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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 us 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 m a g a z i n e , W i l l i a m Webb Ellis caught the ball during a game of football in the later 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 Webb Ellis and describing how the young man ‘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 for me captures the joy and spirit of 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. 


  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 therein lies some of the joy of rugby.


  There is also something deeply joyous about a game that brings together towns, cities, regions and nations to cheer on the finest players of rugby 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 from 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 aged five to 18 discovering the joy of rugby. They might start off with the contact-free, tag and 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 and 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, third-, fourth- and fifth-team captains will warmly embrace anyone new who wants to try out the game. With larger bodies finding a home in the forwards and thinner, faster types free to run around in the backs, joy flows from rugby’s ability to find a place on the pitch for almost anyone.


  Even after the final whistle has blown, the joy of rugby continues. The feeling as you walk off the pitch after a game, and shake hands warmly with the same people who 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 whole-hearted 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, sit back and enjoy these chapters of celebration of the mighty sport that is rugby. With a fine disregard for whatever else it is you are supposed to be doing today, share with us now a little of the joy of rugby.




CHAPTER 1


 


HOW IT ALL STARTED









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  ‘Up'ards’  (those  born north of the River Henmore) compete against ‘Down'ards’ (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. 
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The Irish had a game called ‘caid’ involving two large  teams,  a  leather-clad,  inflated pig’s bladder and quite a lot of physical contact. With the huge quantities of beer that were also consumed, it wasn’t just the pig who got bladdered. The Welsh version was called ‘cnapan’ and would pit sides with up to 1,000 players against each other. In France, in spite of the best efforts of the religious authorities, a game called ‘la soule’ was played with a leather ball filled with hay, bran or horsehair. 
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In New Zealand, long before the Europeans put in an appearance, the Maoris played a game called  ‘ki-o-rahi’  involving  two  teams competing on a circular pitch. The game is played with a small ball, called a ‘ki’, made from woven flax. This ancient fibrous plant material also seems to have helped to weave together the DNA that later would form the all-conquering All Blacks.


  The  Kiwis  traditionally  held  a  gathering  of  the players called a ‘tatu’ before each game of ki-o-rahi to agree the rules that would be applied. The English, being English, opted for a series of committee meetings with formal agenda, apologies for absence and detailed minutes. In 1845 three boys at Rugby School got together and duly produced the first printed set of rules. Later in 1871, three lawyers, who also happened to be old boys from Rugby School, drew up the laws of the game. These laws were swiftly adopted by the Rugby Football Union.









Let the games begin
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Rugby  clubs  had  been  formed  as  the boys from the school moved and entered employment. While Webb Ellis became a vicar, some of his contemporaries joined the medical profession and 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. 
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In 1857 former Rugby School pupil William  Mather  put  together  a  side made up of his old schoolmates, and invited an 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, and pioneering rugby player Richard Sykes went on to take the game to the USA, where the first rugby clubs were formed in the San Francisco Bay Area in 1872.
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Meanwhile, 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  the  ‘association  rules’  rather than the Rugby School rules, gradually evolved into the game that involves kicking a more strictly spherical ball, marrying pop stars and models, and regularly delivering theatrical performances towards the referee 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’.









The first international test


 


The first  rugby  international fixture  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 the year earlier, disputing the lineage and heritage of some of the players who had been assembled to represent their nation. 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. 


 







Did you know?


 



John  Clayton’s  training  regime  for  the first-ever international rugby fixture 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 turned largely 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.
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