Lesson: Writing about players 2

RUG BY HERITAG E

Theme: Rugby heritage

LEVEL

EdRugby Online Educational Resource
Lower secondary

DESCRIPTION:
Students are introduced to the form of various player profiles. They explore the
elements of the texts and compare with a short biographical text.
An ideal preparation to this lesson is Writing about players 1.

OUTCOMES
This lesson contributes to the achievement of the following unit outcomes:

English
With teacher guidance, identifies and discusses how linguistic structures
and features work to shape readers’ and viewers’ understanding of texts.
Uses writing to develop familiar ideas, events and information.
Controls most distinguishing linguistic structures and features of basic text
types such as stories, procedures, reports and arguments.

SUGGESTED TIME:
2 x 50 minutes

WHAT YOU NEED:
– class copies of student handouts (at the end of this lesson plan)
– highlighters or coloured pencils

1

Lesson: Writing about players 2

RUG BY HERITAG E

PART 1: BIOGRAPHY
a. Remind students that a biography is a written account of a person’s life by
another person. It is a recount because it records a series of events in the
sequence in which they occurred. Remind students of some of the features
of the extract they examined in lesson 1 and ask students if they have read
any biographies, and if so, when and where the subject lived and whether
the subject is living or dead.
b. Distribute Student handout – Biography (extract). Ask students to read
through the extract. Explain that this extract from a biography gives
information about a famous Australian Rugby Union player, Tom Richards,
and his participation in the 1908 Olympic Games held in London.

PART 2: EXTRACT FROM A BIOGRAPHY
a. Explain that biographies are usually written towards the end of a subject’s
life or when he or she is dead. Tom Richards was a famous Rugby player
who played for Australia in Test matches in the early twentieth century and
in the 1908 Olympic Games. This biography was written in 2001. Tom
Richards was born in 1882 and died in 1935. Through reading his
biography, we learn something of what life was like during this period.
b. Ask students some of the following questions and prompt them to give
reasons for some of their answers:
What sort of people does the biographer quote?
Where might the biographer have found his information?
Has the biographer researched his topic well?
Has the biographer used colourful rather than factual language?
Has the biographer written about the past in a humorous way?
What sort of person was Tom Richards. Did the biographer, Greg
Growden, like his subject and like the sport of Rugby Union?
Why might the biography have been written?
Who might read and enjoy this type of writing?
c. Give students the following background information:
–

Tom Richard’s biography, “Gold, Mud ‘N’ Guts”, is 234 pages long.

–

His biographer, Greg Growden, has been Chief Rugby Union writer for
the Sydney Morning Herald and the Sun Herald newspapers.

–

Tom Richards left good records about his life, including scrapbooks full
of cuttings detailing his Rugby career. He also kept detailed diaries
recording his time as a soldier in World War 1. Tom’s family also kept
many letters, photographs and records that his biographer, Greg
Growden, found useful.
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Ask students what other sources the author might have used. They might
mention the papers of people who knew Tom which have been kept their
families or by libraries, newspapers and records that the biographer might
find in libraries, the records of sports associations.
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Ask students to consider how it would have affected his writing if the
biographer, an Australian, had been a supporter of the English team and
didn’t like the Australian player?

PART 3: HISTORICAL SETTING
a. Teachers explain that Tom Richard’s biography includes events that occurred
long ago in a time that was very different to the one we live in today.
People living then had different attitudes and feelings to those we have today.
b. Ask students to think about sports competitions like the Olympic Games and
international sporting competitions today and compare them with the extract.
c. Ask students some questions about the extract. Some suggested questions
include:
What attitudes to sport and to the Olympic Games are evident in the extract
and how different are these attitudes to those generally held today?
Would an event like this have so few teams if it were held today?
How would the teams be chosen today?
Would an Olympic Games event be held in such a terrible venue? What
does the choice of venue say about the British attitude to this Olympic
final? What other evidence does the biographer mention to back up his
criticism of the English?
Does the reader get a sense of how different life was at this time? Has
the historical setting added interest to this description of the game?
Ask students if there are any people in the past whose lives they are
interested in.

PART 4: LANGUAGE FEATURES
Ask students to highlight in different colours two examples each of the
following in the extract:
–

quotations

–

colourful language

–

sporting terms

–

opinions or feelings

–

factual information about the game

–

interesting features of life
at the time.

Lesson: Writing about players 2

3

PART 5: COMPARING
a. Distribute Student handout – Short biography and ask students to read
through it. This extract can be found on the Charters Towers Rugby Club’s
website

RUG BY HERITAG E

www.charterstowers.rugbynet.com.au

b. Question students about the difference in the two biographies. Questions
could elicit information about:
–

the years of Tom Richard’s life covered by the passages and their
relative length

–

the amount of descriptive information and quotations

–

their purpose and context, how and why they were produced, and their
audience, who might read them

–

the attitudes of the two writers to their subjects.

