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Scrums, rucks, Mauls
Varsity rugby for women begins a new era in Crimson sports.

rugby� has its own language. 
Even if you haven’t watched a 
full match (80 minutes, in two 
40-minute halves), you may be fa-

miliar with the scrum, a fun word to say, and, 
for the uninitiated, a bizarre phenomenon to 
watch: players link arms, bow their heads, 

and push forward against a likewise engaged 
opposing team, all the while attempting to 
gain control of the ball (a chunkier, more 
ovoid version of a football) with their feet. 
It looks like a mindless people pile-up. But 
it’s not, as Sue Parker, Harvard’s first coach 
of varsity women’s rugby, can explain.

“There is an element of brute force,” con-
cedes Parker, who most recently coached 
the women’s rugby team at the U.S. Naval 
Academy. “But you’d be surprised—there’s 
also tremendous technique involved. At 
Navy, we were a smaller team than a lot 
of those we played against. But if you 
have strong fundamentals, a less powerful 
scrum can still win the ball.”

That’s rugby in a nutshell—a contact 
sport played without padding that re-
wards sheer strength while demanding 
the technical skills of passing, kicking, car-
rying, and tackling in pursuit of a try, the 
five-point equivalent of football’s six-point 
touchdown. (Kicking the ball through the 
goalposts will earn two more points for a 

with. Deciding to be around people who 
love something—anything—passionately, 
makes caring for them and their cares a 
contagion. In terms of the physical and 
the purely whimsical, have fun, but make 
sure to cover your drinks at parties (see: 
sophomore summer). And, not being in any 
romantic relationship is better than being 
in a bad or draining one (see: well—she’ll 
know it when she sees it). Remember that 
crushes flatten, and that most of the time, 
there’s no predicting what will happen. 
So don’t take things too seriously. You’re 
young—and anyway, you know very little 
about how I will feel about things. Try to 
take an educated guess. But don’t be cer-
tain—because you aren’t. Then again, if 
you think you really love something, or like 
someone, just go for it. See what happens. 

6. The Future: For a period, I was pretty 
worried about what the future held for 
us, and how badly I was directing myself 
toward it. But then I figured: the future 
is not something that will happen to me, 
helplessly. It’s something I’ll live—not as 
another, better person who does all the 
things I’d like to be able to do, like get-
ting up early, or being an extrovert—but 
as myself. Realizing which parts of you, 
and me, I can and cannot change has been 
important in terms of guessing what will 
make our future whole and better (at 
least, the part of your future I’ve lived so 
far). I’m still learning those things.

In the meantime, just do things you 
like, and do them well, according to your 
own standards. Then, you’ll get to where 
I am and realize that the present doesn’t 
have to come from the past or the fu-

Harvard Magazine’s� Berta Greenwald 
Ledecky Undergraduate Fellows for the 2013-
2014 academic year will be Noah Pisner ’14 and 
Jessica C. Salley ’14—selected from among 
nearly two dozen applicants. The fellows join 
the editorial staff and contribute to the maga-
zine during the year, writing the “Undergradu-
ate” column and reporting for both the print 
publication and harvardmagazine.com, among other responsibilities.

Pisner, of Fairfax, Virginia, and Winthrop House, transferred to the College follow-
ing a year at the University of Southern California, where he studied cinema and 
television production. In Cambridge, he is concentrating in social studies, with a focus 
in international law and development, and pursuing a secondary field in English. He 
serves as a features writer for The Harvard Advocate and as an executive editor of The 
Harvard Crimson’s magazine Fifteen Minutes. He spent the summer working as an edito-
rial intern at McSweeny’s in San Francisco and doing thesis research in southern India.

Salley, of Covington, Louisiana, and Dunster House, is concentrating in Near 
Eastern languages and civilizations and history, and expects to earn a language cita-
tion in Turkish. Outside the classroom, she is the multimedia chair of the Crimson 
and writes for Fifteen Minutes. During the summer, she conducted archival research 
for her senior thesis in Turkey before traveling to Armenia and Georgia to work on 
an archaeological field project.

The fellowships are supported by Jonathan J. Ledecky ’79, M.B.A. ’83, and named 
in honor of his mother. For updates on past Ledecky Fellows and links to their work, 
see http://harvardmagazine.com/donate/ledecky-fellowships.
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ture—but from an intertwining of both. 
Make yourself that intertwine. Don’t 
get caught up in the mistakes or pres-
sures of the past or the present, or the 
invisible, looming future ones I’ll surely 
make. Even the darkest of them fade. Let 
them. Then, you can just be happy with 

yourself, and you and I will reunite again. 
Then, we’ll conquer time. 

