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CHAPTER I

THE RUGBY WORLD CUP 

The history of a tournament

Rugby is a game of contradictions. It is a game that requires power and strength, but is controlled by a web of laws that can bewilder new players. It is a game that finds room for every size and shape, despite ever-increasing collisions and bulking frames. It is a game that demands a complete set of handling skills and footwork, but in which the most valuable player may not even touch the ball. It can necessitate a sledgehammer or a paintbrush. It can be won by the collective muscle of a forty-yard driving maul, or the wizardry of one magic individual. It is, after all, that ‘game for thugs played by gentlemen’: a sentiment which captures rugby’s punishing physicality yet acknowledges the profound respect that binds its players together.

For many, rugby has such an intoxicating appeal that the regular cycle of fixtures punctuates the annual calendar. The Six Nations introduces the arrival of spring. The turning of the autumn leaves means the November Tests are fast approaching. For players, the four-year cycle of a single World Cup tournament can become the defining landmark around which life is navigated. For a few, a single match can transcend the scoreboard and help write the story of their life in a way that could never be predicted. 

And so, time and again, the Rugby World Cup has proved for me. 

It is a unique and glorious competition that, with each four-year iteration, is proving more intoxicating in its drama, more global in its reach and more compelling in its storylines. If you know anyone involved in the professional game, you will know that life is lived in four-year chapters.

It is this tournament that drives the ebb and flow of the sport itself: the cycle of coaches, the retirement of players, the founding of fresh principles and playing strategy, the changing of laws and tactics, the building of new cultures and the recalibration of any country’s ambition. There is no equivalent sporting tournament that is as physically gladiatorial in its combat or in which its players are willing to put so much on the line for victory. 

The narrative around sport is riddled with cliché, but rugby is one game that truly earns the language and lexicon of battle. For the winning team, it is seven weeks of high-pressure endurance after years of preparation: an extraordinary assessment of physical resilience and mental aptitude. The ultimate test of leadership. 

And yet, the Rugby World Cup remains a tournament in its infancy. The game turned professional in the summer of 1995 and so we have only really witnessed six professional tournaments. The three tournaments from 1987 to 1995 were amateur in name and embryonic in their structure. Since the idea of a World Cup was first put forward, the game has evolved in so many exciting and innovative ways. Each tournament has marked the game’s tactical expansion and seen the emergence of new audiences. While the Olympic Games is built on a foundation of celebrated ancient history and a recognised global tradition, the Rugby World Cup has established itself only very recently as one of the world’s leading sports tournaments. 

I believe, and very much hope, it will grow further still. 

The beginnings 

The game was never going to be able to compete as a truly international spectacle – commercially or otherwise – without a stellar competition. Even though the Six Nations Championship was born in 1883, albeit in a very different format, it was almost a century before a global rugby competition was established. There were still political rumblings prior to the crucial IRB meeting in 1985, and it was South Africa’s decision to support the idea (despite knowing they could not compete for political reasons) that finally tipped the balance.

It is a tournament that has trod a familiar path around the world and has only recently established itself on new shores. The Japan tournament could – and should – catalyse the game to new levels. With greater attention from Asia and America, and more infrastructure for the talented but largely ignored Pacific Island nations, the commercial pull of rugby will surely result in still better players, better competition and better tournaments. 

The amateur tournament in 1987 was a very different occasion from the vibrant neon drama of the Japan World Cup thirty-two years later. For starters, there was no qualification process. Instead, the sixteen teams were made up of the seven nations of the International Rugby Board (what has since been renamed World Rugby) and the remaining slots were arranged by invitation only. 

That first World Cup boasted a cumulative worldwide audience of 300 million television viewers. It is evidence of the explosion of the game in the professional era that the modern World Cups now comfortably surpass global viewing figures of 4 billion, with more than 60 million people in Japan (half the country’s population) tuning in for their quarter-final defeat by South Africa. With gate receipts, broadcasting rights and sponsorship, the sport is reaching new levels and new audiences – something it will have to continue to do if it seeks to cement itself as a truly global sport. 

