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Foreword

‘Who’d be a referee?’

How many times have I stood on the terraces of club grounds all over the country or sat in the stand or press box at the highest level of the game and wondered why, with so much abuse being hurled at the person wielding the whistle in the centre of the action, would you bother.

Thankfully, there’s a magnificent cohort of men and women who enable our great game to function every weekend by putting their hands up and taking responsibility for keeping law and order in one of the most complex sports to adjudicate on.

Even after fifty years of active involvement in rugby, be it on the field of play or sitting in the press or commentary box, I still come across situations that cause confusion, with the continual tweaking of the laws and the varying interpretation of those laws from one hemisphere to the other.

I write the foreword to this excellent insight on the game – produced courtesy of not only a great Irish referee but an outstanding administrator who made a profound impact on rugby on the global stage – having just returned from Ireland’s historic series-winning tour of New Zealand in the summer of 2022.

Never has top-level rugby been more difficult or challenging for our referees, as evidenced by an alarming series of blunders made, on and off the field, in Ireland’s historic first ever win over the All Blacks on opposition soil, in Dunedin in a chaotic second test.

At one stage New Zealand should have been reduced to 12 players due to a sequence of incidents that led to a yellow and a red card being issued to both New Zealand tight-head props in the space of a few minutes, eventually leading to a period of uncontested scrums.

New Zealand’s most influential forward, Ardie Savea, temporally withdrawn to facilitate the introduction of a front row replacement, should have been allowed back on the field on the completion of the yellow card and the recommencement of contested scrums, but was refused by the fourth official.

Chaos ensued, with nobody really sure what was happening. No wonder one highly respected referee I met on my journey home felt completely exposed and let down by those in charge at the very highest levels.

When the game turned professional in 1995, having just called time on an outstanding career as a top-class international referee, Owen Doyle stepped forward and took on the newly created role of director of referees with the IRFU.

With a blank canvas and a minute budget, Doyle led the way in devising a world-class programme designed to not only produce officials for the domestic game in Ireland but referees capable of reaching the pinnacle of their profession and establishing themselves at the very top of the international game.

In his 20 years at the helm of Irish rugby’s refereeing department, the IRFU’s model became best in class, with outstanding officials such as Alan Lewis, Donal Courtney, Helen O’Reilly, Joy Neville, George Clancy and Johnny Lacey all making their mark on the international stage.

Perhaps Owen’s greatest success was in persuading former Irish international scrum half Alain Rolland to make the transition from international player to referee. When Rolland was given the ultimate honour of refereeing the 2007 World Cup final at the Stade de France in Paris between South Africa and England, Doyle was entitled to sit back and reflect on a job well done.

As a referee, Owen Doyle carried huge respect during my time as a player, up there with the very best in a long line of quality Irish international officials. Owen had presence on the field, something hugely important for the man with the whistle. Sometimes, just a look from him was sufficient to remind you who was in charge.

He wasn’t short of a word either in the midst of battle. I remember one of my early games as a budding second row, playing for UCC against Blackrock in Stradbrook when, after a lineout, Doyle addressed me as I ran across the field. ‘Let the real jumpers jump,’ he said.

I was marking someone that day who was openly being tipped for Leinster and possibly Irish honours in the future. I was also beginning to attract the interest of the Munster selectors at the time and, as someone who prided myself on my athletic ability, was taken aback by Doyle’s comment.

It registered, and spurred me into action. As I proceeded to dominate my highly fancied opponent, I could see the smile on Doyle’s face as the game progressed. To this day, I’m not sure whether he was goading me or if he was serious.

About a decade later, when Munster drew with Ulster in Ravenhill in 1989, I was awarded a dubious try, under a pile of bodies, having taken a peel off the tail of the lineout. As I trotted back for the restart, Owen enquired, ‘You did get the ball down, didn’t you?’

‘Of course I did, Owen.’

Had a television match official been in place in Belfast that day, he might not have agreed.

That’s the challenge for the modern-day referee. With so much input from his two assistants, the TMOs and fourth official, their authority and decision-making is constantly under review. It has become an increasingly difficult job. That’s where common sense comes into play, and where people with the experience of Owen Doyle are sadly missed.

For me, the ground rules changed the day referees were ‘miked up’ for all to hear live on television. That addition has been brilliant in keeping the audience informed and up to speed with the reasons behind the various decisions but, in addition, the cult of the referee becoming a personality in their own right was created. The genie was out of the bottle. Let’s just say some could handle it better than others. The old adage that the best referees are the ones that go unnoticed over the course of the 80 minutes was thrown out the window straight away.

