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			To my daughters, Keira and Taylor

			‘Ko koe ko au, ko au ko koe’

			You live your life through me

			as I live my life through you
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			Prologue

			I’m not a superhero, I don’t wear my jocks over my jeans, I can’t deflect lightning bolts with my hand and I’m not likely to be found rescuing damsels in distress — unless they happen to be my beloved daughters Keira and Taylor. I certainly don’t sport classic Superman looks; instead of being tall, dark and handsome I’m medium height with a tendency towards chunky and a sense of style that is more shabby chic than Savile Row. You won’t ever see photographs of me clad in nothing more than my underwear and sporting a shy smile plastered on giant billboards or across the back of a bus. You’re also unlikely to meet me on the celebrity speaking trail, as I’m just not that kind of guy. But for a few crazy weeks during the Rugby World Cup I was cast as kingmaker for the All Blacks and our title aspirations.

			A series of separate and diverse incidents — good and bad — seemed to grab the attention of the public and press alike. In a whirlwind few days I’d led the haka, put an end to Cory Jane and Israel Dagg’s night out in Takapuna, kicked seven penalty goals in our 33–10 quarter-final win against Argentina, attended my grandfather’s funeral, and had a strong performance in our semi-final match against Australia. I wouldn’t say I was exactly a ‘zero’ before all this in the public’s mind but suddenly I was being cast as a hero, and thanks to social media I became a Kiwi rugby player version of American actor Chuck Norris.

			Norris’s long career is based around his tough guy/martial arts expert image, which in turn led to the Chuck Norris Facts, a seemingly endless list of his feats, ranging from the implausible to the downright impossible, which first appeared on the Internet in 2005. Chuck’s list keeps growing, and I like to think mine will as well, although I have to admit the whole thing is kind of weird and overwhelming. Things like this happen to superstars, and I’ve never considered myself to be in the same league as the Dan Carters and Richie McCaws of this world. Anything I did was for the team. It was never about purposely pushing myself into the spotlight or trying to be a hero. It was about trying to take on or take over some of the pressure from others in the team, the likes of Colin Slade and Aaron Cruden, and dealing with it.

			For the record, some of my supposed feats are:

			
					Piri Weepu destroyed the Periodic Table because Piri Weepu only recognises the element of surprise

					Piri Weepu can divide by zero

					Some people wear Superman pyjamas; Superman wears Piri Weepu pyjamas

					It takes Piri Weepu 20 minutes to watch 60 Minutes


					Piri Weepu can slam a revolving door

					Piri Weepu played Russian roulette with a fully loaded gun and won

					Piri Weepu can believe it’s not butter

					Piri Weepu doesn’t wear a watch, he decides what time it is

					If at first you don’t succeed, you’re not Piri Weepu

					Piri Weepu uses a night light; not because Piri Weepu is afraid of the dark, but the dark is afraid of Piri Weepu

					Google won’t search for Piri Weepu because it knows you don’t find Piri Weepu; he finds you

					Piri Weepu is the reason Wally is hiding

					When Bruce Banner gets mad, he turns into the Hulk; when the Hulk gets mad, he turns into Piri Weepu

					Piri Weepu and Mr T walked into a bar. The bar was destroyed instantly as that level of awesome cannot be contained in one building

					Piri Weepu invented black. In fact he invented the entire spectrum of visible light. Except pink. Tom Cruise invented pink

					I hate it when they compare Piri Weepu to God. I mean He’s good but he ain’t no Piri Weepu

					Chuck Norris got upset when he learned that someone ripped off his jokes. When he heard it was Piri Weepu he cowered in a corner, rolled into a ball and started shaking life a leaf . . . and the list goes on and on.

			

			Being talked up as a cult hero was slightly unnerving, but I couldn’t help but admire the wit, not to mention the entrepreneurial possibilities my new status gave people. Incredibly, I became a pin-up, my photo appearing on posters with such phrases as ‘Back off John Key! I’m Prime Minister now!!’ and ‘John Key! Fix that oil slick! Do I have to fu**ing do everything around here?!’ in reference to the Rena oil spill disaster off the Bay of Plenty coast. There was also the ‘Everyone chill the fuck out. I’ve got this’ and, the biggie, ‘Keep calm, Piri’s on’.

			‘Keep calm, Piri’s on’ became a T-shirt success story. The Mr Vintage company came up with the idea and the T-shirts sold like hot cakes. On the company blog, under the headline ‘We’re putting our balls on the line for Piri’ was written:

			We’ve got a semi for Piri at the moment; actually, I think the whole country has a semi for our bucket-arsed halfback. Ever since his colossal performance against the Argentines led us to the semis, we’ve been inundated with requests for a Piri tee; and we thought now was the right time to make one for the Wainuiomata warrior.

			We’re stoked at the way he’s leading the boys around the park at the moment, and we’re confident that with Piri at the helm we’re going to dick the Aussies.

			According to a newspaper report, Rob Ewan of Mr Vintage said, ‘It’s gone crazy. It’s our best-selling T-shirt ever.’

			I know for a fact where one of those T-shirts ended up. My daughter Keira was wearing one during the captain’s run before the final.

			A photo of me leading the haka was used in a take-off of the well-known MasterCard ads. This one read, ‘Tickets for the semi — $800, eight cans of Heineken at Eden Park — $60, Official All Blacks top — $160. Watching the All Blacks piss all over the Aussies and sending them back over the Tasman crying — Absolutely fucking priceless!!!’

			A ‘Piri Weepu for Prime Minister’ Facebook page was set up and six months after the World Cup it had more than 11,660 likes, and another Facebook page, Dan Carter, NEK Minnit, Piri Weepu, had a photo of Dan posing in his Jockey underwear, my head superimposed over his. In fact, my face seemed to be everywhere, I even saw myself and Willie Apiata, VC, on the same page with the words ‘Willie Apiata unheard of for a while . . . Nek Minnit . . . Piri Weepu’.

