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Foreword

In rugby, as in other domains, the great and the small of history often merged to create moments that left their mark on people’s minds.

During discussions between Rugger enthusiasts, I’ve noticed that many don’t know, or have forgotten, the ins and outs of certain famous episodes. As the years go by, images become foggy, souvenirs become muddled and memories fade.

What’s more, certain players, facts and anecdotes have mysteriously, and unjustly, fallen into oblivion.

Without claiming to be exhaustive, but providing as much detail as possible, the stories that follow attempt to remedy this. These 32 articles are independent of each other and can be read in any order.

For younger readers who have not lived through these periods, I have taken great pleasure in describing the context in which each situation took place. It’s important to bring these moments, these records, these scandals and these people with exceptional careers to the attention of as many enthusiasts as possible. Not to hammer home the point that ‘it was better before’, but so that we don’t forget that rugby was before being.

This publication is the fruit of extensive documentation and cross-referencing of information from a variety of sources. And because we have to give credit where credit is due, I would like to thank them by quoting them below:

20minutes.fr (website)

Actu.fr (website)

BBC (website)

BFM (website)

Benchmark: Life, laughter and the law (book) O. Popplewell

Boudulemag.com (website)

Branchezrugby.fr (website)

Businesslive.co.za (website)

Classic-Wallabies (website)

Courrier International (website)

Eden Park

Enquête Faits Divers (Youtube channel)

ESPN.co.uk (website)

FFR.fr (website)

France24.com (website)

France 3 Occitanie (website)

Huffingtonpost (website and newspaper)

Inews.com (website)

IOL (website)

La Depêche (website and newspaper)

Le Figaro (website and newspaper)

La Montagne (website and newspaper)

Le journal de Saône et Loire (website)

Le Monde (website and newspaper)

Le Parisien (website and newspaper)

L’Equipe (website and newspaper)

Libération (website and newspaper)

Midi Olympique (website and newspaper)

Nzherald.co.nz (website and newspaper)

OpenEdition Books (website)

RMC (website)

Ruck n’maul (blog)

RugbyBack (Youtube channel)

Rugbyrama (website)

Rugbyrocks (website)

Rugby365 (website)

South China Morning Post (website and newspaper)

Sport24.co.za (website)

Sporting-heroes.net (website)

Sport 24 Le Figaro (website)

Stuff.co.nz (website)

Sud Ouest (website)

Surlatouche.fr (website)

The Daily Telegraph (website and newspaper)

The Guardian (website and newspaper)

The Independent (website and newspaper)

Thesouthafrican (website)

The Irish Time (website and newspaper)

The Sidney Morning Herald (website and newspaper)

The Times (website and newspaper)

The42.ie (website)

Wales Online (website)

Wikipedia (website)

Worldrugbycup.com (website)
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Rugby and Revolution

The qualities of team spirit, tenacity and commitment are as common to rugby players as they are to warriors who win major battles. So it’s not surprising to learn that Ernesto Che Guevara, the man who carried off several popular revolutions in South America, was also an outstanding wing three-quarter. Was he a revolutionary who played rugby or a rugbyman who led the revolt?

Ernesto Guevara de la Serna was born in 1928 in Rosario, Argentina, into a fairly well-to-do family. When he was just two years old, doctors diagnosed Ernesto with severe asthma. Over the next two years, they administered a number of treatments to cure his chronic ailment, but to no avail. The Guevara family was then advised to move to a region with a less polluted atmosphere. The family settled temporarily in Cordoba, in the centre-north of the country.

According to the principles of the Argentinian upper class, a healthy mind can only develop in a healthy body.

Growing up, Ernesto tried his hand at many sporting activities, such as hiking, football (as a goalkeeper), swimming and golf. But it was his lifelong friend Alberto Granado, who would accompany him on his future tribulations, who introduced him to rugby.

At the age of 14, Guevara showed an interest in the oval ball. Stunted in appearance, and more than ever plagued by violent asthma attacks, the local teams refused to play him. Determined, Ernesto asked his friend Tomas Granado to put him in touch with his brother Alberto, who played for and coached Estudiantes de Cordoba.

‘I want to play rugby’, exclaimed Guevara to Alberto Granado, 6 years his senior, during their conversation. At first hesitant, then caught up by his personal story, the man who played number 9 in the Estudiantes de Cordoba’s first team finally agreed to take the future Che under his wing. ‘As I, too, had suffered discrimination because I was skinny and short-legged, I said to him: ‘I’m going to teach you’. And he learned.’

