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Introduction


Welcome to The Little Book of Rugby Trivia. Jam-packed with fascinating facts, stats and stories, it’s your perfect companion to the wonderful world of rugby union. Discover everything there is to know about your favourite clubs and international rugby teams, as well as competitions from the English Premiership to the United Rugby Championship.


Do you know why the USA were the reigning Olympic rugby champions for 92 years? Or who was nicknamed the Raging Potato in his playing days? Or which player had a beer named after them? These are just some of the weird and wonderful facts hidden within the pages of this book.


Naturally, no book on rugby would be complete without info on the top teams and competitions, so sit back and discover all there is to know about the Six Nations, Rugby Championship and the Rugby World Cup. Careful, you won’t want to put it down!
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A brief history


The roots of rugby can be traced back to the early nineteenth century at Rugby School in England. Legend has it that in 1823, a young player named William Webb Ellis picked up the ball during a football match and ran with it, igniting the spark for the sport we know today.


The first set of written rugby rules was codified in 1845, and the sport’s first governing body, the Rugby Football Union (RFU), was founded in 1871. The first international match took place the same year, with Scotland (2 tries and 1 goal) beating England (1 try) in Edinburgh. As you can tell, the scoring system was a little different back then.


In 1895, the Northern Rugby Football Union broke away from the RFU over an argument about paying players. The result was another worldwide oval ball game – rugby league. Rugby union remained staunchly amateur until 1995, when the International Rugby Board (now World Rugby) lifted restrictions on player payments, ushering in the era of professional rugby. 


The decades since professionalism have led to a surge in the sport’s popularity and global reach. Rugby’s unique blend of physicality, skill and teamwork has captured the imagination of fans around the world, with a television audience of over 800 million people for the men’s Rugby World Cup in 2023.
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The First Women’s World Cup


Wales hosted the first Women’s World Cup in 1991. There were 12 teams in the tournament, which was won by the USA, who beat England 19–6 in the final at Cardiff Arms Park. The International Rugby Board (IRB, now World Rugby) did not approve the competition, and it was not until 2009 that they acknowledged the winners and officially endorsed it as a World Cup.





“Rugby is a good occasion for 
keeping thirty bullies far from 
the centre of the city.”


Oscar Wilde






Eden Park


With a capacity of 60,000, Eden Park is New Zealand’s largest rugby stadium and holder of a remarkable record that is still going strong. From 1994 until the time of writing, the New Zealand men’s rugby team were unbeaten in 50 consecutive test matches at the stadium, a terrifying record for any visiting team.
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Bath of England and Llanelli of Wales have a friendly rivalry stretching back to 1896. In 1921, the Welsh side won their home fixture 16–0 and their team captain was presented with a rag doll by Llanelli’s club president. The doll has been present at every game between the two clubs since, sitting on a crossbar to watch the game.
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The Calcutta Cup


The Calcutta Cup is the oldest rugby trophy in the world and is awarded to the winner of matches played between Scotland and England. It was handmade in India in 1878 at the request of the members of the Calcutta Rugby Football Club, which was disbanding. They took the club’s remaining funds – 270 silver rupees – and had them melted down to create the trophy, which was donated to the RFU.


The cup survives to this day, but it did have a rather narrow escape in 1988 after England’s 9–6 win over their Scottish rivals in Edinburgh. Past midnight, a number of inebriated players from both sides sneaked out of their hotel on Princes Street and played an impromptu game of football (the soccer kind) with the trophy. The result was over £1,000 worth of damage, including dents and splits in the trophy’s handles, along with bans for Scotland flanker John Jeffrey and England number 8 Dean Richards.








Player fact file: 
 Gareth Edwards


Gareth Edwards, a scrum-half who played for Cardiff, Wales and the British & Irish Lions, is universally hailed as one of the greatest rugby players of all time. Born on 12 July 1947 in Gwaun-Cae-Gurwen, near Swansea, he made his Wales debut in 1967 against France at the age of 19. 


Edwards captained Wales for 13 of his 53 matches and was part of the legendary Welsh side of the 1970s that included players like Barry John, JPR Williams and Gerald Davies. His length of the pitch try for the Barbarians (see page 43) against the All Blacks in 1973 is said by many to be the greatest ever scored.


He was inducted into the International Rugby Hall of Fame in 1997 and was knighted in 2015 for his services to rugby union.




















	Years

	Team

	Appearances

	Points










	1966–1978

	Cardiff RFC

	195

	426






	1967–1978

	Wales

	53

	88






	1968–1974

	British & Irish Lions

	10

	3
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The annual Six Nations Championship between England, France, Ireland, Italy, Scotland and Wales began in 1883 as the Home Nations Championship. To start, it only featured teams from the British Isles, but it became the Five Nations Championship with the addition of France between 1910–31 and then again from 1947 onwards. Italy joined in 2000 making it the Six Nations Championship we know and love today. 


