
“I was just never
going to be big enough”
Tom Baister reveals how his height held back his rugby career. RW’s Liam Driscoll finds out mores  ince its birth the sport of rugby has been 

constantly developing. 
But rugby’s technical 

skills, when compared with other 
sports, are lagging a long way 
behind. From the six nations to 
the Premiership and everything in 
between many skills players are 
taught from such a young age 
are being neglected. The first 
thing you learn as a young rugby 
player is to carry the ball in two 
hands, followed by the correct 
tackle technique and holding your 
hands up as a target to receive 
a pass. But even at the highest 

levels of rugby in the northern 
hemisphere it is rare to see these 
skills. Players charge with the ball 
in one hand and tackle technique 
has gone out the window - tack-
les are car crash collisions. It’s all 
about size. There is no room for 
finesse anymore. 
   The harsh reality of it is that 
academies and top level clubs 
pick players on size and try to 
mold them into rugby players 
instead of picking the naturally 
gifted players and helping them 
to grow. Tom Baister has been a 
stand out player for Dinas Powys 
this season but stands at only 

FO C U S  O N  R U G BY ’ S  S I Z E  P R O B LEM

Thomas the Tank Engine
Tom Baister has pushed 
Dinas to promotion this season
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5’8”. Helping Dinas get promoted 
into Welsh Division One scoring 
17 tries from hooker he quite 
rightly started attracting attention 
from bigger clubs. 
   Cardiff looked at Baister to 
supplement their team for their 
cup run. Tom played only one 
game for Cardiff against Aber-
avon Wizards “I had little game 
time while I was there and didn’t 
get a chance to really show 
them what I could do.” Given the 
opportunity he would be an out-
standing addition to Cardiff’s ever 
growing Arsenal of players - but 
- they opted for someone bigger, 
as most clubs now do. “I didn’t 
play for them again, in the next 
match they used another hooker, 
someone bigger but not techni-
cally as good. It’s disapointing.”

“ I  D I D N ’ T  G ET  A  C H A N C E  TO 
R EA LLY  S H O W  W H AT  I  C O U LD  D O ”

It is not only recently that his 
height has hindered his career - he 
was in the Cardiff Blues develop-
ment program at the age of 15 
“I was always knocking on the 
door of the academy” he says. 
A few years down the line after 
his small spell in the Premiership 
he thinks he knows why he didn’t 
get a chance back then either. “I 
was just too small for their liking, 
despite being one of the most 
influential players on the pitch. To 
them I was just never going to 
be big enough and sadly that’s 
the way rugby is going.” Baister 
highlighted a huge problem in the 
rugby world, players are picked at 
a young age because of their size 
but once they’ve stopped growing 
and are playing at the top levels 
of rugby they can really struggle. 

“In terms of skill they weren’t 
very good, they were just picked 
at age group rugby because they 
were much bigger than everyone 
else” he says. “Now teams are 
left with players that aren’t as 
big as they used to be and aren’t 
skillfully good enough.”
   Size, however, is hugely 
important in modern day rugby, 
with the players getting bigger 
and the hits getting harder it’s 
difficult to see where having the 
small old fashioned style rugby 
player is beneficial. Consider Julian 
Savea catching the ball in space, 
gathering momentum and running 
head on at Shane Williams. As 
skillful and as entertaining a player  
Shane Williams was there is only 
one winner in that collision. 
   Ex London Irish academy and 

Milfield player Will Henshaw would 
agree, he says “You need to be 
big. Smaller and weaker players 
get targeted in defense so much 
nowadays and so academies look 
to get the strongest boys in then 
help them develop as players.” It 
is questionable though, whether 
this neglects genuine exciting 
rugby talent like Tom but Will 
believes the game is more enter-
taining than ever with the modern 
size dominated style of play, 
“There is nothing more exciting 
than watching the likes of George 
North or Bastareaud in open space 
anticipating a massive hit.”
   So we see rugby has quite 
literally and physically grown but it 
is up to personal opinion whether 
it’s for the best. Size over skill, for 
me, is the wrong way to go. RW
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FO C U S  O N  TH E  PA ST  P R ES ENT  A N D  FUTU R E
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Richie Williams had an impressive 
career in the non-profession-
al era of rugby playing for 

Maesteg and Aberavon in Welsh 
division one and UWIC in the top 
tier of university sport. 
   But before rugby became pro-
fessional there was more focus on 
players’ skills as opposed to their 
size he explained, “We would do 
maybe two gym sessions a week 
as opposed to four or five that 
they’ll be doing now.” As Tom 
unfortunately found out rugby has 
moved on since then, big players 
are picked and there is a massive 
gym and size dominance.
   Professional players in modern 
rugby have more time to train 
both on the pitch and on the 
weights but Richie says there 
was a different culture back in 
his day “that was our mindset, 
we’d probably rather have more 
on field rugby sessions.” The 
increase of gym focus in rugby 
and influence of size over skill 
has “been a detriment to player 
skill development” Richie says. He 

used to idolize smaller players like 
Jonathan Davies and Phil Bennet 
but believes the way rugby has 
changed has pushed players like 
them aside.
   However, Richie hopes those 
days are behind us and rugby is 
adapting again, making room for 
the smaller more skillful players, 
“I think coaches and clubs realise 
now that there still needs to be a 
big focus on skill development.” 
There are examples now of play-
ers that are physically quite small 
but are some of the best players 
in the game, Richie looked to Kiwi 
Aaron Smith and said “He’s not 
one of the bigger guys but he’s 
one of my favourites to watch 
because his skill level is fantasti-
cally good.”
   “I hope that rugby is changing 
again. There’s been an emergence 
of young talented rugby players 
that aren’t the biggest of play-
ers.” Richie says. 
   So, maybe there is still a 
chance for Tom in the rugby 
world if it is to change again.
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Hungary coach Richie Williams talks about his time on the 
pitch and what’s to come in terms of player size and skill

Hungary for more
Richie Williams coaching 
Hungary to victory