			Okay, even I have to admit it, when we’re both sporting beards the SAS hero and I don’t look unalike. The photo was actually taken earlier in the year and had appeared with a Dominion Post article about my rehab, and made mention of our looks.

			The Hurricanes halfback has taken on a remarkable likeness to war hero Willie Apiata in recent weeks as he’s stepped up his rehabilitation from a badly broken right leg. Weepu has made the decision not to crop his beard till he has played his first Super Rugby match of the season — and, in a show of support, team-mates Ma’a Nonu, Cory Jane and Victor Vito have jumped on board.

			It’s quickly become a humorous distraction from the seriousness of Weepu’s injury. ‘I can’t afford to buy any shavers and also my brother [Billy] keeps stealing mine and breaks them, so that’s why his face is the way it is,’ he laughed when quizzed about his burgeoning beard. ‘Also, I just can’t be bothered shaving.’

			Attracting the odd comment from the media during my comeback from injury was one thing, quite another to find myself taking up column inches in papers all across the globe.

			Writing in The Telegraph, Brendan Gallagher said:

			When you watch Weepu go into action you see a man absolutely determined that this World Cup does not pass him by. He has quickly become the ‘story’ with New Zealanders wanting a little light relief from the daily news bulletins on the state of Richie McCaw’s ankle — and Dan Carter’s groin before him — and those wanting to turn a Nelsonian eye to the thirsty habits of some of their heroes.

			Weepu seems to trend most days on Twitter and has become the folk hero of New Zealand’s World Cup campaign. Suddenly, it has become inconceivable that New Zealand can win the World Cup without him . . .

			Every team needs their Piri Weepu. England’s equivalent in 2003 was Mike Catt who drifted in and out of favour with Clive Woodward over the years but did more than almost any individual to win the World Cup, transforming events in the quarter-final against Wales with his shrewd kicking game and then bringing all his maturity to bear in the semi-final against France and the final itself. Remarkably, he nearly pulled off the same trick four years later in France.

			So the toast today is Piri Weepu, a proper rugby bloke and fine player who is laying it all on the line for his country.

			The Irish Times carried a story by Eddie Butler headlined ‘Carter’s exit gives restored Weepu his head’ in which he commented:

			And the challenge was laid down in the All Black camp that one player’s misfortune had to become another’s opportunity. They tried to be calm about it and managed to keep the tremor out of their voice when they said the team would have to improve across the board. But there was panic across the nation. An appeal was launched, almost a cry of despair: who will be the one to save us? Piri bloody Weepu, that’s who.

			What a week he had. First, he played a one-man emergency service, responding to the alarm — All Blacks in trouble. He dashed down to the bar on North Shore and unceremoniously yanked Israel Dagg and Cory Jane back to the hotel.

			Then he took to the field against Argentina at Eden Park and led the haka. Kicked the penalties that kept the All Blacks clear of danger. Provided the service that nursed Aaron Cruden into the game after Colin Slade went off injured. He took the restarts, he wagged his finger at the forwards and added a spice of invention that lit up the team performance, kicking across field or dinking the ball into space. He offered variety and intelligence. He wasn’t Dan Carter; he was himself.

			He did all of this unaware that two days before, his grandfather had died. As the team celebrated the win, his father, Bill, rang to tell him. On Tuesday Piri flew home to carry his grandfather’s coffin at the funeral. Bill spoke of how proud grandfather had been of grandson.

			The family may be prouder still. Over the next couple of Sundays, the younger brother might suggest that Billy switches over once the league is finished on the television, because little Piri is going to win the World Cup for the All Blacks.

			Strong stuff, emotive, and 100 per cent OTT. First and foremost, rugby is a team game, and the result of a match never hinges on one person. I might kick a goal that will win us a match, but it’s the team effort that’s got us in the position to go for the points. Conversely, I might miss the kick and we lose. But is it my loss? No, at the end of the day it’s all about team. Nothing demonstrated that more clearly than when DC — Dan Carter — was injured out of the tournament. He was vital to our campaign, I won’t deny that, but when the unthinkable happened the boys didn’t drop their heads and think we couldn’t still win the World Cup. There was still a job for us to do, a trophy to bring back to New Zealand after an absence of 24 years.

			For all that, I’ll be forever proud that I was able to step up when it mattered, to kick the goals and to help ease the way for the less experienced players who were called upon to fill Carter’s boots, to in fact live the phrase ‘Keep calm, Piri’s on’.

		

	


	
		
			Rugby World Cup final

			Part One

			My eyes flick open, wide open. Today is Rugby World Cup final day, 23 October 2011. I might be 28 years old and a father of two but I feel like a kid in a candy store. I’m so excited about all the lollies that are going to be up for grabs later in the day and I’ve definitely set my sights on the gold-coloured one shaped like a trophy.

			I look at my watch and it is 9.30 am. Situation normal. My usual game preparation is to stay up until 2 am, wake up between 9.30 or 10 am, have a light breakfast, go back to my room for another sleep, wake up, have lunch and watch some TV. What I’d really like to do is go out for a coffee and get some fresh air. It’s good to vary the routine occasionally, but I know it’s going to be impossible today because there are so many people hanging around our hotel, the Heritage Auckland, or around the streets of the city for that matter. It’s as if the entire country has travelled here to be part of today’s game. It’s great, don’t get me wrong, but Rugby World Cup final day is not about having photographs taken with fans or signing autographs.

