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INTRODUCTION

To someone unfamiliar with the game, at first glance rugby can appear to be a form of organised chaos. The physicality and speed of the game are instantly appreciable, but just what is going on when all those players huddle together in two packs and drive into each other? And why are all those players on the ground falling on top of each other? And what on earth is a ‘maul’? Answers to all of these questions, and many more, can be found here in The Rugby Pocket Bible.

Arguably, no sport shares as strong a bond between players as rugby. Players need to be aggressive but not without being smart; physical but within the code of the game; shine individually but for the gain of the team not personal glory. It is this camaraderie that has seen the game spread around the world.

Rugby tests an individual’s physical capabilities to the limit, as well as their skill levels under extreme pressure from opponents. A degree of courage is required for every tackle, as is composure for every kick. Add to this the high levels of fitness required to last the 80 minutes, and you have a sport unlike any other.

The Rugby Pocket Bible examines all facets of the game, from the legends of the past who inspire today’s young aspiring players, to the world’s best teams, to advising you on what position would be best suited for you. There is advice on what to take on a rugby tour, where to find a club, as well as detailed examinations of the key moments in the sport’s history. In short, The Rugby Pocket Bible has everything you want and need to know about the game.
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HISTORY OF THE GAME

The history of rugby can appear to be like one great maul; from the numerous sets of rules used by different schools, clubs and countries during the early years, to the split from rugby league and Association Football, and the modern expansion of the sport. Rules, governing bodies and organisations have merged and split up, there have been heroes and scandals, glory and heartbreak, and the game is still getting bigger and better.

THE INVENTOR OF THE GAME

The man credited with the invention of the game is William Webb Ellis. Legend has it that during a game of football in 1823, Webb Ellis, a student at Rugby School in Warwickshire, picked up the ball and simply ran with it in his hands. Unbelievably, this simple act led to the creation of one of the biggest team sports in the world.

Although Webb Ellis never played the game as we know it today, he will always be revered as the father of the sport as the best sides in the world continue to compete for the biggest prize in the game, the World Cup trophy which bears his name.


The legend of Webb Ellis

The account of William Webb Ellis’s moment of inspiration comes solely from the testimony of Matthew Holbeche Bloxam, a former Rugby School pupil, meaning that evidence for the story is far from concrete. Others have laid claim to being the first person to run with the ball including Jem Mackie in 1838, a renowned physical runner. Despite the competing claims and lack of evidence, though, the story of Webb Ellis’s actions, perhaps due to its romantic nature of a sudden moment of inspiration, is the one that has stuck.



DISORGANISATION OF THE RULES

The search for an alternative to the ground-based game of football begun by Webb Ellis’s carrying of the ball soon saw various other leading schools in the country such as Eton, Harrow, Marlborough and Winchester all competing with their own sets of rugby rules for football. These early incarnations of rugby were remarkably different from the game we know today though; teams didn’t consist of 15 players, but were instead made up of an unlimited number of bodies sometimes taking part in gigantic rucks and mauls.

This lack of regulation made it impossible for the rugby-playing schools to compete against each other, not only for those still at school but also for the former students who had enjoyed the game whilst at school and wanted to continue playing. This clashing of rules peaked during a game between Old Rugbeians and Old Etonians, spurring the Cambridge and former Rugby School student Arthur Pell to draw up a set of universal regulations called ‘The Cambridge Rules’ in 1848. With this set of established rules, the game flourished across the British Isles.

Over the next 20 to 30 years requests for amendments to Pell’s constitution led to the need for a governing body that could maintain and enforce an agreed set of rules for clubs around the country. This led to the formation of the Rugby Football Union.

BREAKING WITH THE FOOTBALL ASSOCIATION

It is important to remember that during its early development, rugby was very much a variation of the game of football and not an individual sport in its own right. With the growing use of running with the ball in hand rather than playing with the feet, there were glaring differences between the two sports, though, and these soon came to a head.

On 26 October 1863 a meeting, organised by Barnes FC and involving 11 clubs, took place on Great Queen Street in London. This became known as the first meeting of the Football Association.

The original plan had been to merge football rules and Rugby School rules together, but after the introduction of new rules which forbade running with the ball, it became clear that this merging of football and rugby would not happen. Blackheath, one of the teams keen to ensure there was a merger, withdrew when it became clear that this was not going to be the case, with many others following suit, leading to the development of rugby as a separate game.

FORMATION OF THE RFU

Following the break from the Football Association the need for a governing body for the game of rugby became even more pressing, and in 1871 in the Pall Mall Restaurant on Regent Street the Rugby Football Union (RFU) was born. Representatives were present from 21 clubs, many of which still exist today, including Richmond, Harlequins and Blackheath, as well as school sides such as Wellington College and St Paul’s School, together with King’s College, Guy’s Hospital and the Civil Service.

