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1 Introduction 

 

 

 
What is the point of it all? 

 

It’s been raining all night and now in the morning there is a 

chilly breeze.  The ground is soft like a damp sponge and 

there is some grass poking through the Ypres esque surface.  

Then the whistle goes and people in shorts start running 

around, falling over and occasionally, very occasionally, 

catching a small oval ball.   

 

As a non-rugby playing spectator none of this makes any sense.  Why does the referee 

keep blowing the whistle? Why when someone has just started running do they seem 

to stop? What on earth is all this scrummaging business?   

 

But deep down you know there must be something in it.  After all, why do the players 

(week in week out) turn up on the (battle)field and seem to enjoy it so much?  Perhaps 

if you could only get a glimpse of what they see and feel you might enjoy watching a 

little more.   

 

Well that’s where this guide will help.  It will take you though the basics of the game, 

what to watch for and what to say and not to say.  At the end you will understand the 

game like someone who has played for 30 years, but don’t worry if it’s still a mystery, 

the players and the referee haven’t got a clue either!   
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2 The Basics  

 

In the adult game of rugby there are normally 15 players on each team and one 

referee.  You can easily spot the referee, he’s the clean one.   

 

The other 30 players are supposed to play in positions.  These positions are each quite 

different and have individual roles during a game. And just like roles at work each 

one tends to attract a similar type of person.   

 

One the many beauties of rugby is the fact that these positions are different and allow 

people of all personalities, shapes and body mass indexes to play in the same team 

without ridicule.  Below is a supporter’s guide to these positions: 

 

If animals were rugby players…  

 

Rugby Position Number 

on shirt 

Most 

similar 

animal  

Characteristics 

FORWARDS 

Prop (Loose 

Head and Tight 

Head) 

1 or 3 Hippo Unfazed by muddy conditions.  Often 

found hiding under a pile of mud.  Can 

hold breath for long periods.  Can be 

quick runner but only if provoked. 

Hooker 2 Wart hog Similar to a hippo but more agile.  Can 

leave a bad scar if underestimated. 

Second row (or 

Lock) 

4 or 5 Walrus Happy to be in the background.  Quite 

lazy but friendly. 

Wing forward (or 

Flanker) 

6 or 7 Terrier Often seen running in circles chasing 

pointless things.  Quite tenacious. 

Number 8 8 Gorilla Hides intelligence well.  Strong upper 

body.  Can be prone to chest beating.   

BACKS 

Scrum half  9 Ferret Often causing mischief and going 

places they shouldn’t. Likeable and 

harmless. 

Fly half (Outside-

half) 

10 Dolphin  Show off, loves doing pointless tricks.  

Sociable and bright but often speaks in 

squeaks.  

Inside centre 

(Centre Half) 

12 Bull Runs at things, not around them. 

Outside centre 

(Centre Half) 

13 Panther Happy to run anywhere.  Dangerous, 

especially if cornered. 

Wing (Wing-

threequarter) 

11 or 14 Gazelle Mostly scared but can run, very very 

fast. 

Full back 15 Cheetah Runs fast and loves catching things. 
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2.1 Differences between forwards and backs (an impartial guide) 

 

One tip worth remembering that rugby is actually made up of TWO teams within one 

side.  These are the forwards and the backs.  

The forwards literally stand in front of the backs most of the time.  This team within a 

team can be confusing to the novice supporter.  You may hear calls of “don’t give it to 

the girls” occasionally coming from the forwards.  If it is an all male team this could 

easily be misunderstood.  It actually means the forwards think the backs are rubbish at 

that moment and don’t deserve the ball to be passed to them.   

Similarly the backs have been known to shout “let it out”, which is not a reference to 

trapped wind.  It means “please pass us the ball you greedy beasts, we the backs may 

actually be able to score some points unlike you idiot, the forwards”.  This sort of 

helpful banter continues for most of the game.   

In the old days, forwards and backs didn’t mix that often during a game.  It was a bit 

like mods and rockers. Both enjoyed the music and chasing girls but sadly not the 

same types.  

Occasionally they did mix.  A common cause was when one of the forwards was sick 

or “tying up his laces” – i.e. taking a breather and is out position.  You would then see 

a startled forward being passed the ball by a centre and then attempting a side step and 

usually falling over.  Similarly a back would sometimes be pulled from the bottom of 

a Maul and emerge looking like am extra from a cheap zombie movie.  

Nowadays there’s more mixing of forwards and backs and it can be harder to spot the 

difference if they are not moving.  Keep an eye out for the players in motion (even 

slow) and it should be more apparent who the forwards are and who are the backs 

(see: “If animals were rugby players” table for positions.). 

