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INTRODUCTION


When Mrs Webb Ellis lost her husband at the Battle of Albuera in 1811, during the Peninsular War, she decided to move to Rugby in Warwickshire. This allowed her two sons, William and Thomas, to take advantage of a free education at Rugby School, offered to boys living within 10 miles of the school clock tower. Her decision, combined with William’s apparent inclination to ‘take unfair advantage at football’, has given the world a wonderful game that is now played in over 100 countries around the world.


According to a letter written in 1880 from Matthew Bloxam to The Meteor, the Rugby School magazine, William Webb Ellis caught the ball during a game of football in the latter half of 1823 and, instead of retiring back down the pitch and kicking the ball as the rules then required, he ‘rushed forwards with the ball in his hands towards the opposite goal’. Today there is a bronze statue beside the school and a plaque on a wall commemorating the young man and describing how he ‘with a fine disregard for the rules of football as played in his time first took the ball in his arms and ran with it thus originating the distinctive feature of the rugby game’.


There is something about the phrase ‘with a fine disregard for the rules’ that sums up everything we love about rugby.


One can easily imagine a predictable kick-around on a wet Wednesday afternoon in Warwickshire being brought to life by a spirited young chap deciding that the game would be a whole lot more interesting if the players could make use of all four limbs. The thought that, rather than punishing or suppressing this burst of youthful exuberance, Webb Ellis’s peers decided to play along with him, creating a new game, is delightfully uplifting and life-affirming. Even more cheering when viewed from an age of bureaucracy and regulation, early games of rugby were entirely referee-free zones. Rather than waiting for a man with a whistle to intervene, play generally continued, with any disagreements being settled by a gentlemanly understanding between the captains.


It’s not only the rules that get treated with a fine disregard, of course. Rugby breeds a certain sort of player who will throw his or her whole body into the game with fine disregard for personal safety, decorum or dignity. Once a week, rugby allows people to test themselves physically by launching into huge tackles, diving into great heaving, rolling mauls and unleashing powerful runs through determined defences – all in the interests of carrying an odd-shaped ball over a white line painted on the grass. I don’t know if that’s quite what Webb Ellis originally had in mind, but he and his school friends started something wonderful and we love them for it.


Indeed, there is also something very lovable about a game that brings together towns, cities, regions and nations to cheer on the finest players of the game and share with them every impact, every kick and every scrum. Whether watching a local club in a lowly league from the touchline, or an international fixture in one of the world’s great stadiums, the collective experience, the shared humour and the sheer pleasure of watching the sport is much the same.


You can turn up to many a rugby club on a Sunday morning and see hundreds of children from age five to 18 discovering the joy of rugby. They might start off with the contact-free, tagand-touch version of the game, saving nervous parents from premature grey hairs and intermittent heart failure. After a few years, however, they are desperate to try tackling, scrummaging, rucking and mauling as they grow in confidence, stature and strength. On a cold, muddy weekend you cannot force anyone to play rugby; they would only do it if they loved the game.


Some of us come to rugby later in life. I only really discovered the game at the age of 35, when I found a sport that was, to my surprise and delight, more than welcoming to someone of my age and with my lack of discernible talent. In clubs all over the country, third-, fourth- and fifth-team captains will warmly embrace anyone new who wants to try out the game. Rugby finds something to love about everyone whatever shape or size they might be. With larger bodies finding a home in the forwards and thinner, faster types free to run around in the backs, rugby has the ability to find a place on the pitch for almost anyone.


Even after the final whistle has blown, our love affair with rugby continues. The feeling as you walk off the pitch after a game, and shake hands warmly with the same people whom only a few minutes earlier you were trying to tear down to the ground, is a mixture of relief, exhaustion and contentment. There is a sense that you have been through a very raw and wholehearted primal experience, and that you have very much earned the beer that awaits you in the clubhouse bar.


Rugby, it turns out, is more than just a game; it is a celebration of what we can achieve physically as individuals, together as a team and a club, and sometimes, as those World Cup competitions come around every four years, as a nation. So whether you play the game, watch the game or are just trying to fathom why so many other people do, take some time to sit back and enjoy these chapters celebrating our mighty sport.
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TIMELINE


Rugby is more than just a game of two halves. It is now a game of nearly two centuries. Its history has shaped not just the ball, but every aspect of the modern game. Here for your easy reference and reflection are the key moments that have helped to create the game that we love today.






