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INTRODUCTION





When Mrs Webb Ellis lost her husband at the Battle of Albuera in 1811, during the Peninsular War, she decided to move to Rugby in Warwickshire. This allowed her two sons, William and Thomas, to take advantage of a free education  at  Rugby  School,  offered  to  boys  living within  10  miles  of  the  school  clock  tower.  Her decision, combined with William’s apparent inclination to ‘take unfair advantage at football’, has given us a wonderful game that is now played in over 100 countries around the world. 

According to a letter written in 1880 from Matthew Bloxam  to The Meteor, the Rugby School m a g a z i n e , W i l l i a m Webb Ellis caught the ball during a game of football in the later half of 1823 and, instead of retiring back down the pitch and kicking the ball as the rules then required, he ‘rushed forwards with the ball in his hands towards the opposite goal’. Today there is a bronze statue beside the school and a plaque on a wall commemorating Webb Ellis and describing how the young man ‘with a fine disregard for the rules of football as played in his time first took the ball in his arms and ran with it thus originating the distinctive feature of the rugby game’.

There is something about the phrase ‘with a fine disregard for the rules’ that for me captures the joy and spirit of rugby. 

One  can  easily  imagine  a  predictable  kick-around  on  a  wet Wednesday afternoon in Warwickshire being brought to life by a spirited young chap deciding that the game would be a whole lot more interesting if the players could make use of all four limbs. The thought  that,  rather  than  punishing  or  suppressing  this  burst  of youthful exuberance, Webb Ellis’s peers decided to play along with him, creating a new game, is delightfully uplifting and life-affirming. 

It’s not only the rules that get treated with a fine disregard, of course. Rugby breeds a certain sort of player who will throw his or her whole body into the game with fine disregard for personal safety, decorum or dignity. Once a week, rugby allows people to test themselves physically by launching into huge tackles, diving into great heaving, rolling mauls and unleashing powerful runs through determined defences – all in the interests of carrying an odd-shaped ball over a white line painted on the grass. I don’t know if that’s quite what Webb Ellis originally had in mind, but therein lies some of the joy of rugby.

There is also something deeply joyous about a game that brings together towns, cities, regions and nations to cheer on the finest players of rugby and share with them every impact, every kick and every scrum. Whether watching a local club in a lowly league from the touchline, or an international fixture from one of the world’s great stadiums,  the  collective  experience,  the  shared  humour  and  the sheer pleasure of watching the sport is much the same. 

You can turn up to many a rugby club on a Sunday morning and see hundreds of children from aged five to 18 discovering the joy of rugby. They might start off with the contact-free, tag and touch version of the game, saving nervous parents from premature grey hairs and intermittent heart failure. After a few years, however, they are desperate to try tackling, scrummaging, rucking and mauling as they grow in confidence, stature and strength. On a cold, muddy weekend you cannot force anyone to play rugby; they would only do it if they loved the game. 

Some of us come to rugby later in life. I only really discovered the game at the age of 35 and found a sport that was, to my surprise and delight, more than welcoming to someone of my age and with my lack of discernible talent. In clubs all over, third-, fourth- and fifth-team captains will warmly embrace anyone new who wants to try out the game. With larger bodies finding a home in the forwards and thinner, faster types free to run around in the backs, joy flows from rugby’s ability to find a place on the pitch for almost anyone.

Even after the final whistle has blown, the joy of rugby continues. The feeling as you walk off the pitch after a game, and shake hands warmly with the same people who only a few minutes earlier you were trying to tear down to the ground, is a mixture of relief, exhaustion and contentment. There is a sense that you have been through a very raw and whole-hearted primal experience, and that you have very much earned the beer that awaits you in the clubhouse bar. 

Rugby, it turns out, is more than just a game; it is a celebration of what we can achieve physically as individuals, together as a team and a club, and sometimes, as those World Cup competitions come around every four years, as a nation. So whether you play the game, watch the game or are just trying to fathom why so many other people do, sit back and enjoy these chapters of celebration of the mighty sport that is rugby. With a fine disregard for whatever else it is you are supposed to be doing today, share with us now a little of the joy of rugby.
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