Arguably, Owen’s biggest contribution to rugby came during his time as director of referees with the IRFU, where he displayed an incredible ability to get things done. He brought organisation and professionalism to a newly established position, and oversaw a mentoring and coaching programme that saw the IRFU produce more international-standard rugby officials than any other country at that time.

Perhaps Doyle’s greatest achievement was his input into – and influence over – the proposed introduction of a series of law changes following a number of trial games conducted at Stellenbosch University in South Africa in 2006.

Backed by the International Rugby Board, these trials resulted in the creation of 24 experimental law variations – ELVs as they became known – to be road-tested in both hemispheres before being adopted into law.

Designed to make the game more free-flowing, and with huge support from Australia, whose own rugby union faced massive competition for bums on seats from a number of other professional sports, including rugby league, Australian Rules, soccer and cricket, some of the proposed changes would, in effect, get rid of the maul and de-power the scrum, and in doing so change the very fundamentals of the game.

Doyle led the charge in designing a reasoned and well-constructed case as to why several of these proposals would damage the game. With the strong backing of the RFU in England, the arguments put forward resulted in the major game-changing initiatives being rejected.

This excellent memoir reveals the background to some of those key decisions, it takes us behind the scenes of some of the most memorable games and tournaments, and offers a rare insight into how the role of the modern-day referee has evolved and is managed in the professional era.

The Ref’s Call is a compelling read and a valuable historical record on the development of rugby, both domestically and internationally, that will prove a valuable resource and reference point for journalists and supporters alike.

His vast experience and knowledge resonates through each and every chapter and, in doing so, Owen continues to serve the game that has shaped and influenced his life since his early days in schools rugby.

Donal Lenihan, August 2022




Chapter One

21 January 1984

Wales v Scotland, National Stadium, Cardiff Arms Park
(Opening day of that year’s Five Nations)

Suddenly, we were on our way. Nothing can prepare you for the roar that greeted the teams as they ran out into the great stadium that is Cardiff Arms Park. It was exhilarating and the anthems only added to the wonderful atmosphere. First, ‘Flower of Scotland’ and then the emotional rendition of ‘Mae Hen Wlad Fy Nhadau’, (‘Land of My Fathers’), passionately sung by a Welsh choir of thousands. There is no place on Earth quite like it.

I did not hear my own whistle as I got things started, the noise was so deafening, rolling out of the stands in thunderous waves, with Welsh hymns reverberating around the stadium. I remember shaking the whistle up against my ear to make sure the ‘pea’ was still there and that it was actually working. It was disorientating, even surreal, bringing the realisation that this was going to be one very new experience, despite everything I had done up until that moment.

As a young boy, sitting rapt with my father and brother in front of our black-and-white TV, I had always watched this moment in Cardiff, in total awe every year – and now here I was, slap bang in the middle of it, an international Test match. Perhaps my own part in the scene wasn’t exactly how I’d pictured it in my boyhood dreams, but it was, nonetheless, extraordinary.

• • •

It was the perfect drop kick. Textbook. Not until Jonny Wilkinson, Ronan O’Gara and Johnny Sexton came along to produce their own magic would that kick be equalled. The mighty Monsieur ‘Le Drop’ of that era – France’s Pierre Albaladejo – would have thoroughly approved.

My 10-year-old self watched in wonder as the ball sailed through the makeshift bamboo goalposts, imagining my kick was the one that would ensure an Ireland victory over England that day. Very quickly, though, my fascination turned to horror. The ball was still rising when it smashed through the single-glazed window of my father’s small home office. I dropped to my knees, waiting for the parental wrath which would surely follow.

But my father didn’t appear for some time. When he did, it was to look out at me through the window frame and calmly beckon to join him. I quickly obeyed, quaking inwardly. But while his desk and chair, which faced the window, were covered in splintered glass, with shards embedded in the chair and in the blotter pad, there he stood, unscathed and unbloodied. It seemed he had left the office just moments before to make a cup of tea, which was a huge relief and a luckier break than I usually got.

He knew that I understood just how lucky we both were, and that there was no need for harsh words. There was no anger or recrimination from him – instead, just a very unexpected question: ‘What foot did you kick that with?’ It had been my left, and that was the first time I realised that I could kick equally well with both feet, a skill which would later prove very useful on the pitch. It’s also probably the quid pro quo reason why I have two left hands when it comes to DIY.

Looking back now, I see that this incident was important in that it perfectly encapsulated a key part of my father’s philosophy in life, which he passed on to me and my siblings – that it was fine to make mistakes, as long as you used them as opportunities to learn or discover something new.

