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Introduction

Remarkable rugby grounds come in one basic shape but all kinds of sizes. There are the mega-stadia capable of holding 80,000, and then there are the club pitches with at most a rudimentary shelter to protect the coaching staff, and crowd capacity is how many you can squeeze onto the touchline. This book collects together some of the cathedrals of world rugby along with quirky club grounds and grassroots local pitches where there is still grass with roots. They all have something remarkable, not least the French stadium with a statue to a most remarkable rugby player, who took his own life in a Russian roulette trick that went horribly wrong…

Rugby is becoming a world sport, a fact made clear by more nations vying to enter the Rugby World Cup along with the growing interest, and regular television coverage of the women’s game. There has been a notable spike in the popularity of rugby sevens around the globe. The seven-a-side game is now established in the Olympics and has a big following in Asia. Many of the major grounds used for sevens in Asia are included, along with one in Colombo, Sri Lanka, where the groundsman must be praying for a 3G pitch – the photos of the Racecourse Ground will reveal why.
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The Richmond Athletic Ground was home to two Championship sides in 2022-23. The club has one of the oldest pavilions still in use.

Frank Hopkinson
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There is no mystery in the genealogy of the sevens game. It started in Melrose, Scotland



We have gathered together rugby venues as far north as Alaska, with the if-you-build-it-they-will-come Alaskan Mountain Rugby ground near Anchorage, a personal project for Justin Green that is a lodestone to touring rugby sides. Then there is the most southerly in Dunedin, New Zealand, where the great Forsyth Barr ‘greenhouse’ can claim to be the largest indoor stadium generating its own turf.

Cape Town, South Africa has three entries all with spectacular backdrops, but each with a different story. The University of Cape Town has some beautifully appointed pitches in front of the lofty Upper Campus; the DHL Stadium by contrast is the modern bowl down by the coast, while the fate of the Springboks’ old sporting ‘fortress’, Newlands, awaits its fate.

There are a host of Welsh Valleys’ clubs; Pontypridd, Treorchy, Porth, Cambrian Welfare and Ebbw Vale, along with Bishop’s Field at Llandaff and the fading glory of St Helen’s in Swansea. The ground that shares an outfield with St Helen’s Cricket Club is a venue that is little changed since Wales alternated their international matches with Cardiff in the 1950s, but has settled back into local club rugby after the game became professional in the 1990s.
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The Honourable Artillery Company ground is an oasis of green close to the City of London’s financial sector.

Alamy



[image: ]
Cambrian Welfare in South Wales play on a pitch that miners carved out of the hillside and levelled up.

Cwm Calon



Two classic school playing fields are amongst the English grounds. Sedbergh School in Cumbria was the place where England lock Abbie Ward learned her rugby, and Rugby School not only originated the game, the local bootmaker, with premises opposite the school, created the first four-panel rugby ball. Then there is the Richmond Athletic Ground in Surrey which has a schizophrenic existence. One week it hosts Championship side Richmond, the next week the London Scottish box office is wheeled out in front of the old pavilion and the skirl of bagpipes greets the home side taking to the pitch.

Across the channel there are many French grounds with functional 1960s concrete grandstands which come alive when their club’s passionate supporters populate the stands on matchday. Béziers Hérault was that kind of ground in the 1970s when French international Armand Vaquerin was at the top of his game and the club were regularly winning the Bouclier de Brennus. Vaquerin found stepping back from the game he loved difficult and his demise shocked the French rugby world.

Few do sports stadia as well as the Aussies who have made sure their modern mega-structures are adaptable to a multitude of uses. Simply hosting rugby games is never going to be enough to justify the investment, and so the bigger the range of activities, the happier the politicians – because these days, unless you’re an Arab sovereign wealth fund, inevitably it is public money that eases big projects towards completion (or more likely the starting line). Perth has the magnificent Optus Stadium which vies with Melbourne’s AAMI and Sydney’s Allianz for the most spectacular arena… with the least charismatic name. (Though to put this into perspective, rugby stadiums get off lightly compared to US baseball which has Guaranteed Rate Field, LoanDepot Park and the RingCentral Coliseum).

