
[image: Illustration]


[image: illustration]


 

CONSTABLE

First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Constable

Copyright © Michael Aylwin and Mark Evans, 2019

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978-1-47213-067-9

Constable

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk


For Vanessa


Contents

Part 1: Out of Chaos

I The Diamond at the Heart of It All

II The Hero Who Ran into Thin Air

Part 2: A Formation of Bodies

III None Shall Pass: Annexation by an Empire

IV The Naturals: Souths Pacific and Africa

V Attention Grab: Rugby’s Would-Like-To-Meets

Part 3: Circling the Black Hole

VI Laissez-faire: A French Centre of Gravity

VII How Not to Do It: The Clubs of England

VIII Poised on the Edge: The Celtic Fringe

Part 4: On a Rocket to Somewhere

IX Progress and Destruction: Saracens and London Welsh

X From Beer to Protein Shake: A Withering in the Community

XI Fuelling the Shoots: Kids and Drugs

Part 5: The Invincible Mortals

XII New Sport, Old School

XIII Concussion

Part 6: A Beautiful Beast Bewildered

XIV Caught in the Floodlights: Of Scrums and Australians

XV Towards Some Easy Answers

Acknowledgements

Selected Bibliography

Index


Part 1

Out of Chaos


I

The Diamond at the Heart of It All

There are those who will tell you rugby is a simple game, but that is just because they are desperate to believe it. Rugby is not simple. Rugby is the most complicated sport in existence, whose mysteries not even the most immersed can fathom, still less agree upon. This should come as no surprise. Just look at all those players on the pitch. Just look at those weird configurations: the twisting, seething scrum; the flailing lineout. See how the players smash into each other. Just look at that ball.

All sports need their philosophers. Usually, they’re French. In rugby, the French have cornered the philosophy market. In France, they call rugby L’Ovalie, but L’Ovalie refers not just to rugby but to everything that is not quite right, everything awkward, ugly. Beautiful. L’Ovalie is life. L’Ovalie is you and me. We love it, even as it drives us mad.

By the mid-19th century, various types of football had emerged. One day, they came together with the perfectly reasonable aim of becoming an association, united by what the rest of the sporting universe had long ago recognised to be the optimum shape of ball – simple, round and sure of bounce, whose very purity was an escape from the messy truth of life. If a family tree of footballs could be plotted, the branch of that sweet, round ball would begin and end there, as if no more need be said.

But there remained within that gathering a wilful, belligerent lot who would not accept the integrity of the round ball. For reasons no other sport has quite discerned, rugby insisted upon a ball that was angular and impossible to second guess, which meant nothing could be taken for granted, nothing could run in a straight line. Nothing could be simple.

Rugby’s branch of the tree did not end with rugby. It gave rise to sport after sport, as if trying to escape its own madness, as if it knew there was something wrong with itself, the game with the only ball in the cosmos not to be round. New versions were born in far-off lands – America, Canada, Australia – until the most traumatic split of all.

When rugby league smashed itself free to join the others, it left behind a sport that would not come out of the 19th century. For a hundred years, rugby union dug in its heels, crushing rebellions, squaring off against progress. The other sports galloped away into the 20th century. They experimented with professionalism. They restructured themselves, found out who they were.

But rugby held out and held out, until suddenly, on the very edge of the 21st century, it let go . . .

Our subject is what happened next. What does it do to a sport to be catapulted across an entire century in one shot? And not just any sport. This, the game that values brutality as highly as skill, that divides opinion as surely as it unites, whose ball does not even know its own bounce. If any sport should try to skip a hundred years, rugby was never it. And yet it was, because which other sport harbours a soul so contradictory as to need to make such a leap in the first place?

Rugby is deep into the fallout. Sports enter clutch periods that make or break them. This book is nothing if not a proposition that rugby is in one now, as it tries to rationalise the warping pressures of its journey into the 21st century. The repercussions continue to sweep throughout the structures, up and down, from elite to community, far and wide, from Gloucester to Suva. Players are stressed physically, institutions financially. Stereotypes are challenged and overturned, just as much as they are reinforced.

The world still does not know what to make of rugby. Rugby does not know what to make of itself.

It might help to draw out two separate strands. So tangled up with each other have they become that an indifferent world all too easily sees them as one. First, there is rugby as happens on the pitch. Then there is rugby as embodied by the blazer.

We can be too dismissive of the former. Rugby beats itself up over the success its sibling has gone on to enjoy, that round ball having taken over the world. ‘Rugby will never be as popular as football’ is a familiar refrain. It is true that certain fundamental qualities mitigate against rugby’s mass appeal, but its primordial accent on confrontation renders it very attractive too. If we could aggregate all the sports that constitute rugby’s branch of the family, the oval ball gains the continents of North America and Australasia among its territories.

If only a missive could be sent back to the blazers of the 19th century. ‘Look what you could have become,’ it might read, ‘if you’d only let go.’ But that would be to misunderstand the mindset of rugby’s Victorian administrators and those who followed. The twenty-first-century notions of consumerism and popularity did not feature in their universe. Theirs was the contrary attitude, doubling down on their control of a pastime, where others let theirs fly. And so evolved a phenomenon as convoluted as it is divisive.

A hundred years of insularity will do that to a sport. For almost all of the 20th century, rugby focused in on itself, cultivating weird customs and policies that took little account of the outside world, which all too many of its governors considered an inconvenience from which to turn away. By the time the call came to open up at last to the dynamics of the high 20th century, rugby’s solipsism had long ago polarised opinion beyond it. Suddenly, the sport found itself with an audience to win over and an esoteric ritual with which to do it.