 

2.2 The novices guide to rugby supporters 

 

Like the players, rugby also attracts a wide range of different supporters. As you 

watch more rugby you will be able to identify the types of supporter.  The guide 

below will get you started with identifying the main types: 

 

Rugby 

Supporter Type 

Identification Tips 

Concerned mum Hands to mouth as little Johnnie is tackled 

by the largest player on the pitch. 

School Friends Pointing and shouting run or catch him. 

Retired Player Muttering...”I would have got him..” 

 

Use this section to add your own types: 
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2.3 Why rugby is NOT football (yet) 

 

Just in case you are not sure if you are watching football or rugby football here are 10 

easy signs you are at a rugby match: 

 

1. The players earn modest salaries 

2. The referee is respected  

3. Played in all weather conditions 

4. Players only roll about on the floor when injured 

5. If players disagree on the pitch they make up in the bar 

6. Ball is oval 

7. Rugby strips don’t change every season 

8. There are only 2 police officers at an international rugby match 

9. Supporters from opposite teams stand next to each other and even talk  

10. If you score a try no-one jumps on you. 

 

 

3 Watching the game  
 

3.1 What to wear to the match 

 

Some age old truths…. 

 

 You will never use the binoculars you bring.   

 

 Gloves, wellies and a rain coat always good idea- even if 

skies are clear. 

 

 If cold - however many layers you have on – if you are 

not running around - you will always be frozen within the first ten minutes. 

 

 Avoid face paint and silly wigs/headgear. 

 

 

3.2 Top 10 Decorum Tips 

 

Here is the fast way to keep your new rugby friends smiling:  

 

1. Always clap the opposition if one of them goes off injured. Special note: not if 

they are sent off – this may cause offence. 

2. Never whistle – play may stop. 

3. Don’t sing songs - unless Welsh. 

4. Accept with thanks any hip flask/wine flagon/ mysterious bottle if offered.  

Special note: do not finish off this can cause offence. 

5. Don’t stand on the pitch or walk across the pitch to talk to friend on other side. 
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6. By all means bring your dog – just don’t let it pee on the waterbottles. 

7. Don’t run on if your friend/child/husband/partner is injured - unless you are a 

medic – in which case please do run on as you almost certainly will be more 

qualified than the sponge man. 

8. No cheering if the opposition drop it – may be your team next.  

9. Don’t walk through the tunnel at the end – it’s just for players. 

10. Never offer to wash the kit - that is just masochistic. 

 

3.3 Pitch layout  

 

The diagram 

opposite shows 

the main 

markings on a 

rugby pitch.   

 

Key things to 

look for are:  

 

In-goal area (where 

tries are scored)  

 

5m line where you 

have to throw the ball 

over in a Line Out  

 

 

22m line where 

restarts happen if the 

ball gets put down by 

the defending team in 

their own In-goal 

area. 
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3.4 Where players stand and why 

 

Players are trying 

not to be offside 

but are town as 

they really want to 

get their hands on 

the ball.  

 

With scrums and 

Lineouts they are 

forced to stand 

away from the 

beloved ball to 

make the game 

more interesting.   

 

The diagram 

opposite shows 

where all players 

must stand at the Line out. 

 

 

 

 

 

3.5 Phrases to shout during the game  

 

Use these phrases at random moments during the game, people will think you 

are a pro: 

 

 

“ Don’t worry the ref has got it”.  

Translation:  The bloody ref. is rubbish and I could do a better job.  

 

“Crikey I haven’t seen a body swerve like that since Duckam”. 
Translation: One of our backs is avoiding being tackled. 

 

“We’ve got them up front!”.   

Translation:  The forwards are much stronger on our team. 

 

“Champagne rugby”.  

Translation: More than two passes have actually gone well. 

“ 
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3.6 After match protocol 

 

 

 Commiserating a loss - always thank the other supporters and players.   

 Celebrating a win - don’t go overboard – remember it could be you losing next 

week. 

 Post match tips - Go to the bar.  Mingle. Try and talk to the referee, you may be 

the only one willing to. 

 

 

3.7 Coaching staff and how to handle them 

 

At most levels of rugby coaching staff are 

volunteers, it doesn’t mean they are not 

professional it just means they are not paid.  

Coaches are usually ex or current players.  

Although not statistically proven it seems 

that most were forwards and more often 

than not front row players.   