PART 6: COMPOSING
a. Work with the students to choose one of the following tasks.

Task 1
Write a recount of the events of a day in the life of someone you know or have
read or heard about, whether they are living or dead. This person could be a
sporting hero, a school personality or a community identity. Students should:
– include quotations from sources such as newspapers, magazines, official
reports, family, friends and associates
– use language to suit their subject – if for instance the person is a sports
man or woman, students should use sporting terms or jargon
– include some factual information
– write in a lively, interesting way, using colourful language and humour where
possible.
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Or

Task 2
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Make up a player profile for Tom Richards to be released to the media on the
1912 Wallaby Tour of the United States and Canada. Use the information you
have learned about him from the two student handouts. When the information
you need is unavailable, use your imagination to provide the following:
Name:
Position:
Date of birth:
Height:
Weight:
Club:
State caps:
Tests:
Test points:
Test debut:
National competitions:
Senior tours:
Rugby career highlights (approximately five or six sentences):
b. Ask selected students to read some of their work to the class.

PART 7: REFLECTION
Reflect on the importance of recording the contributions made by significant
players. Explore how the meaning of a text can change with the choice of
language.

PART 8: EXTENSION
Find out more about the biographer, Greg Growden, an Australian who
clearly likes his subject and the game of Rugby Union.
Explore how it would it affect the writing if a staunch supporter of the
English team wrote a similar biography.
Retell the story of the game from the point of view of a staunch English
supporter.
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STUDENT HANDOUT

BIOGRAPHY (EXTRACT)
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The official report of the fourth Olympiad described the tournament as “lacking
in interest”. That was an understatement, considering that in the end the organisers
struggled to get a quorum for a final and had to scramble to find even two teams
— Australia, and Cornwall, who were chosen by the English Rugby Union to
Represent the United Kingdom…
England were so offhand about it all, prompting Moran [the Australian Captain]
to complain: “The Rugby Union has failed to see that a XV playing under the highsounding title of the United Kingdom was not worthy to live up to the traditions
of the Olympic Games”.
The final, between Australia and the United Kingdom, was played at Shepherds
Bush where, according to E.E. Booth, on one side of the ground, bordering the
touchline, was a 100-metre-long cement swimming bath with a long line of netting
to catch flying balls and stray players. Huge mattresses were spread along the
rim of the bath to prevent injury to any player who accidentally fell into the pool.
To add to the bizarre scene, men with long poles and small nets fished successfully
for the ball when it went over the top of the netting, into touch and into the
swimming pool.
Before kickoff the Olympic finalists were photographed on the cycling track, which
weaved its way around the football field and swimming pool.
The game itself was, in the words of one English newspaper, virtually a farce, as
the tournament had degenerated into a “single match of not great interest between
teams which had recently tried conclusions with a very decisive result”. Three weeks
earlier Australia had thrashed Cornwall 18-5. …
In a one-sided romp, only interrupted by balls flying into the swimming pool,
Australia scored seven tries to win 32-3 … Rusty [Tom Richards] said the day
was forgettable, as it was a dull, foggy afternoon, not helped by a slushy game
being played with a ball, “often kicked into the large swimming-pool along the
touchline, and coming out sodden and water-logged”.
There was one highlight. As F.B. Wilson of the Daily Mail reported: “Richard’s try
was a beauty. Coming along at full speed he jumped some four feet high, took
the ball high above Jackett’s head, and raced on between the posts, with no one,
except three of his own side, within twenty yards of him. That was the plumb bit
of work of the day …”
Booth was as impressed. “Richard’s try was positively brilliant, and in it he showed
his aptitude and speed. McCabe, being blocked in the running, punted to
midfield over the opposing line of backs and the fiery Queenslander, racing up
at top pace, took the ball on the full, and distancing all and sundry, scored under
the cross-bar. It was rare football, and brought the house down. Cooees echoed
across through the fog as the Blue score totted up.”
Note: This was Australia’s only gold medal at the 1908 London Olympics.
Booth was a sports writer at the match
Greg Growden, Gold, Mud ‘n’ Guts, The Incredible Tom Richards, Footballer, War Hero, Olympian,
ABC Books, 2001, pp 69-71
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STUDENT HANDOUT

