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ONE HUNDRED YEARS OF RUG BY-FOOTBALL 
(And 17 years of Rugby in Philately) 

by Arrle JouberC CSouth Africa] 

Ancient and medieval English history does not tell us how it all 
started. But we do know that Rugby Football Union, one of the pop­
ular games grouped under the generic name of football, was officially 
founded in 1871. We may therefor now reflect on the first century of 
organized Rugby football. And this will also afford the opportunity 
to have a look at the relatively few "rugby stamps" in the philatelic 
world. 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, football in England 
was still played in accordance with traditional local customs and 
patterns. It would appear, however, that these different "factions" 
observed the one common law that the ball, usually an inflated pig's 
bladder encased in leather, must never be handled or carried in the 
direction of the opponent's goal. 

From this rather humble and haphazard beginning the game has 
spread in all sizes and shapes to the far corners of the earth: Rugby 
Union (amateur) and Rugby League (professional), Association Football 
(soccer), U. S. Football (college and professional), Canadian Foot­
ball, Australian Rules, etc., etc. 

Early in the last century football in the U. S., as in English 
schools, varied from campus to campus but it was the kicking game, 
basically, which enjoyed general support. Harvard, however, played a 
handling game, like Rugby, called the "Boston Game". This prevented 
Harvard from participating in the first intercollegiate convention In 
the United States because the other colleges such as Yale, Princeton 
and Columbia, preferred the kicking game. At that convention in New 
York City on October 19» 18931 uniform rules based on the kicking 
code were adopted, but Yale soon broke away and switched to the Rugby 



code of handling. Harvard and Yale met for the first time on Novem­
ber 13t 1875 in New Haven in a game which reflected largely the Rugby 
code of handling the ball. 

Professional football in the U. S. was introduced in I895 and 
the game eventually resembled its British parent only in the shape of 
the oval ball and in modern times Rugby Union in the U. S. was more 
or less limited to a few colleges. 

U. S. Football is, however, not the subject of this article. Let 
me therefor return to the world of Rugby Football Union and the begin­
ning of the nineteenth century in England when the common law was 
still observed that the ball must never be carried or handled in the 
direction of the opponent's goal. 

We have It on flimsy hearsay evidence that this "law" was vio­
lated in 1823 by William Webb Ellis, a 16 year old schoolboy at Rugby 
School in Warwickshire. Ellis, the legendary law-breaker, became the 
great hero of Rugby football. A stone tablet at this famous British 
school bears the Inscription: "This stone commemorated the exploit of 
William Webb Ellis who, with a fine disregard for the rules of foot­
ball 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 
A. D. 1823". 

This lovely legend has become part and parcel of the history of 
Rugby football and a special centenary match to celebrate the school­
boy's exploit was played at Rugby School on 1st November 1923 in 
which a combined English/Welsh team beat a combined Scottish/Irish 
team by 21-16. 

Old boys of Rugby School spread their handling game to Cambridge 
University (1839), (Guys Hospital (184-3), Edinburgh Academy (1851) 
Sheffield (1855), Blackheath (1857) and subsequently to other famous 
clubs such as Richmond (I863) and Oxford University (1869). This 
period also marked the demarcation between those who played football 
with their feet (soccer) and those who played it with their feet and 
hands (rugby) and the split between the two codes became final in 
I863 with the formation of the Football Association (soccer). 

The next step, logically, was the formation of a governing body 
to administer rugby football. This historic event took place on Jan­
uary 26, 1871. when representatives of seventeen clubs and three 
schools met at the old Pall Mall Restaurant near Trafalgar Square, 
London, and formed the Rugby Football Union. 

Laws in accordance with the code used at Rugby School were draft­
ed by an Old Boy of the School, L. J. Maton, and these were accepted 
at a meeting on July 2k in the same year. 

Ending its very first year with a credit balance of eleven shill­
ings the Rugby Football Union, with headquarters at the famous Twick­
enham since 190^, now embraces something like 2,000 affiliated clubs 
owning land and buildings to the tune of about $50 million. 

The first International rugby match was played in 1871 between 
England and Scotland at Edinburgh. It ended in victory for the Scots 
which was avenged the following year in' the second international when 
England beat Scotland at Kennington Oval, London. 
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After the formation of the R.F.U., the game spread rapidly and 
in the seventies it was played In South Africa, Canada, France, New 
Zealand and Australia but it was only in New Zealand where it became 
the national game almost from the start. 

The next step was the International Rugby Board 
in 1890 to control the laws and international affaj 
given six representatives on the Board and the othe: 

which was founded 
ilrs. England was 
-r "Home Unions", 

Scotland, Ireland and Wales two each. England's representation was 
South Africa, New 
»lce in France and 
Japan, the Argen-

later reduced to two and representation extended to 
Zealand and Australia. The laws also apply by cho! 
other European countries and elsewhere such as in 
tine and Fiji. 

