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Background

Kate Rowan



A footnote to the story of Ireland’s victory over New Zealand’s Black Ferns in the Women’s Rugby World Cup in August 2014 is that on the eve of the historic fixture, the Irish belted out ‘Let It Go’, from the hit animation Frozen, which the squad had watched as part of their movie night. This glimpse of life in the World Cup camp struck a chord with the Irish public: the Disney song had become an anthem of overcoming adversity for women and girls all over the world.

The tournament, in which Ireland reached the semi-finals for the first time, was followed by a raft of high-profile retirements, as players such as captain Fiona Coghlan, Lynne Cantwell, Siobhan Fleming, Grace Davitt and Laura Guest left the fold. Head coach Philip ‘Goose’ Doyle and his management team would be also moving on. In the lead-up to the 2015 Six Nations Championship (currently sponsored by the Royal Bank of Scotland and officially known as the RBS 6 Nations), new coaching staff, structures and players were introduced. As it happens, a lyric from ‘Let It Go’ describes this period of transition: ‘I’m never going back, the past is in the past!’

Back in 2008, when one of the stars of the 2014 World Cup run, Niamh Briggs, made her Test debut for Ireland against Italy at the St Mary’s ground, Templeville Road, the women were lucky to attract more than a couple of a hundred spectators. As Briggs explains, those who did turn up were directly connected to the team: ‘It was always just your family and one or two friends … they were the people that you made come to your matches.’ In preparation for the 2010 World Cup in England, Doyle – who first became interested in women’s rugby because his wife played – was reintroduced, having been head coach from 2003 to 2006. Over the next four years he guided Irish women’s rugby to exciting new highs. Although he coached part-time while also running a business as an electrical contractor, he helped add a new feeling of professionalism to an amateur set-up. According to Briggs, ‘Goose, probably reluctantly on his part, was Mr Irish Women’s Rugby. His passion and will to win was amazing but not only that, his will to get the best out of players. He was incredibly intelligent in how he went about his business – I loved the fact he was so driven. I loved his honesty.’

Coaching is also a team pursuit, and Doyle created a successful partnership with Greg McWilliams, who worked as attack, backs and skills coach from 2010 while teaching at St Michael’s College, Ballsbridge. Briggs credits McWilliams with helping to drive Ireland’s women’s success: ‘Greg, for me, opened us up to a whole new world of rugby. He has great enthusiasm and ability to get his point across. The game plan he gave us was unbelievable. The two of them together worked incredibly well. It is very important to note that both of them did it voluntarily. I owe my success in rugby at the moment to the two of them, in large. It is hard to put into words, you know – I looked up to them so much.

‘You have got to remember Goose is married to a lovely girl, Nicola, in Wexford, with three amazing kids, all teenagers, and he was having to leave them every weekend and most evenings. Greg was newly married to his wife and to come every weekend to coach 30 women … I’m sure she was delighted with that!’

During the 2013 Six Nations campaign in which Ireland won their first Championship, with a grand slam, they beat England for the first time in their history. Out-half Nora Stapleton recalls the coverage granted to this match by one national newspaper: ‘After the England game I was like, “Surely there will be something on it?” I opened it, scanned the newspaper and couldn’t find anything, and the next thing, under a sub-heading … it was “news in brief” and … talked about Johnny Sexton and underneath that … “The ladies beat England.” I was like, “Are you serious?” I counted up the words and it was 56 words … A few other newspapers were way better but I was disgusted.’ With that grand slam win came a sudden surge of media interest in the women. As Stapleton says: ‘You are on the front of the papers. It comes from winning matches. You always know you have to win matches to get attention and for the public to be aware of it.’

