
The Untold Social History of English Rugby
Union: From Grassroots to Glory

Rugby union, a sport deeply ingrained in the culture of England, has a rich and
fascinating social history that dates back centuries. From its humble beginnings
on the muddy fields of public schools to the grandeur of Twickenham Stadium
hosting international matches, this article will explore the journey of English rugby
union through the lens of its social impact and transformation.

The Birth of Rugby Union

In the early 19th century, when England was undergoing significant social
changes due to industrialization, a group of young men attending prestigious
schools such as Rugby School and Harrow School began engaging in a game
that would eventually evolve into rugby union. It was a sport born out of the need
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for physical activities among students, combining elements of traditional football
and the handling of the ball.
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From Amateurism to Professionalism

While the game initially gained popularity among the upper-class elite attending
these schools, it soon spread to universities such as Oxford and Cambridge,
perpetuating its association with the upper echelons of society. Rugby union
became an exclusive club, reinforcing class divisions. However, the notion of
amateurism also took hold, with players participating solely for the love of the
sport rather than financial gain.

Working-Class Inclusion and Industrialization

The Industrial Revolution brought about profound changes in British society. The
growth of cities and the emergence of the working class led to a demand for
recreational activities. Rugby union became an outlet for the skilled and often
physically strong working-class men to express themselves and find solidarity
within their communities. Clubs like the Northern Union, formed in the late 19th
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century, provided an opportunity for these men to escape the hardships of their
daily lives.

Rugby Union and World Wars

Both World War I and World War II had a significant impact on the development
of rugby union in England. During World War I, many rugby players enlisted to
fight for their country, resulting in the suspension of the sport. However, it also
became a unifying force in maintaining morale, with inter-unit matches being
organized on the front lines. Meanwhile, during World War II, rugby union was
suspended once again. But post-war, the undying spirit of the sport led to a
rejuvenation of clubs and a resurgence in popularity.

Breaking Barriers and Diversity

Over time, rugby union began breaking down barriers of class and exclusivity. In
the latter half of the 20th century, the game saw an influx of players from diverse
backgrounds. The national team witnessed its first black player, James Peters, in
1906, and many players from different racial and ethnic backgrounds have since
donned the English jersey. This gradual diversification allowed rugby union to
become more inclusive and reflective of the multicultural society.

Modern Era and Global Reach

The advent of professionalism in 1995 transformed the landscape of rugby union.
The sport became more accessible, attracting a wider audience base and
reaching previously untapped markets. The professional era also brought
significant financial rewards, leading to increased investments in grassroots
development. The English Rugby Football Union (RFU) implemented programs to
promote rugby in schools and communities, aiming to boost participation and
unearth talent from all walks of life.



Legacy and the Future

English rugby union's social history is a testament to its ability to adapt and
evolve with the changing times. From its origins as an exclusive pastime for the
upper class to its broad-based appeal today, the sport continues to captivate and
inspire people across England. As the sport faces new challenges and strives for
further inclusivity, the social history of English rugby union serves as a reminder
of the power of sport to unite people from all backgrounds.
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From the myth of William Webb Ellis to the glory of the 2003 World Cup win, this
book explores the social history of rugby union in England.

Ever since Tom Brown’s Schooldays the sport has seen itself as the guardian of
traditional English middle-class values. In this fascinating new history, leading
rugby historian Tony Collins demonstrates how these values have shaped the
English game, from the public schools to mass spectator sport, from strict
amateurism to global professionalism.
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Based on unprecedented access to the official archives of the Rugby Football
Union, and drawing on an impressive array of sources from club minutes to
personal memoirs and contemporary literature, the book explores in vivid detail
the key events, personalities and players that have made English rugby.

From an era of rapid growth at the end of the nineteenth century, through the
terrible losses suffered during the First World War and the subsequent ‘rush to
rugby’ in the public and grammar schools, and into the periods of disorientation
and commercialisation in the 1960s through to the present day, the story of
English rugby union is also the story of the making of modern England.

Like all the very best writers on sport, Tony Collins uses sport as a prism through
which to better understand both culture and society. A ground-breaking work of
both social history and sport history, A Social History of English Rugby Union tells
a fascinating story of sporting endeavour, masculine identity, imperial ideology,
social consciousness and the nature of Englishness.
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