Every afternoon, hail, rain – which it was mostly – or even shine, Ireland would play an international rugby match in the back garden of that happy home in Dartry.

I contrived, all at once, to be the thirty players, the referee, and even the commentator, who was always the BBC’s Bill McLaren, ‘the voice of rugby’. Even then, I was certain that one day I’d pull on an Irish jersey, which I expected would have had the number 15 on its back. What I couldn’t have known was that 25 years later, McLaren would commentate on international matches in which I’d be wearing the green of Ireland, albeit a referee’s jersey.

My father, Eddie Doyle, was steeped in sports and a gifted athlete himself, though we had to find that out for ourselves over the years – he never spoke of, let alone boasted about, his own achievements.

He had played on the first two Belvedere College rugby teams to win the Leinster Schools Senior Cup in 1923 and 1924. After he left school, an All-Ireland Youth athletics gold medal was added to his accolades. Not to mention more long-distance swimming medals than you can imagine, including one for winning the 1931 Liffey swim – an annual event immortalised in the famous Jack Yeats painting showing the hordes of Dubliners who would line the banks of the river to cheer on those taking part. In fact, he had nearly won the race when he was only 12 years old, but, with quite a handsome lead, he sadly sank under O’Connell Bridge and had to be pulled out. Again, it was one of his friends who told me that, rather than him.

After playing for many years for Clontarf FC, Eddie took up some refereeing of his own, making it to interprovincial level before ultimately becoming president of the Association of Referees, Leinster Branch; and then finished his career in sports administration as president of the Branch.

In his mid-60s, he decided that he’d take up sailing, a sport in which my brother Ross excelled. Of course, simply pottering around Dublin bay wasn’t enough for him – he had to join a club so he could sail competitively. The average age of the beginners’ class in Dún Laoghaire is normally around 14, so that figure must have really been skewed the year Eddie joined. Typically, he insisted on throwing an end-of-term party for his classmates; fortunately, my mother was there to remind him that beer should not be served.

There was little that seemed beyond him, and after he passed away in 2007 (aged 90), we found photographs of him halfway up the Matterhorn and canoeing the Rhine – taken at a time when most Dubliners were wondering how to get to London. This summed up another important part of my father’s take on life – that it was okay to branch out and try new things, as long as you did it for the sheer joy of taking part and gave it your all.

My mother, Béatrice Pélissier – known as ‘Betty’ by family and friends – was also a colourful character with a very interesting background. Her father Edward Pélissier’s family had fled France during the infamous persecution of the Huguenots; her mother, Helen Mooney, was Irish. Tragically, my grandfather had been killed in a freak accident when my mother was still very young. He had just dropped the family off at a hotel near Blessington in County Wicklow, and was in the process of turning his car when it stalled on the railway tracks; it was too late for the driver of an approaching train to avoid the inevitable, fatal collision.

In time, my grandmother got married again – to Frank Collins, who worked in India with the British government. This meant that my mother had an unusual childhood with plenty of foreign travel. As well as making the return journey to India several times with her mother to see her stepfather – travelling from Dublin to Durban by boat and rail and then on to India by another sea voyage – she lived and was educated in exotic places that were continents away, including Karachi and Cape Town, with Wesley College her Irish alma mater. In all, the family moved house 18 times.

Betty was an upbeat, happy person who was never in bad form. She always encouraged our childhood enthusiasms – mine for rugby, Ross’s for sailing, my sisters Adrienne and Linda inherited her love for hockey – and didn’t seem to mind that our back garden had the appearance of an oft-used mudbath, while the neighbours’ lawns, rose bushes and shrubbery were manicured and immaculately laid out. It was all in the interests of my rugby career – like my father, she believed you should seize the day and give things your best shot.

As well as being a tolerant, fun-loving mother to us, Betty was very beautiful. It wasn’t a surprise for us to find out as children that she had once passed an initial screen test with MGM – though she had turned the follow-up down flat. I remember being quite miffed when I learned this – I felt my own Hollywood aspirations had never had the chance to get off the ground, because Betty had scuppered any helpful connections she could have made there.

‘Why on earth did you turn it down?’ I asked indignantly.

‘Oh, that’s easy,’ she replied at once, ‘it was because I’d met your dad.’

I never could accept that as a valid excuse – not until much later in my life anyway.

By the time I was in my teens, my father’s active days in sport were behind him. But he was still very much involved in the world of rugby, and had taken on some new, really interesting roles within the game. One of these was acting as liaison officer for incoming touring sides during the 1950s and ’60s – Avril Malan’s Springboks, Wilson Whineray’s All Blacks and John Thornett’s Wallabies.