The key thing with coaching staff is to 

offer lots of advice before, during and after 

the game.  A good coach can never get 

enough unsolicited input from supporters.  Pre-game input in relation to 

selection and tactics is always worthwhile.  During the game, helpful comments 

such as substituting players or changing a game plan are to be encouraged.  

After the game nothing is more sought after by the coaching team than an 

incisive critique of the main failings in team play or indeed coaching skills.  

Ideally if you can back this verbal input by email and text please do so. 

 

NOTE: Please do the opposite of everything written above. 
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4 The only rules you’ll ever need to know 
 

4.1 The basics 

 

Winning team has more points than the other. 

When passed from hand to hand the ball 

must always go backwards. 

Keeping hold of the ball is everything. 

If you are off your feet for any reason (ie 

you have fallen over) you are OUT of the 

game and should not interfere with the ball. 

The team with the ball makes their way up 

the field to the try line, usually trying to 

score a Try.  The other team do everything in their power to snatch the ball 

away.  Remember the ball is everything. To a rugby player the ball is their 

favourite teddy, family photograph, small pet, lover, pile of cash all rolled 

into one oval bladder.  

 

4.2 A Try 

 

A Try is scored when a player puts the ball down 

on the ground on or over the try line within the 

oppositions In-Goal area (see pitch layout).  It is 

worth 5 points. 

They then get a chance to kick the ball over the 

posts, they look like the letter H (see picture 

opposite). This is called a Conversion.  If it goes 

over the bar on H and between the Uprights, then 

they get another 2 points. 

 

4.3 Stopping play 

 

The referee will stop play if there has been an infringement.  There are three 

possible outcomes depending on the severity of the mistake.  Least serious 

errors cause a Scrum. Examples include: accidental offside, knock on, 

forward pass. 

Slightly more serious errors create a Free Kick.  You get one of these if 

things are bit more serious: for example a deliberate knock on, getting in 

front of the kicker. 

Lastly the most serious, the Penalty Kick.  Causes of this can include: 

playing the ball off your feet, holding onto the ball on the ground, collapsing 

a Scrum, foul play.   
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4.4 Scrum 

 

The Scrum usually involves 8 players from each team, the forwards 

grouping, or is that groping together, in formation.  This is called the pack.   

This looks a little like a religious ceremony.  It starts with the three Front 

Row players putting their arms over each other’s shoulders. This resembles 

behaviour seen at 1am just before getting into a cab outside the local pub.  

Next is the two Second Row’s who link arms and kneel, then place one arm 

between the Props legs (don’t ask, but remember this game did originate at 

an all boys public school).  Then the Flankers and No8 join the formation at 

the edges. 

Now comes the clever bit, one 

Pack “scrums down” against 

the other. The two opposition 

front rows lock together like 

pieces in a toddler’s jigsaw.   

 

The Scrum Half then pops the 

ball in to the Tunnel between 

the two packs.  The objective is 

for the Hooker from one side to 

Hook the ball back to their own 

No8 who then has the ball.   

 

The sneaky people who designed the game however did not leave the odds of 

winning a scrum at 50:50.  Here is why: 

(a) The Hooker for the team putting the ball has his/her feet nearest the scrum half 

and therefore nearer the ball.  The opposition Hooker is further away from the 

ball. 

(b) There are seven other players involved in a scrum and they can cause mayhem.  

For example they can push the other team off the ball, wheel it around or hook it 

with their feet. 

 

4.5 Free kick 

This allows the team to kick the ball. 

 

4.6 Penalty Kick 

This allows the team to either kick the ball or tap the ball with a foot and run 

with it. 

 

 

 



Supporters Guide To Rugby 

 

Page 12 of 18  A Maile 

4.7 Line outs 

If the ball is out of play this is how it gets back on the pitch. 

It involves the teams lining up in two rows with a gap down the middle.  The 

ball is thrown in (straight) down the middle by the team who was not in 

possession of the ball when it went out.  They get to ‘throw in’.  Then one of 

the teams will grab the ball.  Simple.  As usual in rugby what is simple is 

made more complicated by rules that you don’t need to worry about and 

team tactics which it is better if you know nothing about. 

 

4.8 Kicking 

 

Kick is an essential part of rugby.  It is used to gain territory.  Players can 

kick from hand either dropping it first on the ground called a drop kick.  If 

the ball is drop kicked and it passes between the posts this is called a drop 

goal and is worth 3 points.  If the ball is on the ground it can also be kicked 

and is sometimes called a fly hack.  

 

4.9 Calling Mark 

 

This is when a player catches a ball in their own 22 area (see pitch layout) 

and calls “Mark!).  A Free Kick then follows. 