Reflecting now on that 1987 tournament, you get a sense of just how quickly the game has progressed in the subsequent decades. Physically, the players then bear little resemblance to the gargantuan specimens that squeeze into quick-dry Lycra shirts today. Yes, they were athletic, fit and supremely talented sportsmen, but the collisions and impacts, in both the tackle and the breakdown, did not generate the same force. The average rugby player in Japan was two stone heavier than their opposite man would have been in 1987. The games were less structured, and without the Television Match Official – such a familiar accompaniment to matches in the 2019 tournament – the players were less scrupulous when it came to tackle technique and rucking etiquette. 

That opening tournament featured many one-sided thrashings and it is in the game’s best interests that such imbalanced match-ups are diminishing every four years – even if there is still a disparity of resource and support that World Rugby needs to fix for the good of the game. Similarly, in an era before the rewarding of bonus points for close defeats (fewer than eight points) and prolific attacks (four or more tries scored), there was also less incentive for losing teams to keep fighting in scrappy fixtures. 

These were cherished occasions for those players involved, many of whom had to forfeit a mortgage payment just to make an appearance at the tournament or to pay for the flight and accommodation. If you needed an extension built, a new filling or help with a legal dispute, you just had to ask a team-mate! This was a time when players stayed on the field at half-time, with access only to water and oranges, and not even the captain was allowed to speak to the coach during a match.

But the path was soon laid for the global explosion of the modern game. 

1987 

Hosts: New Zealand and Australia 

Winners: New Zealand

I have never been the kind of person who worries about fate or destiny, but the Rugby World Cup has conjured up some unexpected symmetry in my life. 

In 1987, I was living in Manly, Sydney, and enjoying the Australian lifestyle when the inaugural Rugby World Cup tournament was launched. As I sat in the stands of the Concord Oval, watching England play their first ever World Cup fixture, I could never have predicted that I would return to those Antipodean shores exactly sixteen years later in charge of the England team and hell-bent on winning the trophy. 

The opponents that day in 1987 were Australia. The tournament came two years after my last game in the England team and I was now a local Sydney resident and playing for Manly Rugby Club. The match was being played in a small 20,000-seater stadium and, bearing in mind this was also the opening match for one of the host nations, I can remember feeling perplexed and infuriated that the stadium was not even full. The sport had not begun to recognise its own potential. For England’s second fixture, only 5,000 supporters attended, and the Japanese opposition that day were skilful – showing flashes of ambitious rugby – but unused to such powerful opposition. It is a sign of the game’s progress that such an unestablished rugby nation has now hosted a riveting World Cup tournament and become everyone’s second-favourite team. 

From each World Cup, I have learned valuable lessons that have shaped my understanding of leadership. 

Ahead of that first World Cup, I was in a position to offer insight and assistance. It surprised me that I did not hear from anyone involved in the coaching and playing team. By 1987, I had played for England more than twenty times, and been on two Lions tours as a player, but ahead of this first global tournament, nobody thought about asking me for information on opponents, tactics, logistics, accommodation – anything. I was only too willing to help. 

At the time, I was captaining Manly and playing against the likes of Eddie Jones and Michael Cheika at Randwick, who were as fierce and as uncompromising an opposition as you can probably imagine them to be. My club team-mates were in the Australian squad, yet nobody from the England set-up ever approached me. From a coaching perspective, it served as a valuable lesson to me about tapping into the insight available to you; about identifying the knowledge that is of most value and working out how to find it. 

In fact, in the end it was the Australians who tried to use me. Alan Jones, the Australia head coach, tried to persuade me to play for the Wallabies! I was playing some of my best rugby for Manly, because we played a quick, expansive, high-tempo brand of the game that suited both my ambition and strengths as a player. A few years earlier, Jones had watched me play a few games for the club and went home to check over the regulations to see if I could qualify for Australia on residency grounds. I ended up going to an Australia training session in Sydney. It was a bizarre feeling. It is not often that an Australian sportsman is rendered mute, but the sight of me warming up alongside the likes of Nick Farr-Jones, Michael Lynagh and David Campese was enough to silence the lot of them. 

My other striking memory of that tournament is the celebrated Serge Blanco try against Australia in the semi-finals. I was sitting low down in the corner of the stands with Blanco running right at me and I was within diving distance of the mud where he finally touched down. It was an extraordinary run of play, distinguished by frenetic but skilful French passing, with running lines in every direction and no structure behind the attack. I think just about every player in the team must have passed, popped or offloaded the ball at one point in that attack. It was a magnificent try to watch at first hand, and so typically French in its chaotic beauty. Nobody knew what was going to happen next, certainly not the French players! 