The original laws provided for a field of 1*4-0 yards long and 70 
yards wide, a match of k-5 minutes each way and two sides of 20 players 
each with the result depending on which side scores the most goals. 
The game was controlled by a neutral referee and two touch judges re­
presenting the two teams. Changes in the laws and new laws were in­
troduced from time to time. The number of players were reduced to 
fifteen a side in 1876/77 and it was not until 1886 that a point 
scoring system was adopted. Today the size of the field is laid down 
in Law I not to exceed 110 yards long and 75 yards wide. 

Glancing back at history one would have thought that countries 
such as Great Britain, -South Africa and New Zealand, the three fore­
most Rugby Union countries, would have taken the lead in introducing 
a rugby theme on stamps. But we have many examples of oddities In 
sports philately as all members of SFI know and one of these oddities 
surely is that Rumania should have been the first country to depict 
the game of Rugby on stamps. This stamp appeared in 19̂ -*- to commem­
orate the 30th anniversary of the Rumanian Rugby Federation. The 
stamp is distinctive in that the name of the sport ("F.R. Rugby") 
dominates the design and not the name of the country. 

Rumania and France are two of the leading members of the Rugby 
Federation of Europe. The British Home Unions and other countries 
who are members of the International Rugby Board are not members of 
the European Federation. It is perhaps not generally known that the 
rugby match at Bucharest on May 19, 1957 between France and Rumania 
attracted 95t000 spectators which equalled the world record rugby 
crowd of 95.000 spectators at Ellis Park on August 6, 1955 when the 
British Lions touring team beat South Africa 23-22 in a memorable 
thriller. 

France is not a member of the International Rugby Board but regu­
larly plays against Board members. Some countries such as the Argen­
tine, Japan and Fiji are not members of the International Board or of 
the European Federation, but are nevertheless active members of the 
international Rugby fraternity. (Continued on page 5) 
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Fiji followed Rumania in 1951 with the second rugby stamp and two 
years later Japan stepped in with its first rugby stamp when the Ox­
ford University Rugby team toured Japan. This tour coincided with 
Japan's Eighth National Games in Matsuyama. One stamp depicting rugby 
and one judo were issued to commemorate the events. 

France joined the ranks in 1956 when a rugby stamp was included 
in a series of four sports stamps and three years later Rumania is­
sued its second rugby stamp as part of a series depicting eight dif­
ferent types of sport. 

To mark the 35th anniversary of the Rugby Federation of Czecho­
slovakia in 1961, this country issued a rather artistic rugby stamp 
as part of a sports series. 

Rugby football has b 
after the middle of the nl 
formed in 1875 and 1876. 
the Springbok rugby teams 
their arch rivals, the All 
Rugby Board was founded 1 
tury, South Africa was one 
sport stamp of any nature 
Rugby Board celebrated its 
opportunity to join the 
rugby stamps were issued, 
a rugby ball and the 12 
spectacular try. 

een played in South Africa since shortly 
neteenth century and the first clubs were 
It became the country's national sport and 
have won great fame, particularly against 
Blacks from New Zealand. The South African 
n 1889. By the early sixties of this cen-
of the few countries who had not issued a 
As luck would have it, the South African 

75th Jubilee Year in 1964 and this was the 
ranks. To commemorate the occasion, two 
the 2 l/2c depicting a jumping Springbok on 
l/2c showing a player diving to score a 

The South African Rugby Board provided an official First Day 
Cover and a special cancellation was used by the Post Office on the 
date of issue (May 8, 1964) on which day a friendly international 
festival natch was played at Ellis Park, Johannesburg, the captains 
of the teams being the South African Abe Malan and the New Zealander 
Wilson Whineray. In this way South Africa became the sixth country 
to honor the game of rugby on stamps. 

New Zealand issued a colorful set of two rugby stamps in 1967, 
and, as in the case of the Fijian rugby stamp, it carried a levy to 
finance health services. 

The Rugby Federation of Japan, founded in 1927, influenced the 
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postal authorities to issue a second rugby stamp in 1969 and now 
Japan shares the distinction xvith Rumania as the only two countries 
to have produced a second rugby issue. 
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Great Britain, where Rugby Football and so many other modern 
games were born, waited till the year 1971 before issuing a rugby 
stamp to commemorate the 100th Anniversary of the Rugby Football 
Union. This stamp, fittingly, reflects the spirit of the game as it 
was played one hundred years ago. And the leading player, running 
with the ball firmly tucked under his arm, may very well be the 
legendary William Webb Ellis. 

