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The International Rugby
Board consolidates the
position of its flagship
tournament, the Rugby
World Cup, among the
world’s top sporting
events.
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From the first blow of the whistle
by referee Paul Honiss to start
the opening match between host
nation Australia and Argentina in
Sydney, it was history in the
making for the 2003 Rugby World
Cup (RWC).

The game continued to uphold its
longstanding traditions — and
there are quite a few — but the
fifth edition of the RWC set new
standards day after day, from
October 10 through November
22.

Honiss’ whistle was the same
blown to kick off every RWC since
the tournament was first staged
in 1987 — a historic piece in
sporadic use since 1905 . But by
the end of day one, after the
‘Wallabies’ had defeated the
‘Pumas’ 24-8, the first figures
revealed an unprecedented public
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interest downunder and around the
globe. 81,350 had come to the
stadium and joined in on the ‘Waltzing
Mathilda’ chorus. 2.77 million TV
viewers had watched the tournament
opener on Australia’s Channel 7. The
official website, rugbyworldcup.com,
had registered 44.2 million hits in one
day. And the world had just started to
tune in.

No one seriously doubted that the
Australians would show their true
colors and support their team in
defending the Web Ellis Cup . Sydney
2000 had already demonstrated the
Australian enthusiasm for sports and
an all-out effort put into being gracious

The cup is named after William
Webb Ellis who is credited with
inventing rugby football in 1820
by picking up the ball and running
with it — in ‘a fine disregard for
the rules’ of traditional football.
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hosts to the world. The RWC 2003
was bound to rekindle some of the
same Olympic spirit.
Upon the tournament’s conclusion,
Australian Rugby Union Chief
Executive John O’Neill reserved the
highest praise for the Australian public:
“It has been amazing in the stands,
on the streets, in the pubs and clubs,
RWC 2003 had no boundaries
geographically across Australia and
demographically across all ages,
sexes and social groups.”
“The atmosphere was extraordinary.
Being at the match venues you had
to take a double take. At times you
read the newspapers and wondered
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