			It’s going to be a long day, longer than a normal match day when games kick off at 7.30 pm. Today we’ve got almost another couple of hours to kill as our match against the French doesn’t start until 9 pm. I’ll get out of bed soon and head downstairs for a light breakfast. I want to keep to my usual pre-game routine, even though today is about as far from a normal match day as you can get. There is so much riding on tonight’s game; it has been such a long time between Rugby World Cup wins for New Zealand.

			It’s completely crazy the way everyone is writing off France — everyone except us that is. We know it’s going to be a tough game. So the French mightn’t have been playing the greatest footy throughout this tournament, but the fact is they’ve made it into the final. They’ve been here before, too, just like us. In fact, tonight both teams will be making their third appearance in a RWC final, and it’ll be the second time playing each other in what is the ultimate rugby test. France lost to us in 1987 and they lost to Australia 12 years later. Another dozen years have passed since they were downed 12–35 in Wales and you can bet they want tonight to be their third time lucky.

			The majority of this All Black team know from bitter experience that there’s just one game between hero and zero. In 2007 it was the French who got the win, beating the ABs 20–18 at Millennium Stadium in Cardiff at the quarter-final stage.

			So, as a team we know what we are getting ourselves into tonight and we know that our opposition is going to come at us. France is absolutely no different from us in that they know they have a job to do and that’s what they are here for. At this stage it doesn’t matter that on paper it looks as though we’ve had a better World Cup or that we beat them by 20 points in pool play. Tonight we’re equal — the last two teams standing and with everything at stake. Whether you’ve played the greatest footy or whether you’ve played the ugliest, tonight is the only game that matters, the result the only one that counts.

			I’m not nervous about the game. In fact I can’t wait for kick-off. But I am concerned as to how my groin will hold up. It started to tighten up during my kicking practice at yesterday’s captain’s run. First DC then Colin Slade. And now me. Groin problems and the All Blacks, it’s like a team curse.

			I normally don’t do a lot of kicking building into a game; I either do a few kicks the day before the game or leave it until game day. The less kicking I do the better I feel. It may seem strange to some people, but it’s a philosophy that has always worked for me. If I’m kicking crap at the beginning of the week by the time I get to the game I’m going to be thinking too much about what I’m doing wrong and what I need to do to make it right.

			Leading into tonight’s game I’ve done more practice than is usual for me, more than feels comfortable. It’s not that the hard word was put on me, but I got the overwhelming impression I should be making more of an effort, putting in the kind of time the designated kickers generally do. I remember Wayne Smith giving me the eye and I certainly didn’t want him, Graham Henry or Steve Hansen thinking I was lazy or not taking my kicking duties seriously.

			Wayne Smith (All Blacks assistant coach 2004–11)

			That might have been Piri’s perception but it wasn’t the reality. We didn’t really care what anyone did that week because we knew come game time it would all come together. He had missed a few in the Aussie game so he may have put pressure on himself.

			I remember in 2010 before we played the Aussies he had some kicks at goal during the warm-up. He hadn’t practised during the week and before the game he had about five shots and shanked all of them. In fact he hit the corner flag with one shot! It was that bad. But then in the match he kicked brilliantly, absolutely brilliantly.

			We knew that no matter what he does during the week, no matter how he kicks before the games, on the big occasion he fronts up, which is exactly what he did during the Rugby World Cup until the final when he pulled his groin.

			I wouldn’t exactly say I am injured, but I have this niggling worry that the tightness might prevent me from kicking properly. Up until today the biggest kicking challenge I’ve faced was in 2010 playing the final Tri-Nations match. We already had the series won after beating South Africa 29–22 in Johannesburg, but of course we wanted to finish on a high. To do that we had to beat Australia in Sydney, and if we did that we’d take an unbeatable 3–0 lead into the final Bledisloe Cup game that was going to be played in Hong Kong in late October.

			DC had kicked pretty well during the series and I’d only been called upon to kick twice. I slotted a penalty in the Eden Park game against South Africa in July and missed one in the 20–10 win against Australia at Christchurch the following month. When it came to the game in Sydney I was the main kicker because DC was out; he’d had an operation to tidy up a problem with his ankle.

			The day before the test at the captain’s run I was practising my goal-kicking and it’s fair to say I was horrendous. I slotted only four out of 20 attempts. I was nervous going into the match because it was such a big deal, the last game of the Tri-Nations, and with the Bledisloe at stake. I didn’t want to disappoint the team.

			Game day had started off rough. I was trying to deal with some personal problems back home and I was feeling pretty hacked off with life by the time we got on the bus. I was like ‘if I miss the kicks, I miss them . . . so what?’ and I jammed on my headphones so I could blot everything out but the music. I was listening to rapper Jay-Z’s ‘A Star is Born’ and suddenly I wasn’t worrying about where my leg had to be, where I needed to plant my foot, how I had to kick the ball. Everything became clear. All I had to do was line it up and try to put it straight down the barrel. And in the game I came up trumps with five goals from five attempts, three penalties and two conversions, to help us to a 23–22 win over the Aussies.

			It was a day when I needed to be on form and never more so than when Kieran Read scored his try in the seventy-third minute. Although I didn’t know it at the time, when I lined up the conversion the outcome of the game, our success or failure, would be decided on whether or not I was able to slot the ball between the uprights. I did. We won. It was a pretty good feeling, I can tell you.

			Wayne Smith

			In my opinion, the greatest game Piri ever played for us was the 2010 test in Sydney, the final test of the Tri-Nations. If we won that it would make us the first team ever to do six in a row. He was in the starting XV as Daniel wasn’t playing, so Piri had to be the goal-kicker.

			There was a bit of a family crisis during the night before the test. I was in the room across the hallway from him and he came to see me; he was pretty upset. After we’d talked I went and saw Ted (Graham Henry) and said we needed to keep an eye on Piri and that I didn’t know what he was going to do.