It encompassed the time that the Wallabies had serious trouble in their second match of the 1966 tour, against Oxford University at Iffley Road, when their hooker Ross Cullen notoriously sank his teeth into the earlobe of Irishman Ollie Waldron. The condition of Waldron’s ear confirmed the worst and Cullen was despatched on the next available Sydney-bound flight, never to pull on his country’s jersey again.

The same year, Ireland recorded a famous victory against that Australian team, winning 15–8. In that match too, there was trouble, and Irish debutant Noel ‘Noisy’ Murphy was poleaxed by a very efficient Wallaby punch from Nick Shehadie who was later knighted and became mayor of Sydney. Neither accolade, I understand, was for the punch.

Murphy ended his career the way it had started when, in his final match in 1969, he was felled with one of the most infamous punches in Five Nations history. This time the perpetrator was Brian Price of Wales, who claimed that he had been provoked. The Scottish referee, Dougie McMahon, only awarded a penalty.

It all meant that my parents played host to a number of really fascinating and famous elite rugby men who came to our home for lunch or afternoon tea. The stories they told and the fun they were having persuaded me that, as well as playing for Ireland, I’d have to go on a Lions tour as well.

One of these visitors was a well-known Frenchman and, as my mother told us days in advance of his arrival, the owner of an extraordinarily large nose. She warned us again and again, almost continuously in fact, that when we met this man, we were on no account to stare or giggle at the nose, but instead to simply say ‘Hello’, shake his hand and leave the room immediately. When the big day finally came, we were ushered in to meet the man in question (his nose really was huge), and my mother announced, ‘Now, children, I’d like you to meet … Mr Nose.’

Fortunately, after a few moments of stunned silence, the house shook with laughter, and even Mr Nose joined in the fun. It was proof, if any was needed, that Betty’s charm could get her through the trickiest of situations! A few days later, I was happy to accept an increase in pocket money, in exchange for a promise to stop mimicking the famous introduction.

My father’s other rugby role was to look after all the referees who came to Dublin for Ireland’s home matches. They too came to our house and I learned that, contrary to popular opinion, these men were perfectly normal human beings.

One of the first to visit us was Welshman Gwynne Walters, very small of stature, but huge of heart. Always quietly spoken, his Welsh lilt was never raised, even when refereeing. He would insist on dancing with my mother; since she was about the same height as him, he said, this meant that he could look into her eyes as they waltzed around the living room to the music of Richard Strauss, scratching out from the old record player.

I’ll never forget one year he came to referee an Ireland v France match, which I was able to go and see. I was seated on the old touchline seats that existed then and, while the view wasn’t great, when play was nearby, you were almost part of the action yourself. The next day, Sunday, before returning home, Walters turned up unexpectedly at Dartry Road and handed me a French jersey. Then he was gone before a speechless boy could thank him.

Another intriguing visitor in those days was English referee Air Vice-Marshal ‘Larry’ Lamb. Lamb had had a long career in the RAF, including the final years of the Second World War, and was much admired for it. He was a very interesting character and, as his position demanded, was not lacking one iota of self-assurance. The stories of his flying days and of his post-war involvement in the Berlin Airlift never failed to fascinate me. He refereed several internationals at Lansdowne Road, once notably being unsighted for a glaring knock-on by Irish wing Eddie Grant, who went on to score. In those days, with no assistance on the sidelines or from a television match official (TMO), one split second of inattention could lead to an error of that kind. I doubt, though, if anyone had the nerve to bring it up with the air vice-marshal after the match. It was all part of rugby in those days.

In his ‘day job’, my father was a wine agent, as was his father before him. As such, he didn’t handle the goods, but instructed various producers to ship directly to his clients in Ireland, such as the Shelbourne Hotel. It’s amazing to think that in that era the hotel bought their generic Bordeaux wines in bulk, subsequently having them bottled by Mitchell & Son, who, to this day, are still a family concern, currently being run by its seventh generation.

As part of his work, Eddie would frequently travel to France to check out the quality of the wines, and his connections there were widespread, something I was to benefit from, both as a teenager and in later life. Every so often, my mother would go with him and these were trips they both loved. They’d also go to London together at least once a year, and, while it was business, it’s clear that the candlelit dinners and West End shows were the really enjoyable part of the experience.

Since both of my parents were widely travelled – particularly Betty, given her roving childhood – they were keen for me to experience other countries and cultures from an early age. Given my mother’s heritage and my father’s strong networks of business contacts who had become friends, France seemed like a good place to start. And so neither of them gave a second thought to putting me, alone, on a plane to Paris at the age of 12, suitably identified by a plastic-encased card hung around my neck – in case I got lost, I suppose. How those innocent times have changed; parents would probably be arrested for attempting the same thing today.