The meeting, chaired by EC Holmes, club captain of Richmond, ruled out controversial parts of the game such as ‘hacking’ and ‘tripping’, further distinguishing the game from its football origins. The founding clubs, which were later dissolved, included some exotic names such as Mohicans, Wimbledon Hornets, Flamingoes and Gipsies.


Pocket fact

A representative from London club Wasps was due to attend the meeting, but according to various accounts was sent to the wrong venue for the event, where he got so drunk that once he realised he was in the wrong pub, he was physically unable to direct himself to the correct venue, missing the meeting altogether.



The laws of the game that were established at the Pall Mall meeting were also taken up by various clubs north of the border in Scotland, including Glasgow Academicals, Edinburgh University, Edinburgh Academicals, Royal High School and Edinburgh Wanderers. This acceptance of the laws paved the way for the first rugby international match which was played later that same year.

FIRST INTERNATIONAL MATCH

The first ever international match was staged between the two old enemies, England and Scotland, at Raeburn Place in Edinburgh on 27 March 1871, with an attendance estimated at around 4,000. Scotland were the victors, scoring one goal and one try to England’s one goal (see here for an explanation of the scoring system).

According to the notes of AG Guillemard, a stalwart of the RFU who made records of matches, Scotland were the fitter and more organised side and so it proved in the second half when they began to the leave their visiting opposition behind, scoring a controversial try where the ball was held up over the ground as opposed to being touched down over the try line. Due to the confusion, the try stood, but it was the resulting fall-out over the ‘try’ that led to the creation of the International Rugby Board.


Pocket fact

In 1877 the decision was made to reduce the number of players on each team from 20 to 15 in order to create less confusion on the field.



FORMATION OF THE IRB

Born out of a disagreement between the Scottish Rugby Union and the RFU over a controversial try in the match between England and Scotland in 1871, the International Rugby Board (IRB) has served the governing body of the sport for over 125 years.

The IRB was established in 1884 at a meeting between the four British unions in Dublin in 1886. Scotland agreed to accept that the disputed try from the first international match against England was wrong if an international body was created to govern the game with equal representation from the unions of England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales.

The official inauguration took place in Manchester that same year, but the RFU refused to comply with the rules proposed by the new organisation and as a result were exiled from international fixtures during 1888 and 1889. The matter went to court, where Lord Kingsburgh, the Lord Justice Clerk, and Major Marindin, the head of the Football Association, fully established the IRB and ensured that all international matches should be played under IRB rules and regulations.

In 1930 a full set of rules was finally fully agreed between the unions, replacing the respective home nations’ rules previously used for home matches.

In 1947 New Zealand, Australia and South Africa were accepted onto the board, with France joining in 1978 and Argentina, Canada, Italy and Japan joining in 1991, finally making the board truly international.

At present, there are 118 member unions of the IRB, classified into three tiers.

• Tier one nations: England, Scotland, Ireland, Wales, France, Italy, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and Argentina.

• Tier two nations: Canada, Georgia, Fiji, Japan, Romania, Samoa, Tonga and the United States.

• Tier three nations: The remaining union members, including Russia and Portugal.

GROWING APART: THE SEPARATION OF LEAGUE AND UNION

Despite the founding of governing bodies like the RFU and the IRB, the game endured further changes when disagreements over class and professionalism in the game divided the north and south of England.

The split came about when rugby clubs in the north which were founded by local businesses didn’t deduct any pay from those workers who spent an afternoon on the pitch as opposed to at work. In essence, the businesses were paying them to play. This encouraged other players from around the region to join the sides that offered financial reward.

Following this, any payment to players was forbidden by the RFU to avoid professionalism creeping into the game. The ban was intended to ensure that no team would have an advantage over another, making the game open to any team and keeping everyone on a level playing field.

Along with payments to players, though, the clubs in the north, which received exceptional support from the public and attracted huge crowds, also began to use professional trainers. These national differences came to a head in 1893 when a meeting of the RFU was called in order to clarify the union’s stance against professionalism.

Two northern representatives of the RFU, J A Miller and M Newsome of Yorkshire, both appealed for a change in the laws so that their working players would not lose any pay when playing the game, but their proposition was turned down by the panel. Representation in terms of the numbers of men playing the game was considerably higher in the north, but this could not sway the vote as more southerners dominated the RFU Committee. This disagreement and the result of the vote then led to the departure of the 22 leading Lancashire and Yorkshire clubs to form the Northern Union.

THE NORTHERN UNION

The end result was the formation of the Northern Union in August 1895. Huddersfield, Batley, Dewsbury, Bradford, Manningham, Leeds, Halifax, Brighouse Rangers, Hull, Liversedge, Hunslet and Wakefield broke away from the RFU to create the new organisation, with 10 more joining before the first round of matches on 7 September 1895.