With women’s rugby’s increased profile due to the grand slam and World Cup successes, the team captain and loose-head prop Coghlan became the public face of the sport. However, her value to her team was much more than that, as her front-row colleague Ailis Egan describes: ‘She is the best leader, best captain I have ever had and it would be interesting to see if anyone comes close to her. She is very natural. She is not the best player. She is not the best prop in the world by a long shot, but she is by far the best leader in women’s rugby. Gill [Bourke] and me would often make fun of her, saying: “Ah here, clearly we are doing all the work because you can’t scrummage for shit,” but we did take that back after the World Cup. She proved her worth there. For me as a player, she is hugely inspirational and motivational. She would really keep you going. She expects high standards. She’d expect you never to miss a training session. It doesn’t matter about your job or what is going on in your outside life. This comes first. That is something I have taken on since she left. That is for me. That is my mantra.’

What would Irish women’s rugby be like without the likes of Doyle and Coghlan, who for so long set the standards that led to layer upon layer of improvement?

Heading into the 2015 campaign it was announced that the women’s fifteens side would be part of the IRFU’s High Performance Unit for the first time, joining the women’s sevens programme. Australian Anthony Eddy, who had held a similar role at the Australian Rugby Union, became Director of Women’s and Sevens Rugby. Former Ireland international scrum-half Tom Tierney was appointed as the first full-time, fully professional head coach to women’s fifteens. Ireland had been punching above its weight in this respect as England, France and Wales all had professional coaches at the 2014 World Cup. Players who were part of the full-time sevens programme, training with the aim of qualification for the 2016 Olympics in Rio, were now eligible to trial and play for the fifteens side, opening up a new pool of talent.

How does one tell the story of Irish women’s rugby in 2015?

First, it is important to realise that when looking at the women’s and men’s teams side by side, you are not comparing like with like. As blindside flanker Paula Fitzpatrick puts it, ‘Men’s rugby is professional. It is a different game really; the women’s game brings something different. I think the men’s game is getting so structured now, there is so much analysis in it, and it is quite defensive at times … defences tend to dominate games … women’s rugby … can sometimes be more exciting to watch.’

Having covered the men’s game, I did not start to write about the women until after the 2013 Grand Slam, so perhaps I could be considered a journalistic bandwagon jumper. This is something I felt a certain amount of guilt about, but my thinking had always been that I wanted to be the best sports journalist I could be, and this meant that I would cover what was seen as the pinnacle of rugby – the professional men’s game. It was flawed logic to some extent. I don’t believe that it should just be women covering women’s sport. Writing about sport, women and gender can become a minefield, as people have such strong opinions around these issues.

I knew that I wanted to tell the 2015 Six Nations story in as authentic a fashion as possible, showing what makes the women’s game unique, and to give an insight into what drives these women to sacrifice so much to play rugby for their country. Three types of narrative have often been used in the Irish media to talk about women’s rugby, which I personally don’t think do the players any justice. The first runs along the lines of ‘Ohmigod, rugby is such a butch sport but these girls are actually really feminine off the field and love to wear make-up and pretty dresses!’ Then there is the ‘our girls’ coverage that became popular post-grand slam: rather than criticising any aspect of a performance, for example when Ireland lost 7–40 against England in the World Cup semi-final, much of the reaction is along the lines of ‘Ah, the poor girls!’. Many of the players do not appreciate this, as Stapleton explains: ‘The commentary in our matches … is all positive. Are they afraid to criticise us when we play bad or do they not watch the games? It could be one or the other. We know when we play shit and nobody wants to be scathed, but sometimes when we play shit, maybe it is blamed on external factors as opposed to bad passes.’ Finally, I have found journalists or commentators who cover women’s sports preaching and taking the moral high ground over doing so. This is rather off-putting. There is no point in trying to force people’s interest.

Looking back at the people who had taken women’s rugby to the point it was at between the 2014 World Cup and the 2015 Six Nations – Doyle, McWilliams and Coghlan, as well as the likes of Briggs and Stapleton – they all had amazing human stories behind them. I wanted to tap into stories like these, but about the Class of 2015, so that even if you have yet to understand fully the intricacies of the women’s game, you will be able to connect with the emotional journey. With Irish women’s rugby at a crossroads in terms of more professional structures being implemented, the 2015 campaign took women’s sport in Ireland into uncharted territory.