Introduced to the oval ball, Ernesto quickly earned his place in the Estudiante’s first team on the left wing. He first attracted attention for his habit of taking a dose of Ventolin every 15 minutes, then returning to his position as if nothing had happened. But it is really his rugby skills that most impressed his team-mates. ‘He was a talented, extremely intelligent lad,’ said Francisco Ventura, one of his playing partners.

Granado was equally effusive in his praise of his winger’s strengths: ‘He had an excellent tackle, at elbow height. Fuser’s will to defend was terrible.’ The nickname ‘Fuser’ was quickly given to Ernesto. It’s a contraction of Furibundo de la Serna (Furious Serna). Anecdotally, Fuser is also the name of a set play developed by the two partners in crime, Guevara and Granado: ‘When I called out “Fuser” at the scrum exit, close to the opposition goal line, it meant that I was going to fake the pass on the open side, but in fact pass the ball between my legs to Ernesto, who had come to the axis of the scrum. He scored a lot of tries that way,’ recalled the former No 9. And he added: ‘He would try crazy things, always knowing what he was doing and where he was going. He never lost a ball, so to speak.’

In 1947, the Guevara family moved to Buenos Aires, the Argentinian capital. Ernesto started studying medicine there. While he flourished in various fields, such as photography, reading and writing, his heart remained devoted to rugby. So it was only natural that he joined the San Isidro Club, presided over by his uncle, Martinez Castro.

His father’s reluctance to take up the sport, backed up by the doctors, was a thorn in his side. Although admiring, the Guevara patriarch, concerned to see his son organized such a ‘violent and exhausting’ sport, tried to make him see reason. ‘The doctors told me that this sport was almost suicidal for my son, that his heart couldn’t take it. One day, I told him so, and he replied: ‘Dad, I love rugby, and even if I have to die playing it, I’m going to keep on doing it.’ Faced with such stubbornness, I decided to use other methods.’

Guevara’s father then went to his brother-in-law, the president of the San Isidro Club, and managed to get his son excluded from the team. Disgusted and furious, Ernesto defied the patriarchal interdict and joined a neighbouring club, Ypora Rugby Club. He briefly played there before joining the Atalaya Polo Club.

Legend has it that Che, the leader of revolutions, played scrum-half, the ideal position for leading men. In reality, ‘he was more of a centre three-quarter’, recalled a former team-mate, Diégo Bonadeo. Because of his snub nose, his fierce fighting spirit and his deliberately unkempt style, Ernesto Guevara found himself saddled with a new nickname in those years: El Chancho (The Pig).

On 28 August and 4 September 1949, Guevara, father and son, accompanied by Alberto Granado, attended the matches between the Argentine national team and the French XV. Led by René Crabos, the latter crossed the equator for the first time. Les Bleus was caught by surprise by a resilient and combative local team, who only lost 5-0, then 12-3. Ernesto Guevara was also pleasantly surprised. More than that, he was thrilled. He loved the clash of styles between the Argentinian forward’s play and the spread game played by the French.

Described as a ‘beautiful game’, the French style was highlighted in articles published in 1951 in the weekly magazine Tackle, Argentina’s first rugby magazine. The articles were written by a certain Chancho, who shortly afterwards changed his author’s name to Chang-Cho.

It turns out that Chang-Cho was none other than Guevara himself, who co-founded Tackle. The magazine, whose original copies are now worth a fortune, published just 11 issues between 5 May and 28 July 1951.

In the months that followed, Ernesto’s destiny would take a historic turn, this time earning him the undying nickname of Che. Diego Bonadeo recalled an anecdote that took place during the inter-university games, in which Guevara’s team was taking part: ‘One guy asked why Guevara wasn’t playing, and another replied: “He’s fighting a revolution in Panama”‘.

Che and his friend Granado were not in the field. They decided to get on a motorbike (a Norton 500), nicknamed Poderosa, and travel around South America. ‘It was because of our rugby friendship, this brotherhood of arms, that Ernesto and I set off together on an expedition to Venezuela’, recalled Alberto thirty years later. During this first trip, where they came into close contact with poverty, the first revolutionary ideas germinated in their minds.

