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Introduction

Welsh rugby fans have never had it so good. As this pocket guide goes to press, the national side is enjoying a record run of successive victories and occupies its highest standing, to date, in the official rankings calculated by World Rugby, the sport’s governing body.

So is the class of 2019 the best Welsh team of all time? That debate will be a part of rugby chat in pubs and clubs throughout the Principality as Warren Gatland’s team prepares for the Rugby World Cup in Japan later this year.

As the only perspective on the present is the past, this collection might help inform the arguments. In a distillation of 101 facts and stats, famous characters and matches, I have set out to capture the achievements and some of the disappointments of the national side from its modest entry to Test rugby in February 1881 to the joy of its recent Grand Slam triumph in Cardiff in March 2019.

The choice of what to include is mine and inevitably others will have different views. ‘How could you leave out Percy Bush or Dai Watkins?’ will be the cry from Cardiff and Newport. Or the million who claim to have been there might ask why accounts of Wales beating England at Wembley in 1999 and Cardiff in 2013 are omitted. Readers can suggest alternatives, but in the meantime here is my selection of the 101 men, matches and moments that stand out from more than 138 years of Welsh rugby.

The statistics go up to 31st March, 2019
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FAMOUS FIRSTS

The people’s game

It was probably near Newport (Mon) that the Romans, during their western raids, first unveiled to the people of South Wales a game that resembled rugby. Then, in medieval times, West Wales was a stronghold of the mob game known as cnapan, which featured handling and kicking between two teams of mauling, brawling masses and which, with modifications, survived into the early 19th century. So when the Rugby School code of football was introduced to South Wales by students, teachers and doctors returning from English institutions where the game was practised, its distinctive feature of running with the ball struck a chord with young Welshmen.

Rugby football had established a foothold in Welsh schools and colleges before, in 1866, the first competitive match on Welsh soil was staged at Lampeter in rural West Wales, the participants being the local St David’s College and Llandovery College, Wales’s leading public school. Welsh scholars departing their cloistered confines subsequently assumed the lead role in spreading the game. The rapid industrialisation of South Wales, moreover, was the driving force of a population explosion that brought English, Scots and Irish to the area to support the native workforce in the coalfields and furnaces. Many joined with students and clerical workers supporting the heavy industries to establish the rugby clubs that sprouted in the 1870s, helping rugby football become the game of the Welsh people by the end of the decade.
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FAMOUS FIRSTS

An Aussie captain

Newport were the leading Welsh rugby club of the late 1870s and early 1880s and it was a Newport initiative taken by their ambitious secretary, Richard Mullock, that led to Wales placing her first international fifteen on the field. Newport were affiliated to the Rugby Football Union and Mullock persuaded the RFU’s grandees to grant the Principality a fixture with England for the 1880/81 season. Mullock took it upon himself to raise the team.

The first Welsh captain chosen by Mullock was Australian-born James Alfred Bevan, who stares out from the team group photo for that encounter with England at Blackheath in 1881 wearing the red jersey and Prince of Wales feathers that became the permanent emblem of Welsh rugby fifteens. Bevan had first seen the light of day in St Kilda in Victoria on 15th April 1858 but was sent to the Welsh marches to be educated at Hereford Cathedral School after he was orphaned as a child. The future captain was a gifted sportsman who excelled at cricket, golf and rugby, winning Cambridge Blues in 1877 and 1880. But his single match in charge of the Welsh rugby team proved an utter disaster, the Principality suffering a humiliating defeat by seven goals, six tries and a dropped goal to nil – an 82–0 hiding in today’s money.
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Leading the dragon

All told, 137 men have worn the captain’s armband since Wales made their inauspicious entry to international rugby in 1881.



