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J. P. R. WILIAMS

It is a great honour and privilege to write a foreword to Rugby: An Anthology.

The history of the game is fascinating in that I, like many others, assumed that William Webb Ellis founded the game at Rugby School in 1823.

The game of rugby union has changed greatly over the years, even since the amateur days of mine to the professional days of today. However, I feel the ethos of the game has survived. It is a very physical game but still has the enjoyment that players and spectators love so much.

Yes, the game today does not have the social side as much as in the Old Days, but there is still the chance to meet your opponent for a chat (perhaps an apology) after the game. This I think is the best thing about the game and helps to prevent long term vendettas.

The many contributors to this anthology have covered all aspects of the game and there are some great stories. All in all an excellent rugby book and one which every keen supporter should have on his shelf.


Introduction
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BRIAN LEVISON

‘THE RUGBY PLAYER during the course of a game is living life at its most intoxicating. There is movement, energy, grace, strength, fear, intelligence, competition, everything,’ Rowe Harding writes in the final piece of this book. Add humour and this would seem about as comprehensive a definition of rugby as you can get, though no doubt other games and sports will argue that it also applies to them.

In the thirteen sections of this selection, these qualities will appear many times. ‘In the Beginning’ takes a none-too-serious look at the history and pre-history of rugby and touches on the shape of the ball with a member of the Gilbert family, as well as players’ clothing, the origin of some of the rules, and Sue Mott’s witty definition of the playing positions seen from a woman’s perspective. ‘Invocations’ pays due deference to the Haka and gives it a place of honour at the start of the book as in any game involving the All Blacks, though Brian O’Driscoll voices some reservations. International and senior club rugby attracts most of the public and press attention, but there are those who know they will never become first team players and simply play ‘For the Love of It’. To judge from Stephen Gauge and Richard Beard, they have a very enjoyable time.

‘The Hard Men’ investigates the dark arts of the pack, and introduces us to big beasts like Jean ‘Le Sultan’ Sébédio, Blair Swannell and Roger McGough’s Big Arth (from Penarth). ‘The Whistle Blowers’ takes a behind-the-scenes look at the involvement of the referee, particularly the often amusing and informal interaction behind him and the players with contributions from, among others, Derek Bevan, Brian Moore and a Pontypool perspective from Nick Bishop and Alun Carter. ‘Beyond the Touchline’ looks at the impact of events off the field. Phil Vickery explains the importance to him of the passionate Gloucester crowd, and Chris Laidlaw introduces New Zealand’s most famous supporter, Little Eric from Berhampore. The great All Black fullback George Nepia tells what he owed to some unorthodox healing methods.

In many pieces, a player will say ‘we gave it everything’. ‘Giving It Everything’ is something rugby players conspicuously did on the battlefield too, as starkly described by Tony Collins’s ‘The War Game’ and Mick Imlah’s poem ‘London Scottish (1914)’. ‘Time Off’ provides a little light reading to keep yourself amused during the dead time while the referee and TMO (television match official) take ages to decide what is perfectly clear to any supporter, depending on the decision you want. It is said that there are two sides to every story and ‘Double Vision’ takes four incidents and gives you the differing points of view of two of those involved. Among the pairings are Willie John McBride against Colin Meads, and Graham Mourie at odds with J. P. R. Williams.

‘Fliers and Dodgers’ looks at some of the great three-quarter and halfbacks such as Gerald Davies and Peter Jackson. You will not find much in the history books about the English scrum-half Rev. Matthew Mullineux (c.1900), but the poem by the Australian ‘Banjo’ Patterson gives a very graphic impression of him, one of three poems in this section, as backs seem to inspire more poetry than forwards. ‘Tight Heads and Loose Forwards’ concentrates less on specialists in these positions and more on the tight and loose aspects of post-match activities with the experienced help of Jeff Probyn, Jean-Pierre Rives and W. W. Wakefield among others. ‘Last Line of Defence’ completes the team and looks at the most highly-regarded full-backs such as George Nepia, J. P. R. Williams and Gavin Hastings. Finally, ‘No-side’, is called. A. A. Thomson and John Dann write evocatively about their passion for rugby and its place in their lives.