The rest is part of the great history of the two men, recounted in the notebook ‘Notas de viaje’, which has served as the basis for many films on the legend of Che.

Ernesto Guevara’s destiny and ideological adventure then took him to Cuba, where he took part in Fidel Castro’s rise to power. During these years, he was forced to quench his thirst for sport by playing baseball, as rugby culture was non-existent on the island. However, he still had vivid memories of playing rugby. ‘When I saw him in Cuba before he left for his destiny in Bolivia, we used to talk about our youth. Above all, it had a name: rugby’, declared Alberto Granado in 1987. The latter settled in Cuba following the revolution. He would become a biochemist and would found the medical school of Santiago de Cuba.

Granado himself remained convinced that rugby played a major role in the fate of the man he knew as a frail pre-adolescent and who went on to become the famous Che: ‘He had courage, pugnacity, tenacity, willpower, all the qualities that real men possess. Rugby enabled him to develop them and make him more self-confident.’
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11 February 2007: Rugby at Croke Park!

On 11th February 2007, Ireland hosted France on day 2 of the 6 Nations Championship (France won 17-20). With Dublin’s legendary Lansdowne Road stadium under renovation, the match was being played at Croke Park. It was a historic day, as the stadium had not seen a rugby match for almost a hundred years. This was not a question of capacity or any other standard but rather of a wound that the Irish were carrying with them for almost a century.

21st November 1920. At the height of the Irish War of Independence, the IRA (Irish Republican Army), under the command of Michael Collins, simultaneously assassinated 14 British agents or informers and wounded 6 others.

On the same day, a Gaelic football match between Dublin and Tipperary was held at Croke Park. 15,000 people were packed into the stadium, delighted to see the spectacle that was about to take place. But just as the teams were taking to the field, British auxiliary troops entered the arena, claiming to have located some of the perpetrators of the killings that had taken place that morning.

According to initial reports at the time, the British then came under fire. They spotted their assailants, allegedly armed with revolvers, scattered around the stands. Their response was immediate: they fired into the crowd. The result: 14 people were killed and nearly 65 injured. The victims included 2 children aged 10 and 11, as well as a player present on the pitch, Michael Hogan.

An enquiry was opened. No revolver was found at the scene. Then, after some thought, the British soldiers doubted whether they had been attacked with firearms. It soon transpired that the massacre was nothing more than a reprisal against the local population. Nothing more than blind revenge in response to the murders of the British agents.

This day has since been given the evocative name of Bloody Sunday, not to be confused with another fateful day of the same name (on 30th January 1972, the British army also opened fire on the population of Derry in Northern Ireland).

By 1920, Croke Park had already not hosted a rugby match for almost fifteen years. After the events of 21st November, the GAA, the Irish Gaelic Football Association, which owns the arena, decided that the grass would only be used for Gaelic football matches. This means that no British sports such as rugby or football could be played there.

It was not until over 100 years later, and almost 87 years after Bloody Sunday, that rugby made its return to Croke Park. French hooker Raphaël Ibanez scored the first try of the match. After the match, he declared with great distinction: ‘Am I the first to score at Croke Park? I would have preferred it to be an Irishman who did it.’
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Samoa: Additional time for stoppages!

Famous for his devastating tackles, which earned him the nickname of ‘The Chiropractor’, Samoan winger or centre Brian Lima had a rich rugby journey. His nickname came from Gordon Hunter, his coach when he played for Otago: ‘Every time he (Brian) tackled someone, you could hear the crack of a bone being put back into place by his opponent!’ He took advantage of the turnaround brought about by the professionalisation of Rugger to fill his trophy cabinet and was a records holder for many years.

Born on 25th January 1972 in Apia, the capital of Samoa, Brian Pala Lima made his debut in top-level rugby in 1990, in his homeland, with the Marist Saint Joseph club. Powerful and uncompromising in defence, he foreshadowed the future development of the winger and centre three-quarter positions. In the years that followed, physical players would gradually overtake more modest stature. Immediately spotted by Su’a Peter Schuster, the executive director of the Samoan federation, he integrated the Manu Samoa squad, which was preparing for its first participation in a World Cup.