This story, like any good sporting tale, has highs and lows, tears and cheers, and tells of how a group of diverse individuals can come together to defy the odds.
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Stepping Stones

Peter O’Reilly



IRELAND 22, NEW ZEALAND 24

AVIVA STADIUM, 24 NOVEMBER 2013

This is a story with a happy ending, but for any story to be truly satisfying, our heroes need to have endured some hardship or survived a painful experience along the way. For the current Ireland rugby team, that experience occurred on Sunday, 24 November 2013, when players and fans came agonisingly, heartbreakingly close to uncharted and highly desirable territory: beating New Zealand, world champions and the most successful international side in the history of the sport. Any success that the team has achieved since – and there has been quite a bit – has been driven to some extent by the communal pain suffered on that ridiculously dramatic afternoon in the Aviva Stadium.

The beauty of sport is that the joy and the pain are shared experiences, which bond the team even closer to its supporters. Anyone who was present will have images that linger in the memory. On social media, the most popular picture was a still of the large video screen at the north end of the stadium, taken before we were even halfway through the first half, and reporting a barely believable state of affairs: Ireland 19, New Zealand 0. Never before had an entire rugby nation made a collective attempt to accelerate time.

As a journalist working for a Sunday newspaper, I was already in the largely unfamiliar situation of being able to enjoy the game without scribbling notes and tapping away on a laptop. My week’s work – previewing this, Ireland’s final game of the autumn series – was already done. No deadlines, no frantic communications from the Sunday Times sports desk, just a game to watch. And what a game! What a buzz at the Aviva.

Nothing had prepared us for the shock of being so far ahead of the number one team in the world. Yes, there had been a big sense of expectation when Joe Schmidt had taken over as national coach at the end of the 2012/13 season – hardly surprising, given that he had enjoyed so much success with Leinster, winning four trophies in three seasons. Any time a new coach arrives, he tends to bring an energy that lifts performances. But after a fairly routine swatting of the Samoans on Schmidt’s first outing in charge, Ireland had seemed strangely subdued against Australia, eight days before the New Zealand Test. Despite fielding a team that included nine Lions, they went down 15–32 to a Wallaby team that had been experiencing more than a few difficulties, on and off the pitch. Most dispiritingly of all, the tourists scored four tries to zero. Only 45,000 people turned up – 6,000 off capacity – and the Aviva lacked atmosphere.

There seemed little chance that the Kiwis could be caught off guard eight days later. They were battle-hardened, having won Tests in Tokyo, Paris and London in the preceding weeks. As ever, winning was a habit for them. In fact, they had lost only one of their previous 34 Tests. Yes, they would miss Dan Carter, who had injured himself against England, but Schmidt’s preparation had been disrupted by injuries too. Up until Friday of that week, there was a very real chance that Johnny Sexton and Brian O’Driscoll would miss the game. Two rookies, Paddy Jackson and Robbie Henshaw, had been told to prepare themselves for battle.

What we didn’t know was that Schmidt had targeted the New Zealand game ever since his players had assembled in Carton House at the start of the month. This is not to say that he had taken the Samoans or the Australians lightly; it was more that he had made enormous demands in terms of the amount of technical and strategic information that players were expected to take on board, even implementing different systems of defence for the second and third games in the series, in a successful attempt to outmanoeuvre New Zealand’s coaching staff and video analysts. To some, it seemed as if the performance against Australia had suffered from information overload, as if data had dulled the passion. This certainly wasn’t a problem against the All Blacks.

For that delirious opening quarter, Ireland had been Leinster at their best, only wearing a different colour – ruthless, relentless and totally irrepressible with ball in hand, blasting black jerseys out of rucks to produce quicksilver ball, which in turn was transformed into tries for Conor Murray and Rory Best. They were also devilishly aggressive in defence, hounding the All Blacks with the sort of intent that led directly to Rob Kearney’s memorable 70-metre breakaway try in the 18th minute.

Later we would look back on the finer details of this score – how Dave Kearney’s ferocious tackle on Israel Dagg had created the opportunity and how Dave had been first to congratulate his brother; how a determined chase by Kieran Read, New Zealand’s number eight, had prevented the elder Kearney from scoring near the posts, which in turn made Sexton’s conversion more difficult; how critical this would prove to be. At the time, however, what struck you most in the press box was simply how noisy it was inside the Aviva, especially for a Sunday afternoon at 2.30. Looking back, it seems like this was a moment of awakening.