Some love rugby precisely because it is so complicated; some love it for far simpler qualities, the elemental crunch of collision, the ballet of speed and skill.

Some loathe it.

Rugby, the simple word, let alone the game and the cult that surrounds it, is charged with such conflicting energies and preconceptions, here adored, there despised, often within the same town, the same street, the same house. In some parts of the world dismissed as a toff’s sport, in others revered by the working class, in others again played by barefoot devotees under swaying palms. A sport crystallised from out of that argument over a football in the 19th century and within a few decades torn apart by another, whence emerged a third sport, persisting with the same name, now distinguished by an alternative suffix and a very new dynamic.

Rarely in the history of sport, or even thought, can a movement have broken away from the dictatorship it objected to with such animosity as rugby league did from rugby union – and yet insisted on retaining the same name. It is the name of the public school on whose field a game evolved some two centuries ago, a detail, along with the associated stereotype, that many cannot or will not see past. And yet in so many locations around the world, as far removed from an English public school as can be conceived, from the south of France to the south of Africa to the remotest islands of the South Pacific, rugby is a ritual something close to religion.

The subject of this book is the union code, which will be referred to throughout as rugby. There are no apologies for this. It seems absurd that rugby league would want to retain that link with the twisted mess it left behind, let alone with the public school that created it. In the same way rugby football left the name football to the association code when it broke away, why would rugby league not leave the name rugby to the union. Indeed, in Australia, where rugby league is king and the politics less complicated, the two sports are known as league and rugby respectively.

If only such simplicity could pertain to rugby in general, but our subject has been pulled in many directions over the years, bulging and creaking under the stresses and, when they have become too great, scarred by the subsequent upheavals, few as momentous as that wrought by the decision, at the tail end of the 20th century, to open the sport to professionalism after more than a hundred years of brutish intransigence on the subject. Today we find rugby between eras, unable to shake off that elitist stereotype, even as the new imperative to find affinity with the people takes hold.

And yet the game, the specific activity on the field, when lifted clear and cleaned of the soil of politics and prejudice, deserves so much better. How galling that rugby, the game, should be seen as an elitist pursuit, when really it brings together so many different types – of body and of class – and coaxes harmony from them. The wonder is it has not taken the world by storm over the past century and a half.

To cast rugby as elitist is a travesty. That false impression is no more than the legacy of the goons who used to run rugby’s affairs. If ever there were a Victorian killjoy to ruin a sport’s life, the historical Rugby Football Union (RFU) and its various offshoots have been it. Of all the world’s major sports, rugby was the last to be allowed out like a grown-up – in 1995 to be precise, decades, even centuries, after the rest of them had turned professional. Its administrators not only held out for more than a hundred years but suppressed all attempts to institute a culture of remuneration with such inflexibility that any image of arrogance and bigotry became inevitable – and some might say well earned.

There were further repercussions to the rigid stance of the ‘gentlemen amateurs’. Once they had cast a cloak of purity around rugby – or at least the perception of one – their precious sport started to attract the approval of some distinctly unsavoury types. Vichy France, Nazi Germany (Albert Speer was a notable proponent) and Fascist Italy (Mussolini likewise) nurtured continental Europe’s major rugby powers in the 1930s. In the 1980s, Argentina and Romania became forces to reckon with, as tools of, respectively, the junta and Nicolae Ceaus¸ escu’s communist regime.

And then, of course, there was apartheid South Africa.

Rugby has a long and troubling history with the wrong sort, successive totalitarian regimes finding much to approve of in the sport’s manly virtues and the amateur ideal.

But this is a troublesome conundrum. However backward, however elitist a defence of the amateur way might appear, it is not without merit. Most of the problems rugby wrestles with today can be traced back to the plunge into professionalism. Many were uneasy about that, even as it was about to happen. They had good reason. A plunge is a plunge and cannot be taken by degrees at the best of times, but by holding off until basically the 21st century, by which time the information age had properly taken hold, professional rugby was forced to establish itself in a more demanding, consumer-led culture than other sports had contended with during their conversions. Once taken, all defining vectors at once became quantitative, all notions of the qualitative lost in the headlong rush.

The result has been as ugly as it has, at times, been impressive, but the attempt to transform a sport from a concern not unfamiliar to the 19th century into one fit for the 21st has rendered rugby a special case. And after these whirlwind first decades, developments are set to unfold with even greater speed in who knows what direction, whisking rugby further and further away from that rough and ready diversion of which a certain class of Victorian was so protective.

So they should have been. If it is possible to strip away the preconceptions of class and culture that have dogged rugby for its first 130 years or so, we will see that, behind it all, there is – there has always been – a jewel of which those chauvinistic Victorians were rightly proud. The very fact that swathes of working-class men in the north of England were prepared to walk out and incubate a rival, just so they could carry on playing without the interference of those guardians, is its own kind of back-handed compliment.

But there’s no doubt, either, that rugby is not quite as light-footed as the world’s favourite sport, the beautiful game – association football. The Sibling.

Beauty may be in the eye of the beholder, but one element distinguishes football from more or less any other team sport under the sun and is surely the source of its attractiveness – and that is simplicity. That round ball, a patch of grass, two goals. Pass the ball to anyone you like anywhere on the field. Stick it in the other team’s goal and it is worth a point. Most points wins. If you’re really pushed, you don’t even need the grass or the goals. Jumpers for goalposts will do, or rocks, or bollards, and a street has proved the breeding ground for many an international player. The offside law is the only convoluted aspect, about which many jokes have been cracked, but really, as offside laws go, it is as simple as they come. No one cracks jokes about rugby’s offside law – or laws, since there are so many different ways to be caught – because it is just not funny.