On 6th October 1991, the Samoan archipelago entered the first world competition in its history. At the age of 19 years and 255 days, winger Brian Lima became the youngest player ever to play in a World Cup. This record would not be beaten until 2007 by American Thretton Palamo. The Samoans, reputed to be difficult to play against, revealed themselves to the world of rugby. They brought with them their speciality: destructive chest tackles that bring their opponents to a screeching halt. Lima already excelled in this exercise, which would remain his trademark throughout his years at the highest level.

Led by their fiery spirit, the islanders first beat a Welsh team in a massive period of doubt. They then narrowly lost out to the Australians but went on to defeat the Argentinians. Their superb run came to an end in the quarter-final when they were beaten 28-6 by Scotland. During the tournament, the youngest winger ever to play in a World Cup scored twice.

Noticed by scouts, he joined Auckland in 1992 to play in the New Zealand Domestic Championship. Between 1992 and 1996, however, he kept his licence with his formative club, Marist Saint Joseph’s, which he rejoined when he was not playing in New Zealand.

In 1995, during the World Cup in South Africa, the specialists were eagerly awaiting the Polynesian archipelago’s players. They did not disappoint and, as expected, put on a great show. They lost in the quarter-final to eventual champions South Africa. Brian Lima, under close scrutiny, delivered a performance to match the occasion, with increasingly frenetic tackles and 2 tries scored.

In 1996, with the creation of the Super 12, history accelerated for the truculent Polynesian winger. He was selected to play for the Otago Highlanders, then for the Auckland Blues franchise in 1997 and 1998, with whom he won the Super 12 in 1997. In 1999, he was back with the Otago Highlanders, who reached the final of the flagship competition.

1999 was also the year of an important milestone for rugby: the fourth World Cup, which was played in France and the British Isles. At just 27, Lima was already contesting his third-world tournament! He ran 3 tries and helped Samoa beat Wales again in the group stage. Then the adventure stopped in the play-off against Scotland, once again.

After the world championships, The Chiropractor seized the opportunity to officiate in the northern hemisphere, accepting an offer from Stade Français. He would be part of the extended squad that won the Brennus Shield in 2000. However, failing to impose himself in the face of fierce competition, the Parisian club released him in 2001.

His European adventure continued in Wales with the Black and Whites of Swansea RFC. This was his chance to add a Welsh championship title to his list of honours.

As one season followed another, the 2003 World Cup loomed on the horizon. Having become a leader and symbol of the Samoan national team, Lima was naturally chosen to take part. Along with England’s Jason Leonard and Canada’s Al Charron, the Samoan equalled the record previously held by another Canadian, Gareth Rees; together, they formed the very select circle of players to have played in four World Cups. In top form against South Africa, he administered a huge tumbled tackle to fly-half Derick Hougaard, which remains etched in the memory and is still one of the most viewed tackle videos on the Net!

Manu Samoa struggled to get out of the group stage that year. Brian, on the other hand, returned to a Pacific island – Japan – by signing up with the Secom club. Observers assumed that he was quietly preparing for the end of his career. Not so!

After two high-profile appearances for the Pacific Islanders (a selection of the best Polynesian players), The Chiropractor was invited to join the southern hemisphere team in 2005. The team was formed for a charity match against a selection of northerners in aid of the victims of the 2004 tsunami. His remarkable performance attracted the attention of the province of Munster. With a shortage of three-quarters, the Irish offered him a 3-month trial. The Pacific deboner was back in the saddle for a major new challenge!

Unfortunately, fate dealt him a bad hand. He got injured as soon as he arrived in Ireland and would never play for Munster. Lima was certainly disappointed but in no way despondent, as his name found its way onto the shortlist of a number of other European clubs.

Bristol Bears won the negotiations and incorporated the bloodthirsty tackler into their ranks in 2005 for two seasons. Building on their excellent momentum, the English club disputed a Premiership semi-final in 2007, losing to Leicester.

Although he turned 35 in 2007, the versatile Samoan backward was still a key member of his national team. So it’s only natural that he should make history for a second time, becoming the first player to play in five World Cups. This time, he assured us, it would be the last! As the icing on the record cake, Brian Lima can also boast of having scored tries in four editions of the competition!

Unfortunately, just like a gangster’s last missed trick before going to retirement, things didn’t work out for the best. First of all, Samoa lost 59-7 to the Springboks. The second game against neighbours Tonga, whom they had crushed 50-3 in their warm-up match, ended in a 15-19 defeat. As a result, they would have to overturn England to have any hope of qualifying.

