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    On the night before the 2019 Rugby World Cup final, Rassie Erasmus sat in his Yokohama hotel room surrounded by family and friends, enjoying a few drinks and listening to South African music.


    He did not stay up until all hours ironing out last-minute details, nor did he obsess over how the Springboks were going to overcome their underdog tag to knock over Eddie Jones’ England in front of 70 000 people and win a third Webb Ellis Cup.


    Instead, he enjoyed a ‘kuier’ (visit) with the people he loves most.


    His wife, Nikki, was there. His right-hand man and friend of nearly two decades, Jacques Nienaber, and his wife, Elmarie, were there. His brother-in-law, his cousin and friends Jaco Peyper and Marius Jonker were all there too.


    ‘There were 12 South Africans in my room, and we went to bed at around 3 am just having drinks and chatting,’ Erasmus remembers.


    The next day’s game was one of the most important, maybe the most important, in the history of South African rugby, but there was nothing more that could be done. Erasmus, Nienaber and the rest of the coaching staff had, over the previous 18 months, guided the team this far. The rest would be up to the players.


    A calm washed over Erasmus despite the obvious nerves.


    ‘We wondered what the weather would be like, so we Googled that. We chatted rugby, but it was just a lot of banter with some good people,’ Erasmus says. ‘You know what you want to say to the boys in the morning and you can’t really change anything. You know the World Cup is finishing tomorrow and you’re in the final.’


    The Springboks of 2019 – some at the beginning of their journeys and others at the end – were about to etch their names into their country’s sporting history, and by the time the game ended, they would be immortal.


    On 2 November 2019, Erasmus’s Springboks brought an entire nation together. Sixty million people were captivated for 80 minutes, and when it was all over, one of rugby’s most magical stories had been completed.


    If it had been a movie, the genre would have been ‘fantasy’ and Johan Erasmus, an Afrikaner from Despatch, the director.


    Every single member of the Springbok squad – the 33 players, the coaching staff, the medical team, the logistics team – played their part, and this was their date with destiny. Every player had his own unique script that led to this point, but there was a unity in achieving something that, for a moment in time, made South Africa and its rainbow nation the centre of the universe.


    Erasmus had arrived when South African rugby was at its lowest point. When he was done, these Boks had the world at their feet. For Erasmus, it was a journey that had started more than 20 years earlier.


    In 1998, just three years into his professional playing career at the Free State Cheetahs, he purchased a computer from the Israeli government with the help of the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR). Whereas most in his position were focused solely on their playing careers, Erasmus had begun to manifest a fascination with all things analytical. He was one hell of a player, but his true vocation lay in coaching.


    ‘It could do these stats where you could actually log a tackle, or whatever happened, with video and you could print it out. You had to sit and code it yourself,’ Erasmus says.


    He had only just become a Springbok the year before, but Erasmus was already ahead of his time. He would use the computer to help coach Peet Kleynhans at the Cheetahs and then the highly rated New Zealander Laurie Mains during his time at the Cats.


    Erasmus was developing into a student of the game, and it was obvious to all who knew him that he would move into the world of coaching.


    When that happened in 2004, when Erasmus was given the Free State Cheetahs side for that year’s Vodacom Cup while sidelined with injury, he could not have known the journey that awaited him.


    Erasmus had freakishly injured his foot in training. After a trip to Germany to consult a specialist, it was revealed that he had sustained a fracture that could not be seen on the X-rays. The injury would ultimately cut short his career, but it also opened the door to coaching earlier than anticipated.


    ‘The Cheetahs were paying me a salary, so they suggested I coach the Vodacom Cup side and I said “sure”. I remember we lost in the semi-finals against the Blue Bulls and Heyneke Meyer, who had been fired from the Super Rugby side.’


    Erasmus was coaching with a player’s contract.


    He returned to the playing field for the 2004 Currie Cup in what would be his final season, and in 2005 eyebrows were raised when he was given the full-time head coach position at the Cheetahs, replacing Kleynhans. He won the Currie Cup that year – Free State’s first in 29 years – and shared the title with the Blue Bulls the following year.


    In those formative coaching years, Erasmus began to hold up colour-coded signs during matches, offering instructions to his players on the field. The story of how that trademark routine was born is another indication of exactly how much those around Erasmus valued his technical acumen.