 

4.10 Ruck 

 

A Ruck is what happens when the ball is on the floor and players are hanging 

around and it is not a scrum.  The objective of the Ruck is to win possession 

of the ball so you can pick it up.  All you do to win a ruck is to step over the 

ball.  The only problem is the opposition often want to do the same thing.  So 

it sort of like two river dance teams competing face to face. 

 

4.11 Maul 

 

A Maul is what happens when the ball is not being passed and it is not on the 

floor.  Often invisible to a spectator this is like a game of “no that toy is 

mine” wrestling.  The interesting thing with a maul is they players who are 

wrestling for the ball have to stay on their feet. 

 

4.12 Offside 

 

The offside rule in rugby states if a player on your side has the ball, you have 

to be behind their feet.  If you are in front of these feet you are out of the 

game.  If you try and get involved it will be a penalty, if you do it 

accidentally it will be a Scrum. 
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4.13 Knock on 

 

A knock on is where a player loses control of the ball and propels it forward 

with their hands or arms into another player or into the ground. If it is 

propelled forward and the player retains control with out it hitting the ground 

or another player, then it is play on.  There is however an exception to this 

rule, if a kick is charged down, the knock on rule is not applied. 

 

4.14 Advantage 

 

To keep the game flowing sometimes, even though there has been an 

infringement of the rules, the referee is allowed to play advantge.  This 

means they are waiting to see what happens.  If the team with the ball do 

really well then the referee will not blow the whistle.  If they do really badly 

then the whistle is blown and play goes back to where the offence was 

committed.  So it is bit like unwrapping a present, if the team doesn’t like it 

they can appeal to the referee for another one. 

 

 

5 Rugby Elite  

 

This section will give you an insiders guids to some of the more esoteric aspects of 

the sport. 

 

5.1 Obscure rugby terms and their true meanings 
 

Check this table for some of the more obscure rugby terms: 

 

 

Term True Meaning 

Scull duggery in the front row Props are biting each other out of sight of the ref. 

Up and under aka a Gary Owen Huge kick in the air – very often does not go 

forward. 

Stick it up the jumper Forwards are being selfish and hogging the ball. 

Lead boots Someone who is incredibly slow. 

Skinned him / left him for dead Someone has run around someone very fast. 

Handbags Fighting. 

Wooden spoon Last in a competition. 

Playing without numbers on their 

backs 

All players completely out of position. 

Unopposed scrum No experienced front row able to play and so 

there is no pushing in the scrum.  Could be due to 

injury but more often happens when one team is 

getting beaten in the scrummage. 

Banged it between the uprights Achieved a conversion. 
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5.2 15 Rugby legends - to show off with at dinner parties 
 

Example: “I thought Johnny <insert name of friend or relative> today was just like xxx <insert 

appropriate name from list below>.   

 

Ps It helps if you can find out what number Johnny was playing today. 

 

Name of Legend (Country) Position 

Fran Cotton (Eng) 1 

Keith Wood  (Ire) 2 

Jason Leonard (Eng) 3 

John Eales (Aus) 4 

Willie Jon McBride (Ire) 5 

Fergus Slattery (Ire) 6 

Richie McCaw (NZ) 7 

Bill Beaumont (Eng) 8 

Gareth Edwards (Wal) 9 

Dan Carter (NZ) 10 

Johna Lomu (NZ) 11 

Tana Umaga (NZ) 12 

Brian O’Driscoll (Ire) 13 

Philipe Sella (Fra) 14 

Gavin Hastings (Sco) 15 

 

 

 

5.3 Bluffers Guide to the Major Rugby Competitions 
 

People can’t fail to be impressed if you drop one of these puzzlers into the 

conversation… 

 

Competition Who Takes Part Recent Winners 

Heineken Cup European Teams.  Leinster (2011) 

Six Nations England, Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Italy, 

France. 

Wales (2012) 

Bledisloe Cup Australia's Wallabies and New Zealand's 

All Blacks. 

New Zealand (2011) 

Calcutta Cup England and Scotland. England (2012) 

World Cup / 

Webb  Ellis Cup  

Worldwide. New Zealand  (2011) 
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5.4 Rugby Variations  
 

Just in case you think it is all 15 a side adults playing rugby here are some 

variations… 

 

Variation Description 

Tag Rugby This modified, small-sided game can be played at any age and 

by mixed gender. It is however, mostly played by those under 

14 years of age. 