It was during this match against the Red Roses (lost 44-22) that Brian Lima’s international career would come to an unfortunate end. In the 42nd minute, England fly-half Wilkinson launched an attack inside Samoa’s 30 metres. He found himself up against The Chiropractor, who, as usual, aimed at his opponent’s plexus. But the target proved to be off, and Wilko was mowed down by a terrible tumbling stiff-arm tackle. Referee Alan Lewis awarded a penalty to the English side and gave a stern reprimand to the Samoan.

But the matter did not end there, and following the match, the Disciplinary Committee called Lima in for the dangerous tackle. For the player, who was very aggressive in defence but who had never shown any violent behaviour and who had never even been cited, the penalty fell like a knife: a 3-week suspension.

The final group match against the United States (won 25-21) was played without the emblematic Lima, depriving him of a fond farewell to the grass, a last hurrah in his beloved colours, and an exit worthy of a player of his standing. At the end of the World Cup, he withdrew from the game, as announced, simply because, as he puts it, ‘his body was showing him it was time to stop’.

After wearing the jersey of his national team for more than 17 years, Brian Lima’s record is unequivocal: 64 international caps – a national record – (remember that Samoa does not play major competitions every year), 29 tries scored, 5 World Cups contested and tries scored in 4 of these competitions. As for what can’t be quantified, he had an incalculable number of crash tackles distributed to his opponents all over the globe, as well as an almost divine aura within his national team.

What are the secrets of such longevity? The player himself humbly answered this question shortly after his retirement: ‘I was lucky to start young and to have been spared major injuries’.

Su’a Peter Schuster, the person who discovered ‘the man who made the Samoans so proud’, puts it another way: ‘His humility in the face of his success impressed me, and his commitment to his country can never be called into question. In the morning, while the other players are asleep, Brian goes for a run. And at the end of training, when the others return to the changing room, he sets himself some sprinting sessions.’ And Lilomaiava Taufusi Salesa, the great Samoan coach, adds: ‘There were a lot of good players, certainly better than Brian, but his commitment and desire to improve made him an extraordinary player.’

As a crowning point, Brian Lima was inducted into the IRB Hall of Fame in 2011. He is still one of the few members not from a major rugby nation.

There is just one cloud in the star-studded sky of Samoa’s most capped player. In 2014, he appeared in court for beating up his ex-wife, Sina, and threatening to kill people who tried to intervene. Although he faced up to seven years in prison, he was only sentenced to two years probation, with an obligation to undergo psychiatric treatment. And then nothing more. Back to near anonymity for The Chiropractor.

In 2015, his record of appearances at five World Cups was equalled by Italy’s Mauro Bergamasco and Romania’s Ovidiu Tonita (although Tonita did not play a single match in 1999).

In August 2020, Brian Lima returned to the limelight. He was appointed coach of his country’s 7-a-side rugby team, with the task of restoring a team in decline to its former glory. We can only hope that this undertaking will be crowned with success and that Dr Lima will be able to pass on his secrets of longevity and his gift for chiropractic to the young Samoan rugby team.
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1962: Béziers first European champion

When one thinks of the first European Club Cup, the 1995/96 edition of the Heineken Cup, won by Stade Toulousain, immediately springs to mind. However, long before that, in the 1960s, a European competition had been tried out under the aegis of FIRA. 4 FIRA European Champion Clubs’ Cups were held, and each of them saw a French club reach the final. However, only one of them brought home the trophy: AS Béziers.

In 1931, the French Rugby Federation was excluded from the 5 Nations Championship. The cause of the ban was violence during matches involving the French national team, as well as suspicions that amateurism, the golden rule of rugby at the time, was not being respected. As a result, all French teams were banned from playing against a nation belonging to the IRFB. The IRFB is an organisation created at the end of the 19th century that federates most of the major nations.

Under the impetus of France, FIRA (Fédération Internationale de Rugby Amateur) was formed in 1934. Its main mission was to promote and develop rugby in nations not affiliated with the IRFB. Initially made up of federations from European countries, including Germany, Italy, Belgium, Portugal, Romania and Holland, FIRA rapidly extended its influence. First in Europe, then around the world.

In 1961, the FIRA board decided that, as was the case in football for some years, a European competition should be held. In theory, it would bring together the European champion clubs of their respective countries. The idea has been rightly seen as a significant step forward in the promotion of rugby.