	1823

	William Webb Ellis first picks up the ball and runs with it






	1839

	Rugby School House team adopts a uniform of red velvet caps for a game being watched by Princess Adelaide




	1843

	Guy’s Hospital Rugby Club formed




	1845

	First set of rules published by Rugby School




	1871

	Rugby Football Union (RFU) formed




	1875

	Teams reduced to 15 a side




	1878

	Cardiff side invent the ‘flying half back’, which later becomes the fly half




	1883

	First sevens tournament in Melrose, Scotland




	1884

	First New Zealand tour to New South Wales, Australia




	1885

	Referee’s whistle introduced




	1886

	International Rugby Board formed (England refuse to join until 1890)




	1888

	British and Irish Lions tour Australia and New Zealand




	1893

	Payments to players to compensate for loss of earnings blocked by the RFU




	1895

	22 Northern clubs break away to allow player payments, leading to the development of the alternative code of Rugby League




	1903

	New Zealand play their first international game against Australia




	1905

	All Blacks tour British Isles




	1907

	RFU committee member Billy Williams buys 10 ¼ acres of market garden in Twickenham, south-west London




	1910

	First international played at Twickenham (England v Wales)




	1938

	First international broadcast live on TV (England v Scotland)




	1939–45

	During the Second World War Twickenham was used as a civil defence depot and the car park was dug up for allotments




	1968

	Replacement of injured players allowed – two per team




	1969

	Anti-apartheid demonstrations as South Africa tour UK




	1987

	First World Cup Tournament held in Australia and New Zealand




	1992

	The modern points system was introduced (try = 5 points; penalty = 3; drop goal = 3; conversion = 2)




	1995

	Rugby Union becomes professional




	2003

	England become the first Northern Hemisphere side to win the World Cup




	2006

	Twickenham South Stand reopens, taking the ground’s capacity to 82,000




	2015

	Eighth Rugby World Cup Tournament staged in England and is won by New Zealand




	2016

	Rugby returns to the Olympics in Rio, with Australia winning the women’s sevens and Fiji winning the men’s sevens






“In 1823, William Webb Ellis first picked up the ball in his arms and ran with it. And for the next 156 years forwards have been trying to work out why.”


SIR TASKER WATKINS, PRESIDENT OF THE WELSH RUGBY UNION




RUGBY IN NUMBERS




7.73 MILLION


men, women and children playing the game in World Rugby Member Unions







120


countries where rugby is played







2.47 MILLION


tickets sold across 48 matches in the 2015 Rugby World Cup







6,000


volunteers who supported the 2015 Rugby World Cup







95 PER CENT


percentage of available seats filled across all the games in the 2015 Rugby World Cup







120 MILLION


 worldwide viewing audience of the 2015 Rugby World Cup final







22 ST 9 LBS


weight of the heaviest player, Uini (pronounced Weeny) Atonio of New Zealand, in the 2015 Rugby World Cup







7,098


the average number of metres covered by a scrum half in the course of a game







3


most red cards handed out in an international, in a game between South Africa and Canada in the 1995 World Cup







1,179


points scored by Jonny Wilkinson in an England shirt in an international career lasting from 1998 to 2011







152


biggest international victory margin, jointly held by Argentina, who defeated Paraguay by 152–0 in 2002, and Japan, who beat Chinese Taipei by 155–3 that same year





40 YEARS AND 243 DAYS


age of the oldest player to turn out for his international side, Kevin Wirachowsky, when he came on as a substitute for Canada against New Zealand Maoris in 2003




A GLOBAL PHENOMENON


“I love rugby because it’s a sociocultural experience; travelling the world and meeting people … actually it’s more for the frequent flyer points.”


JAMES HOLBECK, AUSTRALIAN RUGBY PLAYER AND COACH


More so than many other sports, rugby is at its heart an international beast, a citizen of the world. Whilst the club game is important, with local community clubs attracting great loyalty and larger professional sides attracting large crowds, the primary focus for players and spectators alike are the international Test matches. The game may have started its life on the playing fields of the English public schools, but many of us love rugby because of the passionate national rivalries and the international fixtures that shape every season. The game reaches its widest audience around the times of international Test matches and tours rather than through club fixtures and national leagues. At every level of the game rugby feels like an international sport, with friendships and rivalries stretching all around the globe.