    ‘We had a warm-up game and at training we used to use colours to run our plays. Different colours would be different plays,’ Erasmus says.


    ‘I hadn’t appointed a captain. I’d been the captain the previous year of Os [du Randt], Naka [Drotske], Ollie [le Roux] … it was a great time. I didn’t appoint a captain because we didn’t operate like that when I was the captain. The captain just tossed, otherwise we made all the decisions together.


    ‘When the referee wanted to toss in that warm-up match, I told Os to be the captain and he said he didn’t want to be. Then I went to Ollie and told him to be the captain and he didn’t want to be either. Neither did Naka. Eventually I said, “Fuck, boys, somebody has to do the toss!” Ollie said, “You go!” so I went as the coach.


    ‘When I came back, I said, “Right, who is going to call the calls?” The flyhalf was Willem de Waal and when I asked him, he said the guys hadn’t studied very well, but they knew the plays. Ollie suggested that I sit next to the field with Helgard Muller, my assistant coach, and we use the colour cones that we warm up with to tell the players what plays to run.


    ‘As we got to the first scrum, I forgot, and held up a yellow sign, which was to go to a maul. The whole team looked at me and shook their heads wondering how to do a maul from a scrum.


    ‘When we got it right, we started scoring and the team felt it had worked. They made signs out of Perspex of different colours. I’ve still got them in my bar. Later, the players even made a box with lights and switches. It was their idea and whatever we decided during the week, we would work out and call it our menu or play sheet.’


    Back then, Erasmus had even thought about using the big screen or stadium scoreboard as a vehicle to convey the colour-coded instructions to the players. ‘The problem was that Free State didn’t have one,’ he laughs.


    The story of how Erasmus transformed the Boks from a side that was walloped 57–0 against the All Blacks in 2017 to the best in the world is one worth telling, but it started a long time ago when a spritely, self-motivated Springbok loose forward from Despatch began looking at rugby differently.


    It is also not a story about rugby alone. It is a story of how a team, and a leader in Siyamthanda Kolisi, grew from a collection of individuals into a band of brothers that provided hope to a nation.


    We will, almost certainly, never see anything like it again.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Celebrating unity
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    The Springboks, once banished to the dark, lonely halls of international isolation, had won their third Rugby World Cup. If it wasn’t clear before the final at International Stadium Yokohama, on 2 November 2019, that this was the win South Africans so desperately needed, it was revealed in abundance in the days and weeks that followed as millions came together to celebrate a rugby team that had conquered the world.


    Given how far the Boks had fallen towards the end of the Allister Coetzee era in 2017, their commanding 32–12 win over Eddie Jones’ England was a sporting miracle.


    The win meant the Boks had drawn level with New Zealand as the most decorated side in the tournament’s 32-year history, but this had become about so much more than rugby. The Boks had won the contest long before referee Jérôme Garcès blew the final whistle. They had been dominant in all facets, and while their defences had been tested, they had rocked England for most of the contest. When flyhalf Handre Pollard kicked the ball deep into the Yokohama night sky to bring the final to an end, the feeling of release and relief was tangible.


    Some, like Cheslin Kolbe, could only collapse in disbelief. Others danced around the Yokohama turf, unable to contain the thrill of a lifetime. Pollard embraced his childhood hero, Frans Steyn. Up in the stands, President Cyril Ramaphosa hugged England’s Prince Harry. Captain Siya Kolisi was gracious in victory, shaking the hands of the distraught Englishmen first. It was a killer blow for the favourites, who a week earlier had provided one of the great World Cup performances with their 19–7 semi-final win against the defending champion All Blacks.


    None of that mattered to South Africans. Back at home, the earth shook.


    At Gqalane Tavern in Zwide, where a 16-year-old Kolisi had watched the Springboks win the World Cup in 2007, there was delirium.


    ‘There was so much emotion in that tiny, cramped little tavern,’ recalls Sunday Times journalist Jeff Wicks, who was there that day. ‘It was something I will never forget. Guys were on tables, there was beer spraying everywhere, people were hitting the ceiling with their fists. They didn’t stop singing.’