	Name

	First captaincy




	JA Bevan

	19 Feb 1881




	CP Lewis

	28 Jan 1882




	HJ Simpson

	12 Apr 1884




	CH Newman

	3 Jan 1885




	FE Hancock

	9 Jan 1886




	R Gould

	26 Feb 1887




	TJS Clapp

	12 Mar 1887




	AF Hill

	22 Dec 1888




	AJ Gould

	2 Mar 1889




	WA Bowen

	3 Jan 1891




	WH Thomas

	7 Feb 1891




	WJ Bancroft

	18 Mar 1898




	EG Nicholls

	11 Jan 1902




	TWR Pearson

	10 Jan 1903




	GL Lloyd

	7 Feb 1903




	W Llewellyn

	6 Feb 1904




	RM Owen

	12 Jan 1907




	WJ Trew

	2 Feb 1907




	RT Gabe

	9 Mar 1907




	AF Harding

	18 Jan 1908




	G Travers

	1 Feb 1908




	E Morgan

	2 Mar 1908




	HB Winfield

	14 Mar 1908




	RA Gibbs

	12 Mar 1910




	JL Williams

	28 Feb 1911




	J Bancroft

	9 Mar 1912




	TH Vile

	25 Mar 1912




	JP Jones

	8 Mar 1913




	Rev JA Davies

	17 Jan 1914




	G Stephens

	21 Apr 1919




	H Uzzell

	17 Jan 1920




	JJ Wetter

	15 Jan 1921




	T Parker

	26 Feb 1922




	JMC Lewis

	20 Jan 1923




	A Jenkins

	10 Mar 1923




	J Rees

	19 Jan 1924




	J Whitfield

	2 Feb 1924




	R Harding

	27 Mar 1924




	TAW Johnson

	17 Jan 1925




	S Morris

	7 Feb 1925




	RA Cornish

	28 Feb 1925




	WI Jones

	14 Mar 1925




	WJ Delahay

	5 Apr 1926




	BR Turnbull

	15 Jan 1927




	BO Male

	5 Feb 1927




	WC Powell

	26 Feb 1927




	IE Jones

	26 Nov 1927




	WG Morgan

	2 Feb 1929




	HM Bowcott

	18 Jan 1930




	JA Bassett

	8 Mar 1930




	WG Thomas

	21 Jan 1933




	JR Evans

	20 Jan 1934




	C Davey

	3 Feb 1934




	JI Rees

	18 Jan 1936




	W Wooller

	3 Apr 1937




	CW Jones

	15 Jan 1938




	H Tanner

	18 Jan 1947




	WE Tamplin

	20 Dec 1947




	JA Gwilliam

	21 Jan 1950




	J Matthews

	7 Apr 1951




	BL Williams

	7 Feb 1953




	JRG Stephens

	16 Jan 1954




	WR Willis

	27 Mar 1954




	KJ Jones

	10 Apr 1954




	CI Morgan

	21 Jan 1956




	MC Thomas

	19 Jan 1957




	RCC Thomas

	4 Jan 1958




	RH Williams

	16 Jan 1960




	BV Meredith

	6 Feb 1960




	DO Brace

	12 Mar 1960




	TJ Davies

	3 Dec 1960




	LH Williams

	25 Mar 1961




	DCT Rowlands

	19 Jan 1963




	AEI Pask

	15 Jan 1966




	D Watkins

	11 Mar 1967




	NR Gale

	11 Nov 1967




	GO Edwards

	3 Feb 1968




	SJ Dawes

	9 Mar 1968




	B Price

	1 Feb 1969




	DJ Lloyd

	15 Jan 1972




	WD Thomas

	2 Dec 1972




	AJL Lewis

	20 Jan 1973




	TM Davies

	18 Jan 1975




	P Bennett

	15 Jan 1977




	TJ Cobner

	11 Jun 1978




	TGR Davies

	17 Jun 1978




	JPR Williams

	11 Nov 1978




	J Squire

	19 Jan 1980




	SP Fenwick

	1 Nov 1980




	WG Davies

	5 Dec 1981




	ET Butler

	5 Feb 1983




	MJ Watkins

	4 Feb 1984




	TD Holmes

	2 Mar 1985




	DF Pickering

	17 Jan 1986




	RD Moriarty

	12 Jun 1986




	WJ James

	4 Apr 1987




	J Davies

	3 Jun 1987




	B Bowen

	7 Nov 1987




	RL Norster

	28 May 1988




	PH Thorburn

	21 Jan 1989




	RN Jones

	4 Nov 1989




	KH Phillips

	2 Jun 1990




	IC Evans

	4 Sep 1991




	GO Llewellyn

	22 May 1993




	MR Hall

	27 May 1995




	JM Humphreys

	2 Sep 1995




	NG Davies

	25 Sep 1996




	IS Gibbs

	11 Jan 1997




	RG Jones

	5 Jul 1997




	P John

	19 Jul 1997




	R Howley

	7 Feb 1998




	KP Jones

	27 Jun 1998




	D Young

	5 Feb 2000




	M Taylor

	11 Nov 2000




	LS Quinnell

	26 Nov 2000




	AP Moore

	10 Jun 2001




	CL Charvis

	6 Apr 2002




	ME Williams

	8 Mar 2003




	G Thomas

	16 Aug 2003




	SM Jones

	23 Aug 2003




	DWMM Davies

	27 Aug 2003




	MJ Owen

	13 Mar 2005




	DJ Jones

	11 Jun 2006




	DJ Peel

	9 Sep 2007




	GD Jenkins

	24 Nov 2007




	RP Jones

	2 Feb 2008




	A-W Jones

	14 Mar 2009




	M Rees

	6 Nov 2010




	SK Warburton

	4 Jun 2011




	BS Davies

	8 Jun 2013




	MS Williams

	8 Aug 2015