But it was ultimately no surprise when New Zealand won that inaugural World Cup. The team of that era included legendary players of the 1980s, led nominally by captain David Kirk, but in a side consisting of the likes of Sean Fitzpatrick, John Kirwan, Grant Fox and Michael Jones. It would lay the foundation for New Zealand’s dominance of the modern game and a remarkable run of success. 

From that team I learned that World Cup champions need to possess a range of attacking weapons: to be able to choke an opponent out of a game with set-piece dominance and pressure, but strike with skill and precision when the time is right. 

1991

Hosts: Home Nations and France 

Winners: Australia 

Four years later, I learned another important lesson from the 1991 Rugby World Cup. There are England players still haunted by that tournament. The memory can still reduce them to tears. 

The pool matches had been defined by England’s dominant pack up front, and they had utilised that advantage right up until the final, muscling their way past France and then Scotland in the knockout stages. England were too big and too powerful for any other side. The forward pack was amazing, not only dominant in the set piece, but a real engine around the pitch, supported by good kicking half-backs who could control a game comfortably, especially in terms of territory. 

But then – to their infamous cost – they responded to David Campese’s teasing mockery. 

Campese was a mercurial, maverick player who could ghost a defence with a step and a turn of pace – but he was just as quick with his tongue. In the week before the final, he gave an interview in which, among plenty of other things, he said: ‘I wouldn’t play for England even if you paid me. Playing that sort of boring stuff is a good way to destroy the image of the game. They’re all so scared of losing over here, they won’t try anything.’

His words hit home. England came out for the final and tried to play like Australia; Australia came out and played like England. The team had allowed Campese’s acerbic soundbites to shift both their mindset and their game plan. They decided to go out and show the world that they could play a fifteen-man game and take on all-singing, all-dancing Australia. 

It was a huge lesson for me from a coaching point of view: a lesson in ignoring the soundbites amplified by the media (which is only more relevant in modern World Cups with social media and 24/7 online news); a lesson in staying true to your established playing principles; a lesson in obeying reason not emotion, recognising whose opinions to value and whose to ignore. 

Watching that final, I could not believe my eyes. You play to your strengths. You don’t get wound up by nonsense. 

1995 

Hosts: South Africa 

Winners: South Africa 

On rare occasions, we are privileged enough to witness first-hand sport’s capacity to act as an agent for change and the 1995 World Cup will forever be remembered – and cherished – as the tournament that offered some healing and unity to what was a fractured Rainbow Nation. 

The Springbok logo had long been viewed as a badge of segregation, but South Africa’s task was to find unity among division, regardless of colour, creed and politics. Up until that tournament, South Africa had never played a minute of World Cup rugby because of the ban imposed on them during the apartheid era. While I am usually nervous about mixing sport with politics, here was a tournament that genuinely acted as a force for good. 

The unforgettable images of Nelson Mandela climbing the stage in a Springbok jersey and presenting Francois Pienaar with the Webb Ellis trophy is one of the iconic sporting images of the twentieth century, capturing the power of sport to unite. It was a handshake that reverberated around the world, seen by millions who had never watched a game of rugby in their lives, as a political statement of solidarity. 

Interestingly, during the tournament, Pienaar and his side remained relatively oblivious to the political weight the tournament was carrying for the nation. He even said that he questions how the team would have coped if they had known what was happening at the time. That was a lesson for me, albeit in a very different context. Managing pressure was to become a core component of my leadership philosophies. In fact, I wanted to find ways not only to cope with pressure, but to thrive under pressure.

This was also the tournament that saw the emergence of Jonah Lomu as the first of a new breed of player, especially in the backline. He possessed a monstrous, hulking physique but had a turn of pace that put the fear of God into opponents (including England!). It is remarkable to think he had only just turned twenty-one (and an impressive 18 st 8 lb). In many respects, his impact on the game brought a revised focus on muscle bulk and explosive power. He scored four tries against England in the semi-final, his first after just seventy seconds, and his infamous wrecking-ball bulldozing of England’s defence was eye-watering to watch. 

From a coaching perspective, Lomu’s performances forced a rethink in tackle technique and defensive strategy. As more and more players took to the field boasting similar physiques over the next decade and beyond – 6 ft 5 in plus and more than 110 kg became normal for back-row players, and then normal for centres, too – the emergence of double-tackling as a whole-team defensive strategy became necessary. The two-man tackle would generally mean the inside man ‘chopping’ at the ankles of the ball-carrier, and the outside man hitting hard at ball height to arrest momentum and then compete for possession of the ball at the breakdown. England were caught trying to stop Lomu individually and … well, you’ve seen the footage. 