Up until that point, our lovely new stadium had been a relatively unhappy new home. Since the Aviva opened for business in November 2010, Ireland had played 17 Tests there and won fewer than half – seven wins in total, one draw, against France, and nine defeats. Without making excuses for those results, players privately expressed the view that the stadium had lost the terror that it used to hold for visiting teams when it was plain old, draughty old Lansdowne Road. With so many public amenities in the new stadium, it seemed that punters were spending more of their time at food and drink outlets than they were in their seats, where they could voice their support. Alan Quinlan had expressed this very idea in his Irish Times column early in 2013, following the decidedly tame atmosphere during Ireland’s defeat by England in the Six Nations. Quinlan had been working for RTÉ Radio throughout the half-time break that day and went for a toilet break as soon as the second half started. As he entered the concourse inside the West Stand, he was ‘blown away’ by what he saw.

‘There were hundreds of people just milling around, standing there having a drink and watching the game on the screens,’ Quinlan wrote. ‘They weren’t queuing for food, they were just standing there looking up at the TV. I couldn’t believe it. Why would you bother making the effort to go to the stadium if all you were going to do was stand there and watch it on TV?

‘I actually got pretty angry about it. You go to a sporting occasion because of what’s happening on the pitch. In a game like this one, where the tide was against Ireland but they were coming back into it how can you just be casually sipping at a drink or picking away at a bag of chips?’

No one was hanging around the concourse as the second half of the New Zealand game began. By that stage Ireland led 22–7, New Zealand having reduced the lead with a Julian Savea try; Schmidt would apportion no real blame to the team’s defence on this occasion, seeing the score as the result of some clever anticipation by the wing, who also benefited from a kind bounce. He did think that certain defenders might have worked harder to prevent Ben Franks’s try in the 65th minute, but then the entire end-game made painful viewing for a Kiwi who understood that the result of this game had added resonance for both sets of supporters. New Zealanders wanted to put the finishing touches on a calendar year where their team had gone unbeaten. Irish supporters just wanted to put an end to their dismal record of failure against the All Blacks.

Many of us had been in the position of watching Ireland trying desperately to hold onto a lead against this opposition. Back in November 2001, Lansdowne Road was all a-flutter when Denis Hickie scored early in the second half to put Ireland ahead 23–7, only for Jonah Lomu to wreak havoc in the final quarter, and for the tourists to finish 40–29 winners. Then, many supporters seemed content merely to have given New Zealand a fright. Now, it wasn’t acceptable to roll over in the final quarter. Ireland were fit enough, and defence was supposedly one of their strengths. It was reasonable to have expectations.

We recall 2013 as a case of Ireland wilting under New Zealand pressure, but it can also be viewed as a case of Ireland protecting a lead when they should have been extending it. This wasn’t an isolated case of Ireland drying up on the scoreboard. Against Wales in that year’s Six Nations, they had gone 30–3 up early in the second half, only to end up fighting for survival. The previous week, Australia led by just three points at the break, only to pull away after it. And in general, Ireland seemed to have an issue with scoring points in the second half of games.

Here, they didn’t score a single point after Sexton’s penalty in the 33rd minute. Granted, opportunities were few but they needed to be taken – most notably when the Irish maul squeezed a kickable penalty for Sexton with seven minutes remaining and his team leading 22–17. For some older spectators, this recalled Barry McGann’s famous kick to beat New Zealand in 1973, when the game was tied 10–10 – the closest Ireland have come to getting this monkey off their backs. McGann’s kick was from a similar angle but there simply couldn’t have been the same expectation on his shoulders. Sexton is a professional, kicking in more consistent conditions – more consistent balls, same kicking tee, less wind. With the amount of practice he does and the amount of coaching he receives, kicks from the 15-metre line, even to the right of the posts, count as ‘bread-and-butter’. But the tension in the stadium was increased by the knowledge that this angle is not one he likes, and that converting it would leave Ireland two scores ahead. To intensify the pressure further still, he took even longer than normal over the kick, before pushing it just to the right.