Here rugby has undoubtedly been at a disadvantage. It is far harder to strike up an impromptu game, impossible if it is to be the full-fat 15-a-side version. There are too many specialist positions with too many physical and technical requirements. And with all those offside laws, not to mention the encyclopaedia of others, you need a referee. Even if you were to forgo the full-fat version, with its set pieces and penalties, there would still be discomfort in the idea of hurling yourselves at each other, often at high speed, without the endorsement and support of some sort of institution, be it medical or just official. And you wouldn’t want to try it at all in the street or on asphalt.

These days the rise of touch rugby is addressing this aspect, as is sevens the specialist restriction. In 2019, a five-a-side version, Rugby X, was introduced into the mix. It is no coincidence, either, that these forms of the game have proliferated since 1995, thrust forward on a campaign diametrically opposed in attitude to that of the blazers, sent out into the world like sweetly packaged samples to lure in the uninitiated – and, in the case of sevens, who knows, one day to become yet another rival for the public’s attention. But these bite-sized versions of rugby are much further removed from the 15-a-side version than a kick-around in the park is from 11-a-side football.

In short, rugby is too dangerous and too complicated to have had a chance of competing against football when the battle for hearts and minds was being waged at the turn of the last century. The elitist Victorians, not to mention the fascists of the 20th century, would be nodding vigorously. Rugby is dangerous, or at the very least it hurts. And if you hope to gain mastery of the laws (not that anything like a majority of players, then or now, would claim to have acquired that), you need a certain level of intelligence. That, you suspect, is precisely what the blazers and dictators valued so much about it. The imperative to make the sport popular did not exist back then. Indeed, rugby’s very exclusivity was both inevitable and desirable – a kind of filter, sifting those who had fibre and education from those who did not. How rugby’s new missionaries would have despaired, had they been around then, at so small-minded an attitude.

The truth is that pain is an integral part of the rugby experience, but, far from acting as a tool for elitism, it should – and does – serve as just the opposite, a great leveller universalising an experience throughout a body of players more various in shape, aptitude and role than can be found in any other team sport. The gathering of a team in the changing room before a rugby match is an experience intensified by the expectation of pain, or at least of the ferocity of the struggle to come, which all will feel, whatever their class, whatever their role in the team. It is the gladiatorial frisson, which unites all those who play confrontational sports.

What unites rugby players further is the variety of those roles. Is there a sport that so eloquently calls on as various a collection of contributors? League shares the gladiatorial nature but lacks the diversity of player type; American football has the diversity, but each player is so blinkeredly specialised, the game regularly stopped to bring certain of them on or off, that many have neither hope nor ambition so much as to touch the ball.

Rugby, in contrast, is a symphony of moving parts, spread across the spectrum of body types, each fulfilled, each reliant on the others and their very different aptitudes, from the battered yeomen of the front row who graft in unseen, ungodly places, through those who leap high, who grapple low, who smash, who shape and manipulate, to the rock stars who bask in glory on the wide outside. All human life is in a rugby team, and all as important as each other. The changing room after a game is a beautifully equal place, where prop can look across at wing and wing across at prop in gratitude and admiration for qualities completely alien to each other but equally valuable.

When players retire from rugby this redemptive communion in the changing room is often cited as the aspect they miss most. Likewise, the delicate trudge from changing room to bar, limbs battered, face bloody and raw, each elementary movement a contortion of pain avoidance, there to immerse oneself deeper into the communion with the first drink of the day.

Sometimes the antics thereafter have made rugby still more repellent to right-thinking humans. Post-match raucousness has damaged its reputation almost as much as association with the public school and created as many barriers, but this is hardly a stain unique to rugby. The phenomenon of the anti-social clique is universal. When a sizeable collection of people, particularly of the same sex, convenes under a single, obvious banner such as that of a rugby club, the impression of a division between them and the outside world is natural and inescapable. The results are far from endearing, whether the offending collectives are rugby teams, stag or hen parties, students, work colleagues or simply other sports teams. Perhaps it’s a size thing. Rugby players may come in many different shapes, but some are very big, and there are generally at least 15 partaking in any one session. Such groups will tend to make an impression, even before they have started drinking, and it may not always be favourable. Indeed, the effect can be quite unnerving.

It is not surprising, then, that rugby has suffered from an image problem. Chuck in a few accents accounted ‘posh’, and the charge of a sport for Hooray Henrys follows inevitably. Rugby is indeed played by a disproportionate number of posh people, and not just in England. That is a function of the number of private schools that have made it their chosen sport, which is itself a legacy of those protective Victorians and the practical considerations that can sometimes make organising a match seem more trouble than it is worth. But the number of posh people in rugby remains a minority, just not as much of one as in the wider world.

In the areas where the game has been allowed to breathe – New Zealand, France, the South Pacific, to name just a few – it has seeped into the local culture and drawn in a cast of characters from across the spectrum not just of body types but of personality and class. Even in England, your typical town club rings out to the strains of hod-carrier, sparky, policeman, lawyer, teacher, tree surgeon, each with no care for who the other is or where they come from. Many don’t even know. They come together to be in each other’s company and play the sport they love, with no tomorrow or yesterday – and no judgement, bar (in less charitable cases) of the ability to throw a pass, make a tackle or hold up a scrum.

No, rugby is not for the elitist or insular. And if it has ever seemed to the uninitiated to be closed off in such a way, that is a harrowing failure on the part of those responsible, be they blazered administrator or beered-up goon. For the rugby team is nothing less than a utopian model of diversity and cohesion, which no walk of life should look on without envy or admiration. And that is down to rugby itself, its very nature, for so long obfuscated by the schemes and priorities of those whose chauvinism was a betrayal of that.