    ‘You asked me to do it. You asked us to do it. We did it,’ Kolisi told journalist Elma Smit, who fell into the skipper’s arms on the pitch in Yokohama, sobbing, in a captured moment that was as raw and beautiful as any in the immediate aftermath.


    Politically, racially and socially, a divided South Africa was united.


    ‘I could not think of a nation that needs it more than you guys right now,’ Prince Harry relayed to the victorious Boks in their change room in the aftermath.


    The party was under way, but those words provided a dose of perspective. This win was different to the others, and the scenes that unfolded in South Africa over the course of the next week confirmed exactly that.


    It was not the first time the Springboks had won the Rugby World Cup, but it was the first time they had done so with a side that demographically represented their country. For the first time, the Boks had black African heroes in their World Cup-winning side, and one of them was the leader.


    ‘People in the taverns, people in the shebeens, people on the farms, homeless people, people in rural areas … thank you so much,’ Kolisi said at his pitch-side interview.


    With his final words, the soft-spoken South African captain summed up exactly what this moment meant to South Africans.


    ‘We can achieve anything if we work together as one.’


    It was a message that hit home in a country that, 25 years after the advent of democracy, had not reached its potential. State capture, corruption, poverty, racial division, dysfunctional leadership, gender-based violence, crime, unemployment … South Africa’s troubles painted a picture of a country nowhere near realising Nelson Mandela’s dream of a thriving ‘rainbow nation’.


    In the 1995 final, the Boks had stunned New Zealand and the world with a Joel Stransky drop goal that instantly became one of rugby’s most iconic moments. That 15–12, extra-time win at Ellis Park, in South Africa’s first World Cup appearance, injected hope into a newborn democratic society. As Mandela and Francois Pienaar stood side by side in lifting the Webb Ellis Cup, they symbolised a nation that was ready to heal.


    Then, in 2007, Jake White’s Boks waltzed through the competition undefeated, dominant from start to finish. That they avoided meeting the All Blacks and Australia on the way to the title was a talking point that some believe watered down the success, but it could not detract from the achievement of a side that was as clinical as any Bok outfit that came before or after.


    Both of those victories helped the Boks carve out a reputation for themselves as a global giant of the game. While the social significance of 1995 was naturally immense, it was fundamentally different to 2019. The win in 1995 told a new nation that the future together was bright, but the win in 2019 came at a time when, for many, the fairy tale had lost its wonder. Japan 2019 showed, both on the field and off, what South Africa could achieve through inclusion, but it also provided a crushing reminder that the country had not come as far as it should have.


    On 24 June 1995 – the day of the Johannesburg final against the All Blacks – Chester Williams was the only player of colour in the squad of 21. On 20 October 2007, Bryan Habana and JP Pietersen were the only players of colour to line up against England in Paris. Before 2019, a total of 42 South Africans had been included in World Cup final squads. Thirty-nine of them were white.


    In Yokohama on 2 November, the Boks fielded Kolisi, Lukhanyo Am, Makazole Mapimpi, Tendai Mtawarira, Bongi Mbonambi, Damian de Allende and Cheslin Kolbe in their starting line-up – a total of seven players of colour in the starting XV.


    For years, transformation in sport and quotas at international level had caused more division than unity in South Africa. In 2019, there was no space for such conversation because every single member of this victorious squad – black or white – proved that he belonged on this stage. It was South Africa’s first real sporting example of how things can be, where the country’s best play together in a racially representative side where nobody is picked on the basis of anything other than merit.


    Never before had a South African sporting success so clearly illustrated what the country was capable of in its unity, and because of that the story of the Rugby World Cup 2019 triumph transcended sport.


    When the Boks arrived back in South Africa on 5 November as champions of the world, they could not have known the eruption that awaited them.


    At OR Tambo International Airport, all three tiers surrounding the arrivals hall were packed for hours before the Boks touched down. Young and old, black and white, male and female … this celebration was for everybody. Some had arrived as early as 9 am, meaning the wait for Kolisi and the trophy had lasted for around 11 hours by the time the skipper emerged, to a rapturous reception.


    The Gautrain offered free trips to and from the airport for anyone wearing a Springbok jersey – not that fans needed any added incentive.