Minis U7-12 

Juniors U13-U17 

Colts U18  

Senior Club Rugby There are approximately 300 RFUW affiliated teams in 

England involved in coaching, training and playing senior (post 

16 years) rugby. Teams play league, merit league, cup and 

friendly fixtures in a structured season from September to May. 

Vets People over 35 who are still playing and should know better 

Sevens Only seven a-side.  Big tournaments include Dubai, Hong 

Kong. 

Women’s and 

Girl’s Rugby 

Fast growing area of the sport.   
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5.5 Rugby Pin Ups 

 

Who said all Rugby players were ugly? 

 

 
Danny Cipriani 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jeremy Guscott  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

David Strettle 

 

 

Ronan O’Gara  

Frederic Michalak  

 

 

 

 

 

Phil Vickery!! 

 

Fran Cotton 
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6 Glossary 

 

A 

Advantage: Law 8 - Advantage. 

B 

Ball carrier: A player carrying the ball. 

Binding: Grasping firmly another player’s body between the shoulders 

and the hips with the whole arm in contact from hand to shoulder. 

C 

Conversion kick: Law 9 - Method of Scoring. 

Converted: A conversion kick that was successful. 

D 

Dead: The ball is out of play. This happens when the ball has gone 

outside the playing area and remained there, or when the referee has 

blown the whistle to indicate a stoppage in play, or when a conversion 

kick has been taken. 

Dead ball line: Law 1 - The Ground. 

Drop kick: The ball is dropped from the hand or hands to the ground 

and kicked as it rises from its first bounce. 

Drop out: Law 13 - Kick-Off and Restart Kicks. 

Dropped goal: Law 9 - Method of Scoring. 

 

F 

Flanker: Forward player who usually wears jersey No.6 or No.7. 

Free kick: Law 21 - Penalty and Free Kicks. A kick awarded to the nonoffending 

team after an infringement by its opponents. Unless a Law 

states otherwise, a free kick awarded because of an infringement is 

awarded at the place of infringement. 

Front row players: Law 20 - Scrum. The forward players who are the 

loose-head prop, the hooker and the tight-head prop. These players 

usually wear jersey No. 1, 2 and 3 respectively. 

G 

Goal: A player scores a goal by kicking the ball over an opponents’ cross bar 

and between the goal posts from the field of play, by a place kick or dropkick. 

A goal cannot be scored from a kick-off, drop-out or free kick. 

Goal-line: Law 1 - The Ground. 

Grounding the ball: Law 22 - In-Goal. 

H 

Hooker: Law 20 - Scrum. The middle front row player in a scrum who 

usually wears jersey No. 2. 

I J 

K 

Kick: A kick is made by hitting the ball with any part of the leg or foot, 

except the heel, from the toe to the knee but not including the knee; a kick 

must move the ball a visible distance out of the hand, or along the ground. 

Knock-on: Law 12 - Knock-on or Throw-forward. 

L 

Line-out: Law 19 - Touch and Line-out. 
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Loose-head prop: Law 20 - Scrum. The left front row player in a scrum 

who usually wears jersey No. 1 

M 

Mark: Law 18 - Mark. 

Maul: Law 17 - Maul. 

N 

O 

Off-side Line: An imaginary line across the ground, from one touch-line 

to the other, parallel to the goal-lines; the position of this line varies 

according to the Law. 

P 

Pass: A player throws the ball to another player; if a player hands the ball 

to another player without throwing it, this is also a pass. 

Place kick: The ball is kicked after it has been placed on the ground for 

that purpose. 

Placer: A player who holds the ball on the ground for a team-mate to 

kick. 

Prop: Law 20 - Scrum. A front row player to the left or right of the 

hooker in a scrum. These players usually wear jersey No’s. 1 and 3. 

R 

Ruck: Law 16 - Ruck. 

S 

Scrum: Law 20 - Scrum. This happens when players from each team 

come together in scrum formation so that play can be started by throwing 

the ball into the scrum. 

Scrum-half: A player nominated to throw the ball into a scrum who 

usually wears jersey No. 9. 

Sin Bin: The designated area in which a temporarily suspended player 

must remain for 10 minutes playing time. 

T 

Tackle: Ball-Carrier Brought to the Ground. 

Throw-in: The act of the player who throws the ball into a scrum or a 

line-out. 

Tight-head prop: Law 20 - Scrum. The right front row player in a scrum 

who usually wears jersey No. 3. 

Try: Law 9 - Method of Scoring. 

U V W X 

Y 

Yellow card: A card, yellow in colour shown to a player who has been 

cautioned and temporarily suspended for 10 minutes playing time. 

 

THE END 