In Paris, I was met by Béatrice Lawton, the daughter of my father’s good friend Jean, and all of 15 years old at the time. Together, we took the overnight train to Bordeaux’s Gare St Jean, where the immense figure of her father was standing on the platform, waiting to meet us. Over the years, Jean would meet me many times on that platform. He became a sort of assistant-father to me, for which I felt very fortunate.

On that first trip, we immediately drove to the Lawtons’ summer house among the pines in Cap Ferret, with the Atlantic on one side of the peninsula and the Bassin d’Arcachon on the other. I spent a full month there, barely speaking – not a word of French would come out of my mouth. But I loved it. When I went back the following summer, it was a very pleasant surprise to realise that I quickly understood every word. Soon the words started to come too, and I was able to chat away in French.

Giving me the opportunity to learn a different language was another way my parents helped to set me up for the future – not only with my work in the wine trade when I decided to take over my father’s business, but in my role as an international referee. I was one of the few who was able to decipher what the players on the French XV were saying to each other during play, and who could converse with the captain and coach before or after a match. So much so that former England captain Will Carling would politely ask that I translate into English every word I uttered in French!

Jean Lawton had five daughters, no less, and after a few years of my annual visits, he and his wife Evelyn decided that I might be better off in the company of some boys of my own age. So they introduced me to a fellow wine merchant, Yves Hanappier, who had three sons, and I soon found myself on the other side of the Bassin d’Arcachon, in Le Moulleau.

Wonderful times followed, learning to sail in very warm climes and living in swimming shorts. When I was about 16, the singer Françoise Hardy came to town. I was instantly smitten when she smiled at me as we both stood in a queue to buy ice-creams – but just as quickly devastated when she hopped into a waiting vehicle that looked very much like a Ferrari, driven by someone who was also out of my league, which all seemed very unfair.

In those long school holidays, when I’d returned from my usual month-long sojourn in France, I’d rush to join the family who would spend the summer weeks on the beaches and in the seas of Ardamine and Poulshone in Wexford, where my parents rented a holiday home. It was actually more of a shack than a house, wonderfully primitive and situated in a hollow beside the beach.

We boated, swam, fished and kayaked, no matter the waves or the weather. It’s a mystery how we all survived. The kayaks were uncomfortable, so we’d sit on our lifejackets; and we were supplied with a tube of Bostik glue, a few old ice-pop sticks for spreading the stuff and some squares of canvas. Whenever necessary, and that was often, we’d have to head swiftly for land or kayak-surf into Courtown Harbour to carry out much-needed running repairs.

I remember clearly how, when he was about 11, Ross fixed a makeshift sail to one of the kayaks, and promptly shot across the bay and past Roney Rock. My father luckily managed to intercept him just before he disappeared from view, with the Azores probably being the next stopping point. The young sailor, always much braver than I was, was very disappointed to be towed home.

There’s a lot of coastal erosion along that Wexford coastline, and a long time after we had grown up and no longer holidayed there, the house at Ardamine was taken away by the winter storms and high tides. When I heard, I drove down to see what, if anything, remained. I walked along the beach, the sea was rolling, and I looked southwards towards Roney Point, with its landmark rock some way offshore – that was that was our maximum ‘travel allowance’ on the waves but, of course, we’d venture further south whenever the mood took us. I found myself thinking that we must have been totally mad at the time, or perhaps it was just our youthful belief that we were somehow invincible.

When I got to the place where we had spent so many happy hours, all that remained was the corner of the old kitchen stove sticking up from the sand. But while the house was gone, I could still see it in my mind’s eye, just sitting there as always: that spot will forever hold magical memories for me. So much so that, for years after those happy family holidays and to this day, the house at Ardamine and the nearby beach are the places I’ve revisited in my thoughts when life has been at its most challenging.

Later in my career, I took on elite referee coaching and I always emphasised the key value of learning from a poor performance or making rookie mistakes – that’s what the purpose of any post-match analysis should be, rather than dwelling too long on negative and pointless self-criticism. In my own time officiating, I’d found it important to start the analysis of a poor performance by ‘walking the beach’, sometimes figuratively, sometimes in reality. I found that being alone, in the company of the sun and the sea, provided a place of true calmness that enabled me to put everything into perspective, and, to paraphrase the words immortalised in song by Frank Sinatra, to get back up, dust myself off and start over. If there wasn’t a beach nearby, I’d close my eyes and imagine I was back in Ardamine.
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