    Kolisi and Erasmus, along with Pollard, were due to arrive in the first batch but their flight was delayed. It didn’t dampen the energy one bit. There was singing, dancing, a South African Police Service brass band and media from every corner of the country waiting to catch a glimpse of the men who had done the unthinkable.


    Deafening waves of ‘Shosholoza’ echoed throughout the terminal building and flowed out into the parking areas.


    Then, finally, security and police began to scurry. The Boks had arrived and the waiting was over.


    Damian de Allende was the first player through the sliding glass doors, pumping up the crowd with two raised fists. Scrumhalf Faf de Klerk was greeted with high-pitched screaming. This would be the case throughout the country on the five-day trophy tour that followed. Images of him in the change room on the night of the final, sporting briefs adorned with the South African flag, had gone viral, and De Klerk’s long, blond locks made him easy to spot on the celebration tour that started on that magical evening in Johannesburg.


    Frans Steyn high-fived his way through a mob that was pushing security to its limits, while a special cheer was reserved for final heroes Am, Mapimpi and Kolbe.


    But the moment Johannesburg was waiting for was when Kolisi and the Webb Ellis Cup came home.


    As he looked upward to the two overflowing tiers of support above him, a smile of bewilderment washed over Kolisi’s face. When he lifted the trophy over his head and pumped his fists in celebration, the crowd roared on behalf of a nation.


    It was only the beginning.


    On Thursday 7 November, just two days after arriving home from a near two-month stay in Japan, the Boks embarked on a trophy tour that will be remembered forever by everyone who witnessed it.


    Over five days, aboard open-topped buses, the Boks visited Johannesburg, Durban, East London, Port Elizabeth and Cape Town. They made their way through city centres and surrounding communities as the country showed off its finest qualities of national pride and unity.


    It was this celebration that revealed the significance of what the Boks had achieved in all its glory. This win was for everyone, and nowhere was this seen more vividly than in the townships of the Eastern Cape as the Boks who had starred on the grandest stage of them all came home: Mapimpi returned to Mdantsane, where thousands screamed his name; Am went home to King William’s Town as royalty; and Kolisi brought people to their knees in Zwide.


    Images of grown men in tears were commonplace throughout the tour. There was even a brief homecoming for coach Rassie Erasmus, who was born in the quiet town of Despatch, while assistant coach Mzwandile Stick went back to New Brighton.


    The Boks shared a chartered plane with their management team and a few select stakeholders and members of the media as they took the Webb Ellis Cup to as many South Africans as possible. It was a responsibility that Kolisi took seriously, repeating again and again that this win belonged to everyone. On numerous occasions flights were delayed by hours, but it was a sacrifice that the skipper and his Boks were willing to make.


    Even at the private and exclusive Fireblade Aviation facility, on the edge of OR Tambo, where there were no adoring fans, Kolisi and the Boks could not escape the spotlight as airport staff on the runway waited patiently for them to arrive. After a draining day that had seen the Bok bus travel through Pretoria, Johannesburg and Soweto, Kolisi stopped for photographs with the men and women directly responsible for the departure of their flight.


    The hype was relentless, with the only rest coming when the Boks closed their bedroom doors each night. Hundreds of supporters would camp outside the team hotel for the start of the next day’s bus tour. After a full day of celebrating with their people, the Boks would find hordes more waiting for them at whatever airport awaited them next that evening. It was the same wherever they landed, at whatever time, and no matter where they stayed. With each new group of supporters came another burst of explosive energy.


    Not once did Kolisi turn down a request for a photograph or autograph.


    For the Boks, it was the final stretch on the most incredible journey of their lives, and they found a way to get up for each leg despite fatigue becoming a factor. ‘I don’t know how we’re still going … it’s like the adrenaline takes over,’ fullback Willie le Roux said to me on the way to pick up his luggage shortly after landing at King Shaka International in Durban.


    Tendai ‘Beast’ Mtawarira was the hometown hero in Durban, and chants of ‘Beaaaaast’ followed his every movement. A city that is so often criticised for its failure to show up for major events, Durban obliterated that reputation on the day. Thousands gathered outside the City Hall and lined the streets of the CBD with Mtawarira, Kolisi, Am and Mapimpi the centres of attention.