In earlier tournaments, teams with the same number of match points shared the championship. With that in mind, here’s how over 140 years of international rugby have panned out at the time of writing:




















	Team

	Home Nations Champions

	Five Nations Champions

	Six Nations Champions










	England

	5 + 4 shared

	17 + 6 shared

	7






	France

	Did not enter

	12 + 8 shared

	6






	Ireland

	4 + 3 shared

	6 + 5 shared

	6






	Italy

	Did not enter

	Did not enter

	0






	Scotland

	9 + 2 shared

	15 + 6 shared

	0






	Wales

	7 + 3 shared

	15 + 8 shared

	6
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Loose-Head Prop


There are two props in every team, both featuring in the front row of the scrum with the hooker between them. The loose-head prop wears the number 1 shirt and packs down to the left of the hooker at the scrum. The unusual name of this position is not because the player has been knocked around a bit too much; in fact, it is because their head is on the outside of the scrum when it engages.







Harlequins FC 


Harlequins rugby club play in the English Premiership and were founded in 1866, originally as Hampstead Football Club. Just four years later, however, the club’s members decided that a new name was in order, as many of them came from outside Hampstead. Legend has it that they wanted to keep the HFC initials, so they read through the dictionary until they alighted on Harlequin. The jersey was also changed to the famous colourful, quartered design to reflect this momentous decision, with segments of chocolate brown, French grey, magenta and light blue.


The club was one of the founding members of the RFU but did not settle in their home at The Stoop in Twickenham until 1909, at that time a charmingly rural location.










Test Your Knowledge #1??


How many forwards are there in a rugby union team?


a) Five


b) Six


c) Eight


d) Ten 







[image: ]   The Heineken Cup   [image: ]


In 1995, the Five Nations Committee launched a new professional European club competition. The Heineken Cup, as it was called, featured 12 sides from France, Ireland, Italy, Romania and Wales. English and Scottish sides chose not to participate, but, having seen the success of the first tournament, they entered the following season. 


The first final was won by Toulouse, who beat Cardiff 21–18 in extra time at Cardiff Arms Park. Toulouse have gone on to win the competition a further five times, but Cardiff are still waiting for another final appearance.
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Player fact file:  
 Jonah Lomu


Jonah Lomu’s name is synonymous with size, speed and raw power. Born on 12 May 1975 in Pukekohe, New Zealand, Lomu’s journey to global rugby stardom began at Wesley College, where his exceptional athleticism and sheer size caught the eye of scouts. He quickly rose through the ranks, making his international debut, at the age of 19, as a wing for the All Blacks in 1994.


Lomu’s impact on the sport was nothing short of revolutionary. His ability to break tackles and outpace defenders was showcased in the 1995 Rugby World Cup in South Africa, where he bulldozed over countless English players to score four tries in the semi-final.


Lomu died unexpectedly in 2015 at the age of 40 from a heart attack, thought to be a result of nephrotic syndrome, a serious kidney disorder that was diagnosed in late 1995.




















	Years

	Team

	Appearances

	Points










	1994–2010

	Eight club sides

	129

	295






	1994–2002

	New Zealand

	63

	185






	2000–2002

	Barbarians

	4

	25
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Super Rugby Pacific is the southern hemisphere’s premier club competition, featuring teams from Australia, Fiji, New Zealand and the Pacific Islands. It started life in 1996 as the Super 12, with clubs from Australia, New Zealand and South Africa, and turned into the Super 14 in 2006 when another two teams joined. Those in charge of naming the league finally decided that enough was enough in 2011 when the number of clubs changed to 15, and they rebranded the competition as Super Rugby… only to change the name again in 2021 to Super Rugby Pacific with the addition of Fijian Drua and Moana Pasifika.


New Zealand teams have dominated Super Rugby Pacific since the start, winning 20 of the 27 competitions held at the time of writing. The Crusaders hold the record for the most titles with 12. 







Test Your Knowledge #2??


Owen Farrell is a fiercely competitive fly-half for England and the Lions. Which team did his father coach from 2019?


a) England


b) Ireland


c) Scotland


d) Wales
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The Gallic Rooster


The Gallic Rooster, fondly known as Chantecler, has crowed proudly on French rugby shirts since 1912. The rooster has represented the French nation since the Middle Ages and took off as a sporting mascot after its adoption by the rugby team, with the nation’s Olympic, football and rugby league teams among those who also use it. For decades, international games featuring the French team would inevitably see a confused cockerel wandering the pitch at some point, but the tradition of smuggling a bird into stadiums ended with the advent of bird flu.







Did you know?