			When we did our walk through the afternoon of the match I grabbed him, put my arm around him and asked him again if he was all right. ‘Good as gold,’ were his words. He’d sort of blanked all the problems out of his mind and was concentrating on the game ahead.

			He got player of the match. I don’t think he missed a kick at goal and he just played brilliantly. He made breaks and cleared the ball quickly. It was a superb performance and it gave Graham, Steve and me the knowledge that this boy can play through anything, that no matter the pressure, what is going on at home, no matter his state of mind he can still go out and play a blinder.

			At that point we all knew that you could put him in a World Cup and he would rise to the occasion, which, as it turned out, is exactly what happened. He’s a fighter.

			I’ve got to listen to music before a game. If I don’t have music I’m not feeling it. It started back when I was ballboy for the Wainuiomata Premiers’ league team. They always had a radio blasting in the changing room before games and I guess it became a habit, a pre-game preparation that works for me. I’ll get some headphones, put music on, start listening to it and almost immediately feel better. You start thinking about what’s being said in the song and not worrying about what else is going to happen, and that way before you go out to play your mind is clear.

			Before a game all the hard work has been done preparing ourselves to go out to do battle. We’ve learned what we’ve got to do, we know what moves we’re doing, and each of us is sure of our role within those moves. All that’s left is to go and put it all out on the field. So rather than getting caught up in all the hype before a game I listen to music. It helps me to escape and I find that it clears the mind. Even when I’m warming up in the changing room I’ve got my headphones on, and it’s not until we head outside to do the team warm-up that I take them off and am ready to go.

			I remember one of my coaches saying, ‘I see a lot of boys with headphones on, but don’t copy someone because you see them doing it. You do what you’ve got to do for you. Sometimes I think some of you boys are doing it just for the hell of it because you see senior players do it listening to music.’

			I was annoyed with him saying that because that’s how I’ve always prepared myself for a game. But, okay, I don’t think he was pointing the finger at me in particular, I think he was just trying to make the point that if it’s not what you usually do, then don’t. Don’t fall into the trap of preparing yourself a certain way just because the majority of the team is.

			The ABs have music on the bus, before and after trainings, and after games. When we’re going somewhere as a team we always listen to music. We’ve got a music committee and a couple of the boys have to make the selections. If it is crap the team soon lets you know about it. You’ve got to be pretty onto it to make sure you cater for all tastes and genres, and if it means you’ve got to put on a bit of old school stuff to keep the coaches happy, well, you do it. You’re always trying to look for songs everyone knows and that all the team will sing along to. Songs that will get the boys up for training; songs that will make them get up and dance in front of the team and be silly; songs we can relax to, that we can listen to after a game as we sit around and just enjoy one another’s company.

			Today, the song ‘We Made It’ by Busta Rhymes and Linkin Park will have special significance for me. It’s talking about a whole lot of things that relate to what we’re doing. I always listen to this song before a game and it always seems to work. I don’t know why but I just click whenever I hear it.

			I look across at my room-mate Stephen Donald. He is watching TV. We’ve been rooming together all week and we’re good and easy with each other. I get out of bed and pull back the curtains, check out the day. It’s looking okay but there’s a lot of time to kill between now and game time. Anything could happen. Again the thought comes into my mind: today is going to be the longest day.

			I might head downstairs later and go over the video footage of how the opposition plays and try to see if I can pick something up from that, but mostly the day is going to be about chilling out, sleeping and listening to music.

			I’d better hear from my brother Billy. His is the one text I always wait for and if he doesn’t send it he’ll sure as heck know about it. Twice he’s forgotten and twice I’ve given him hell. His message is always the same: ‘Head down, arse up and go to work.’ Billy played prop for the Australian NRL side Manly Sea Eagles so he knows what he’s talking about when it comes to the head down, arse up bit.

			Right now Stephen and I need to get some breakfast into us so we get ourselves dressed and sneak down the back way to the dining room. We want to avoid the lobby as it’s always pretty crowded these days. Most of the boys are already having breakfast so we join them and I have my usual game day breakfast of two pieces of toast and four poached eggs, plus a mocha. The conversation is general, normal sort of stuff, probably not what the general public would expect from us on such a big game day.

			After breakfast I head to the team room and grab bottles of water and some Powerade to take back to the room. Back upstairs I watch TV for a bit and hope to quickly fall asleep. Anything to help pass the time.

			Yesterday John Kirwan and Grant Fox came and talked to us about what it was like playing in the 1987 World Cup. Mostly, they talked about the day of the final and how much they’d enjoyed it. They also spoke about the huge support all New Zealand gave them and how overwhelming it had been walking out of their hotel to the bus with the cheering crowds and then the reaction from all the spectators at Eden Park. They told us it was like nothing they’d ever experienced before.

			The pressure of expectation is something we have to deal with constantly. The All Blacks are almost always the best team at every World Cup — on paper at least — and they’re expected to produce the goods. Those of us who wear the black jersey have a reputation for being tough. Tough enough not to lose — ever. It’s not realistic, of course, but that doesn’t seem to lower people’s expectations.

			It’s pressure-cooker stuff but as a team we’re strong and well prepared. We’re confident but we’re certainly not overconfident. We know it’s not just a matter of us turning up, and that tonight we’re going to have to work hard and play as well as we can to beat France.

			Yes! Billy’s text comes through at 2 pm. I can turn my phone off now.

			Three hours later, four hours before kick-off, we get together for our pre-match meal. The food is put out in our team room. It’s a decent spread. Indeed some people might call it a feast: pasta in a tomato-based sauce, poached eggs, mash, vegetables, grilled chicken, cold meats such as ham and beef, salads, creamed rice. There are also scones with jam and cream. Some of the boys really love the scones with all the trimmings and they’ll take a stash back to their rooms to snack on. I don’t get it. I tried them once, but for me once was enough.