Another remarkable stadium known by its commercial sponsor sits near the banks of the river Dodder in Dublin. Replacing the much-loved Lansdowne Road, the Aviva is a masterpiece of stadium design but the pangolin-shaped edifice cannot match the beautiful location of two club grounds on the west coast of Ireland. Sligo RFC is a strong club side playing its rugby in the shadow of Knocknarea – the mountain is a looming presence overlooking the Strandhill ground. Then there is Donegal Town RFC, located a little way from the centre of Donegal, but hard against the shoreline of Donegal Bay. It is a remarkable location for a game of rugby, as is Terrigal in New South Wales, our cover image. If you are considering a bucket list of rugby grounds to visit, you couldn’t go far wrong with the collection assembled on these pages and yet we are certain there are many more still to uncover.
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A quarter of a century after it was opened and the Principality Stadium in Cardiff still gets many rugby fans’ vote as the best all-round international stadium.
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Taken on a calm day in January, this photo of Donegal Town RFC ground, The Holmes, shows why it would be almost impossible to stumble upon it by accident. And kickers must hate the prospect of a strong westerly sweeping in across Donegal Bay.

Conor Doherty












AAMI Park Melbourne, Australia

Team: Melbourne Rebels

[image: ]
It started life as the ‘Melbourne Rectangular Stadium’, but about the only thing that’s rectangular about renamed AAMI Park is the pitch.
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Sometimes the promotional blurb for a stadium can be far removed from the sports fan’s experience of the venue. Take AAMI Park: ‘The stadium’s activated relationship to the streetscape, the civic-scaled entry stairs, and the flanking urban plazas all integrate the facility into its landscaped context, providing a strong visual connection to the city, river and parklands.’

But what supporters really want to find out is: what is the view like from my seat? Are there enough bars? Will the queues be short for the toilets at half-time? How close is the nearest station? How much leg room is there to the seat in front?

[image: ]
Anthony Bouthier of France receives the ball in the Test match between the Wallabies and France at AAMI Park in July 2021.
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Let’s start with that roof. It is a bio-frame, inspired by the structural efficiencies of the geodesic dome, first designed by American architect Buckminster Fuller. AAMI Park’s dome not only stands out visually but also, according to one of its architects, Patrick Ness, ‘it used 30% less steel than any other sporting stadium with the same dimensions at the time.’ The design also ensures everyone has an excellent view of the action.

[image: ]
AAMI Park looks even more spectacular when illuminated at night.
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Having purloined the Australian Grand Prix from Adelaide, and enlarged the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG) to become the second largest stadium in the Southern Hemisphere, Melbourne has become Australia’s leading city for sports. So, to win the contract from the local government, Ness and his colleagues at Cox Architects had to come up with a vision that could stand alongside and stand out from the city’s other venues.

‘It’s been a very important thing to realise that every time something new happens there, it’s pushed the boundaries,’ Ness said, adding that when they went to see the Premier of Victoria, ‘we were initially given five minutes of his time to pitch the project, but left one and a half hours later.’

Soon after it opened in 2010, Melbourne Rectangular Stadium won the award for ‘the world’s most iconic and culturally significant stadium’, finishing ahead of 12 other grounds including Moses Mabhida in Durban. Big doesn’t always mean best and, yes, there are plenty of bars and toilets, plus the ground is a two-minute walk from the nearest tram stop. So, you can excuse the architects for indulging in a bit of promotional waffle when the end product ticks all the right boxes.

[image: ]
The French and Australian teams line up for national anthems before a 2021 Test.
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It’s easy to see why Melbourne is a sports city with AAMI Park (29,500 capacity) to the left and the cavernous Melbourne Cricket Ground (100,000) to the right.
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Accor Stadium Sydney, Australia

Rupert Brooke wrote: ‘There is some corner of a foreign field that is forever England’ and for English rugby fans, that corner is actually just outside the 22-metre line of Stadium Australia when it is configured for rugby. It is the place where Jonny Wilkinson kicked a drop goal in the final minute of extra-time to win England’s first World Cup in 2003.