    At a function at Moses Mabhida Stadium, where the Boks were put through their obligatory daily schmooze with local officials, Mtawarira spoke about his retirement and ending an 11-year, 117-Test career on the ultimate high. Never a man of many words, Mtawarira thanked the people of Durban for accepting him as one their own since he first joined the Sharks back in 2006.


    Former Sharks and Springbok coach Ian McIntosh was one of the high-profile names in attendance at that function. Revered in Sharks country, McIntosh’s reaction when Mtawarira completed his duties and was escorted back to the Bok bus told its own story of exactly how great this moment was.


    ‘Sorry, I’ve got to get Beast quickly,’ McIntosh yelped at me in mid-conversation, scampering off towards the huddle that had formed around the third-most-capped Bok of all time. ‘I’ve got to get this signed for my grandson,’ he added, holding up a Springbok jersey.


    Even a former Bok coach was not immune to the ecstasy that was in the air that week.


    That afternoon, the Bok plane flew to East London, landing just before 5 pm. East London Airport is modest in size, and at one stage the glass doors separating baggage reclaim from domestic arrivals looked set to buckle under the weight of the hundreds of supporters pressed up against them in anticipation. Eventually the doors slid open and the Boks, led by hometown hero Lukhanyo Am, trophy in hand, made their way out.


    The flimsy security tape that had been erected to create a pathway for the Boks was swept aside, and the arrivals hall, like almost everywhere else on the trophy tour, turned into an uncontrollable throng. The reactions were almost spiritual, but Am took them in his stride, wearing a slight smile and showing the same composure and panache he had displayed in setting up Makazole Mapimpi for that historic try during the World Cup final.


    The scenes outside the East London City Hall the next day were even more staggering. Thousands had crammed into the main square in what must have been an excruciating wait. Signs celebrating Mapimpi and Am’s homecoming were everywhere. The sheer number of people was intimidating, and Springbok media manager Rayaan Adriaanse had to pull an overly enthusiastic Herschel Jantjies away from the crowd as the Bok scrumhalf looked set to hop over the railings and celebrate with the masses.


    Kolisi and his men eventually left the bus to make their way towards a stage where the skipper would deliver yet another speech. There was an uneasy moment on the way back when the crowd broke through one of the barriers keeping a safe distance between them and the bus. Security got most of the Boks back on board in time, but a lagging Francois Louw was swallowed up in the pandemonium. He eventually extricated himself, but by then the green-and-gold vehicle was surrounded by a rapidly growing and overexcited swarm of people. It could have turned into a serious security issue, with traffic and metro police unable to move the fans back.


    In a moment as electric as any on the trophy tour, a fearless Kolisi then climbed onto the roof of the bus, launched the Webb Ellis Cup over his head, and celebrated as if he’d just won the final all over again. In that moment, the bus could have toppled over, but it wouldn’t have mattered. This was South Africa coming together to celebrate, and nothing was more important to the captain. The mob never subsided, but somehow the bus driver was able to guide the vehicle on its way out of the city centre.


    For many of the players, this was the first time they had been to communities like Pefferville, Buffalo Flats, Gompo, Scenery Park, Mdantsane and Zwide. The Eastern Cape has long been considered a nursery of black South African rugby talent, yet its parent unions – Border and Eastern Province – have consistently underdelivered on the professional stage. The lack of black players at Springbok level over the years, combined with the fact that private schools in South Africa have historically been the breeding ground for professional players, painted a picture of rugby as not being for everyone. The Eastern Cape leg of the trophy tour suggested otherwise.


    The Boks were celebrated by poorer communities, and though their difficult living conditions were obvious, these people rejoiced. This time, the Bok heroes they were celebrating belonged to them, and it was unlike anything they had seen before. ‘Rugby here means so much to so many people, and we saw that today,’ Am offered at the end of the East London leg.


    On the next day, in Port Elizabeth, one dedicated fan kept up with the Bok bus on foot for over ten kilometres from the city centre to Mzwandile Stick’s home township of New Brighton before he eventually ran out of steam.


    In Zwide, the attention shifted to Kolisi. The bus drove past Dan Qeqe Stadium, the home of the African Bombers Rugby Club, where Kolisi honed his skills as a youngster.


    Springbok captains are not meant to start here.