Rugby was also on the precipice of professionalism. You knew the game was never going to be the same again. 

1999 

Hosts: Wales

Winners: Australia

The 1999 World Cup was my first as England coach, but despite working as hard as we could to put ourselves in a strong position, the infrastructure of the RFU meant we took a ‘fingers crossed’ approach to the tournament. I had been England’s first professional head coach for two years, but I was not yet working in a professional environment. 

Selection is one of the essential responsibilities for the head coach, and for England’s defining pool match against New Zealand, I got it wrong. Jonny Wilkinson was already on the way to becoming one of the best players of a generation, but he had only just turned twenty and had played most of the season at centre. On reflection, selecting Paul Grayson at fly-half, and picking Wilkinson with Jeremy Guscott at the centre, would have given us the right blend of experience, stability and guile. It was a vital lesson for me to learn. World Cups are not a time for experimenting or developing players – as Australia and France learned in Japan – nor are they a time for sentiment.

I remember also that we matched New Zealand physically, but that we had so much to learn about establishing the right mindset. I then over-corrected my mistake by selecting Grayson at fly-half for the quarter-final but not picking Wilkinson at centre. It was another valuable lesson: how often in a Test match do you see a team compound an error by immediately making a second error, trying to ‘force a play’ or ‘fix the outcome’ rather than working through a process? 

The quarter-final defeat by South Africa was brutal, but the mitigating circumstances made me furious. South Africa had been waiting for us for nine days, while we had a single day to prepare after attritional, violent encounters with Tonga and Fiji. A Test match is a bruising occasion and players need appropriate – and equal – recovery time. This is something that World Rugby organised more fairly in 2019 (arguably one reason why so-called ‘tier-two’ nations enjoyed their most successful World Cup, with more victories, smaller losing margins and an Asian representative in the quarter-finals).

In that 1999 quarter-final, South Africa fly-half Jannie de Beer kicked five drop goals against us in one game. It certainly ensured we recognised the value of that tactic in keeping the scoreboard ticking over and tightening a grip to control a close match. I would remember that lesson, too … 

Australia would, of course, go on to win the tournament. Their captain, John Eales, offered a masterclass in communication with the referee during the final, making clear to Andre Watson that he was genuinely worried for the safety of his players because of gouging by the French opposition and that he was willing to walk them off if he felt they were not being protected. By 2003, when Watson would once again referee the World Cup final, our strategy was that Martin Johnson would not speak to the referee at all. Watson was an authoritarian figure who did not like bigger players standing over him, so we used Matt Dawson, masterful communicator that he was, to manage much of that referee dialogue and he did it brilliantly. 

My final lesson from that tournament concerned strength and conditioning. We were blown away by New Zealand and South Africa because they were physically better prepared: more powerful and more athletic, especially in the last twenty minutes of matches. I knew we had to match their size and power, but to do so in a way that would never jeopardise our mobility as a team. I wanted power players who were aerobically fitter than any other team on the planet. 

I knew I had approximately fifty matches between World Cup cycles to get things right next time. 

2003 

Hosts: Australia 

Winners: England 

Flying to Perth on 2 October 2003, everyone on the plane knew that this was a very different World Cup. In fact, it was a unique World Cup for an English sports team: we were number one in the world rankings and favourites with the bookmakers. Such acclaim brings a different set of pressures. But, as the next chapter will tell, we had prepared for this, all the way up to a right-footed drop goal by a left-footed fly-half in the dying seconds of the final … 

2007 

Hosts: France 

Winners: South Africa 

England were beaten 36–0 in their pool match against South Africa – and then narrowly lost to the same opponents in the final six weeks later. It was not a pretty World Cup campaign, but an impressive one in terms of siege mentality. At times it felt like sheer bloody-mindedness – the collective will of players like Lawrence Dallaglio, Phil Vickery, Jonny Wilkinson and Josh Lewsey – driving them to the final. Their mindset on match day was simply to front up and wrestle victory. 