Cherone Duggan ’14 is a rising senior and former 
Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow 
at the magazine. She would like to thank Cameron 
Rejali ’82   for sharing his kind words of advice. 

noah pisner and Jessica C. Salley
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conversion; a field goal, worth three points, 
can be attempted at any time.) Players usu-
ally pass by throwing underhand, and can 
pass only backward or sideways, not for-
ward; defenders can tackle only the player 
carrying the ball; and as soon as a player is 
tackled, anyone from either team can im-
mediately pick up the ball and start a new 
attack by kicking, passing, or running with 
it. Sometimes players form an unruly pack, 
or a ruck, over a loose ball, in an attempt to 
push it toward the try line; a maul, on the 
other hand, occurs when players converge 
on an unfortunate ball-carrier who has 
been tackled but not taken to the ground. 

The no-pads, high-contact aspect of 
rugby is part of its fearsome mystique, and 
Parker teaches the art of tackling with 
great care. “We show where your feet need 
to be in relation to the ball-carrier, and the 
proper angle of your torso in relation to 
your hips and thighs,” she says. “Where do 
you squeeze and drive through [to make 
the tackle]?” (You do it in the ball-carrier’s 
waist-thigh region.) “We repeat this slowly 
and under careful observation until a play-
er has confidence that she’s doing it safely 
and in the right position. Then we have the 
ball-carrier start running.” Through some 
odd calculus, this close, sometimes ruth-
less contact on the field creates a legendary 
culture of camaraderie off the field: “You 
play a brutal, super-intense match against 

your opponents, and afterwards, eat pizza 
together,” says Parker. “There aren’t many 
sports where that’s the case.”

Rugby most often has 15 players to a 
side, but can also be played with seven, 
which is how Parker first experienced 

the game as a law-school graduate in her 
early twenties. “I was working for a big 
firm in D.C. and not enjoying how my 
lifestyle had become so completely sed-

entary,” she says. She had always been a 
student athlete, competing in the javelin 
throw and 800-meter run at the Univer-
sity of Maryland, but rugby was some-
thing completely new: “It had everything 
I loved—raw speed, kicking, passing, and 
an unbelievable level of teamwork.” Parker 
was hooked. She started playing on com-
munity teams and worked her way up to 
coaching jobs, practicing law throughout. 
Only now—with the Harvard position—is 
she focusing on rugby full-time.

Since her rugby epiphany in 1991, Park-
er has competed as a member of the USA 
Rugby 7s Eagles, the country’s national 
amateur team, and gone on to coach that 
squad; the Washington D.C. Furies, a club 
team; and Navy. This summer, she took a 
team of Navy players to the World Uni-
versity Games in Kazan, Russia, where 
they finished with a 1-6 record; they were 
the first American team to play rugby 
at these Games, where they competed 
against national teams from the other 
countries. As chair of the USA Rugby 
Women’s Collegiate Strategic Committee, 
Parker led efforts to promote the sport to 
NCAA varsity status.

Harvard is the first Ivy League college 
to sponsor a varsity women’s rugby pro-
gram, which launches this fall—although 
as a club sport it dates back to 1982 for the 
women’s team and to 1872 for the men’s. 
The Crimson women won national titles 
as a rugby club in 1998 and 2011. (Only the 
women’s program is going varsity. Parker 
believes it will be good for the Harvard 
men’s club as well, and she has already 
reached out to the male ruggers.)

The other Ivy colleges all have women’s 

Holding a rugby ball, Sue parker 
stands before rugby goalposts. 
She is Harvard’s first varsity 
coach in the sport.

The word “legend” gets applied al-
most indiscriminately to sports figures 
these days, but Harry Parker, head coach 
of heavyweight mens’ crew at Harvard 
for 51 years, was the genuine article. 

He may be the most successful coach in 
the history of American college sports: 
across the decades, his crews’ over-
all winning percentage was in excess of 
.800; they won 16 official and unofficial 

national championships, and 
never had a losing year. Even at 
age 77, Parker was still at the 
peak of his powers: his last three 
crews went undefeated in the 
regular season.
 He did this while coping with a 
rare form of blood cancer that 
took his life on June 25. Many  
oarsmen regarded him as their 
most important teacher at Har-
vard. (For more on Parker, see 
page 10, and coverage at http://
harvardmag.com/parker-13. )
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To receive weekly football  
reports from “Cleat,” sign up at  

http://harvardmag.com/email
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