Which, in theory, should render it primed for uptake by the people, now the screen has been dismantled. Great strides have indeed been made in that direction, but rugby has stepped out to find a whole new set of problems, exacerbated by that century missed. The peculiar furnace of prejudice and politicking from which it emerged the century before cannot be passed over lightly. In any attempt to investigate the state of the modern game, it pays to pause for a while to consider its twisted origins.

One legacy of that treacherous time still burns brightly, a legend so pristine and evocative as to be etched in gold. No other sport bears a blazon like it. No other sport has felt the need.


II

The Hero Who Ran into Thin Air

The 2015 World Cup opened to a breathtaking ceremony at Twickenham Stadium, the centrepiece of which was a film depicting the birth of rugby. To the strains of ‘I Vow to Thee, My Country’, a bird’s-eye view of the fields of Rugby School forms the backdrop to the words, ‘One boy breaks a rule, creates a game, becomes a legend.’ The film builds to the moment said boy catches a ball, which comes at him from out of a clear sky. Amid the exhortations of team-mates, opponents and spectators, his expression changes from uncertainty, through resolution to self-discovery. In defiance of established practice, he bounds off from the field, through the school gates to freedom, where his image in the film segues into sepia-tinged sequences of the legends to come, Gareth Edwards, Serge Blanco, David Campese et al, running with the freedom of expression pioneered by that bold lad those many decades earlier. The footage was beautiful and affecting and made one feel emotional just to be associated with the sport of rugby.

Symbolically, William Webb Ellis has more than served his purpose. But to hope to know where rugby has come from, it helps to know how his name came to adorn the World Cup. A collection of alumni from Rugby School responded to the break-up of their game in 1895 with the creation of the most brilliant foundation myth in all of sport, which has since worked on so many levels that corporations today would pay millions for PR as effective.

We all know the story: in 1823, William Webb Ellis was playing in a game of football at Rugby School when he took the ball in his hands and ran with it, thus creating a new sport. The boy has become a hero to certain types of rugby fan, his intervention symbolic of the sport’s no-nonsense manliness, doing away with the delicate posturing of football, cutting to the chase. So much so that someone somewhere decided to name the sport’s highest prize after him. Every four years the best teams in the world gather to contest for the Webb Ellis Cup. As the profile of the World Cup grows with each instalment, so the boy in that field all those years ago bestrides the rugby world ever more surely as the hero who created it.

The only trouble is, he didn’t.

For those pig-headed about their romance, the best we can say is that William Webb Ellis went to Rugby School and was there in 1823 as a 16-year-old, but it’s more than possible the 1823 date was chosen retrospectively as consistent with his time at the school. Also in his favour is the testimony of one Reverend Thomas Harris, who remembered him ‘perfectly’ as an ‘admirable cricketer’ who was ‘generally regarded as inclined to take unfair advantages at Football’. But Harris’s testimony goes on to deal a fatal blow to the Ellis myth, which the history creators have ignored, purposely or not.

Harris’s observation that he took ‘unfair advantages at Football’, one of only two first-hand references to Ellis we know of, was offered in May 1895, some 72 years after the alleged incident. The other firsthand evidence of Ellis’s character is a mildly derogatory reference in a contemporary letter, which seems to imply he received help from his mother with his entry for a Latin prize. In other words, he wasn’t much liked and was, indeed, considered a bit of a cheat.

The foundation of the birth-of-rugby myth comes in the form of two letters and an article, written between 1876 and 1880, by Matthew Bloxam, a solicitor and antiquarian of Rugby, who went to the school from 1813 to 1820. The first letter was written in 1876 to the Standard, in response to correspondence speculating over the origins of rugby football. In that first letter, Bloxam wrote of his belief that the practice of ‘running in’, i.e. running with the ball in an attempt to cross the opposition line, developed during the headmastership of Thomas Arnold, which means some time between 1828 and 1842. But in a letter to the Meteor, Rugby School’s magazine, in October 1876, he announced that he had made further enquiries, which yielded the identification of Ellis as the first boy to run with the ball. In this letter, he dated the incident to the second half of 1824. Four years later, in an article for the Meteor, he had changed that to the second half of 1823. Four years later again, in a talk he delivered to the school, he gave the date as 1825, which was actually after Ellis had left. In the end, posterity adopted the 1823 date, but no one really knows when it happened – least of all, it seems, the man who supplied us with the story in the first place.

Ellis’s crime was not the violation it would be today. The football the boys were playing at Rugby School bore little resemblance to the game we now recognise (i.e. soccer). Ellis did not, for example, pick up the ball in the penalty area and leg it while the ref peeped furiously on his whistle. For a start, there were no refs, or even teachers. Football was a controversial pastime that the masters of Rugby School, like other public schools of the time, allowed the boys to play to let off steam. The masters themselves would steer well clear. Public schools in those days were a wild west of arrogant, hormonal teenagers, many of aristocratic stock, who resented being told what to do by teachers of invariably lower social standing. So, the football the boys were playing was presided over by themselves and almost certainly anarchic in nature.

Indeed, to the modern eye, it might already have looked more like what we know as rugby, an indeterminate number of players on each side basically fighting each other, kicking indiscriminately at each other’s shins, over the rights to a ball that might not be anywhere near them. Occasionally someone would actually kick the ball, and if you caught it on the full you were allowed to call a temporary halt to the madness by shouting, ‘mark’, much as you can today under the right circumstances. The opposition would then advance to a point level with your mark, while you retreated a few yards further and decided what to do with the hot potato, which was a pig’s bladder. This is the rule Ellis is said to have broken.

