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1
The Theme

As a player one was on occasions reminded by those whose infectious enthusiasm had
almost overcome them, ‘ to forget the ball and get on with the b... game . Whilst hardly
being a disciple of such a policy, if for no other reason than that it is a difficult game to play
without the ball, one is constantly reminded that much is taken for granted in Rugby
Union Football and that there has not been a great deal of textbook literature over the
years.

One hopes that the beginner, either coach or player, the selector and the administrator,
will find in this book something to broaden their interest, help to increase their knowledge,
and more important, get things in perspective and the priorities right. For the more
experienced then, some of this may be seen as old hat, but certainly not all of it and
consequently, it is earnestly hoped, it may sufficiently stimulate even the very experienced
coaches, players, selectors and administrators to see their rugby in a new light. If it does,
then this book will have been well worthwhile.

At best Rugby Union Football is a free flowing game where fifteen athletic players
combine together to produce an abundance of spectacular movement before a large and
appreciative audience. At its worst it is fifteen half-fit individuals stumbling and bumbling
through eighty minutes of hell, affording enjoyment neither to themselves nor to the
handful of spectators present. Enjoyment has always been the corner-stone of rugby
administrators* thinking since the game was founded some hundred-odd years ago.

This is vital to grasp immediately because unless changes have been thought to be for the
good of the players and their consequent enjoyment then change has not been welcomed.
Time has proved this to be a good yardstick because the game continues to flourish and is
ever growing in Europe, the Far East and America.

There have, of course, been many resistances in certain quarters to change in the actual
preparation for and playing of the game. Happily, the last decade has seen the gradual
erosion of the entrenched views and as people have seen that we can improve our
knowledge and skill in art and science, without undue harm, then there is no conceivable
reason why we should not similarly improve the knowledge and skill of our leisure
pursuits.

Coaching in schools has always been accepted, but for some odd reason it has never been
felt necessary to continue this education in the vast majority of British rugby clubs, that is
until the last decade, and consequently any good work done at school level has been largely
wasted or neglected thereafter and even a cursory glance at international results against
Commonwealth teams since the turn of the century will show the folly of such negligence.

New Zealand South Africa
(1905 onwards) (1903 onwards)
Pts Pts
P W L D F A P W L D F A
England 8 1 7 0 52 104 6 1 4 1 20 40
Scotland 5 0 4 1 18 47 8 3 5 0 38 104
Ireland 5 0 5 0 17 58 8 1 6 1 48 124
Wales 8 3 5 0 47 110 7 0 6 1 15 61
Britishlsles 19 2 12 2 122 278 24 3 16 5 168 309

As I have previously indicated, in any textbook on rugby there must inevitably be a lot of
material that is simple and obvious, albeit vitally necessary, but there is an onus on the
thinking player and coach to use this material and manipulate it in such a way as to bring
out the individual skills of each member of his team and at the same time formulate a
team pattern or system of play that makes best use of the available material. Regrettably
there has rarely been enough time given to thinking and even less to practising as a team.

In the British Isles the game has leant heavily on the idea that the sole purpose of the
forwards was to get the ball, and the sole prerogative of the backs was to use it in an effort
to score tries. Unhappily to corrupt Kipling’s words ‘ the twain ne’er seem to have met !’
Our Commonwealth cousins, whilst being the first to admit that ¢ forwards win matches ’,
have shown year in, year out, that when the forwards get the ball from scrum or line-out,



this is just the beginning of their job and not the end. The two units, forwards and backs,
must understand what the other is doing and the quicker this is achieved then the better
they will play as a team.

We have so often forgotten that this is a fifteen-man team game; a point that I shall
endeavour to stress time and time again.

In rugby we have to use our limbs, trunk and brain and whilst this must place
tremendous demands on the individual, it does at least theoretically allow room for much
improvisation. Even allowing for the fact that the ball has to be passed backwards in order
to make progress forward our approach has been remarkably stereotyped.

One cannot help but feel that we have not used the available space as well as we might,
maybe our deployment of players could be improved upon and certainly our brains are
under-used on a Saturday afternoon. Now this might seem excessively hard criticism of
those who turn out week in, week out, for the sheer fun of it.

But the question is ¢ How much better could they be and thus how much more they
would enjoy their rugby ’. If they thought more about it and practised more effectively, note,
I did not say ‘ spent more time ’-- then I cannot help but feel that their enjoyment would be
immeasurably increased. I should hasten to point out that there have been some wonderful
club and international matches in the British Isles and some quite outstanding players,
but improvements have tended to be spasmodic rather than sustained and this is probably
due to our game lacking a basic depth of overall understanding.

Today’s game is made up of twenty-seven laws and this in itself is interesting because
originally there were virtually none. We are all familiar with the old adage that ‘ Laws
were meant to be broken ’ and whenever the law makers have made changes or
modifications to the Laws of the Game, lack of thought and/or a negative approach for
most players and their teams has usually resulted in a further change or modification
having to be made in due course.

A fairly recent example of this lack of thought was apparent when the ¢ Australian
Dispensation Law ’, as it was called, was incorporated in the Laws for a trial period. The
object of this law was to discourage kicking on the full into touch between the twenty-fives
and to encourage running with the ball and for the most part it appears to have been
immensely successful, but there were certainly many, full backs in particular, whose only
answer was to run yards back into their twenty-five area in order to find a direct touch.

They had not anticipated the possibilities of the law, nor had their team mates who were
invariably seen waiting, standing hands on hips, expecting the full back to give them a rest
by kicking the ball into touch as under the previous law. They should, of course, have been
moving back to take part in any counter-attack.

Other law changes of real importance have concerned the old time wing forwards, more
accurately referred to as flank or loose forwards today, and the moment of time they could
leave scrums and line-outs to terrorize opposition half-backs. Today’s law giving ten yards
breathing space from a line-out and keeping the loose forwards attached to scrums or
behind the hindmost foot until the ball is out of the scrum seems eminently sensible. Let
us hope that players and coaches will fully explore the possibilities for running and
handling which these changes have presented.

There have been hundreds of minor changes in the laws over the years, all of which have
endeavoured to add to the scope of the game. Admiral Sir Percy Royds said in his book 7he
History of the Laws of Rugby Football, ‘ Laws may come and laws may go, but the game
goes on forever ’.

The significant point that players and now coaches should remember is just this, the
game does go on forever and it is beholden on everyone to be positive in their approach, to
note that law changes often bring with them a change in an individual's and possibly a
team's role and that this is essentially a handling and running game, where quick wits
count for so much.

If these points are noted then a truly exhilarating spectacle will follow and the British
Isles, as the birthplace of the game, should be able to contribute as much in the future to
the game as it obviously did at its inception.

We have plenty of natural talent which has rarely been organized or else has become
despondent through lack of outlet valves to the top. Getting international recognition has
been too chancy a business in the past and even when the opportunity has been presented,
few have known how to cope with it. This has not been the individual's fault, but that of a
system which has thrown together talented players without giving them adequate
preparation for the task in hand.

We can do nothing but improve if we increase our understanding of the game, and



correct coaching and the organization it implies can work wonders in this direction. There
are a significant number of schools, clubs, and counties who are doing just this and their
efforts should be a spur to the less active.

What follows should clear up a number of myths and point the way to more enjoyable
rugby. To begin with we should all understand the correct meaning of the terms that we
use In rugby.