Contributors include some of the best-known names of rugby, like Brian O’Driscoll, Willie John McBride, Gavin Hastings, Graham Mourie, Brian Moore, Phil Vickery, George Nepia, Chris Laidlaw, Chester Williams, Colin Deans, Eddie Butler, J. P. R. Williams and Jeff Probyn. Among the respected writers, historians and commentators are Sir Terry McLean, E. H. D. Sewell, Howard Marshall, Robert Lynd, Frank Keating, Alec Waugh, Chris Greyvenstein, J. B. G. Thomas, John Reason and Carwyn James.

I am very grateful to Jill Haas and Matthew Levison for their considerable help and suggestions. Thanks also to the staff of the library at the World Rugby Museum, Twickenham Stadium, and to the staff of the Bodleian Library.

Brian Levison
Oxford
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IN THE BEGINNING



 

In the Beginning, Long Before 1823 . . .
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JOHN REASON AND CARWYN JAMES

In modern times, the idea that rugby originated when William Webb Ellis picked up and ran with the ball in 1823 is the exception rather than the rule. Rugby journalist John Reason and former British and Irish Lions’ and Llanelli coach Carwyn James set out the current received view in The World of Rugby: A History of Rugby Union Football (1979).
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THE STORY ABOUT William Webb Ellis has never sounded very convincing.

It is hard to believe that hundreds of boys at Rugby School suddenly cried ‘Eureka’, stopped what they had been doing for years and did something else, simply because one unexceptional and somewhat reluctant young footballer broke the rules of the game as it was played at the school in 1823.

If you believe the story, and accept this version of the manufacture of instant rugby football, you will believe, without question, the inscription on the stone tablet which is built into the wall between Rugby School and what is still one of its playing fields. The inscription reads:

This stone commemorates the exploit of William Webb Ellis, who 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.

However, at a time when George IV was still early in his reign, and a man could still be hung for sheep-stealing, it is pushing credibility to suggest that any disregard of rules could ever be looked upon as ‘fine’ by contemporary society. It is also quite untrue to say that picking the ball up and running with it was a ‘distinctive feature of the Rugby Game’, because it had been a feature of football since time immemorial.

Even the suggestion that William Webb Ellis was the first to do it at Rugby School takes some swallowing, because the only historical evidence to support this assertion is contained in a letter written to a magazine more than fifty years after the alleged event, and the letter was no more than hearsay. What is more, it was immediately refuted by a schoolboy contemporary of Ellis, who wrote: ‘I remember William Webb Ellis perfectly. He was an admirable cricketer, but was generally regarded as inclined to take unfair advantages at football. I should not quote him in any way as an authority.’

This hardly sounds the stuff of which trail-blazers are made, and although it may be thoroughly disrespectful and even sacrilegious to say so, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that when William Webb Ellis picked up the ball it was already part of the game at the school, because it certainly was not an innovation. It may even be true, as has been suggested, that he was running away from the opposition rather than at them, though we would not go as far as those cheerful disparagers who dismiss young Master Ellis as both a coward and a cheat!

Whatever the truth of the matter, it is a good story. All legends are, and no doubt it will be, faithfully recounted in some suitable pamphlet to be read by endless American tourists when Rugby School takes its place on the summer circuit leading to Stratford-upon-Avon just up the road.

. . . Not that the school is under any illusions about the William Webb Ellis legend. When the filming for The World of Rugby television series was taking place, Malcolm Lee acknowledged the doubts of the sceptics.

‘There is very little evidence to support the popular belief that William Webb Ellis created a new form of football,’ he said. ‘The point is that the rules of the game as it was played at the school at that time were made by the boys themselves and those rules were constantly revised. If you look at the notes of the Big Side Levees – notes made by the boys themselves – you will see that the rules were discussed almost every time the boys went out to play and that adjustments were frequently made.’

Perhaps we should point out that despite its overtones of Mississippi franglais, a Big Side Levee was not a riverside embankment on the estate of the local Al Capone, but simply a meeting of interested parties on the field at the side of the Big School where most of the teaching was done and where Doctor Arnold and Tom Brown went their various ways.

The notes of these meetings were written by the boys, and the books in which they were written were not even seen by the masters until one book had been filled and the next one was in the process of compilation. These books are still preserved at the school, and in the careful handwriting of the students of the time, various delightful playing conditions were recorded. One reads: ‘At a Big Side Levee held on Tuesday, September 12, 1848, it was agreed that . . . for this year, the Sixth Match to last for Five Days or for Seven Days if a goal be kicked, instead of Three and Five respectively as heretofore . . .’

