw Springbok lock Jannus Labuschagne sent off for a late tackle on Jonny Wilkinson after 23 minutes. The game, which England won 55-3, was notable for the extreme violence enacted largely, although not solely, by Springbok captain Korne Krige.


Dawson, the England scrum half, was one of four England players concussed, with Wilkinson, Jason Robinson and Phil Christophers the others, when Krige’s swinging arm caught him flush in the face before continuing on to knock out his own player, fly half Andre Pretorius.


Dawson was attended through the game by team doctor Simon Kemp, but allowed to play on.


Afterwards, Woodward said: ‘We have got to be very careful as a sport. In the cold light of day everybody in the game has got to look at what went on. There were a lot of cheap shots. The players won’t say anything, because they’re not that sort of team, but I can.’


In 2018, Dawson would tweet ‘I’d love to say I remember it well but he [Krige] knocked me in to the next day…. I played on for 10/15 mins calling all my club moves… unfortunately I do fear there’ll be plenty of consequences in the long term for me. #brutalgame #notformykids’ prompting Krige to admit he had been ‘ashamed’ of his actions that day.


By 2003, however, when Woodward’s team won the World Cup, the average number of tackles per match had more than doubled to a staggering 189 per game.


A small mitigating factor was that tactical substitutions allowed for 22 players each side per match. This would increase to 23 players, or eight substitutes each team, in 2009. This slightly reduced the overall number of tackles made in a match for each player, although there is a strong argument that tactical substitutions make rugby even more dangerous as fatigued players face off against fresh players late in the game.


In many ways Jonny Wilkinson was the embodiment of change. For the best part of a century the fly half, rugby’s equivalent of the star quarterback in American football, was not expected to tackle effectively on top of their duties as main playmaker. Indeed, I recall watching Les Cusworth, weighing around 11 stone, play against Wales at Twickenham in 1988 and barely attempting a tackle all game.


By 2003, this had all changed. Wilkinson, a fiercely driven competitor whose dedication to training was revered by team-mates, opponents and coaches alike, was at the vanguard of change. One hit he made on France’s experienced and notoriously powerful winger Emile N’tamack in Paris during the 2000 Six Nations was so eyewateringly physical it almost defied belief. As N’tamack cut a line from the blindside wing to take a trademark switch pass inside from France fly half Freddie Michalak, he met the muscular shoulder of England’s young No.10 which hit him around his sternum. N’tamack was lifted up and dumped several feet backwards on the floor. It was, and still would be today, an entirely legal tackle, demonstrating near perfect technique.


Sky Sports commentator Miles Harrison was not alone in being shocked by the force of the tackle.


‘And it’s Wilkinson again,’ Harrison said. ‘He’s flattened N’tamack. The half-time whistle goes but N’tamack will wish it was the full-time whistle. Just treated like a tackle bag. Brilliant.’


That tackle, perhaps more than any other between 1995 and 2003, encapsulated rugby union’s rapidly evolving face. A 6ft 2in, 14st 7lb winger ‘treated like a tackle bag’ by a brutally physical fly half making tackles which would make an NFL linebacker wince.


It was evident, to anybody watching, that rugby union had changed forever.
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