By the start of the next season nearly 60 sides were participating when the Challenge Cup was introduced, with the first title being won by Batley against St Helens on 1 May 1897. The Northern Union blossomed at an impressive rate, with nearly 14,000 people attending the Cup game, and ticket sales totalling £620, indicating that the game could be run successfully without the aid of the RFU and making the move for independence appear increasingly more credible.

This early success would ultimately provide the foundations of the game of rugby league, while the remaining clubs continued to play for free in what became known as rugby union.


Pocket fact

According to the RFU and the Guinness Book of Records the oldest rugby club in the world is Guy’s Hospital RFC which was founded in 1843. The club produced 34 internationals between 1872 and 1970, and its first match was played on Blackheath Common in the 1850s. In the 1980s, Guy’s Hospital merged with St Thomas’s Hospital and as a consequence so did the two rugby clubs. Now the club puts out sides in the British Universities and Colleges Sport (BUCS) leagues and in the Kent Metropolitan League.



THE AGE OF PROFESSIONALISM

It wasn’t until 100 years after the split from the northern teams that rugby union finally turned professional. There had been an obvious divide between the two games as an increasing number of rugby union players switched over to rugby league for substantial salaries. As a result, rugby union failed to keep up and underwent several accusations of ‘shamateurism’ when top players were made payments in the form of trust funds and other such means. The IRB were left with no choice but to make the game professional in order to prevent any further scandal and they declared the game ‘open’ on 26 August 1995.

Deciding whether professionalism has been a success remains a debatable topic. Whilst tournaments like the Heineken Cup and Super Rugby have flourished during the professional era, there have been plenty of casualties along the way. Many of the most famous and oldest English clubs have crumbled under the financial pressures of the professional age, including Richmond, Orrell, Wakefield and London Scottish, forcing them to disband and start from scratch.

That being said, without professionalism, rugby union would have fallen well behind not only its closest competitor rugby league, but also cricket and football. The change may not have been universally desired, but it was absolutely necessary.


Pocket fact

Just after rugby union went professional in 1995, it was thought that the two codes should be more harmonious and so Bath and Wigan played a two-match series against each other, with one game in each code.



IMPORTANT FIRSTS

First Welsh club

Rugby was first set up in Wales at Lampeter College in 1850.

First Irish club

The first club to be formed in Ireland was at Trinity College Dublin in 1854 by English students who had played the game at school.

First Scottish club

Edinburgh Academy (Edinburgh Academical Football Club) was the first club to be formed in Scotland in 1857.


Pocket fact

The first team founded outside the UK was at Neuenheim College in Heidelberg, Germany, in 1850.



First rugby club in New Zealand

The first rugby club in New Zealand was the Nelson Football Club, founded in 1868 by Robert Collings Tennent. Tennent moved from England to New Zealand with his mother in 1865 and took the game that he had played as a schoolboy with him. However, it was Charles Monro, who had been educated at Christ College, Finchley, in England who introduced the rugby rules to Nelson Football Club when he returned to New Zealand at the age of 19 in 1870. The first competitive game of rugby was played two years after the club’s foundation on 14 May 1870.

First rugby cup

Contested between the six medical schools in London, the United Hospitals Cup has been in existence since 1874. The first final was held in March 1875 at the Oval. It was won by Guy’s Hospital, who defeated St George’s Hospital in front of 400 spectators by a converted try and one try, to two tries. The tournament has been played annually with no interruption except during the war years in the last century.

First international trophy

The oldest trophy in the game, the Calcutta Cup, is named after a match played in Calcutta, India, on Christmas Day in 1872 between 20 players representing England and 20 players representing Scotland, Wales and Ireland. The first match for the cup was played between Scotland and England at Raeburn Place in Edinburgh in 1879 and ended in a draw. The first winners were England who won in Manchester the following year by two tries and three goals to one goal. England have won the trophy 64 times, Scotland 39 times, and 15 of their encounters have ended in a draw.


Pocket fact

During the original All Blacks tour to the British Isles, France and the United States of America in 1905, the touring side performed the haka (a traditional war dance) before their matches, a tradition that continues today. On the advice of Welsh Rugby Union administrator Tom Williams, when Wales faced the All Blacks at Cardiff Arms Park in front of 47,000 supporters, Wales’ Teddy Morgan responded to the haka by singing Hen Wlad Fy Nhadau (Land of my Fathers), the Welsh national anthem. The crowd soon joined in, in effect creating the first national anthem at a sporting event.