Playing teams from other countries and cultures is as much a part of the experience and joy of the game as the smell of Deep Heat in the changing room before a game or the drinking and singing afterwards. For many sides, from schoolboy teams to local community clubs, the international tours and exchanges often take on a far greater significance than any domestic competition.


The game has spread from its birthplace in England to all continents (games have even been played between the research scientists of different nationalities at Scott Base in Antarctica), and every nation that picks up the oval ball adds a new dimension and spirit to the game. We will look at the international characteristics of some of the different nations that play the game, but we must start where the game itself began, in England.


ENGLAND


“Forasmuch as there is great noise in the city caused by hustling over large balls, from which many evils may arise, which God forbid, we command and forbid on behalf of the king, on pain of imprisonment, such game to be used in the city in future.”


PROCLAMATION FROM EDWARD II, 1314


Long before the day when William Webb Ellis picked up the ball at an elite public school, there were plenty of common folk enjoying the simple pleasure of throwing a ball around in a competitive fashion. In medieval Britain, villages staged games where huge mobs would compete to carry an inflated pig’s bladder from one side of the town to another.


The purest form of the game survives today in places like Ashbourne in Derbyshire, where, every Shrove Tuesday, ‘Uppers’ (those born north of the River Henmore) compete against ‘Downers’ (those born on the southern side) to get a ball from the car park in the centre of the town to one of two mills on the outskirts. There are few rules and the game can last for up to eight hours, but if no one has scored a goal by 10 p.m. the ball must be returned to the Green Man and Black’s Head public house for safekeeping until the following year.


Village folk continued kicking and throwing balls around for a few more centuries, and the games appear to have found their way into the English public schools and from there into the universities. The games were still pretty rough and in 1303 an Oxford student called Thomas of Salisbury found his brother Adam dead, apparently as a result of a football game in the High Street against some Irish students.


Ball games got themselves banned every so often but over the next few centuries public school headmasters began to see the virtues and benefits of getting their young charges to burn off some excess energy by chasing around after a ball full of wind. A little light regulation was introduced along with referees, positions and coaches, and different schools developed their own versions of the sport.


In 1845 three boys at Rugby School got together and produced the first printed set of rules. Other schools began to play the game according to the Rugby School rules. Cheltenham College were invited up to Rugby for the first inter-school match, which they duly won. Then rugby clubs began to be formed as the boys from the school moved away and entered employment. While Webb Ellis became a vicar, some of his contemporaries joined the medical profession; the first rugby club to get itself organised enough to have an inaugural annual general meeting was at Guy’s Hospital in London. No doubt the injuries thus sustained gave them some useful subjects to practise upon as they honed their surgical skills.




THE ASSOCIATION GAME


In 1863, a Football Association was formed by clubs that wanted to rule out the practice of hacking, or kicking an opponent in the leg. The game those clubs played according to ‘association rules’ gradually evolved into the game that involves kicking a spherical ball, marrying Spice Girls and regularly delivering theatrical performances for the referee while complaining that your opponent has kicked you in the shin. This game was hereafter known by most people as football, by Americans as soccer and by rugby pedants as ‘the association game’.





Rugby clubs sprang up all around the country. Barnes Rugby Football Club apparently formed in 1839, but they didn’t get round to writing a match report until 1862. The old boys of Blackheath School had been playing rugby on the heath from 1858 and in 1862 decided to knock up a club constitution and open up the membership to the wider public. In 1857 former Rugby School pupil William Mather put together a side made up of his old schoolmates and invited another old schoolfriend and school captain to bring over a similar side from Manchester. An exhibition game was played in front of a large crowd at Liverpool Cricket Ground, and the groundsman marked out the pitch using white chalk. Clubs were formed in Liverpool and Manchester as a result.


All this activity started to need organising, and the well-thumbed copies of the original Rugby School rules were presumably beginning to look a little dog-eared. The Rugby Football Union was convened and had its very first meeting at the Pall Mall Restaurant behind Trafalgar Square in London on 26 January 1871. The restaurant is no longer there, but there is a plaque at the site to mark its significance to the game. Three lawyers, who also happened to be old boys from Rugby School, were given the task of redrafting the regulations. As they were lawyers, their version became laws rather than rules, as rugby pedants will remind you at every available opportunity.