			There’s not a lot of talk as we’re trying to treat this as we would any test match. We don’t want to put too much pressure on ourselves.

			After the meal we go along to our meeting room to collect our playing gear and then we all head back to our rooms to rest. Some of the boys like to snatch a few more zzzzs at this stage, some listen to music. Me, I get my gear prepared and take another nap. When I wake up I jump straight in the shower, get dressed, and I go and get strapped before heading back to my room to get my gear. From there I head straight to the bus.

			We don’t usually meet as a team beforehand. By the time we’re ready to head to the ground everything that needs to be said has been said. However, if there’s something special happening, such as when Richie McCaw was going to play his 100th test (against France in RWC pool play) and Mils Muliaina playing his 100th two weeks later in the quarter-final against Argentina, we get together before boarding the bus. When the boys were presented with their 100th test jerseys management said a few words, and the boys did as well.

			We know all of New Zealand wants us to bring home the World Cup. Twenty-four years is a long time, way too long, since we’ve seen an All Black captain raise the Webb Ellis Cup in his hands. But as we get out of the elevator, walk through the hotel lobby and outside to the bus it strikes me that Rugby World Cup 2011 is not only about us winning the cup, it’s also about how the whole of New Zealand has come together to show their support for the team. It started before the tournament and it has kept growing and growing. It’s fantastic for us as a team, but I also think it has been really great for the country.

			As we step aside we’re greeted by hundreds of people, the streets around the hotel are crowded, and it seems like every single person is cheering, screaming and taking our photo. It is an unreal experience and very humbling. I know this moment is going to rate as one of the best ever in my life. It’s just amazing.

			Eventually, we’re all aboard and the bus pulls away from the hotel and we set off. I guess we make quite a sight because we have a police escort. It’s pretty clear we are the main show in town today!

			All the way to the motorway the streets are lined with people cheering us on. Every bar we go past is crowded and as the bus approaches we see people stop whatever they are doing to cheer and wave to us. There are flags everywhere, New Zealand flags as well as the colours of other countries. I like seeing everyone so excited because it shows how incredibly passionate they are about supporting us. They’re here to help us do what we have to do.

			I feel pretty calm as we approach Eden Park. You couldn’t ask for a better stage at which to hold the main event. We’ve made history here once before when we won the first Rugby World Cup in ’87 and now we’re about to try to repeat the feat.

			I look out the window of the bus, down at the hundreds of fans who are making their way to the ground. The cheering and waving continues and the excitement builds. All these crowds are here for one reason, to come and support their team — it might be us or it might be the French — but what’s important is that they are here.

			As soon as the bus pulls to a halt we troop off, collect our bags and our number ones (our dress clothes), and some of us also carry stuff for management and help our team doctor Deb Robinson to carry her coffins into the changing rooms.

			We all go straight to our lockers. Everybody knows their particular spot; they were all worked out during the Tri-Nations earlier in the year. Ma’a Nonu is on my right with Sonny Bill Williams next to him and on my left is Owie — Owen Franks — and next to him is Woody — Tony Woodcock. It’s pretty quiet, and the moment now is about each person doing what he must to get his head in the game.

			We’re all different when it comes to doing our prep. For example, Conrad Smith just sits and stares into space. He’s always one of the last to get changed, in fact everyone will be gone out to the field starting the warm-up and he’ll be still in the changing room getting himself prepped.

			There’s not a lot of talking. If you need to say anything to anyone in particular it’s about things that might happen during the game, certain scenarios that could pop up. The coaches talk over one or two things they want us to do, but that’s about it. We won’t really talk until we get back in after the team warm-up before we run out for the match and it’ll be no more than a few words from one or two people.

			Even Ted — Graham Henry — has cut back on his team talks. What he has to say he does during the week leading up to a game. He basically chips away at everyone so we all know our roles and when we do come together as a team he makes sure everyone is clear about what their role is and that everyone’s on the same page. He’s not into giving us a motivational talk — although he can — it’s just that over the years he’s chosen to step back.

			We have our team leaders, our game leaders out on the field, and we have leaders off the field. Our game leaders are the boys who come up with the on-field stuff, and along with Ted and Smithy they create our game plan. From the start of game week right up to the time we take the field it’s about making sure we are clear about what we have to do and working on getting our accuracy right so that by game day we are all feeling confident.

			I go to my locker, unzip my bag and get all my stuff out, my mouthguard, boots and playing kit. I hang up my jersey so I can see the number on the back. Once I’ve emptied my bag I put it on top of the locker. Next, I have a quick read of the programme and I stock up on my supply of chewing gum, which for me is a pre-match essential.

			A couple of my fingers are more than a little crooked. One I damaged playing rugby and the other protecting my butt from being kicked when I was at boarding school. Looking at my finger now, maybe I should have taken the hit. The digit is a bit of a mess. I tape the fingers together to prevent any further damage and with that job done I put on my socks and my runners. Now I can start warming up, and after yesterday’s captain’s run I know I’ve got to stretch my groin as much as possible.

			Thirty minutes before kick-off we all head outside to continue our pre-match prep on the pitch, which also gives us an opportunity to get a feel for the ground. We fall into our units, the forwards separate from the backs as we do a bit of a warm-up, and then we come together as a team to do some drills. We also work on our defensive structures.

			I take a few practice goal kicks and straight away I feel my groin get really tight. The kicks don’t go well either. I ask our kicking coach to whistle out to the medical staff, to get them to come and have a look, see what they think. While I’m waiting for them I take a last kick. At least it goes over but so it should. It’s from right out in front.