This constant revision of the rules was common to most of the public schools at that time. They all played their own forms of football and as often as not it involved most of the boys in the school. Sketches of games played in the early nineteenth century reveal that the two teams were hardly ever equal in number and anything up to a hundred a side. Boys of all ages and consequently vastly different physiques took part, and most of them seemed to have been there just for the age-old pleasure of competing for possession of a ball and achieving a goal, with the added satisfaction of being expressly permitted to kick each other in the process!

Certainly, rugby football was not evolved in the space of a wet weekend, as the game of lawn tennis was by the celebrated Major Wingfield, or as the game of badminton was by two bored guests at the Duke of Badminton’s estate in the West Country.

The evolution of the different codes of football was much slower. The people living in Victorian Britain were the most energetic and inventive since the Romans, but football was too deeply rooted in history to be susceptible to the sort of dramatic change suggested by that stone tablet at Rugby School. If you watch children playing a game of their own invention, or adaptation, you will see that it is inconceivable that rugby football should have been produced like a great blinding light suddenly shining forth. When children play a game, perhaps the most noticeable feature is that they invariably make it up as they go along, partly by experiment, partly by argument and partly by invention. It is a slow process and the essential point about the different games of football played at the public schools at that time was that they all were games developed by the boys themselves.

There was nothing new about football, of course. That had been played for at least 2,000 years. There was nothing new about picking up the ball and running with it, either. That had been the essence of the game throughout its history. Indeed, if you study the history of football you will see that the one truly remarkable thing about rugby football is not that it is a new game but that it is precisely the opposite, because it is the football which most closely resembles that played from before the time of the Romans and right through the Middle Ages. The real innovators were those footballers at schools like Eton, who wanted just to kick the ball, rather than pick it up and run with it, because they disapproved of the sweatily violent exercises such as hacking and mauling, though no doubt even they would have shut their eyes in horror if they had seen the lack of physical challenge and hurly burly in the game of Association football as it is played now. The boys at Rugby School simply defended the faith, probably unconsciously, and stuck broadly to the game played by their forefathers.

[image: Image]

The Evolution of Rugby
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FRANK C. HAWKINS AND E. SEYMOUR-BELL

According to the authors, the direct antecedent of modern rugby is a game played in Italy in the sixteenth century. From Fifty Years with the Clifton Rugby Football Club (1922).
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THE QUESTION IS often asked, ‘How, when and where did rugby first come into being?’ Writers have recorded that a game known as ‘Harpastum’ was played in the days of Julius Caesar. Apparently in this game one set of players (there is no record of the positions they held on the field of play, neither are the numbers given) used to strive to carry a ball through the territory held by their opponents, and although a highly imaginative person could make this into a game of rugby there is not enough detail to decide whether it was the true origin.

In England a few centuries ago Shrove Tuesday used to be set aside for a queer sort of game in which whole parishes were matched against one another. Commencing in the market place with partisans of each parish lined up, a large ball was tossed into the midst of them, and it then became the object of each party to impel their opponents towards their particular goal – a jolly good scrum maybe, but hardly rugger.

Fry’s Magazine, now defunct, once had an interesting article on an Italian game ‘Il Calcio’ played in the sixteenth century, and it is more than probable that rugby footballers have to thank Florentine athletes for the invention of the game and for its introduction into this country. Only those of noble or gentle blood, or such as had gained distinction or rank in the profession of arms, were allowed to participate in ‘Il Calcio’: while each player had to be of unblemished reputation, of graceful figure, and possessed of accomplished manners. With teams comprising such models of virtue surely the referee, or umpire as he was then termed, could not have had quite so difficult a task as some of our officials today. The players would create quite a stir in these times were they to appear as then dressed; for a Clifton fifteen to wear tunics of silk with feathered caps all richly embroidered in gold and silver, tight-fitting drawers, and shoes of leather and silver, would certainly draw a ‘gate’ to say the least. The numbers participating in this game varied according to the size of the ground and the importance of the match; sometimes the sides were 27 strong, while on special occasions as many as 60 would form a team. In the former case there would be 15 forwards (innanzi) in three equal squads, 5 half-backs (sconciatori), 4 three-quarter backs (datori-innanzi) and 3 goalkeepers (datori-addietri). The ball was apparently of the same weight, size and shape as the present-day rugby ball. Each game in the Piazzi was preceded by a pageant consisting of the State and City standard bearers in full uniform accompanied by pages, the Captain of the Halberdiers in full armour at the head of his company, trumpeters, drummers, etc., and finally the players. The whole procession would then encircle the Piazzi twice, after which the players formed a circle in the centre of the ground, holding each other by the hand, so that the presidents could choose the teams and allot each man a place in the field. A trumpet blast was the signal for commencement, and the umpire who, dressed in the colours of both sides, stood in front of the seats of honour, would then throw the ball into the centre of the ground. The rules are rather difficult to follow, but it is interesting to note that ‘Two fouls to the disadvantage of the side which scores them are equal to one goal,’ and that victory rested with the team which ‘won the most goals and scored the fewest fouls’. The players were informed of the end of the game by the discharge of two mortars, and the token of victory was the flag of the vanquished side, which was taken by the winners.