Sexton was replaced almost immediately, which practically confirmed the suspicion that he’d been playing through a hamstring niggle. Those who saw him in the dressing room after the game described him as ‘inconsolable’. The first time I broached the topic of the missed kick with him was nearly two months later, and he still seemed haunted by the memory. He admitted that he’d had the opportunity to come off nearly 10 minutes before the kick but was reluctant to do so, as Ireland were already short a couple of leaders – Rory Best departed during the first half, having played for several minutes with a broken arm, while Brian O’Driscoll was forced off with concussion, very much against his will.

‘Yeah, the call came for me to come off when we conceded the try,’ Sexton said. ‘But I wanted to stay on. I was still warm and the adrenaline was flowing. I thought I could still make the right decisions for the team.

‘In many ways I’m proud that I opted to stay on but I have regrets too. After the game I was thinking “Damn it, I should have just come off.” I don’t know whether the injuries had an effect. Did I commit fully to the kick? Did I get fully through the ball? It’s a regret. I’d been looking forward to that game for a long time and I’d been kicking very well. You look back and wish you got it and wish Ireland had gone on and won and made history. No one has thought about it more than me.

‘Obviously, I knew the score. I knew this was to go two scores ahead. But I was just in my routine. I still look at the kick and wonder why it didn’t go over. Look, I was probably a bit broken, maybe there was a little bit of a breeze, maybe it was me not getting through the ball. But they’re all excuses and I should have got the kick. I missed a kick. I’ve beaten myself up over it. Now I just have to move on. If I can play a part in delivering a Grand Slam or a Six Nations title, I think you can look back and say that you learned from it.’

There were still five minutes on the clock – minutes in which Ireland would make critical errors, but minutes that would ultimately teach the players important lessons. Cruelly, a couple of younger players, introduced off the bench, were among those caught out. Players like Jack McGrath, the man who conceded the penalty with 29 seconds remaining on the game-clock to give the All Blacks one last glimpse of victory, or Ian Madigan, the last man in the defensive line when Dane Coles put Ryan Crotty over just under two minutes later. In other words, the Irish bench had been responsible for a couple of big errors, whereas the New Zealand replacements delivered when it mattered most.

With the penalty decision, the natural Irish reaction was to question the wisdom of referee Nigel Owens. Owens is one of the top referees in the sport but he has a habit of finding himself centre stage in games that end dramatically. The previous year in Christchurch, he was the man in the middle when Dan Carter had broken Irish hearts with a late drop-goal, seconds after a contentious penalty decision against Ireland’s scrum. This time, Irish players wondered how Owens had ignored New Zealand players infringing at the ruck only a matter of seconds before he pounced on McGrath. Schmidt was slow to criticise the ref, however. His players had to be wise to certain match situations and how they would be refereed. When a team showed signs of trying to play the clock down with a series of one-pass phases, you had to make sure your technique was whiter than white at the ruck. In technical terms, you had to ‘support your own body weight’ rather than flop on top of a tackled team-mate. McGrath didn’t do that. Owens blew, then uttered the words that have stayed with the player ever since. ‘Number 17. Straight off your feet.’

This was McGrath’s third Test appearance, but Schmidt wasn’t of a mind to make allowances. International rugby is an unforgiving environment. When he reviewed the match with the squad, the 24-year-old prop came in for some stinging criticism. McGrath took it on the chin.

‘With Joe being such a stickler for tiny margins and stuff you do in every aspect of your game it’s obviously going to get picked up,’ McGrath said subsequently. ‘Like, it had to be picked up – it had to be. It was a motivating factor for the rest of the squad after that – the last 90 seconds or so. I beat myself up. Like there was no excuse for it. It was a mistake and it just happened so quickly and that was it. It was pretty crap at the time and for a long time after it but again, that’s part of sport and you have to pick yourself up. It’s only going to affect you if you really dwell on it. I was pissed off for a few weeks but you just have to bite your lip and get on with it.’