First Home Nations Championship

More than a decade after the first international match between England and Scotland, the first Home Nations Championship took place in 1883 between England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales. Held from December through to March, matches took place at Whalley Range in Manchester, Raeburn Place in Edinburgh, Ormeau Road in Belfast and at St Helen’s rugby ground in Swansea. Matches were decided by whichever side had the highest number of goals (a successful conversion, or a dropped goal, or a penalty goal), with tries only being tallied if no goals were scored. The winners were England who also won the Triple Crown by beating all three of the other nations involved.

First rugby sevens tournament

The first ever rugby sevens tournament took place in Melrose, Scotland, in 1883. The idea came from two local butchers, Ned Haig and David Sanderson, who devised the format for a fund-raising event at Melrose Rugby Club. Reducing the team from 15 players to seven was principally done for entertainment purposes and the event featured seven local sides, Melrose, Gala, Selkirk, St Cuthbert’s, Earlston, St Ronan’s and Gala Forest.

Melrose won the final against Gala but under controversial circumstances, leaving the field after scoring a try but allegedly before the allocated time had been used up. The competition has now been running for 128 years and Hawick Rugby Club is the most successful in the competition’s history with 28 wins.

First overseas tour

The first tour away from the British Isles took place in 1888, when an unofficial party of players from England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales travelled to New Zealand and Australia.

The tour was not backed by the RFU but was allowed to go ahead providing that it didn’t conflict with the rules of amateurism imposed by the Union. The side played in red, white and blue-hooped jerseys with white shorts. Led by England’s Robert Seddon from Swinton, the touring party played a total of 35 matches, winning 27, drawing six and losing just two.


Pocket fact

In the same year that the first British side toured New Zealand and Australia, a New Zealand side consisting of players of Maori and Pakeha origin toured Britain, New Zealand and Australia. This tour also proved to be the longest ever as the New Zealand Natives played 107 matches, winning 78, drawing six, and losing 23.



First domestic league

While many countries operated unofficial championships until the 1970s, the French National Rugby Championship has existed since 1892. Now known as the Top 14, the first final was contested between Stade Français and Racing Club in 1892. Won 4–3 by Racing, the match was played at Bagatelle in Paris in front of 2,000 spectators. The most successful side in the competition are Stade Toulousain, with a record 18 titles.

First World Cup in 1987

Held in New Zealand and Australia, the first ever Rugby World Cup featured a total of 16 nations, from established teams such as the Home Nations to relative minnows like Japan, Zimbabwe and the United States. South Africa were excluded from the tournament due to the ongoing state of apartheid in the country.

The majority of matches were played at nine venues in New Zealand, while stadiums in Brisbane and Sydney in Australia hosted group stage matches, as well as quarter and semi-final games in Brisbane. The estimated overall attendance was over 600,000 and matches were played between 22 May and 20 June. The winners were New Zealand who won the final against France at Eden Park in Auckland by an emphatic 29–9.


Pocket fact

Western Samoa, who had been in impressive form leading up to the tournament, were bizarrely excluded from the first World Cup. This was arguably due to their lack of international matches away from Samoa, but no official reason was given by the IRB.



STATE OF THE MODERN GAME

Today, rugby union sees 94 nations appearing on the IRB World Rankings, from traditional powerhouses such as England, South Africa and France to up and coming sides like Tahiti, Guam and Vanuatu. And the sport continues to grow.

VITAL STATISTICS OF RUGBY UNION

• 19%: according to research by Mastercard Worldwide carried out in April 2011, overall global participation has risen by 19% since the 2007 Rugby World Cup.

• 5,000,000: rugby is now the first-choice sport for five million men, women and children in over 117 countries. The key to this increase comes from the growth in participation amongst the emerging nations, up 18% in Asia, 33% in Africa and 22% in South America.

• 800,000,000 and 500,000: the growth in figures between the 2003 and 2007 World Cups, which saw an increase of 800 million in TV viewing figures and 500,000 for the total attendance.

VITAL STATISTICS OF RUGBY LEAGUE

• 19,200,000: the 2008 Rugby League World Cup was the biggest event in the sport’s history, attracting a global television audience of 19.2 million.

• 40: rugby league is played today in over 40 countries around the world, both professionally and semi-professionally.

• 285,000: the number of players registered across the UK currently sits at nearly 300,000.

See here for more on rugby league.


Pocket fact

The first known streaker at a sporting event was Australian Michael O’Brien, who ran out onto the pitch naked during a Test match between England and France at Twickenham in 1974. PC Bruce Perry used his helmet to spare O’Brien’s modesty, and the helmet is now preserved in the rugby museum at Twickenham.
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RULES OF THE GAME

Understanding all of the rules in rugby union can be a bit of a challenge, but the basic concept of the game is quite simple. The aim is to touch the ball down over your opponent’s try line. Getting there, however, is not easy. This chapter outlines the rules you have to obey to get to that try line.
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