No sooner said than done. The first European Champion Clubs’ Cup was organised in 1962. The competition would be played entirely in Romania in the format of a tournament.

6 teams, some of which would make you smile at the moment, had accepted the invitation: the Belgians from SCA Bruxelles, the Germans from SV 08 Ricklingen, the Dutch from RC Hilversum, the Romanians from Grivita Bucarest and the Moroccans from ASPTT Rabat. France was represented by AS Béziers, led by Dedieu and Danos, winners of the Brennus Shield last season. The organisers were not averse to holding grudges, and some British clubs were also invited to take part. They all declined to take part in the competition on the grounds that such participation would breach the principle of non-professionalism. It’s clear that amateurism was no laughing matter in the British Isles!

On 24th June 1962, in a Dinamo stadium in Bucharest with a spectator turnout of some 20,000, AS Béziers beat local side Grivita 11-3 in the final. The Hérault rugby club thus became the first to win a European crown!

SU Agen, French champions in 1961/62, declined the invitation for the next edition for some unknown reason. Instead, FC Grenoble would represent France at the tournament. However, after losing the final, Grenoble was unable to join the Béziers team at the European champions’ table.

The following season would certainly be the most successful for the competition, which was expanding. Among others, it welcomed Italian club Rovigo and Czech side Spartak Prague. Grivita Bucharest, playing at home, shone by beating RUC Casablanca 27-0 in the quarter-finals, then TSV Victoria Linden (Hanover) 18-3 in the semi-finals. The Romanians were crowned champions against Mont-de-Marsan, the reigning French champions (winning the final 10-0). The match would not go the distance, as the referee decided to stop the game at the start of the second half. André Boniface, who was sent off and refused to leave the pitch, disqualified his team.

Despite some promising first editions, the future of the European Champion Clubs’ Cup looked bleak. Due to a lack of funds, it could not be held during the 1964/65 season. It did, however, return the following season, in a scaled-down version, for a last-ditch effort.

In what would be the last tournament, only 4 teams were competing, including SU Agen. A new feature was that the final, which pits Dinamo Bucharest against Agen, was being played over two legs (first and return matches).

SUA hosted the first leg at the Stade Armandie on 25 December 1966 on a pitch that turned into a real quagmire. With Michel Sitjar on fire and scoring 3 tries, the Frenches won 12-0 and began dreaming of becoming European champions.

The return match was to be played in Romania, and the stakes go far beyond sport. The current political regime had hijacked the event and was using it as a propaganda tool. Dinamo literally had no right to lose and would use any means necessary to achieve their goal.

In the week leading up to the final, Romanian coach Dumitru Ionescu was sent to France incognito to analyse in depth Agen’s game. Also, as fate would have it, the referee appointed to blow the whistle was Romanian.

The second part of this final took place on 9th June 1967 in Bucharest. The Agen team was caught in an ambush. The game was marred by violence and low blows. Lock Jacques Fort recalled: “During the first half, we stuck together, but after that, it became dangerous.”

Dinamo won 18-0 and remained the last reigning European champions until 1995. The European Champion Clubs’ Cup was never played again.

However, FIRA continued to expand its membership over the following decades before gradually coming under the authority of the International Rugby Board in the 1990s. Today, it continues to promote rugby by organising more modest competitions.

Admittedly, this first version of the European Cup did not last long and did not bring together all the top clubs (some of whom did not even play in Europe!). But, given the financial and material resources available at the time, holding it for 4 seasons was an exceptional achievement. It was the work of passionate, visionary people who wanted to promote and develop rugby across borders at a time when this was rarely done.
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Nobody is perfect

What do Irishmen Murphy O’Connor, Keith Wood, and Australian John Eales have in common?

All three played in the forward’s pack. Yes, but it doesn’t stop there. They also showed a liking for kicking game, an unusual skill for forwards. While Keith Wood excelled at probing kicks, O’Connor and Eales were real scorers, turning games on their feet. To this day, the Australian is the forward with the most points scored at both the national and international level.

Beyond that, John Eales literally sublimated the lock position. Exemplary as Captain Courage of the Wallabies, he won every title an Australian player could win. The Queensland giant had a perfect career in every aspect.