THi ONTENARY 
RUGBY FOOTBALL UNION 

M71-W71 

r ^ 
PC3TGDAT 

THE 
HOME 

OF 
RUGBY fOOTBAll 

V, , 

RUGBY FOOTBALL UNION 
CENTENARY 

YEAR. 

25. AUGUST 1971 « £ • 

RUGBY- WARWICKSHIRE*" 

Mr. A r r i e J o u b e r t , 

P.O. Box 54-25, 
JOHANNESBURG. 
SOUTH AFRICA. 

Ttw Clos*. Rugby School 

So, all in all, we have not had many rugby stamps since Rumania 
issued the first one in 19^4. Thank heavens for small mercies. At 
least in Rugby Union we have one sport that has not been flooded with 
junk! 
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OLYMPIC GAMES MUNICH 1972 

For one Dollar I will send you, airmail, an official First Day Cover 
with Emblem and Special Stamp on Aug. 26, 1972. Order Now! 

0. Zweifel, Tegernseerstr. 52 - D 8162 Hausham, Germany 
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Special Soccer Cancellations 
Part I — Western Hemisphere 
by Joseph M. Lacko & Olech W. Wyslotsky 

Continued from the March - Apr i l i s sue 

40 . MEXICO: Mexico C i t y , Mexico, used dur ing the f o o t b a l l compe t i t ion 
a t the Olympic Games. Oct . 13 , 196P 

41. 

42. 

43-

44. 

45. 

46. 

47. 

48. 

49. 

50. 

51 

52 

Mexico City. Agfa Photo Co. The official ohoto co. own 
cachet (not a •postal cancel). 

Mexico City, meter: used by an Insurance Co. of Mexico. 
March 25, 1970. 

Mexico City, meter: used by the Organizing Committee for 
the IX World Football Championships. May 26, 1970. 

Mexico City, Inauguration of IX World Football Championship 
May 31, 1970. 

Guadalajara, Jal. IX World Football Championship, 
2, 1970. 

June 

Leon, Gto. IX World Football Championship. June 2, 1970. 

Toluca, Mex. IX World Football Championships. June 2, 
1970. 

Puebla, Pue. IX World Football Championship. June 2, 1970 

Mexico City. Closing of the IX World Football Champion­
ship. June 21, 1970. 

Mexico City. Opening of SPORTMEX. June 19, 1970. 

Mexico City. Closing: of SPORTMEX. June 28, 1970. 

Mexico City. Philatelic Exhibition SPORTMEX. Visit of 
the National Football Team of Italy. 

>/Sy Copa del 
MEOTJ M u n d o 

UTILICf R SEHVICIO DE SEGURDS POSTAUS 

P a g e 8 
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13X1968 

25HI 70 ' 

40 
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42 
41 



HHCDJD 
CONSUMA 10 QUE (1 PAIS PRODUCE 

CORREOS 
MEXICO 

CIS 0 0 2 0 

POSTflllfl 635871)1 

43 

53. Netherland Antlllies: Willemstad, VIII Championship of South 
America and Carlbbian in Soccer 1957- First day of issue, 
August 6, 1957. 

54. Nicaragua: Managua, first day of issue cancel used on the Hall 
of Fame issue showing 11 soccer players. May 11, 1970. 

55. San Salvador: First day of issue, World Football Championship. 
May 29, 1970. 

56. USA: New York, NY, meter, Soccer The World's Sport. Jan. 17, 
1969. 

57. USA: New Rochelle, NY, meter, used by soccer newspaper 'The 
Soccer News'. March 20, 1969. 

58. •* New Rochelle, NY, meter, Goal - l6mm Sound Film of Specta­
cular Soccer at its Colorful Best. Nov. 12, 1969. 

59. " New York, NY, meter used by private concern advertising 
soccer shoes. 

60. " New York, NY, meter used by the soccer club COSMOS of New 
York, member of the National Professional League. Jun-1'71 

61. URUGUAY: Montevideo, Uruguay World Champion in Soccer. July 29, 
1924. 
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62. 

63. 

64. 

65. 

66. 

67. 

68. 

URUGUAY: 

II 

M 

II 

II 

II 

Surinam: 

Montevideo, 1930 Football Championship between Europe 
and America. May 21, 1930. 

First day of issue. August 3*- 1965. 

Same as above. 

First day of issue. World Championship in Soccer. 
July 11, 1966. 

Penarol, Inter-continental Champion 1966. First day of 
issue. May 29, 1968. 

Champion Nacional Football Club, Liberation Cup of 
America. First day of issue. Oct. 20, 1971. 

Paramaribe, Surinam Football Association 1920-1970. 
First day of issue. Oct. 10, 1970. 68a is the daily 
cancel used with 68. 
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CORREOS DEL URUGUAY" 

DIA OE EMISION 

20 OCTUBRE 1971 

Page 10 