‘On catching the ball,’ wrote Bloxham in his 1880 article, ‘instead of retiring backwards, [Ellis] rushed forwards with the ball in his hands towards the opposite goal, with what result as to the game I know not, neither do I know how this infringement of a well-known rule was followed up, or when it became, as it is now, a standing rule.’

It is all a bit vague, as you might expect. Bloxam’s second-hand (or possibly even more tenuous than that) testimony, delivered nearly 60 years after the event, would be thrown out of any self-respecting court in the land, now or then. Which is not to say Ellis never ran with the ball. On the no-smoke-without-fire principle alone, it is perfectly possible that he did. But to suggest he was the only boy to do so, or even just the first, is much more of a stretch, while the notion that a new sport was created by his single, transformative act is next to inconceivable and not borne out by what we know.

The boring truth is that football, whatever the code, evolved gradually. If anything, it was association football that required most of the ‘inventing’. The sketchy details of historic, pre-19th-century football to which we have access suggest a variety of interpretations of what might happen between human foot and ball, almost all of them sounding like closer approximations to modern rugby than soccer. In other words, high on violence and low on finesse.

Harpastum, as played in the Roman Empire, is usually cited as one ancestor of football – and that sounds very much more like rugby. But in Britain, where codified football would emerge, there seem to have been as many versions of the game in the Middle Ages as there were pairs of villages who fancied a bit of argy-bargy. This tradition has become known as ‘folk football’. The rules were lax and the object rudimentary, with the local terrain exercising a loose influence on both. A typical summary might be that, on Shrove Tuesday, Village A and Village B fought, often in their thousands, over a ball, with each endeavouring to carry it to the other’s green. These games, as well as the more impromptu, smaller-scale versions that sprang up in between the major festivals, were violent and dangerous and considered a menace, not to mention a distraction from more militarily useful pastimes, such as archery and swordsmanship. Edicts banning football were frequently passed by the kings of the Middle Ages.

By the time the public schools sank their teeth into their various interpretations, the sport had not progressed much further towards the modern versions. Only fleeting impressions are available of each school’s code in the early decades, but by the middle of the 19th century they were starting to set the rules down. What is noticeable is how much each game seems to differ from soccer today. All of them involved some form of handling, a legacy that remains in soccer in the form of the goalkeeper, but an option for every player in the mid-nineteenth century.

In later constructing the Ellis legend, Rugby School claimed for its code the defining characteristic of running with the ball, but they might just as easily have claimed the H-shaped goals. No one knows when they were invented – first mention is made in Tom Brown’s School Days, based on the experiences of its author, Thomas Hughes, at Rugby in the 1830s. Modern observers might point to the scrum as rugby’s signature, but loose interpretations of that practice have been a feature of various types of football for centuries, including the Eton field game, which contains within it some of the features we could recognise as part of soccer. Another salient characteristic of rugby is the strict offside law, from which developed the famous requirement to pass backwards, but most of the public schools in the 19th century required everyone on a team to be behind the player with the ball or consider himself out of the game. In the Football Association’s first set of rules, drawn up in 1863, this strict interpretation of the offside law was enshrined as Rule No. 6.

Many of the distinctive features of rugby were the norm in football, rather than the exception. A more apposite question is, ‘Who invented soccer?’, since it seems to stand more distinct from all the haphazard, brutal expositions of football in history.

One might even say that, come the great split of 1863, the game played at Rugby could have more easily unified the schools as association football (from the first part of which name is derived the term ‘soccer’), while what we know now as soccer evolved from the breakaway sport of Eton football. ‘You watching the eton tonight?’ the refrain might have gone.

For the Eton field game required the ball to be shot into a goal under a certain height. It also featured dribbling and allowed for the pass to a player in front, or ‘passing on’. In 1867, association football’s offside law was amended to allow the latter practice, transforming the nature of soccer. Yet even the Eton field game had (still has, for it continues to be played at the school) among its methods of scoring points the ‘rouge’, which is when the ball is touched down over the opposition’s goal-line – in effect, a try.

To attempt to untangle rugby from all the competing versions of football in the mid-19th century is an enterprise doomed, and to reduce the source of its idiosyncrasies to the single act of a boy in a field in 1823 no more plausible than a fantasy. What we can say is that modern rugby developed directly from that version of football played at Rugby School, where the laws were set down for the first time in 1845. By then, Rugby’s was just one of several interpretations of football spreading across the country, transmitted by the development of railways and the proselytising of various devotees.

In 1863, at a pub in Holborn, a meeting was convened of what would become the Football Association. The aim was to establish some sort of order to the playing of football. Over the course of the next few weeks, the fledgling FA canvassed views from clubs and public schools alike, as they attempted to synthesise the rules.

The suggestion that it is Rugby’s version that could have emerged as the FA’s official code is not so fanciful. At one point, in the saga of meeting and counter-meeting, running with the ball and the controversial practice of hacking – essentially, kicking an opponent’s shins – were in, by a vote of 10 to nine at the fourth meeting. What appears to have been sharp practice by Ebenezer Cobb Morley, secretary of the FA, whose idea the whole enterprise was, prevented those two rules being accepted, thus leading to the split. At the fifth meeting, Morley’s minutes from the fourth conveniently left out the fact that running with the ball and hacking had been passed, prompting F. W. Campbell of the Blackheath Football Club to move to have the minutes rejected. Alas, the personnel at the fifth meeting was different from that at the fourth, and his motion was denied. Campbell insisted that the loss of hacking would ‘do away with all the courage and pluck from the game, and I will be bound over to bring over a lot of Frenchmen, who would beat you with a week’s practice’. But his was a losing cause. Running with the ball and hacking were dropped when the trial rules were drawn up at the sixth and final meeting (although it is worth noting that fair catches, touching the ball down over the goal-line for a free kick at goal and the strict offside law were included). Campbell withdrew Blackheath from the FA at that sixth meeting. Other clubs favouring the Rugby rules joined the breakaway, and soccer was free to develop into the dribbling, non-handling game we know today.