SHORT BIOGRAPHY
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The Tom Richards Cup
The Wallabies and British and Irish Lions1 recent test series played for this
magnificent Waterford Crystal creation, (and yes! the Wallabies have it!). The
cup bears the marks of both the Wallabies and the Lions, and also the image of
the only Australian-born rugby union player in history to have played for both the
Wallabies and the British Isles. Charters Towers can boast that the great Tom
‘Rusty’ Richards began his illustrious career in this city after moving to the
burgeoning gold city in the late 1800s with his family.
Richards travelled to Charters Towers from Vegetable Creek, NSW, where he
was born in 1882 amongst the bark and galvanised iron humpies of the mining
camp. He moved with his mother and four brothers to meet up with his father
who had come to the city chasing gold.
While in Charters Towers, his brother Bill was chosen to represent Queensland
against NSW and the younger Tom saw rugby as his chance to escape the
difficult life of the goldfields. Running miles to build up his speed and strength,
drawing diagrams to work out the best angles and getting a younger brother to
build up his abdominal muscles by punching them non-stop, Richards developed
into a magnificent loose forward. According to Growden, Richards even
practised his defensive work by catching fowls, waiting patiently to grab them
instead of rushing headlong in pursuit.
Tom played rugby for Charters Towers and Queensland, and when his father left
Charters Towers in 19052 to go to Transvaal in South Africa
in search of gold, both Tom and Bill went with him. Keen to continue his rugby,
Tom played for The Mines in Johannesburg and in 1906 played two matches for
Transvaal, in the Currie Cup, but was denied a chance to wear the Springbok3
jumper because he hadn’t lived there long enough.
Richards returned to Australia and was picked for the original Wallaby touring
team to Britain and North America in 1908–09. On that trip, he scored the first
Wallaby try against Wales. During that tour, the London Times noted ‘If ever the
earth had to select a Rugby Football team to play against Mars, Tom Richards
would be the first player selected.’
In the 1908 Olympic4 final in which Australia won the gold medal, Tom scored
another try for Australia. Richards along with Phil Carmichael were the first
Queenslanders to receive a Gold Medal in the Olympic Games.
Tom returned to South Africa to work in the mines and was recruited to play for
the touring British Isles team5 when they found themselves short of players
due to injury. His previous stint in England club rugby enabled him to qualify6.
Richards played two Tests for the British Lions against the Springboks, including
a famous victory at Port Elizabeth.
Returning home Richards played for the Manly club in Sydney. He was a
member of the 1912 Wallaby Tour of the United States and Canada and was
named vice-captain. Whilst overseas Tom Richards also played for Bristol in
England, represented Gloucestershire; and won the club championship playing
for Toulouse, in France.
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STUDENT HANDOUT

SHORT BIOGRAPHY CONT’D

Apart from being a terrific rugby player, Richards was also awarded the Military
Cross for conspicuous bravery in World War 1. He volunteered for duty at the
outbreak of the war, and was a member of the 1st Australian Division and one
of the first off the boats at Gallipoli on April 25, 1915. His job was to follow
soldiers up the Gallipoli cliffs and bring back the wounded. Somehow he survived
Gallipoli and made it to France where
he helped lead a group that broke the Hindenberg Line at Bullecourt.
His ‘conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty’ during the battle won him his
Military Cross. Richards was unfortunately gassed and suffered poor health for
the rest of his life. He died in Brisbane on September 25, 1935, aged only 46.
Shortly before his death, he noted in his diary ‘the gas I swallowed during the
War is beating me down steadily’.
Tom Richards was inducted into The North Queensland Sporting Hall of Fame
on July 16, 1996. The Charters Towers Rugby Union Club has possession of a
plaque acknowledging that Richards’ career started in the city.
‘Tom Richards was a legend in his own time, Australia’s first rugby troubadour.
Born in a humpy on the mine fields, he was an unlikely candidate for world fame.
He was truly one of the greats of Australian rugby.’
Bioography excerpt from Charters Towers Rugby Union Football Club Website
www.ctbullsrugby.com/tomrichards.html accessed 29/05/03
Acknowledgement to The Northern Miner for providing information for this page.

Note:
1,5

They were originally called the British Isles team because their members
came from the countries that made up the British Isles. When they came
to Australia in 1950 they had changed their name to the ‘British Lions’
(there is a lion on their emblem). By the time they toured Australia in
2001 they were officially known as the ‘British & Irish Lions’ out of respect
to the independence of Southern Ireland. They are most commonly known
as simply “The Lions”.

2

Mr Richards (senior) was in South Africa on or before 1903 (pp 25, Gold,
Mud ‘n’ Guts by Greg Growden 2001) which gave the two sons a chance
to really get on with their Rugby of which their father had disapproved.
Tom and Bill went to South Africa with the remaining family members in
1905.

3

The Springboks is the name given to the South African Rugby team.

4

The 1908 team, the first Wallabies, were the first Australians to win a gold
medal for a team event at the Olympic Games.

6

When he couldn’t qualify to play for South Africa, and knowing that the
South African team was going to tour England, he decided to go there, in
the hope of playing against South Africa, which he did (for Gloucestshire
County). It was while he was in England that he heard that an Australian
team might be selected to tour the UK and he returned to Australia so he
would have a chance for selection.
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