    ‘That’s the road where Siya watched the 2007 final in a tavern,’ offered one local who had booked a ticket on the sponsors’ bus that was following the Boks. Throughout Zwide, the feeling of pride was clearly evident. A community living on the breadline had produced a World Cup-winning Springbok captain, and that would be celebrated.


    On dusty streets of poverty and desperation, Kolisi and the Boks had given a voice to a black community in need of inspiration. On that leg of the tour, rugby was not the only story but rather a vehicle for achieving something far greater.


    In his press conference after the final, Erasmus was asked to talk about how his side had dealt with the pressure of the occasion. ‘We talked about what pressure is,’ he said. ‘In South Africa pressure is not having a job. Pressure is one of your close relatives being murdered.


    ‘There are a lot of problems in South Africa which are real pressure. Rugby shouldn’t be something that creates pressure; rugby should be something that creates hope.’


    This group, led by Erasmus and Kolisi, performed a rugby miracle in Japan. When Erasmus took over from Allister Coetzee, the Boks had slipped to number seven in the world, and they suffered some of the most embarrassing losses in their history in 2016 and 2017. At that stage, a World Cup win looked a million miles away.


    Yet, on the eve of the 2019 World Cup final, having done the unthinkable, the conversations in the dressing room were about what a win would mean for the people back home. This was the driving force behind their success, and it would become an integral part of what made this journey so special.


    As the Bok plane approached Cape Town International for the final leg of the trophy tour, spirits remained high. Francois Louw, nursing a bottle of Klipdrift under his seat, was the squad barman. One by one, starting with Faf de Klerk, several Boks made their way over to Louw, armed only with a cup of ice and an unopened tin of Coke. They returned with smiles on their faces and drinks full. Somehow, these Boks were still going. Mumblings of a lavish party in Stellenbosch that night did the rounds and a few of the players seemed up for it.


    Herschel Jantjies was visibly excited. He confessed that this was the longest he had ever been away from home. When asked if he would be joining the Boks at their function that evening, he answered quietly but firmly. ‘I’m going home,’ he said, longing for a return to his mother, father and brother in the town of Kylemore, outside Stellenbosch.


    It had been an incredible year for the young scrumhalf. His two tries against Australia at Ellis Park on 20 July, exactly two months before the start of the World Cup, will go down as one of the most memorable Springbok debuts of all time.


    The Cape Town leg of the tour was the last the Boks had to get through before they could go their separate ways. As Kolisi stood in a function room inside the City Hall, where he was due to meet Desmond Tutu, he could hardly keep his eyes open. Visibly and emotionally drained, the Springbok leader had emptied the tank both on the field in Japan and off it during the trophy tour. The end was in sight, but a trip through the CBD and surrounding communities had to be completed first.


    Kolisi, his wife, Rachel, and the entire Bok team met Tutu in a moment that cemented this triumph as genuinely historic. The expression on Tutu’s face when he looked up at the towering Eben Etzebeth was priceless, and the diminutive cleric started jumping on the spot in a vain and excited effort to reach the lock’s eye level.


    Kolisi then led the Boks outside to a stage that had been set up on the Grand Parade. Thousands of Capetonians were waiting. The players walked out to the sound of Leon Schuster’s ‘Hie’ Kommie Bokke’, which threatened to burst the speakers.


    There, on that stage, Kolisi brought tears to the eyes of South African men and women, showing in the process that he had completed his development from an uncertain youngster into a man who could silence a crowd with his mere presence.


    Most politicians will advance through their entire careers without ever saying anything as remotely powerful as Kolisi did that day, but for him this was not about winning votes or approval. For Siyamthanda Kolisi, this was one more opportunity to deliver a message that this country still hadn’t internalised 25 years into the democratic era.


    ‘Aweh, ma se kind!’ he said, finding energy from somewhere as Cape Town exploded in unison. ‘It’s really been a tough journey. We have been together for 20 weeks. I think this week has been the most amazing one.


    ‘Look at us,’ he continued, gesturing towards the Bok squad that had gathered behind him on the stage. ‘We are all different races, from different backgrounds.’


    Then, Kolisi pointed out the diversity in the crowd.


    ‘And take a look around at you guys,’ he said. ‘There are different races, different people of different backgrounds, but look how you have made this special for us.