	DJ Lydiate

	19 Mar 2016




	JH Roberts

	16 Jun 2017




	TT Faletau

	11 Mar 2018




	EL Jenkins

	2 Jun 2018




	CL Hill

	9 Jun 2018




	JJV Davies

	9 Feb 2019
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The creation of the WRU

The humiliation of that first Welsh defeat at Blackheath, coupled with general dissatisfaction at the autocratic way in which Richard Mullock had set about organising and selecting the Welsh fifteen, provoked a backlash in Wales. At length, a meeting at the Castle Hotel, Neath, on 12th March 1881 brought together the great and the good of Welsh rugby. Nearly a dozen clubs, including Newport, Cardiff, Swansea, Llanelli and Neath, sent delegates and the culmination was the formal foundation of the Welsh Football Union (officially rebranded as the Welsh Rugby Union in 1935).

In what must have been a magnanimous gesture, the fledgling Union unanimously elected Richard Mullock as its secretary and entrusted him with selecting a fully representative team to meet Ireland in April – a fixture that eventually fell through, though Wales did play their inaugural international against Ireland in January 1882 and their first with Scotland in January 1883.

In 1886, the Welsh Union became founder members with their Scottish and Irish counterparts of the International Rugby Board, the sport’s governing body which is better known today as World Rugby.
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The other side of the whistle

Rugby’s version of a poacher turned gamekeeper is the former international player who becomes a Test referee. It is very rare today – Ireland’s Alain Rolland is the only example in recent decades – but it was more common in the early days of Test rugby. Nine Welsh internationals swapped playing at the highest level to whistle in international rugby.







	Name

	First Welsh Cap

	First Test as Referee




	WD Phillips

	1881

	1887




	CP Lewis

	1882

	1885




	T Williams

	1882

	1904




	DH Bowen

	1882

	1905




	J Griffin

	1883

	1891




	HS Lyne

	1883

	1885




	W Douglas

	1886

	1891




	EG Nicholls

	1896

	1909




	TH Vile

	1908

	1923
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FAMOUS FIRSTS

The Welsh system

Wales entered international rugby ten years behind England and Scotland, and six seasons after Ireland had made their debut. By 1881, passing among forwards and backs was just being explored at the fashionable English clubs. This benefited open play because the backs were released from their primary duties as defenders and converted into potential scoring forces. The Welsh clubs, riding the winds of change, felt that the time was ripe to experiment with back formations in order to capitalise on the passing game. First the back division was tweaked by redeploying one of the two full backs as a third threequarter, and then Cardiff (accidentally at first) began the practice of removing a player from the scrum to operate with eight forwards and seven backs. The extra man was positioned between the halves and the full back, giving birth to the four threequarter line, a Welsh innovation that transformed rugby into its modern format.

Cardiff’s Frank Hancock was more than the accidental inspiration behind the new system. His playing and leadership credentials were well-known in rugby circles when he moved from his Wiveliscombe home to Cardiff in late 1883 as a director with the family brewery business. He had captained the Somerset club side through a long unbeaten home run and had led his county with success, so it was no surprise that within two years of his arrival in Cardiff he was elected club skipper. Under his direction, Cardiff played the four threequarter game with
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