Rugby School, founded about 1567, was one of the direct results of the ‘Tuscan Fever’ and although the school did not commence to play rugby in a form somewhat similar to the present-day game till 1823, there seems to be little doubt but that ‘Il Calcio’ was the real origin.

Round About the Ball
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E. H. D. SEWELL

The Gilbert family supplied footballs to Rugby school in the nineteenth century and the Gilbert name still appears on rugby balls today. James Gilbert (1885–1967), quoted by E. H. D. Sewell in Rugger: The Man’s Game (1950), tells the history of the ball’s oval shape. Sewell played cricket for Essex and rugby for the Harlequins and wrote widely on both sports.
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‘I HAVE BEEN UNABLE to trace exactly when the rugby ball first began to assume its oval shape. Probably some years before 1823. In Tom Brown’s Schooldays,

in the description of the Bigside game, you will find these words, “The new ball you may see there quite by itself, in the middle, pointing towards the School goal.” There is no doubt therefore of the ball being oval by about 1835, when this game was supposed to have taken place. By 1851 it had practically become the same shape as the present time. A ball made for the International Exhibition, London, in 1851, which we had in our possession, proved this.

Rugby footballs in the early days were made of four pieces of leather stitched together by hand in the same way as they are today, and were inflated with pigs’ bladders. In this connection an extract from an article which appeared in a New Zealand paper some years ago is interesting. The writer of the article speaks of my grandfather. He says he was a bootmaker to Rugby School, and that he had a great job hunting the countryside for pigs’ bladders with which to inflate the footballs, and that he was locally known as “the man of the strong lungs” on account of the knack he had of blowing up the footballs to great resiliency by sheer lung power! Believe me or believe me not, I have heard it said he used to go as far afield as Birmingham buying up these pigs’ bladders. These unsavoury articles were put into the leather cases in their ‘green’ state, the stem of a clay pipe was fastened to the opening of the bladders and they were then inflated. The balls were then hung up until they were wanted. You never see a pig’s bladder being kicked about now, but when I was a small boy you very often during the winter used to see a pig’s bladder being kicked about some side street.

The substitution of rubber for the pig’s bladder for inflating rugby balls took place about 1870. Mr Lindon of Rugby first hit upon the idea of making a bladder of rubber and also invented a pump for inflating it, and so the far from salubrious task of inflating pigs’ bladders came to an end.’
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Crimson Velvet Caps
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JENNY MACRORY

Using ‘capped’ to indicate selection for your country dates back to the nineteenth century. From Jenny Macrory’s wide-ranging history Running with the Ball: The Birth of Rugby Football (1991).

THE FIRST FORMAL resolution passed about match dress declared in 1846 that, ‘the parties at matches should be distinguished by the colours of

their jerseys, the one party wearing white, the other striped jerseys’. This ruling neatly allowed for house colours and emblems to be worn, whilst at the same time providing distinguishing uniforms for contestants in the variously aligned Big Side matches. When the first International match was played a quarter of a century later with no fewer than ten Rugbeians in the England side, the white trousers and jerseys they adopted were derived from the Rugby School dress. Rumour has it that for many years the Captain of England used to ask the permission of the Captain of the School to allow England to use the all-white strip, but this is probably no more than a schoolboy conceit.