If supporters were numbed after Crotty touched down in the left corner, in almost the identical spot where Rob Kearney had scored an hour previously, we can only imagine how the players felt. Green shirts were littered everywhere. As if to tease everyone a little more, Owens checked with his TMO for a forward pass in the build-up to the try, but this brought no joy. The scores were level at 22–22. All that remained was Aaron Cruden’s conversion, to complete a perfect 2013. He was wide with his first conversion attempt but Owens gave him a second shot, as Luke Fitzgerald had charged a millisecond early. Cruden nailed it. Of course.

‘I think Nigel was compelled to give him another opportunity,’ Schmidt said when he met with a group of Sunday journos the following week. ‘At that stage, though, for me … it was all about winning this game. A draw had been done before. We had worked so hard to get that 19 point lead. We’d worked so hard to be 22–10 ahead with 15 to go. I did think we were going to have to score something in the second half and we didn’t manage to do that unfortunately.’

Schmidt admitted that he felt impotent for those final 90 seconds or so, from the moment New Zealand scrum-half Aaron Smith tapped the penalty until Crotty dotted down. Having sent messages onto the pitch via radio throughout the contest, now he had to sit back and wait, and hope.

‘It’s one of those times where to be honest you say nothing on the mic, you’ve got nothing to say because whatever will be will be,’ he said. ‘All you do is you watch and hope like any other supporter. You’ve just probably invested more time and effort in what happens. Did I feel that we could have defended it? Yeah. I don’t think they did anything particularly special. Their pass quality was spot on, their handling was very, very good but we knew all those elements of their game prior to them arriving in Dublin. So for me those last 90 seconds they were just agonisingly slow. Even when Ryan Crotty did get over, we actually could have numbered up there and we didn’t manage to. And possibly got him into touch but we didn’t manage to. There were seven system errors in that 90 seconds, you know. I don’t think there were too many missed tackles but some of those system errors were very minor and you wouldn’t notice them, but there was a couple of fairly major system errors.’

Was this players losing trust in the team-mates inside them?

‘Yeah – or making fatigued decisions,’ said Schmidt. ‘Vince Lombardi [legendary coach of the Green Bay Packers] said “Fatigue makes cowards of us all,” but I think that is a really harsh way of saying it. I don’t think anyone demonstrated any cowardice. I think there was a hell of a lot of courageous stuff that happened on Sunday but what fatigue does do is it limits our vision, it limits our processing. There’s plenty of experiments that have been done where people are slower to react, reaction times drop off, decision making gets poorer with fatigue and that’s part of what happened.

‘But I was proud of their effort and I said so in the dressing room. I don’t think that you can be critical when people have spent their last ounce of energy and being as generous with their bodies as they had been and then belittle that effort. So you say a few words of encouragement but does it make things any easier? Probably not. They desperately wanted to win that game and they wanted to keep the All Blacks out but a few decisions in that last 24-pass play weren’t as good as the decisions that were being made when there was less pressure. We’ve got to learn from that and the way you learn from it is, having experienced that, getting a better clarity next time, having a better confidence next time in yourself and the trust of the players either side of you.’

All Blacks coach Steve Hansen had been quick to praise Ireland, of course. ‘I think it’s really important that you don’t see this as a case of the All Blacks not having turned up today,’ he said. ‘The All Blacks turned up, but so did Ireland. We expect them to be tough, every time. But sometimes they don’t believe they are as tough as they are.’

Schmidt didn’t take much sustenance from his compatriot’s words, but he was encouraged from the reaction he received from the Irish public in the days that followed. Defeat may have been painful but it was a launch pad for his team, just as it was the perfect starting point for this story.

‘It’s been a bloody tough few days,’ Schmidt told us. ‘But I would say the Irish public have been phenomenally supportive. A degree of that has been an unpleasant reminder of where we were and the opportunity that we had








FRANCE 20, IRELAND 22

STADE DEFRANCE, 15 MARCH 2014























IRELAND 26, AUSTRALIA 23

AVIVA STADIUM, 22 NOVEMBER 2014
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