			Our physio Peter Gallagher arrives and gets me to do some stretching exercises to test my groin strength, and then we head back to the dressing room so I can get some heat treatment. After that, more stretching and I go back outside and join the team.

			Wayne Smith

			We have to make a quick decision. Do we keep Piri on and play him or do we replace him? But the reality is that we were never going to replace him so we decide he’s got to play and do the best he can. He stops doing any more kicking during the warm-up and we just cross our fingers that he’ll be better during the game.

			I try to block the problem from my mind and I force myself to concentrate on the job ahead. Best I let the medical team do the worrying about how tight my groin has got while I focus on how I can best function out on the field. It’s my job to marshal the troops, to make sure I can get around the paddock and be in the right spot at the right time. The situation is far from ideal, but it is what it is.

			Our 10-minute call is given and that’s the signal for everyone to come together as a team. It’s time.

			Richie says a few words but I’m only half-listening, which is kind of weird given the next 80 minutes will be among the most important in my life. But we all react differently to situations and right now I need to take a few quiet moments to sort things out in my own mind.

			When Richie is done we fall into line and as usual I am near the back with Brad Thorn. We troop out of the changing rooms and line up beside our opposition for the night. I don’t look anywhere but straight ahead. My focus is all about the next 80 minutes.

			The atmosphere is charged. Some dreams are going to be realised tonight, others will be dashed. I’m not normally nervous before kick-off but I feel my pulse quicken.

			Pō atarau (now is the hour); it’s game on.

			Part Two

			I’m playing in a Rugby World Cup final. I don’t think this fact really hits me until I run out onto Eden Park. The atmosphere is amazing . . . in fact I’m lost for words, and I’m suddenly aware this is a once-in-a-lifetime experience: playing a World Cup final in my own country.

			That flutter of nerves of a few moments ago is gone and now I’m excited. I look around me, soaking up the atmosphere, and it’s like ‘Wow!’ From where I am on the pitch the grandstands look like a sea of black, a waving, heaving tide of goodwill ebbing and flowing around us. Everyone is cheering us on. Well, I’m sure the French supporters are there in numbers, but from where I’m standing it’s impossible to separate black from blue, the flashes from cameras and phones are as constant as they are dazzling. So few people get the opportunity to experience what we are right now — it’s pretty great I can tell you. I love that everyone who is at the game tonight is here to watch us play footy.

			We get ourselves into line for the national anthems and I stand between Israel Dagg and my great mate Ma’a. While I find it difficult to sing when the camera is in our faces, Ma’a has no such problems. Maybe it’s the fact I can’t sing to save myself, but the sight of a camera close up gives me stage fright every time. I’d hate the microphone to pick up my tone-deaf notes. Sadly, Ma’a doesn’t regard my lack of ability to hold a tune as a justifiable excuse for not singing the national anthem and the minute he senses I’ve stopped he gives a little shrug, his ‘hurry up and start singing’ signal to me.

			Although it’s hard to better ‘God Defend New Zealand’ being played as we prepare to face an opposition, there is nothing in the build-up to a game to beat doing the haka, and from a personal point of view nothing tops leading it. How did I get the job? I didn’t have to apply, that’s for sure. I think it simply fell to me in terms of team selection and I’ve been fortunate enough to be stuck with the job ever since.

			I wouldn’t change it for the world. When you are part of a team, especially the All Blacks, you want it to be the best All Blacks team ever and you’ve got to make sure you do everything you can to achieve that goal. If that means leading the haka then that’s what you do, and you do it to the best of your ability. Every time I lead the haka I try to come up with something different, something that will make me look even scarier than the last time. I guess that’s not too hard because I’m not a particularly handsome chap!

			There was never any doubt we would go with ‘Kapa o Pango’ rather than ‘Ka Mate’ for the final. It seems appropriate. As leader, the final decision on which haka we do is generally left up to me but, having said that, we are a democracy and everyone in the team has to be on the same page. It’s something Richie, Keven Mealamu and I discuss before the captain’s run, after which we talk about it with the team.

			I’m aware that the haka divides opinion, that some people hate it and others love it, but for the All Blacks it’s a non-negotiable. It’s as essential to us and our build-up as is the singing of our national anthem. The haka might be a long-held All Black tradition — it was first performed by a touring New Zealand rugby team in 1884 — but it’s become much more than the rather limp-wristed, thigh-slapping and jumping into the air version of early days.

			When ‘Kapa o Pango’ was introduced to us during the 2004 end of year tour to Britain and France we were given the full meaning behind it, which certainly gave us a better understanding of why we perform the haka. ‘This defines us as the All Blacks. It’s my time! It’s my moment!’ It’s telling the opposition we’re ready to go into battle against them, and that we are up for this challenge.

			We’ll always have ‘Ka Mate’, but ‘Kapa o Pango’ is about us moving forward. It talks about the team, the jersey, that this is our time. When it was explained to the boys everyone thought it was a great idea and that there was no harm in getting behind it. Although we are trying to create a legacy for ourselves it’s not about rubbishing what’s gone on before. But ‘Ka Mate’ is a haka that almost everyone in New Zealand does and we wanted a haka just for the All Blacks.

			The first time we performed ‘Kapa o Pango’ was against the Springboks at Carisbrook in 2005. I can still hear the roar of the crowd when we went down on one knee, everyone wondering what was about to happen. I think it’s safe to say it was well received, although there was a lot of comment about the throat-slitting gesture made by a certain Piri Weepu!

			Kapa o Pango kia whakawhenua au i ahau!

			Hī auē, hī!

			Ko Aotearoa e ngunguru nei!

			Au, au, auē hā!

