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England celebrate at the final whistle as they win the Women’s World Cup in 2014. The final was played against Canada at the Stade Jean Bouin on 17 August in Paris, France.
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Foreword

By Stephen Jones

Rugby correspondent, The Sunday Times, 1983-present

A World Cup in any sport is a heroic concept; by definition it represents the high point of the sport. But when rugby union introduced its own World Cup with an almost apologetic announcement back in 1987, there was no immediate outbreak of joy. Rugby was always so cautious, and has retained elements of that caution to this day.

The overriding emotion in the eyes of many rugby officials back in 1987 was that the World Cup, while welcome, might actually spill the game over into professionalism. It is somewhat hard, in these galloping finance-based days of mega-sporting occasions, to get across just how avidly the concept of amateurism was held by the game’s grandees, and very many of its followers.

I got the impression at the time that the hierarchy appointed to run the first tournament was equally concerned that it upheld all of rugby’s old principles and behaviours as much as it struck out for new worlds. As with the arrival of professionalism itself in 1995, once the World Cup found its stride there was nothing to stop it. There have been good ones, great ones, small ones and disappointing ones but the World Cup is here to stay and the figures are astronomical. It is expected that the box office for sponsorship and television rights will be booming.

The tournament continues to have its teething problems as well as its successes. In 1987, everyone was feeling their way; in 1991 and 1999, the men’s tournament was spread-eagled out across the home unions and France, making it fiendishly difficult to organise from the commercial point of view and leaving it unfocused. This was because in those heady early tournaments, everyone wanted a slice of the action. So when the organisers went into a room of peer unions in Europe, they found that the tournament had become even more scattered as the unions bartered for chunks of the event.

But by 1999, of course, we had already seen some of the outrageous power of the Big One to influence. In 1995, less than three years after apartheid had ended in South Africa, and the nation’s exile from international rugby along with it, South Africa was still in turmoil as it tried desperately to adjust while the African National Congress swept into power. Even now the sight of President Nelson Mandela dancing on the podium alongside Francois Pienaar is remarkable: the long-incarcerated black president and the blond Afrikaner celebrating together in a spirit of mutual achievement and hope. It is probably too facile to attribute over-significance to the influence of sport on politics. But those of us present in 1995 in those glorious months will never deny what rugby did for the country.

As yet the sport was still amateur or, at least, the professional segments of the sport were still reasonably well hidden. But in a staggering semi-final between England and New Zealand in Cape Town, Jonah Lomu, the gigantic wing, demolished England with four sensational tries. At the time, many of the southern-hemisphere nations were actively expecting the game to go professional soon, and the mania which surrounded Lomu during that tournament, and for a long time afterwards, was shared by television companies and their executives. Suddenly they all wanted rugby, they wanted Lomu, and there was now no way whatsoever the game would stay amateur in the face of the volleys of income that were aimed at it.

The power of the tournament was seen again in 2003 in Australia. It was a blissful tournament, much of it played in wet weather and won, of course, by England. Jonny Wilkinson, who dropped the goal to win it for a magnificent England team, was to become as famous as Lomu and, since he was illuminated by northern-hemisphere media, possibly even bigger. England’s rugby became much bigger. Sir Clive Woodward advanced the cause of coaching by as much as a decade, although he was not there himself, notoriously, to accept the fruits of his inventiveness.

Since then, bigger and bigger. There was an interruption when New Zealand staged the 2011 World Cup. They did so not because they had any great commercial clout but because they deserved it for their previous influence on the sport (although by the time 2011 came round, they had not won the tournament for a cavernous 24 years). It was a homely affair, by no means disagreeable, but then it had to be backed up by a money-making colossus to keep in the black the funds that drive global rugby. So 2015 was staged in England, and only in England. The drawback there was the abject performance of the home team, just when a second world title would have sent the game in England into orbit.

And then, at long last, expansion. The men’s tournament had always tootled around the foundation nations of the game, but the tournament of 2019 was awarded to Japan. The whole experience was quite magnificent, the massive Springboks came home in style against England and yet Japan beat Ireland and – playing quite stunning rugby – also beat Scotland.

The World Cup cycles seem ever-present. The women’s World Cup began in 1991 as an ad-hoc, pick-up affair organised by four heroic ex-players on a shoestring. Although the tournament did not get the official stamp from the International Rugby Board, for everyone else it was a valid event, and the USA, who beat England on a thrilling Sunday at Cardiff Arms Park, were valid winners.