For safety reasons, World Rugby laws stipulate that only certain types of ground are suitable for playing rugby. The permitted surfaces are grass, artificial turf, sand (beach rugby, anyone?), clay (err, okay) and snow (get your thermals on). Definitely not concrete.







[image: ]  The player from  outer space [image: ]


Gareth Thomas, former Wales and British & Irish Lions captain, had the nickname Alf or Alfie from early in his career. The unfortunate reason, according to him, was his similarity to an alien space puppet in the sitcom ALF.










[image: ]   International stadiums   [image: ]


Rugby union is played in some of the most awe-inspiring stadiums in the world. Packed to the rafters with passionate fans, it can often be hard to find a ticket, so to maximize your chances, here are the top ten grounds by capacity:




















	Position

	Stadium

	Location

	Capacity










	1

	FNB Stadium

	Johannesburg, South Africa

	94,736






	2

	Stadium Australia (aka Accor Stadium)

	Sydney, Australia

	84,000






	3

	Allianz (formerly Twickenham) Stadium

	London, England

	82,000






	4

	Stade de France

	Saint-Denis, France

	81,338






	5

	Principality Stadium

	Cardiff, Wales

	74,500






	6

	Stadio Olimpico

	Rome, Italy

	73,000






	7

	Murrayfield Stadium

	Edinburgh, Scotland

	67,800






	8

	Orange Vélodrome

	Marseille, France

	67,394






	9

	Ellis Park Stadium

	Johannesburg, South Africa

	62,567






	10

	Optus Stadium

	Perth, Australia

	60,000
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Early scores


The scoring system in rugby during the late 1800s was convoluted, to say the least. In the beginning, matches were decided simply by who had scored the most goals, which was when the ball was kicked between the posts above the crossbar – a try simply gave you the opportunity to try for a goal. This changed in 1889, when England, Ireland and Wales gave one point for a try, two for converting it, and three points for a place kick or drop goal. Scotland opted for the same system but, feeling they knew better than the rest of the British Isles, decided to award two points for a try. 


The scoring system fluctuated seemingly at random over the next decade or so, but by 1905, it had settled on three points for a try, two for a conversion, three for a penalty goal, three for a goal from a mark and four for a drop goal. It would not change again until 1948, when a drop goal was dropped to three points. A try was bumped up to four points in 1973, then to five in 1992, to get us to where we are today. Simple!







Bristol Bears


Founded in 1988, Bristol Bears were originally Bristol Football Club. From 2001 to 2005, they rebranded as Bristol Shoguns thanks to a sponsorship deal with Mitsubishi. The Bristol Bears name came about in 2018 to help drive the club forward commercially and on the pitch. It seems to have done the trick, with the club winning the European Challenge Cup for the first time in 2020.








Player fact file:  
 Bryan Habana


Born on 12 June 1983, Bryan Habana is a South African rugby legend renowned for his exceptional speed, agility and try-scoring genius. He was the bane of opposition defences during his 124-cap international career, scoring 67 tries for his country, placing him second on the all-time list behind Daisuke Ohata of Japan. 


Habana’s crowning achievement came in 2007 when he was a key member of the Springboks team that beat England in Paris to win the Rugby World Cup. He scored eight tries in the tournament, ultimately going on to equal Jonah Lomu’s overall World Cup record, and was named the IRB Player of the Year for 2007.


Habana played for the Bulls and Stormers in South Africa, then switched to Toulon, France, where he won the French Top 14 title and two European titles.




















	Years

	Team

	Appearances

	Points










	2005–2009

	Bulls

	61

	185






	2010–2013

	Stormers

	57

	95






	2013–2018

	Toulon

	66

	115






	2004–2016

	South Africa

	124

	335
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Laws and Rules


Did you know that there are only 21 laws that govern the game of rugby union? It’s such a simple, easy-to-explain game… except that each of those rules is subdivided into dozens more, which can make the referee’s decisions difficult to understand for a newcomer. 


Even more important is one particular fact that you would be wise to remember. The game has laws, not rules. Some purists can become extraordinarily heated, to the point of going red in the face, if you say “rules”, even though the two terms mean exactly the same thing. The best advice is to let them cool down with a nice colouring book to distract them.







Test Your Knowledge #3??


What nickname did Barry John receive from the local newspapers on the British & Irish Lions tour of New Zealand in 1971?


a) The King


b) The Prince


c) The Baron


d) The Duke








France


France used to be the most enigmatic of rugby teams. On any given day, no matter the opposition, the question would be asked: Which France will turn up today? Will it be the brutal, swashbuckling France whose forwards destroy everything in front of them, while their backs tear the opposition to ribbons with their elegant running lines? Or will it be the pensive, soul-searching France, full of talented players but who end up being less than the sum of their parts?
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