Now, the eagle-eyed rugby lovers among you will have noticed the emergence of the word ‘union’. The attempt to unite the sport into one family with one set of rules (sorry, laws) was embodied by the creation, in the shadow of Nelson’s Column, of the Rugby Football Union. However, it wasn’t long before the union began to fracture and an alternative version of the game emerged.


“I’m 49, I’ve had a brain haemorrhage and a triple bypass and I could still go out and play a reasonable game of rugby union. But I wouldn’t last 30 seconds in rugby league.”


GRAHAM LOWE, NEW ZEALAND RUGBY LEAGUE COACH


Charles Darwin published his book On the Origin of Species in 1859, including his theories of natural selection. It had taken a sober and academic tour of the Galápagos Islands and the surrounding area to gather the evidence to support his theories of adaptation and survival. However, he could have stayed at home, had a beer or two and observed the evolution of two very distinct subspecies of Homo rugbyus. The sport of rugby in the north of England was having to adapt to a different economic environment, and was about to branch off and give birth to an entirely new variety of the game – rugby league.


PAY UP OR ELSE…


Towards the end of the nineteenth century rugby was becoming hugely popular in northern cities, with vast crowds paying to watch teams compete. The clubs were generating substantial revenues, but none of it was allowed to find its way into the players’ wallets as the game’s regulators strictly enforced a code of amateurism.


The players, mostly drawn from traditional working-class trades, would also struggle to earn a living if they were injured in the course of a game. A proposal was put to the Rugby Football Union to allow clubs to pay players for ‘broken time’, to compensate them for any time missed from work.


The RFU had been formed by public schoolboys, many of whom didn’t have to worry about maintaining a steady income. Dominated by southern clubs with aristocratic and aspirational middle-class members, it voted down the proposal and northern clubs were suspended if they were suspected of paying players.


In August 1895, 22 clubs met in the George Hotel in Huddersfield and, after three hours of private deliberation, resolved to form a breakaway Northern Rugby Football Union, specifically to permit the payment of players for broken time. The game played from then on in the northern leagues became known as rugby league, and the game played under the auspices of the original RFU became known as rugby union.


A DIFFERENT LEAGUE


The two branches of the game evolved and developed in their own different ways. In rugby league, the game became much more open as the scrum stopped being a monumental battle to see which pack could push the other off the ball. Instead, it has become a device for tying up a few players in the centre of the pitch to give the others in the team a little more room to run around. Each tackle in rugby league is ended when the attacking player is deemed by the referee to have been held.


With paying crowds to entertain and salaries to pay, rugby league needed to be open and entertaining, with everyone able to see what was happening within the game. Rugby union, on the other hand, remaining a strictly amateur sport, retained rucks, mauls and scrums where the so-called dark arts of forward play are largely hidden from the spectators’ view.


Rugby union remained an amateur pursuit for the next hundred years. During that time, no rugby league player was ever allowed to play rugby union, while rugby union players were banned from ever playing rugby union again if they were tempted to switch codes and play the northern game.


SCOTLAND


When they were not squeezing the air out of inflated animal bladders and through some very noisy pipes, the Scots were fond of kicking or throwing inflated animal bladders around in various forms of early football. It didn’t take long for the Rugby School set of rules for doing that in a slightly more structured way to make it north of the border. The Edinburgh Academy adopted the game in 1851 and other schools soon followed. Dr Hely Hutchinson Almond, the headmaster at Loretto School in Musselburgh, is credited with creating the passing aspect of the game. At that time the sport was played with 20 players per side and most of them spent most of their time in a giant seething, steaming scrum. If the ball did emerge players would grab it and run as fast and as far as they could before being ‘collared’ and then ‘hacked’ off the ball. H. H. Almond encouraged his boys to pass the ball to one another to confuse the opposition, much to the disapproval of the other Edinburgh headmasters.