By 1871, hacking had been dropped by those playing the breakaway sport, too. The potential for injury, while all very well for schoolboys, made it an unreasonable risk for working men to endure. Still, there remained variations in the rules played even by the breakaway clubs, so 21 of them met on 26 January of that year, in much the same manner and under the same pretences as those forming the FA had done, this time in a hostelry off Pall Mall, to form the Rugby Football Union.* In June of the same year, three lawyers, all old boys from Rugby School, drew up the first official set of laws (because they were lawyers, they decreed rugby be played by laws not rules) of rugby football.

At this point, nobody had heard of, or mentioned, William Webb Ellis.

Momentum gathered over the following decades, and rugby as we know it began to emerge. The first 15-a-side game was played in the Varsity Match of 1875; by the early 1880s, players were passing the ball to each other; by the 1890s, sides were settling on the practice of fielding four three-quarters and only eight forwards.

Old Rugbeians were everywhere – in the England team, on the RFU committees, in charge of clubs the country over. But, alas, others were becoming better at the sport – and they weren’t even public schoolboys. The working-class men of the north, their bodies and attitudes hardened by life in pit or factory, turned out to have more than a natural aptitude for rugby. The popularity of the sport in the north escalated, pulling in sizeable crowds and money for the legion clubs that had established themselves. The best players were under pressure to take time off work. They wanted to be paid for it, but this did not sit well with the gentlemen of the RFU.

The Reverend Frank Marshall was president of the Yorkshire Rugby Union and a maniacal scourge of what became known as broken-time payments in the north. He even suspended his own club, Huddersfield, on suspicion of payments to players. He, incidentally, had put together a formidable tome in 1892 entitled Football: the Rugby Union Game, which documented all aspects imaginable of the sport at that early stage of its life. William Webb Ellis, whose name was technically in the public domain by then, was not mentioned once.

Reverend Marshall had bigger fish to fry, as the RFU’s avenging angel of the north. The mutual resentment between the northern clubs and the RFU was palpable, the latter holding their meetings in London and dictating to the former, despite there being more players among the former. In 1893, two trains’ worth of northern representatives descended for one such meeting to propose the motion that broken-time payments be made lawful. It was in vain. The RFU had gathered proxy votes from more than a hundred clubs against, and the motion was defeated. The idea of absent committeemen overruling those who had travelled miles to be there was more than a little symbolic.

And so the way was paved for the next split in codes. In 1895, 22 clubs from Yorkshire and Lancashire seceded from the RFU to form the Northern Rugby Football Union (which would in time become the Rugby League), a new body that allowed payments for broken time. Rugby football in England was in chaos. The national team’s form collapsed there and then (they would not win the Home Nations Championship again until France joined in 1910), but the amateur ideal of the gentleman-player had been under threat for some time and was now officially breached. The much-loved pastime of an ancient school was running out of control, further and further away from its spiritual guardians.

It was against this backdrop that a sub-committee of Old Rugbeians was formed to investigate the origins of their sport in July 1895, a month before the great schism in the north was finally consummated. Nominally, the sub-committee was responding to the findings of a book published eight years earlier that held forth, erroneously they felt, on the history of the game played at Rugby. Again, the book made no mention of Ellis, but our latest committee did recall the pair of mentions the boy had received in the school magazine from Bloxam, the second of which had been aired some 15 years earlier. Could it be their game had been born suddenly from such a simple, romantic gesture as a boy running with the ball one day – and on the very field they had graced themselves in their youth?

If only they had thought to investigate earlier. Ellis was 23 years dead by then – and, worse, Bloxam seven. Bloxam had spent nearly all his life in Rugby, living for much of it literally across the road from the school. His brother ran one of the boarding houses next door. He lived for eight years after the publication of his second mention of Ellis in the Meteor, and twelve after the first, ample time for Old Rugbeians to make enquiries if they had been genuinely interested. As it is, they left it until that calamitous year for rugby, 1895, before mobilising. Too late.

Still, they knew a good thing when they heard vague rumours about it, so they set about contacting as many living old boys as possible who had played football at Rugby School in the first half of the century. This was far from an exhaustive sample. All but one had played after Ellis left, and there was agreement among them on one point – they had never heard of him.

The most damning testimony came from Thomas Hughes himself, the author of Tom Brown’s School Days. Hughes was a keen and influential player at a time when the game was beginning to find itself. His famous novel included a detailed description of a football match set in the 1830s, a numerically unequal contest between scores of boys in a big field, 17-year-olds colliding with 12-year-olds, and much pain and violence besides, and so on for two hours. At one point there’s a goal. It is possible to infer from the colourful account that running with the ball is allowed, even perhaps practised at one point, but the details are vague, and most of the interludes between mauling and hacking seem to involve kick-chasing and/or dribbling.

Hughes was rather more explicit on the matter of running with the ball in the letter he sent in reply to the sub-committee’s enquiries in 1895. ‘In my first year, 1834,’ he wrote, ‘running with the ball to get a try . . . was not absolutely forbidden, but a jury of Rugby boys of that day would almost certainly have found a verdict of “justifiable homicide” if a boy had been killed running in. The practice grew, and was tolerated more and more, and indeed became rather popular in 1838–39 from the prowess of Jem Mackie, the great “runner-in”.’