			Ko Kapa o Pango e ngunguru nei!

			Au, au, auē hā!

			I āhaha!

			Ka tū te ihiihi

			Ka tū te wanawana

			Ki runga ki te rangi e tū iho nei,

			tū iho nei, hī!

			Ponga rā!

			Kapa o Pango, auē hī, hā!

			All Blacks, let me become one with the land

			This is our land that rumbles

			It’s my time! It’s my moment!

			This defines us as the All Blacks

			It’s my time! It’s my moment!

			Our dominance

			Our supremacy will triumph

			And be placed on high

			Silver fern!

			All Blacks!

			Silver fern!

			All Blacks!

			It is our time, it is our moment, our supremacy will triumph and New Zealand will be placed on high in world rugby — but first we have to beat the French.

			We’re ready, I can sense it, we are all aware that right here and now as we perform the haka we must assert our dominance. We know the French will do something. We’ve talked about it and about how they tend to try to put the opposition off leading into a big occasion, which means we are prepared for them as they move towards us.

			I guess you could say we had a similar experience the week before when we played Australia, and the way the Aussies held their ground, not advancing but standing there to challenge us. Earlier in the year in Brisbane there was almost a standoff between us and the Wallabies, and our boys weren’t ready for what happened there. We talked about it afterwards and we felt that in that final moment, when they basically turned their backs on us and got themselves prepped, it meant they left on their terms, not ours — which gave them the upper hand.

			Tonight, we want to end the haka on our terms. It’s about what we want, not about the French. The boys are really well controlled as the French advance and they do the haka even harder and stronger than usual.

			We know the magnitude of the challenge the French are laying down, the way they advance (and set themselves up to be later fined by the IRB) and we are in no doubt at all that they are up for this game. They are basically saying, ‘Here we are. We’re one as a team, and we’re going to give it to you good.’ Everyone else in the rugby world might have written them off, but it’s plain to see they are not here to just make up the numbers; they believe they have as good a chance to win this match as we have. There have been so many stats and stories chucked around in the week’s build-up to this match: we beat the French by 20 points in pool play; no team has lost a pool match and gone on to win the World Cup in the history of the tournament (France has lost twice in 2011, against us and against Tonga when they went down 14–19, causing one of the biggest upsets of the tournament); New Zealand is the top-ranked team in the world; the French team and management have been at loggerheads; the All Blacks have home advantage. The reasons why we’re 100 per cent certain to win keep stacking up.

			But the All Blacks’ World Cup history records that the French have been our undoing on not one but two previous occasions — the 1999 semi-final at Twickenham where we got rolled 31–43 and the agonisingly narrow 18–20 loss in the quarter-final at Cardiff in 2007 — and although Les Bleus might not have fired to date in this tournament they’re on equal footing with us tonight. Just like us they are set on playing the game of their lives. All 30 players out on the pitch at any one time during the next 80 minutes have the same goal: to be Rugby World Cup champions.

			Tonight the All Blacks take into the game the same mindset as we did against Australia in last week’s semi-final. Our aim is to shut down the French playmakers, their biggest threat, so as to limit their influence on the game. Our tactic will be to try to keep everyone on their feet all the time so that the only thing the French see in front of them is a wall of black, and where the only way past is to try to run through it. If we can stop them doing that we will have done our job.

			And come at us they do for what seems like most of the game. We put our bodies on the line again and again. There is so much riding on the outcome of the match. It’s been a stink year-and-a-half for so many people in New Zealand, what with the Pike River mine disaster and the earthquakes in Christchurch, and we want to give everyone something to smile about. The tragedies aren’t something we’ve spoken about a lot as a team, but they’ve always been there in the back of our minds throughout this campaign.

			The pace is full on and running around I don’t feel too bad initially, but I keep tweaking my groin and I feel it start to tighten up. I have two early shots at penalty goals and don’t raise the flags on either occasion which makes me feel bad. Then 15 minutes into the game we score a try. It comes from a planned move off the first lineout inside the French 22 metres. The move is one Steve Hansen has worked on with our lineout leaders; we’ve used it before tonight, and this time prop Tony Woodcock charges to the line, getting through without a hand being laid on him. I miss the conversion and I feel pretty dirty about it. I know everyone has off days but when you’re not 100 per cent you start worrying about everything, in my case not just my kicking, although it’s fair to say I am kicking like a dick.

			Things aren’t going our way, we’re being put under fierce pressure at the set pieces, and then Aaron Cruden goes down awkwardly in a tackle shortly before halftime and is replaced by my roomie Stephen Donald. I’m not purposefully looking to throw any favours his way but at halftime I am kind of glad to be able to say to our kicking coach that Stephen is going to have to take over the kicking duties. The more I try to compensate for my injured groin, the more it is stuffing up my technique and throwing everything out of whack.

			The halftime message is clear: step up our game. The French are doing to us what we did to Australia the week before; putting the high ball up, contesting and winning possession. We’re not putting them under enough pressure and we have to try to turn everything around, to change the momentum so it moves back in our favour.

			We must put our bodies on the line. And we do. We must stay focused and not let France get under our skin and risk conceding silly kickable penalties. And we do that, too. We can’t afford to miss tackles. The score is close, 5–0 at halftime, and we’ve got to limit the opportunities France has, even half-opportunities, that might become something they can capitalise on. When you’re on defence, which is the name of the game for us out on the park tonight, everything counts.

			Four minutes into the second half we’re awarded a penalty 37 metres out and it’s Stephen and not me who steps up to take the shot. He looks like he means business as he places the ball on the kicking tee, steps back and readies himself. There’s no hesitation, no sign of nerves as he begins his short run-up. The strike is sweet and the ball sails high and true, shaving the inside of the right-hand upright. The touch judges raise their flags immediately and the stadium erupts, the cheering possibly louder now than it was when Woody scored his try.