H. H. Almond also has the distinction of being the official to preside over the first ever rugby international fixture, which was between Scotland and England in Edinburgh in 1871. The catalyst for the fixture was a somewhat irascible Scottish reaction to having been defeated in a football international against England a year earlier. The Scots claimed that rugby football was the preferred game north of the border and so challenged the English to put together a side. Twenty English players were assembled, including John Clayton from the Liverpool club, whose training regime consisted of a 4-mile run every day for a month with his large Newfoundland dog acting as pacemaker and personal trainer.


With 13 forwards on each side, the game largely turned into an extended maul with the backs rarely getting a look-in. In those days points were awarded solely for kicking the ball through the goalposts, either from a drop kick or from a converted try. There were no points for touching the ball down over the line, an achievement which simply qualified the side for a ‘try’ at kicking for goal.


Early in the second half of the game the Scottish forwards managed to push an extended scrum over the English try line and Angus Buchanan grounded the ball, claiming the first ever international rugby try. The dispute that followed, however, set the tone for the treatment of match officials by players to this day. Referees were not introduced into the game until a few years later and so it was the job of an umpire observing proceedings from the touchline to resolve any disputes. H. H. Almond, the umpire that day, was accordingly subjected to a barrage of protestations from both sides and was called upon to decide whether the try should stand.


Having no idea whether the try had been correctly obtained or not, he confessed afterwards, ‘When an umpire is in doubt, I think he is justified in deciding against the side which makes the most noise. They are probably in the wrong.’ The English players were the loudest and so Scotland were awarded the try and William Cross kicked the conversion (another first for international rugby), securing the only points of the game. To this day rugby players are much more likely to quietly accept a referee’s decision than those who play with the round ball.


The Scottish Football Union was founded in 1873 at the Glasgow Academy and was made up of teams from Edinburgh, Glasgow, St Andrews and the West of Scotland. In an early hint of the independent streak that was to come, a number of Scottish clubs which had previously been members of the Rugby Football Union opted instead to affiliate to the Scottish Football Union. They didn’t feel the need to use the word ‘Rugby’ until 1924 when they became the Scottish Rugby Union.




BAREBACK RUGBY


Scotland’s reputation for meanness when it comes to matters financial is of course entirely undeserved. It is not helped, however, by the story told by Jock Wemyss, who played as a prop forward for Scotland in the first part of the last century. In those days players were expected to bring their own shorts and club socks to matches. Only their national shirt would be provided. In 1920 Scotland were to play their first fixture against France since the Armistice at the end of the Great War and Jock, who had also played before the war, was named in the side that travelled to Parc des Princes in Paris. As he sat in the changing room, ready to play, Jock was disturbed to note the kit man pass him by when handing out the shirts. When he inquired, Jock was told that, as he had played before the war, he was supposed to have brought his old shirt. It was only when he ran out onto the pitch bare-chested, that the club officials relented and gave him a new shirt.





WALES


An early football game played in Pembrokeshire in Wales was called ‘cnapan’ and would pit sides with up to 1,000 players against each other; pretty impressive, when the population of the entire country was just 587,000 in 1801. Rugby itself was introduced by the vice-principal of Lampeter College, the theologian Dr Rowland Williams, who brought the game back with him from Cambridge around 1850. Lampeter College’s rugby club has been nicknamed the Mad Pilgrims in recognition of its religious roots, and also the Fighting Parsons on account of one old boy’s touring side named the Old Parsons, who played in a sky-blue and white kit in memory of the historic link to Cambridge through Dr Williams.


The first international fixture wasn’t arranged until 1881, when a Mr Richard Mullock, a leading light of the South Wales Football Union, took a somewhat disorganised side over to Richardson’s Field in Blackheath. In scenes that modern-day lovers of the amateur game will recognise all too well, two of the Welsh players who were expected to play failed to turn up at the ground. Two bystanders with tenuous connections to Wales were cajoled into pulling on a scarlet shirt emblazoned with the Prince of Wales feathers. In what should have been a good omen, both sides gathered at the Princess of Wales pub, changed and walked the half a mile across the commons to the game. That is, the omen would have been good if it hadn’t included drinking a few too many pre-match pints. The Welsh performed considerably under par and, after a couple of injuries, they were quickly back down to 13 players. In the end they lost by seven goals, six tries and a dropped goal to nothing. The English RFU were deeply unimpressed by their visitors’ poor performance and they dropped the fixture the following season.
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