Hughes went on to describe Mackie as ‘fleet of foot as well as brawny of shoulder’ and very difficult to stop. His success that season was instrumental in legitimising the troublesome tactic of running with the ball. Three seasons later, when Hughes was captain, they ‘settled it (as we believed) for all time’ by decreeing the practice lawful. Hughes could not remember signing anything to make it official, but when the rules were first written down in 1845 running in was included, some 22 years after Ellis had supposedly invented it.

Mackie is an interesting character, and it would surely be more appropriate, if we had to indulge in this exercise, to attribute to him the birth of rugby. At least we have here first-hand evidence, corroborated elsewhere, that his contribution was key to the development of the sport.

Alas, he was expelled from Rugby at the end of 1839, after some of the younger boys had let off fireworks and smashed up the wares of a travelling merchant who made the mistake of venturing into the school grounds. Mackie was guilty of nothing more than failing to stop them, but an expulsion is an expulsion and a stain against one’s name when sub-committees draw up their conclusions. Worse than that, he was Scottish. And a politician. The legend of William Webb Ellis, the English boy who became a priest, would have seemed far more appealing.

If only it were as well supported by the testimony of first-hand witnesses – which is to say, at all. Hughes, in his letter to the subcommittee, flatly replied to their enquiry about the Ellis tradition that it ‘had not survived to my day’. He and the 13 other witnesses from the 1830s did agree, though, that running with the ball was a feature of football at Rugby, albeit rarely practised, until Mackie mastered it, for fear of the reprisals meted out to one’s shins.

And so to the one man the sub-committee tracked down who had been a contemporary of Ellis’s, if five years younger. The Reverend Thomas Harris began by stating that in his time at Rugby, from 1819 to 1828, ‘picking up and running with the ball in hand was distinctly forbidden’. So, even if Ellis had been the first to run with the ball, his single act did not create a new sport.

Harris then went on to deal with Ellis himself. And he wasn’t particularly kind, fellow man of the cloth or not. ‘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.’

It is rather dismissive of a supposed hero. There is no doubt, though, the slight that he took ‘unfair advantage’ might be consistent with this idea that he ran with the ball. The sub-committee pressed Harris further on the point but, in a second letter, he could add no further details on Ellis himself. ‘You must observe that I was several years his junior, and had not either reasons or opportunities for closely observing his manner of play.’

His next paragraph is instructive. ‘I may add that in the matches played by boys in the lower part of the School, while I was myself a junior, the cry of “Hack him over” was always raised against any player who was seen to be running with the ball in his hands.’

It is worth dwelling on this observation. Harris now seems to be suggesting that boys did run with the ball in the 1820s, even if it was not allowed. He is not specific on dates, other than to say that boys were known to indulge while he was in the ‘lower part of the School’.

Suddenly, we have visions to rival that of Ellis with the ball tucked under his arms, and they must be roughly contemporaneous. We know Harris entered the school in 1819. More important to our enquiries, though, is when he left the Lower School. In other words, what is the timeframe for his memories of boys running with the ball at Rugby School?

In those days, the Upper School began in the Lower Fourth Form. It appears Harris was a particularly precocious pupil. According to the archives at Rugby School, he entered the Sixth Form in 1825 at the tender age of 13 – and he entered the Lower Fourth, i.e. left ‘the lower part of the School’, in 1822, aged 10. Which means that, if we are to take his words at face value, there were boys running with the ball at Rugby School more than a year before William Webb Ellis was supposed to have invented the practice, and possibly as many as four. The only testimony we have from a first-hand witness, therefore, undermines the very legend it played such a crucial role in building up.

The very best we can say of the contention that Ellis was the first to run with the ball is that it is conjecture seized upon by those anxious to develop a founding myth. That he didn’t invent a new sport, however, is incontrovertible. What became rugby evolved over the ensuing decades, when a number of distinctive features crystallised, of which running with the ball was but one.

William Webb Ellis left the school in 1825 and, as far as we know, never touched a football again in his life. He was a scholar, however, albeit described by Bloxam as ‘of fair average abilities’. With or without the help of his mum he won an exhibition to Brasenose College, Oxford, where, consistent with the recollection of him as an ‘admirable cricketer’, he batted at number three in the first Varsity cricket match, in 1827. After leaving Oxford, he went into the church and was the rector of parishes in London and Essex. When he contracted tuberculosis in 1871, he moved to the south of France for the winter and died there in January 1872, aged 65, a year after the Rugby Football Union was formed. He almost certainly knew nothing about it. The RFU certainly knew nothing about him. His grave was discovered in 1957, and its new and improved headstone is now a French-maintained shrine for rugby fans the world over, while he spins in his box six feet beneath it.

His legend was clinched, though, not by the speculations of Bloxam, or even those of the sub-committee of Old Rugbeians, who published their findings in 1897 under the title The Origin of Rugby Football. In February 1900, a plaque was erected on the Doctor’s Wall at Rugby School, overlooking the famous field where it all evolved, which describes how a boy many years earlier with ‘a fine disregard for the rules’ had first taken the ball in his arms and run. It was a genius stroke of PR, uniting in one concrete memorial the school’s ownership of the sport and the romantic ideal of a young lad expressing himself with an audacity considered integral to rugby’s character.