England’s set piece was phenomenal, especially their bludgeoning scrum, and the game was being refereed at this World Cup in a way that favoured strong set-piece dominance. It was difficult to compete for turnover ball, and so a reliable set piece brought security of possession. 

It is the aftermath of the 2007 World Cup, however, that offers the most significant lesson in terms of leadership and building a winning culture. 

The other story of the tournament was the unpredictable French team stunning the All Blacks for a second time in a World Cup. They were 13–3 down in the quarter-final, but they came back to win 20–18 – including ‘that’ forward pass, which became a source of national mourning in New Zealand. Exiting at the quarter-final stage is unacceptable for the All Blacks and it remains their worst ever showing at a World Cup tournament. Worse still, having won the inaugural tournament, they had not lifted the trophy for twenty years. 

But what they did next transformed New Zealand rugby in the modern era and re-established their sustained dominance in the game (as well as their World Cup record). They launched an uncompromising review of their entire structure and culture as an organisation. It was forthright and unapologetic and it rooted out the issues that had seeped into their high-performance culture: complacency, arrogance, laziness. In light of its findings, they rewrote their standards and expectations at every echelon of the game, from backroom support staff to player behaviour, and they transformed their performances on and off the pitch. 

The rules they wrote were accountable and binding, and they started to win World Cups again …

2011 

Hosts: New Zealand

Winners: New Zealand 

From a New Zealand perspective, this victorious tournament in front of adoring home support embodied their rebirth after the inquisition of 2007, and the unfortunate habit they seemed to have developed of peaking between World Cup tournaments, rather than for them. Their re-emergence to dominate the global game came because they modified their culture and set new standards of performance behaviours. The strength of this culture was evidenced by the way they lost Dan Carter – the poster boy of the tournament and one of the most gifted players of his generation – yet the team’s record remained unblemished. 

Ireland’s ‘choke’ tackle – in which a defender would surround and suffocate an attacker, keeping them on their feet and enforcing a maul and, ultimately, a turnover – became the defensive innovation of the tournament, while Wales lost their semi-final against France by a single point after Sam Warburton’s sending-off for a tip-tackle. History was rewritten in 2019, when France had Sébastien Vahaamahina sent off for a maddeningly self-defeating violent elbow on the chin of back row Aaron Wainwright, and it was Wales who won the knockout game by a point.

From an England perspective, it was a dreadful tournament and, from a personal perspective, it was a source of great pain watching it all happen to Martin Johnson. He remains one of the most revered and respected players in the history of the game – let alone English rugby – but he endured a torrid tournament as head coach. He was not given the chance to build sufficient experience – nor did he have the support – to manage an extremely challenging set of circumstances. 

Johnson was a dream to coach: he trained hard, then went to bed, on repeat. He was so meticulously brilliant in his attitude and preparation, his only mistake was assuming that everyone else around him would do the same. 

2015 

Hosts: England

Winners: New Zealand 

After six years of working with the British Olympic Association and Team GB in the build-up to the London Olympics of 2012, I knew full well the pressures that a home tournament can bring. While home support can help carry a nation – as we saw so spectacularly in Japan – it can also suffocate. Sadly, at this tournament, England earned a unique record in World Cup history, becoming the only host nation to fail to qualify from their pool.

The England team of 2015 possessed some seriously talented players who would go on to demonstrate in Japan the quality of rugby they were capable of producing. But the whole set-up in 2015 seemed too conservative and inflexible. Without adapting to their opponent, they appeared to use the same tactical blueprint for every game. Flexibility is key and England lacked this vital asset. 

But it was not just a poor World Cup from England’s perspective: not a single northern-hemisphere team were left in the tournament after the quarter-finals. Thankfully, we were to see a better showing in 2019. 

The most treasured moment from the 2015 World Cup was Japan’s ‘rope-a-dope’ 34–32 victory over South Africa, since branded ‘The Miracle of Brighton’ and turned into a movie. It was one of the great tournament upsets, as unexpected as Western Samoa’s 16–13 victory over Wales – in Wales – in 1991, but much more spectacular in its dramatic conclusion. Karne Hesketh crossed in the final seconds of the game against the two-time champions to register Japan’s first World Cup victory for twenty-four years. They played such a fast and ferocious brand of rugby, showing the world the dynamic, expansive, eye-catching team that Eddie Jones had helped them become before Jamie Joseph would develop them further still for the next World Cup. 

And then, of course, there was that tournament in Japan …
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