The cap is the best known item of football dress to derive from the school. The velvet caps sported in the late 1830s were shaped variously like smoking caps and jockey caps and were worn by those boys sufficiently senior to be allowed to ‘play up’ in the main body of the match. They were originally brought in as a more practical form of headgear than the top hats which were the ordinary dress and suffered expensively when lost and trampled on the field of play. In the autumn of 1839 Queen Adelaide, the widow of William IV, paid a visit to Rugby School. As a compliment to Her Majesty the boys of School House lined the quadrangle wearing caps in the royal colours of crimson velvet with gold tassels. The Queen later asked to see football played since she had heard it was a pretty spectacle, and the boys immediately obliged regardless of their best dress. The School House played the School, still wearing their royal caps, and so for the first time a team uniform was worn for football. In his autobiography Sir Alexander Arbuthnot recalls that he ‘once had the honour of kicking off in a football match before Queen Adelaide’. His football career included introducing the rugby rules to Haileybury, with the exception that ‘we abolished running with the ball’, and kicking two goals in a match in Madras when a Member of the Council. However he found it ‘rather too hot for that sort of fun’ and turned his attention instead to founding the Madras Cricket Club in 1846. Here again he was a party to innovative sporting headgear, but this time it did not catch on. ‘In my youth,’ he said, ‘cricketers always played in tall black beaver hats, and I wore a similar top-hat, made of white felt, in India.’

The match watched by Queen Adelaide is confirmed as the first occasion on which uniform team caps were worn by Mr J. G. Holloway in a letter quoted by Sydney Selfe:

We did wear red plush caps as the distinctive mark of the School House players, and we did run with the ball if while on your own side you could pick it up or catch it in front of goal.

His contemporary, Revd Samuel Sandes, also remembered the crimson velvet caps, but he was the first to point out their true usefulness to players.

We all wore crimson velvet caps. The custom with the big boys was at the beginning of the football season to send a pair of boots to the shoemaker’s in order to have thick soles put on them bevelled at the toes (like a man o’ war’s bows) so as to cut the shins of the enemy. Often have I seen boys thus lamed sitting on the seats under the elm trees, disabled for further playing, so to distinguish ourselves in a scrimmage we wore crimson caps.

The boots Sandes describes were known as ‘navvies, and, though they continued to be worn, the evil practice of sharpening the soles, together with other dangers such as metal studs, were abolished by the boys themselves.

In the match that I refer to, I, being a fast runner, and like a little rat, harder to get at by the dog than a big rat by the dog, was put on the outside by the road. The ball came to me, I caught it up and ran for dear life to the enemy’s goal, where unhurt I touched down. I walked out, kicked up with my heel the sod in the most approved fashion, and placed the ball at the proper angle for Tom Hughes, who kicked our second goal beautifully high. So we won both goals that day, and I felt proud of it, for Arnold and Queen Adelaide were looking on.

Not long after the 1839 match coloured velvet caps were adopted by all the houses, but became a mark of distinction which could only be worn at the invitation of the Head of House. Jerseys were used to distinguish one side from another, while caps denoted players whose performance in lesser games had been good enough to entitle them to ‘Follow up’ in Big Side Matches. In this way the cap first entered football as a mark of excellence, and in all branches of the sport the pinnacle of a player’s career is still to be ‘capped’ for his country.
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A Crucial Misunderstanding
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JAMES CORSAN

Early rugby would probably have been totally unrecognisable to today’s followers. James Corsan tells how it is highly likely that a mistake was responsible for one of the most characteristic features of modern rugby. From For Poulton and England: The Life and Times of an Edwardian Rugby Hero (2009).
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ALTHOUGH WEBB ELLIS did exist – and his name now of course adorns the trophy presented to the Rugby World Cup winning team – the tale of his seminal role in the game is a fabrication all too eagerly adopted by a committee of Old Rugbeians, formed in 1895 as part of a campaign to secure Rugby School’s claim to be the sole originator of the handling form of football. A member of the committee, historian Matthew Bloxam, maintained that, in Webb Ellis’s time, an attempt to run with the ball towards the goal would have provoked an instant ‘hacking over’ from the opposition, and possibly worse. Thomas Hughes seemed to concur. He told the committee, apparently without irony, that ‘a jury of Rugby boys of the day would almost certainly have found a verdict of justifiable homicide’ if a transgressor had been killed in such circumstances. Until well into the second half of the nineteenth century the bulk of the play in a game of rugby football consisted of prolonged scrimmages that progressed slowly, if at all, about the field. In them the majority of participants stood upright – or nearly so – and engaged in pushing and shoving, or alternatively attempting to kick the ball or advance with it wedged between their knees. Only the strongest and keenest sought to wrestle for it or ‘pass it on’. On the rare occasions the ball emerged, invariably along the ground, most often it would be kicked or dribbled towards the opposition goal-line. Dribbling is a skill almost lost to rugby today, but until well after the Second World War it was a key weapon in a forward pack’s armoury, not least because the shape of the ball then, significantly less pointed than it is today, lent itself splendidly to the practice. A group of two or more forwards bearing down the field, controlling the ball at their feet, was a compelling sight for the opposition. Their best or only method of halting its progress was to launch themselves in front of it in an attempt to gather the ball or somehow hoof it off the park – acts quite likely to result in being on the receiving end of a flying boot or three.