Born on 27th June 1970 in Brisbane, Australia, John Eales attended Marist College Ashgrove. Nature offered him a physique that predisposed him to sporting activities. In his youth, he played cricket at an excellent level. He also enjoyed playing rugby as a side sport.

His art studies, with a specialisation in psychology, led him to Queensland University. Initially, he still played cricket, but later gave up the sport to devote himself entirely to rugby.

In 1989, he signed for Brothers Old Boys, a club competing in the Queensland Championship. His height (2m – 6’7 inches) logically led him to play as a forward. He decides to settle into the second row.

His first season was brilliant and put the Eales star into orbit. In 1990, less than a year after joining the Brothers Old Boys, he was called up by the Queensland Reds, the selection of the province’s best players.

The recent retirement of Bill Campbell has left a vacancy in the Reds’ second row.

Fast, skilful, solid on impact and, above all, an outstanding jumper, Eales didn’t have to force his talent to make it his own. At just 20 years of age, observers were already predicting a glittering career for him. The sharp eye of England’s Paul Ackford immediately spotted the young Australian’s huge potential. Highlighting his athletic qualities, he declared that he had the ability to make space for himself in claustrophobic places.

The promising second-rower soon demonstrates that those who praised him were right. In July 1991, a month after his 21st birthday, coach Bob Dwyer threw him into the deep end. Australia thrashed a drifting Welsh side 63-6. Apart from a few shortcomings in the scrum and in his movement, John Eales produced a perfect copy. Muscular and skilful, he confirmed his excellent abilities as a jumper, catching 13 of the 20 balls won by his lineout.

The following week, the Wallabies, already in the running for the Bledisloe Cup, made short work of the English, who had won the Grand Slam a few months earlier. John outrageously dominated his opposite number, Martin Bayfield. Colin Meads, the legendary All Black, was blown away by the performance. He believed that Eales ‘could play anywhere and would be very good at it for the next ten years’. With this, the Australian had just earned his place at the 1991 World Cup.

The Wallabies were experiencing difficulties in finding the right fuel at the start of the World Cup. Bob Dwyer attempted to reshuffle his pack and decided to use Eales in number 8. After being stunned by Argentina and then struggling to overcome Samoa, the Australians hit the ground running against Wales in their final group match. John Eales returned to the second row, and with his mate Rod McCall, they won 28 of the 30 throws played! The rest was taken care of by two other living legends. Lynagh was precise in his goal attempts, while Campese set the game alight.

A thrilling quarter-final won over Ireland at Lansdowne Road, thanks to a last-minute try from Lynagh (again), finally cemented the Wallaby squad. A week later, against the All Blacks, it was Campese who sped up the match. England was the last team to face Australia in their quest for the Webb Ellis Cup. And Eales would be back in the news.

As usual, he was imperious in competing offlines and made a decisive defensive gesture. With his team leading 12-6, Lynagh lost the ball in his own 40. Guscott picked it up and made the overlap for Andrew. With the ball in his hands, the England fly-half is sailing dangerously into the 22. For a brief moment, the heart of the entire southern nation stopped beating. But suddenly, returning from over the hills and far away at full speed, John Eales administered a tackle from behind that stopped him dead in his tracks. Nothing would come of the offensive. Only a handful of minutes later, Derek Bevan blew the whistle for the end of the game. At the age of 21, the young Australian giant was bringing the world to its feet for the first time.

In 1992, following the success of the previous World Cup, the southern hemisphere resuscitated the Super 6, the forerunner of today’s Super Rugby, in which two Australian provinces, three New Zealand provinces and the Fiji national team are competing. Eales’ Queensland Reds won the competition, giving him his first major trophy with his province. Unfortunately, shortly afterwards, during the autumn tour, the lock suffers a serious shoulder injury against Llanelli.

After a full year away from the field, John dispelled any fears about his ability to resume playing at the highest level. With the Reds, he won the 1994 Super 10, a Super 6 made up of three South African teams and an additional New Zealand team. He also reappeared in green and gold. With his confidence restored and sharper than ever, he was ready to defend his crown at the next World Cup.

It was around this time that another quality of the prodigy player gradually emerged. Reds coach John Connolly noticed Eales’ extraordinary coordination of movement while observing him play cricket. The 45-metre drop-goal that Eales scored for his club Brothers shortly afterwards convinced his coach to give him the challenging role of goalscorer.

With the national team, he also tried his hand at penalty shots





