			But just a couple of minutes later we concede a try. The French force a turnover from a ruck and head down town. They’re hard on attack close to our line and spin it wide to their openside flanker and captain Thierry Dusautoir who goes in for the try, dotting down right against the posts. François Trinh-Duc slots over the easiest of conversions and suddenly there’s just one point in it, All Blacks 8, France 7.

			I’m officially out of the game shortly after the try is scored, subbed off and replaced by Andy Ellis. Along with our four million New Zealand supporters there is nothing more I can do but sit on the sideline and hope that we are able to hold our line, keep our composure and get some more points on the board.

			I think it’s fair to say France throws everything at us for the next half hour, pretty much as they’ve been doing all game, but at every turn we’re there and sticking to the game plan — keeping our wall of black intact — and as the minutes tick by that wall is getting higher and harder to get over. It’s certain that if the French get a penalty within kicking range they’ll have a shot and with 15 minutes to go the unthinkable happens: Andrew Hore is pinged for coming up in a scrum. It might not be sporting, but I admit I’m praying that Trinh-Duc misses and on this occasion my prayers are answered, as he pushes it well wide of the uprights. I’m relieved — slightly — as we still have work to do to get out of our own half, to get us out of the danger zone.

			It’s tough out there. Grind, grind, grind away, protect the ball at all costs, stand our ground and put our bodies on the line. Even on the sideline we’re feeling it, willing the boys on. Everyone’s heart is hanging outside their body at this stage and it shows. Protect the ball at all costs includes Richie taking a cheeky eye gouge for his troubles.

			With five minutes to go I dare to think we’re going to be able to keep France out and win this game. I’m nervous but I’m excited. All of us on the subs bench are standing at this stage, urging on our team-mates.

			‘Come on boys, hold the ball! You can do it! Just keep them out! Don’t give the ball back to them! Look after it. . .’

			The clock has only 80 seconds to run when we win a penalty and Stephen kicks for the touchline. Our lineout hasn’t been the greatest tonight and I wonder whether it’s the right option, but the old man of the team Brad Thorn fancies himself as the money man and this time he comes up trumps. He pulls the ball down and we hold onto it, guarding it with our lives, and the seconds continue to count down. Then the ref signals another penalty and this time it really is all over.

			We’ve won the Rugby World Cup; the Webb Ellis Cup is back where it belongs 24 long years after it was first won here at Eden Park.

			Now the emotion of the occasion starts to flow. It’s been a hard game for me because my role was to kick those goals and I feel bad that I missed them. If Stephen had missed his only shot at goal . . . it just doesn’t bear thinking about, I don’t know how I would have ever got over it. But the fact is he did kick the goal that won us the game and right now I feel like I’m going to explode with happiness. For just the briefest moment, when the realisation of what we have achieved hits me, I feel like crying. But it’s a fleeting thing because with the crowd roaring, the flags waving, the scenes of joy all round, it’s rightly all about being happy and excited. Not caring about my groin, I leap over the fence and sprint out to join my team-mates. I find Ma’a and grab him in a bear hug, and still holding onto each other we race across the pitch to the rest of the boys.

			I don’t see any of the French team. If they’re still on the pitch I’m not aware of them; it’s as if they have melted away. Our guys who played at Cardiff four years ago will know exactly how they feel, that they must be absolutely gutted. They only just came up short. There’s no question they played their hearts out and we were lucky to be well-disciplined at a time when most teams facing the kind of pressure France put us under would have cracked and given away a silly penalty or done something stupid that would have cost them points.

			There was no third time lucky for France tonight. Imagine playing in three Rugby World Cup finals and losing every one!

			The medal ceremony is almost a total blur. I feel almost dazed as I walk across the podium, shake hands with the officials, including the prime minister, and have the medal put around my neck. It’s a bit like the final whistle going all over again, the overwhelming emotion, the mix of happiness and excitement, knowing that you’ve done yourself, your friends, family and your country proud. Nothing could ever, will ever, match that feeling.

			I walk over to Ma’a and we both clamp our teeth around our medals. ‘Omigod, they’re gold!’ we yell at each other.

			At last Richie gets to raise the cup above his head. Suddenly, it’s carnival time, a party, a circus, a celebration all rolled into one. I get my hands on a bottle of bubbly, give it a good shake and pop the cork. Israel does the same and it’s raining champagne. We have our photos taken, over and over and over again, and all the while the crowd keeps cheering. It’s overwhelming and absolutely fantastic.

			Once the photographers are done with us I go in search of my whanau. My elder daughter Keira is only 14 months old, but she has come to most of our games with her mother Candice Russell. Tonight our baby girl Taylor is in Wellington with her grandparents. I’ll have to tell her all about the RWC and her father’s involvement in it when she is older.

			Keira doesn’t understand what all the noise and fuss is about of course and even though it’s late in the evening, well past her usual bedtime, she is excited when she sees me. There’s no doubt she is an All Black supporter, decked out in her All Black jersey, black and white pants and little black shoes. I take her in my arms and we do a tour of the pitch. The roar of the crowd doesn’t seem to bother her. She is quiet, probably overwhelmed with it all, but she looks like she is trying to take it all in. I know she’s too young to hold onto memories of tonight, but it’s awesome to have her here, to be able to take her around the field and to share this experience with her.

			At some future date I’ll sit down with Keira and Taylor and tell them a story about how a feisty little guy from Wainuiomata who dreamed of going to Australia to play league got to be an All Black instead and win a Rugby World Cup medal.

			And that’ll be just a small part of the tale. My girls will get to know there’s a whole lot more to their old man than just the rugby-playing part.
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