Despite the dominance of the forward battle in the early form of the Rugby School game, at some point before 1840 it became the practice for talented kickers and runners to hang off the scrimmages, ready to make a drop-kick for goal if the ball ever came to them. In due course ‘running in’, to touch the ball down beyond the goal line, which entitled the scoring team to try for a place kick at goal, became acceptable. In the first written rules of 1845 it was officially permitted, provided it began with a clean catch and that the catcher himself then did the ‘running in’ without passing to anyone else, a qualification whose importance we shall return to shortly.

By the 1860s the popularity of rugby football, on whose behalf Rugbeians, both ex-pupils and masters, were often missionaries, was such that many other schools had either dropped their own version, or else adopted it from scratch. A case in point was Marlborough College, where clergyman George Cotton was headmaster from 1852. One of the unsung heroes of the rise of games in British public school life, in six short years Cotton, formerly a master at Rugby, transformed the direction of the school and made rugby its primary sport. Some fifty-odd years later, one Cecil Hawkins wrote an article in the March 1913 edition of The Captain, in which he described in great detail how the game had been played at Marlborough in the 1860s. In it he maintained that rugby’s entire history as a passing game was based upon a crucial misunderstanding of both the letter and intention of the original laws of the game as laid down by the RFU. Law 26 – entitled ‘Throwing Back’ – of The Laws of the Game of Football as played by the Rugby Football Union (1871) read as follows:

It is lawful for any player who has the ball to throw it back towards his own goal, or to pass it back to any player of his own side who is at the time behind him, in accordance with the rules of on-side.

In his piece, having pointed out that the term ‘passing’ was previously used only in relation to the act of wrestling or handing the ball to a colleague in close proximity, usually in a scrimmage, Hawkins states that this law

. . . only made it legal to throw the ball to a player straight behind you, but it was misunderstood by the new clubs which sprang into existence all over the country, and thereafter throwing the ball to any player who was on side became the vogue and was called ‘passing’, which it was not . . .

Hawkins’s point was that the 1871 Rules never intended that a player with the ball would be allowed to convey it through the air to a fellow player, save in one circumstance – that of throwing it back to someone who was following up, directly behind the player with the ball. In support of his contention Hawkins expanded upon the means by which backs at Marlborough in his day were permitted to part with the ball when tackled or held:

We rarely threw the ball to another player before we were tackled, as you were only allowed to throw straight back [author’s emphasis]. If a team mate was following you up, you would run straight for the opponent, turn right round as you threw yourself into his arms, and throw the ball back to the man behind you.

The other crucial aspect in the development of the modern game was the reduction of the number of players in a team from twenty to fifteen, a move first taken up by Oxford and Cambridge universities in 1875. The additional pitch space thus released allowed the game to develop from a trial of strength, conducted primarily through a series of prolonged forward scrimmages, into one in which running and passing could flourish. Further impetus was given to the value of running the following year by a new law that, if at the end of the game the number of goals scored by each side was equal, the number of tries would count towards the result. These changes undoubtedly improved the game from the point of view of spectators, as was acknowledged by the previously mentioned Harry ‘Jugs’ Vassall, the innovative forward of the 1880s, winner of four Oxford blues and five caps for England, who was credited with inventing the (then) three-man three-quarter line:

We need not pause long to discuss the much-abused shoving matches of the days when twenty a side were played. They have gone never to return, regretted by none, unless perhaps by the modern half-back when he dreams of the glorious chances he would have if the forwards, and especially the wing-players, would only continue to entangle themselves as inextricably as of yore.

Nevertheless there remained a sizeable rump of traditionalists who harked back to the good old days of the game in its original form. In 1896 Thomas Hughes was moved to comment with obvious regret ‘Football has got quite beyond me . . . it has become too much of a carrying business – football ought to be football, not arm ball . . .’
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Pride in Their Appearance
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PHILIP WARNER

Players’ appearance has shifted with the times and fashion. In The Harlequins (1991), Philip Warner gives a snapshot of how the earliest players looked.
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PLAYERS IN THE 1860s must have







A Short Guide to Spotting Talent
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