[image: ]
’That moment’. Jonny Wilkinson receives a pass from Matt Dawson and slots over the winning drop goal at what was then known as the Telstra Stadium.
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Stadium Australia, or to give it the full sponsorship name, Accor Stadium, can lay claim to be one of the most multi of all multi-purpose stadia anywhere on the planet. Located in the Sydney Olympic Park of Homebush it started life as the Olympic Stadium to host the Millennium games in the summer of 2000. It dwarfs its London equivalent, having been built to accommodate circa 115,000 spectators, thus making it the largest Olympic Stadium of all time. Although it has been reprofiled since, it can still hold around 82,000 as a rectangular field.

[image: ]
An aerial view shows how the Accor Stadium sits in the former Olympic Park at Homebush. For the Games, the stands at either end were larger and uncovered. After the Games, architects were able to complete the sweeping curve.
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In the autumn of 2003, the stadium hosted seven matches in the 2003 Rugby World Cup, including both semi-finals and the final on 22 November, which broke Australian hearts and gave England rugby fans their own 1966 moment. Although it has no regular Super Rugby tenant, the stadium has staged games between the New South Wales Waratahs and the Canterbury Crusaders and hosted a Lions game on the 2013 British & Irish Lions tour.

As the largest-capacity stadium in Australia that can be configured for rectangular field sports, it is the home of big games, whatever the sport. Apart from rugby union it hosts the three-game State of Origin rugby league series between Queensland and New South Wales; the Socceroos play soccer here; the NFL has visited with the Broncos taking on the Chargers; a drop-in pitch and an oval outfield means it can be configured for Twenty20 cricket; Aussie Rules games are not a problem; athletics were centre stage at the Olympics; and it has even been used for Speedway.

When it comes to music concerts, the stadium’s opening act was the Bee Gees in 1999; but in capacity terms nothing compares to Adele, who stole the show with 98,364 punters jamming in to see her in 2017 … which is probably about the same amount of English fans who claim to have been in Telstra Australia when that drop goal went over.
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As the former Olympic Stadium, it’s a venue with good transport links.
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The ground set up for a State of Origin game in 2018.
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Alaskan Mountain Rugby Anchorage, USA

Team: Alaskan Mountain Rugby

Justin Green is one of three brothers born in Anchorage, Alaska. As kids, they proved to be quite a handful. Their parents decided they needed some discipline and sent them to St Lawrence College – a boarding school in Kent, England. The head teacher of the junior school was Ian Gollop, who was also a rugby player. He decided that the best way to get them to behave was to teach the Greens how to play the game.

[image: ]
Unquestionably one of the greatest arenas to play rugby, the Anchorage rugby grounds are a magnet to touring sides. Players can cool off with a dip in the pond behind the less-than-rectangular in-goal area.
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When they returned home, Justin joined Alaskan Mountain Rugby, a local amateur side. One night in a pub, he sketched out on a napkin his vision for what the club could be.

He bought a plot of land with a $1,000 down-payment in the mountains on the outskirts of Anchorage. The players then got together to form their own demolition company. Every scrap of spare material they could get their hands on was used to build the clubhouse and Justin’s family home, along with cabins for visiting teams who come from overseas to play here.

But that wasn’t all. The bridge you can see behind the posts was going to be left for scrap by the Alaskan Railroad Company. Originally, there was a 40-foot drop from one side of the pitch to the other, so Green got in touch with every contractor in the area to donate whatever dirt they had left over from construction projects to level the land. That process alone took around five years and the whole project was completed in seven years.