Rugby School was losing control of its beloved game in the 1890s. Whether the sub-committee of Old Rugbeians investigated the William Webb Ellis tale as a direct response to this will remain open to debate, but the erection of the plaque telling of his deed was a plain attempt to remind the world where it all started. To take ownership of the sport in such a way is Rugby School’s prerogative, since the game undoubtedly developed there. They were wise enough, though, to know that the story of a field is nowhere near as compelling as the story of a boy. They needed a personality to pin it on – didn’t really matter who it was – and the passing reference to a rumour voiced nearly 20 years earlier about an act another 60 or so before that sounded perfect. The plaque went up and the legend was born. As with the most poignant legends, it has grown and grown, until it became currency so universally recognised that the boy’s name now adorns the sport’s highest prize.

It is a travesty that the World Cup is named after such a flimsy legend. Like so many of the other travesties in rugby we shall go on to consider, it owes its roots to the determination of a ruling class to retain control of their sport. Rugby could and should have been embraced without qualification by millions around the world, whoever they are, wherever from, but the chauvinism, often brutal at times, with which rugby’s international administrators protected their interests has left a poisonous legacy. Naming the World Cup after Ellis was a final, curious nod by rugby to those elements of its past best left behind, just as the future presented itself so suddenly.*

When the football equivalent was initiated, they renamed its trophy a few years later after Jules Rimet, a man who had worked tirelessly to make the event happen. There are countless people in rugby’s history more deserving of such an honour. In 2015, New Zealand won the Webb Ellis Cup for the third time. Surely they have earned the right to keep it, as Brazil did the Jules Rimet Trophy in 1970. Now that rugby has shaken off the blazers of Empire, well might we retire William Webb Ellis to the mists of myth and legend and come up with a new standard for the global game, which bears the name of someone more appropriate.

The Jonah Lomu Cup, for example. Now, there is someone who very definitely ran with the ball. There is someone who changed the sport for ever.

 

* And why is it called the Webb Ellis Cup anyway? His surname was Ellis; Webb was just his middle name. It would be like naming a trophy after Ma’a Nonu and calling it the Allan Nonu Cup – yes, Allan really is Ma’a Nonu’s middle name.

* Most of the clubs present no longer exist, but among the surviving founders, all necessarily from in or around London, are Blackheath, Harlequins and Richmond. Legend has it that the Wasps guy went to the wrong pub and got too drunk to find his way to the correct one. Without a mobile he was stuck, so Wasps forfeited their right to be a founding club.


Part 2

A Formation of Bodies


III

None Shall Pass: Annexation by an Empire

This notion of taking up the ball and running is powerful. Hence William Webb Ellis. Hence Jonah Lomu. The Ellis legend may be of such stuff as dreams are made on, but there is no arguing with the substance of the legend that rocked the rugby world in 1995, exactly 100 years after the only other transformation of the sport to compare. Indeed, it is tempting to posit Lomu as the force that unleashed the professional era on a sport that had so stubbornly denied it. The shadowy negotiations of men in suits might have paved the way, but Lomu captured the imagination and allowed rugby to throw itself open with a certain confidence, even a flourish, 10 weeks later.

There is a poetry as poignant as it was devastating in that tumultuous day in Cape Town, 18 June 1995, when Lomu clinched his place in the pantheon and rugby’s, finally, in the consciousness of the wider world. The International Rugby Board made its announcement on 26 August that year that rugby would become an open game, but by then it was little more than confirmation the sport was ready to take advantage of the new dynamic. The day Lomu tore through an England team as startled as anyone by the dimensions he seemed to be opening up was the one that changed everything, at least from a sporting perspective, more so even than the politically marvellous events of the following weekend in Johannesburg.

So many of the energies that had both riven rugby and fuelled it came together on that field on the edge of the world. That it should be a boy (for Lomu had just turned 20) not only from New Zealand, the tiny, distant nation who had run away with the sport, but descended from the islands even tinier and further away in the wide Pacific who have come to supply the world with its most outrageous talent; that the day should fall a hundred years after those other disadvantaged folk, rich of talent if not circumstance, had taken up their ball and run off to form a new sport altogether; that the chastened, the devastated, opposition should be none other than England, the imperial power who had given the world the sport then tried so adamantly to keep its energies in check – the symbolism was profound from whichever angle viewed.

In the 170 years between the two legends, many more have arisen along rugby’s tempestuous journey towards the 21st century. The peculiar antagonism of matters on the field seems to have yielded similarly fractious attitudes off it. Taken together, the sport has proved a fertile arena for the production of heroes.

The first were those who took rugby out into the world. The football codes were quick to spread their respective gospels beyond Britain. Rugby was at the forefront, reaching many nations before The Sibling did, even those, such as the Netherlands and Brazil, whose culture would become so bound up with soccer. It spawned whole new sports in others too. Had anyone been in position to make such a judgement in the third quarter of the 19th century, there would be little reason not to think that rugby would be the sport, if any, to acquire world domination within a hundred years. Chest-beating was very much the modus communicandi of the football codes, and the rhythm pounded out by rugby was the louder across the world after the two went their separate ways. One might even argue that very machismo proved the sport’s undoing, had either any conscious designs at that stage on taking the world.

The reasons for soccer’s eventual pre-eminence will remain a matter of debate. The sheer simplicity of the sport that would emerge – and its versatility – must have played some part, but rugby was further stymied by the very intransigence of its own administrators, which they no doubt imagined at the time proved them superior in the muscular ways of the public school. The attitudes of the FA and the RFU towards professionalism were not dissimilar. The FA instituted a maximum wage for its players, which lasted until 1961, so was never comfortable with the idea of the remuneration of the players, but it, crucially, relented on the question 10 years before the RFU did not.

The parallels were uncanny. By 1884, 30 northern football clubs were threatening to form a breakaway league so that their working-class players might be paid. In 1885, after much agonising, the FA agreed. In so doing, it loosened its grip ever so slightly
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