It’s a tale of two outlooks: One woman watches a rugby match and is shocked, seeing nothing but a chaotic series of collisions and uncontrolled contact. The other, after witnessing the same play, will proclaim it “beautifully executed” and will revel at how gracefully players have implemented their team’s game plan.  

Women’s rugby, it seems, suffers from this dichotomy often. Those unfamiliar with rugby may think it a brutish, lawless game played by women unlike anyone they know. Women who play and fans of the sport, however, know that the game is highly nuanced and governed by a comprehensive set of laws that dictate virtually every phase of the game. 

“I had no idea the game of rugby was actually so organized,” said Blair Cushing, who plays on the North Shore Women’s Rugby Club. “It was weird to find out that there really were a lot of rules and various positions.”

Women’s rugby in the United States has experienced unprecedented growth in the past decade. For the most part, women start playing rugby at the college level, though there are a number of girls’ youth programs and women’s clubs geared towards post-college aged women. 
Since most collegiate rugby programs operate at the club level, few teams rely on recruits. In fact, most college rugby clubs are comprised mainly of women who have never played before. Clubs rely on word of mouth to spread the word about the sport and to attract new players. 
Women are drawn rugby for a range of reasons. Some women are intrigued by the physical nature of the sport.

“I quit soccer because there wasn’t enough contact allowed,” says Springfield Pistols Rugby Club player Kate Gagnon.

For some, it’s the first time they’ve ever played a competitive sport. 

“I never played a high school sport because I wasn’t good enough at them,” said Molly Whitman, a 19-year-old rugby player on Holy Cross’ women’s team. “I wanted the camaraderie I didn’t get to have on a high school team.”

For others, rugby came into their lives after successful athletic careers came to an end.

“I thought my days as an athlete were behind me,” said Rhianna Cohen, who played ice hockey and softball in college. “I busted my shoulder and felt like every time I’d go on the field or ice, I’d never be able to play a sport competitively again. Rugby has helped me get through all that and has let me be part of a team again.”

New and veteran players alike must also contend with the fact that rugby is perhaps the most misunderstood sport in the country. Many players find themselves continuously defending the sport and justifying their devotion to it to family and friends. A popular bumper sticker amongst the rugby set reads, “Yes Mom, I still play rugby”—a sentiment to which almost every rugby player can related.
Twenty-six year old  Kristin Howley recalls that her family was “less than excited” when she told them that she was going to play rugby.

“They all thought it was too rough,” says Howley. “But they’ve seen how much I love it and are supportive.”

What many people don’t know is that rugby is ruled by an extensive set of laws and contact is highly controlled and regulated.
Rugby is one of the few true full-contract sports. Players wear none of the padding that American football players don. Ball carriers can be tackled, and physical contact occurs at virtually every phase of the game.
However, rugby is not solely defined by contact. A successful rugby team combines tackling, speed, passing, kicking, and driving for a multifaceted attack. Rugby is a fluid and progressive game, marked by a blend of rules and free form, speed and strength, agility and static motion.
Because of the pervasive physical contact involved, rugby has often been labeled a violent sport. However, a number of studies challenge this notion. One study conducted in the late 1990’s concluded that the incidence of injuries in women’s rugby was no greater than other contact sports. Another study on knee injuries in women’s college rugby found that rugby knee injuries occurred at the same rate as knee injuries in other women’s contact sports.

“If you learn to play, hit, and fall correctly, you can avoid injuries,” remarks Holy Cross rugby player Erin Kehew.

Physical contact aside, rugby rewards a wide range of skills: Strength, speed, stamina, strategy, and logic all need to be part of a successful player’s arsenal. 

However, players agree that there is not single set of physical attributes that make a good rugger, nor is there a particular rugby body “type.” Each position on the rugby pitch requires a unique set of skills and strengths. Props, for example, are typically sturdy and powerful, where as wings are generally the fastest, more agile players on the team.
“I think rugby is one of the few sports that you can be any shape and size and still have something to contribute,” says Whitman. “The best thing about rugby is precisely that there is not expected body type.”

In fact, the game challenges many women’s preconceived notions of what their bodies can and should do and how they should look. 

“Since I’ve started playing rugby, I’ve felt more in control of both my body and strength,” says North Shore Women’s Rugby player Monika Gogola. “I never knew how powerful I could be.”

Anne Bruckman agrees. “Before rugby, I was self-conscious of my weight and muscular body,” says the 21-year-old Holy Cross student. “My ideal body image has definitely changed.”

Women’s rugby players almost universally agree rugby physically challenges them like nothing else.  Matches typically last 80 minutes, and players can run up to 5 miles per match. Further, the sport’s unique combination of sprinting, lifting, driving, and pushing offers a unique, total body workout.

For many, the physical demands of the sport provide motivation to dedicate themselves to a fitness regimen.

“Without rugby, I never would have worked that hard to get to this level of fitness,” says Cushing. “Maybe I don’t have what other people would consider a perfect body, but it's definitely one that I am happy with and proud of b/c I know what it took to get here.” 

The physical nature of the game and the combination of strategy, speed, and strength also gives players an increased body-mind connection.
“I think I know my body a lot better as a result of playing,” says Holy Cross player Kaity Padgett. “I know when I’ve reached my limit and I know when I can continue to push myself.”
While it has yet to achieve the widespread acceptance or visibility that other sports have, rugby profoundly affects the lives of those involved. Whether they play for one semester or 15 years, many women’s rugby players find the sport leaves them forever changed.
“We play rugby not because we’re backed by fans or sponsors, but because we’re backed by each other and our families,” says Howley. “I’ve never felt this way about another sport and don’t think I ever will. Rugby is my passion.”