The playing surface is immaculate. No mean feat when you consider that for most of the year it will be covered in snow and it’s not uncommon for bears or moose to stray onto the pitch. Green says that his mission was to put rugby in this part of the world on the map. In 2019, Rugby World magazine visited Alaskan Mountain Rugby and the story was accompanied by the headline ‘Is This the Most Beautiful Ground in the World?’ Mission accomplished.

[image: ]
Justin Green’s house is to the left; clubhouse to the right.

Alaskan Mountain Rugby













Allianz Stadium Sydney, Australia

Team: New South Wales Waratahs

[image: ]
New stadiums are often controversial as they involve spending public money, but the former Aussie Stadium took political wrangling to a new level.
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‘We almost lost an election on the construction of this stadium,’ said New South Wales Premier Dominic Perrottet when the Sydney Allianz Stadium finally opened in August, 2022. The old stadium, which is next door to Sydney Cricket Ground, needed a major overhaul. The original design not only made some basic errors but also failed to comply with safety standards. Too many seats weren’t covered by the stadium’s roof, there was an inadequate number of female toilets, and disabled access left a lot to be desired.

So, the NSW government decided to knock the ground down and start all over again, albeit employing the firm that designed the old stadium to build a new ground on the same site. Work began on Sydney Allianz Stadium in 2018, but problems for the local government began in 2019, when it was revealed that a (previously) confidential report compiled in 2016 claimed that the old ground could be upgraded to meet those safety standards for AUS $18m.

Even if those figures were out of date three years later (and they didn’t account for installing a new roof), it still worked out significantly less than the cost of building a new stadium, which stood at $729m. By December 2019 the NSW government admitted the cost had risen by $99m. It prompted the opposition Labour party to go on the attack, at a time when the country was also dealing from the human and financial cost of bush fires.

The new and improved Sydney Allianz Stadium is home to several teams, including NSW Waratahs, as well as being the HQ for Rugby Australia. What the city hopes is that people will feel the stadium experience is such an improvement on the old ground that the cost becomes less of an issue. Spectators now have a roof, which means that unless you’re sat in the front row, or the wind blows in your direction, you won’t get soaked watching a match.

[image: ]
Although used for both rugby league and football, it is the Waratahs’ home ground, and Rugby Australia’s headquarters are located at the north end of the stadium precinct.
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The seating pattern was designed by celebrated indigenous artist Tony Albert – one end of the stadium has a design symbolising land, the other represents water. It is intended to tell a story about place and country, and the clash of competing teams.

And the corporate lounges include The Garden, a curious idea combining fauna, a DJ, tables and chairs. It’s the sort of thing that makes anyone over 60 roll their eyes, but the seats outside The Garden do provide a cracking view of the action.

[image: ]
Matt Philip wins a line-out for the Wallabies as Australia take on South Africa at the Allianz in the 2022 Rugby Championship.
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Athletic Park Wellington, New Zealand

Team: The Hurricanes

Village at the Park is a retirement community made up of villas and serviced apartments on Rintoul Street. This was once home to Athletic Park, Wellington – one of the most remarkable grounds in the history of rugby not least because nobody nowadays would dream of building a ground in such a way.

The street was named after Robert Stephen Rintoul, the founder of the UK political magazine The Spectator. In 1893 a private company leased nine acres of land on Rintoul Street and put a rugby ground there.

Archive images from 1921 show how thousands of spectators would stand on two banks, one around 20 feet above the other. When it rained (and it does, on average, every other day in Wellington) spectators would slide down the top mound and crash into the people standing below. Barriers on the terrace put an end to this, but after the war there was another challenge for rugby fans.

[image: ]
Two images of Athletic Park from the 1930s, with steep terracing that became tricky in a downpour.
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The Millard Stand, on the right, was not for the faint hearted.
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The vertiginous Millard Stand opened in 1961. It was named after Wellington Rugby Union chairman J. N. Millard. The first match played in front of the Millard Stand makes one wonder if the architects really considered what it would be like to watch a match in such a steep and high stand completely exposed to extremes of weather. The stand
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