Since the pathfinding days in Cardiff, the women’s tournaments have been held in Edinburgh, The Netherlands, Spain, Canada, England, France, Ireland and New Zealand. The visibility of the 2021 event in New Zealand was not high above the equator due to distance and time difference, but a remarkable final was in doubt until the last minute, when the Black Ferns took an England throw at the lineout, just when England were about to mount one of their trademark driving mauls.

Which has been the best women’s tournament to date? It is a matter of personal preference but for those of us who were honoured to be present for the 2014 event in France, we will never forget it. The crowds were excellent, the standards high, and two amazing displays of rugby in the semi-finals did more for the women’s game than any amount of advertising could.

The next women’s event takes place in England in 2025, and already it is shaping up as a behemoth. The organiser reckons to sell out Twickenham, capacity 825,000. What a sight that will be, and what a tribute to all the pathfinders.

But rugby has a World Cup forever. It deserves one and it is capable of running an even bigger event with way more contenders. Some of the old caution and reticence is still out there. The next Rugby World Cup must be blast off.
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Introduction

By David Hands

Rugby correspondent, The Times, 1982-2010

The production of this book has been similar to visiting old friends, with whom you can cheerfully catch up even after a ten-, twenty- or thirty-year absence. It is unusual to have lived and worked through the entire period of a tournament which has become part of the sporting fabric – my former colleague, Richard Whitehead, who was consultant for the companion volume on football’s World Cup and to whom I owe much for his guidance in computerland, did not enjoy that luxury – so it has been possible to dip into my own archives, as well as those of The Times and The Sunday Times.

The whole exercise has revived many memories, not only of countries visited and games played, but those met along the way and the colleagues with whom one operated. Yes, many were rivals but also friends with whom one socialised when work was done. When the tournament began, of course, the nature of reporting was entirely different and, by and large, down time could be factored in so that the rugby did not become all-encompassing.

Now the job has become 24/7 for the daily paper journalist. Not only must they file instantly for the website, those reports must be constantly updated and then the paper itself serviced, all with a point of difference. In 1987, The Times covered the inaugural World Cup with a reporter in the camp of each home union and that was it; now a clutch of additional reporters and colour writers, as well as the specialist rugby writers, will trail England, diverting now and then for a look at the upcoming opposition or to feature a country which might be new to the competition.

The depth of television coverage is also a factor in what may appear in the paper. A match played on a Saturday evening in Australia is, allowing for the time difference, 48 hours old by Monday morning in Britain and therefore stale news. It is assumed that the rugby-loving public will have watched it live or on record that day, and read about it online or in a Sunday newspaper, so that by the time Monday comes around, a different angle is required. Hence, over the last eight years, if you seek a blow-by-blow account of what happened in the match, you will not find it in a Monday paper.

The growth of the public-relations industry is also a factor in the relationship between a sport and the media. On the one hand, columns written by, or ghosted for, leading players are part and parcel of the game’s coverage; on the other, the ability to go behind the scenes is restricted, sometimes at the behest of the head coach, sometimes the decision of the communications team, and talking to a player happens in a strictly controlled environment. The amateur male players of 1987, 1991 and 1995 could be approached on an individual basis; professionalism has brought about a system of checks and balances, perhaps more of the former than the latter.

Then there are the changes to the game itself. The value of a try at the first two men’s World Cups, and the first women’s, was four points, increasing to five in 1992. Professionalism arrived in 1995, dramatically increasing the need for rugby to be both sport and entertainment so as to guarantee television coverage and ensure adequate funding. This is not the place to go into the various law changes that have taken place since 1987, many of them affecting ruck and maul and, more recently, the tackle, but they too have had a considerable impact on how the game is played.

Alongside all this has come the Television Match Official (TMO), the use of whom has insured that many games now last up to two hours, rather than two halves of forty minutes each plus a five-minute pause at half-time. The way the game is now played demands, moreover, the incessant use of the Television Match Official: if teams always poke a penalty into the corner and then try to maul their way over for a try, or play pick-and-go whenever they come within five metres of the try line, then it is inevitable that often the referee will be unable to see whether there has been a score without consulting numerous camera angles.

So match tactics have changed, not always for the better. The kicking game has been explored and, in some instances, too slavishly employed. In that respect, the women’s game offers on many occasions a better spectacle involving a greater number of players; kicking has improved vastly in the 32 years of the women’s World Cup but it is not the first port of call. If you can find a women’s match in which the drop goal has played a significant role, congratulations, whereas the men’s game fully justifies the chapter devoted to it here.

The aim of the book has been to match significant moments during the World Cup in pictures and words recorded at the time. You will find, combing through the pages, that not all the words are drawn from the archives of The Times or, on occasions, The Sunday Times. This is because some of the best-remembered moments did not earn the verbal treatment they deserved: take, for example, the wonderful try scored by Takudzwa Ngwenya, the American wing, against South Africa in a 2007 pool match, woefully overlooked in most newspaper columns but replayed many times on screen.

So words that accompany some pictures have been written during the book’s production, with the author’s name at the end. You may find some stylistic anomalies (though consistency has been sought where possible) which reflect the paper’s own changing style. Another example: in 1987 it was customary in match reports to refer only to a player’s surname, unless one individual so dominated proceedings that they became the introductory paragraph.

When a writer was working abroad, their report would be by-lined ‘from’ as opposed to ‘by’ when working within Britain. Many of these apparent quirks have been retained for greater authenticity. Various archive reports contain ellipses, indicating where some paragraphs have been omitted so that the best description of the moment in question can be reached. The Women’s World Cup of 2021 was held a year later because of the Covid-19 pandemic but its official year remains 2021.

Inevitably there is a degree of subjectivity in selecting the best moments and it would be amazing if some readers did not leap from their seats uttering the words “but what about…?” That, though, is what the best bar-room debates are all about. All I can say is that, for the most part, I was lucky enough to be there.
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THE WINNERS

[image: 2007 Percy Montgomery holds aloft the Webb Ellis Cup as South Africa celebrate their victory over England in the 2007 final in France.]
2007 Percy Montgomery holds aloft the Webb Ellis Cup as South Africa celebrate their victory over England in the 2007 final in France.
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Captain Kirk boldly goes

New Zealand and Australia 1987

New Zealand 29 France 9

20 June 1987

Eden Park, Auckland

Final

Every picture tells a story, they say, and this one is particularly poignant. New Zealand, captained by the scrum half, David Kirk, have just become the first holders of the William Webb Ellis Cup. But Kirk shares the moment with Andy Dalton, the hooker appointed to lead the All Blacks in the inaugural World Cup but who did not play a single second in the tournament.

Dalton, who won 15 of his 17 games as captain between 1982-5, made waves when northern-hemisphere countries arrived in New Zealand and their players saw him advertising farming equipment on television. No mention of rugby, of course, this being a strictly amateur era but the game being followed so avidly in the Land of the Long White Cloud, nearly every viewer knew who Dalton was.

Visitors may reasonably have wondered whether Dalton was advertising for fun but the authorities had given their consent. However Dalton never added to his 35 caps: a hamstring damaged in training before the tournament began prevented him from playing and though he remained part of the squad, he could only watch as the young Sean Fitzpatrick cemented his place in the All Blacks front row.

DAVID HANDS

[image: David Kirk (left) receives the congratulations of Andy Dalton who, in other circumstances, would have been lifting the trophy himself.]
David Kirk (left) receives the congratulations of Andy Dalton who, in other circumstances, would have been lifting the trophy himself.
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Americans state their case

Wales 1991

England 6 USA 19

14 April 1991

Cardiff Arms Park, Cardiff

Final

The inaugural Women’s World Cup was held on a shoestring in Wales thanks to the efforts of four members of the Richmond club from London – Deborah Griffin, Sue Dorrington, Alice D Cooper and Mary Forsyth – all of whom were inducted into World Rugby’s hall of fame in 2022. They received virtually no support from the authorities in the men’s game, who were more concerned with running the second edition of their own World Cup later in the year.

Twelve countries took part, of whom England, France and the USA were the most experienced though internationals for women had begun only nine years earlier (between the Netherlands and France). Played largely on club grounds in and around Cardiff, the final brought together England, winners over France in the semi-finals, and the USA, who beat New Zealand in the penultimate round.

In the final, the Americans elected to demote Barbara Bond, their captain, to the replacements and gave the leadership to Mary Sullivan, the full back. Though England led with a penalty try converted by Gill Burns, in the second half the USA romped away, scoring tries through the flanker, Claire Godwin (two), and the scrum half, Patty Connell.

DAVID HANDS

[image: Tam Breckenridge, the US lock, gets the ball back against England.]
Tam Breckenridge, the US lock, gets the ball back against England.
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