    ‘It’s time for us South Africans to stop fighting and stop arguing. Let’s put South Africa first. We appreciate you.’


    The exhausted Boks and their leader pushed forward for one last meaningful ride on their chariot.


    The short trip through the Cape Town city centre took hours. The bus could barely move. From Darling Street to Long Street and then along Strand Street, the city came to a stop. People were hanging over balconies, leaning dangerously out of windows and balancing in trees and on top of traffic lights. It was as if a victorious army was returning from war – and in many ways it was.


    In comical fashion, the Bok bus broke down on the N2 highway on the way out of town. It would have been the perfect excuse for the players to hop off and be whisked away to their families, considering how many of them are based in Cape Town, but that was never an option. Before long, they were on their way again and Kolisi and the Boks danced with the people of the Western Cape as the sun began to set.


    The party may have ended, eventually, but the legacy of what the Springboks achieved in 2019 will live forever.


    It is made even more incredible by the fact that, less than 18 months before the start of the tournament in Japan, the Boks had found ways to reach new lows.


    While Siya Kolisi was rightly the face of the celebrations, it was the tactical nous, technical genius and meticulous planning of coach Johan ‘Rassie’ Erasmus that facilitated one of the greatest turnarounds world rugby has ever seen.


    What happened in Japan will be remembered and replayed for generations to come, but the road to World Cup glory was littered with potholes and speed bumps.


    It would take an engineer to pave a new way forward.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Darkest before the dawn
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    The honour of being the seventh head coach to lead the Boks into battle at a Rugby World Cup was never meant to belong to Rassie Erasmus. It was instead reserved for Allister Coetzee, who was unveiled as the replacement for Heyneke Meyer on 12 April 2016 with the aim of guiding the Boks through the next four-year cycle. That, at least, was the plan.


    Erasmus was involved in the conversations surrounding Coetzee’s appointment given his position as GM: High Performance at SA Rugby, the commercial arm of the South African Rugby Union (SARU). He, like most, believed that Coetzee was the right man for the job at the time and he relayed as much to chief executive officer (CEO) Jurie Roux.


    Coetzee’s 22-month tenure would go down as one of the darkest periods in South African rugby history. It was characterised by uncertainty and desperately poor results, and led to a national outcry from an expectant and passionate public. The Coetzee era coincided with SA Rugby coming under severe pressure administratively. President Oregan Hoskins, who had proudly unveiled Coetzee as coach, stepped down from his role just over four months later. He left under a cloud of controversy surrounding his relationship with Roux, who was at the centre of a reported R37-million lawsuit involving an alleged misuse of funds during his time as senior director in the finance department at Stellenbosch University. Roux had served in a management capacity at the university’s rugby club for ten years before becoming SA Rugby CEO in 2013.


    Hoskins had also received criticism for his handling of the financially troubled Southern Kings franchise, which gave up administrative control to SA Rugby in late 2015 before being officially liquidated in August 2016.


    The Boks, meanwhile, lost two key sponsors at the end of 2015, with Absa and BMW both opting not to renew their deals with the national side. It was a massive financial blow; the Absa deal alone was worth a reported R100 million per year.


    In addition, SA Rugby and the Springboks had come under significant governmental pressure over a perceived unwillingness to prioritise transformation. Much of this had to do with Meyer’s selections before and during the 2015 Rugby World Cup, but things became critical when the Department of Sport and Recreation, under minister Fikile Mbalula, temporarily banned SA Rugby from bidding for, or hosting, major tournaments. This came less than two weeks after Coetzee’s unveiling as coach, and as a result of findings from a government-funded Eminent Persons Group report. While three other sports federations were banned – cricket, athletics and netball – the decision hit SA Rugby particularly hard given its ambition to bid to host the 2023 Rugby World Cup.


    This was the climate into which Coetzee stepped, but his stellar reputation still gave reason for optimism. While he had never gone the distance in Super Rugby with the Stormers, Coetzee had guided the Cape-based franchise to three South African Conference wins out of five. Coetzee had also led Western Province (WP) to four successive Currie Cup finals between 2012 and 2015, winning two of them. He was easily the most experienced South African Super Rugby coach at the time, and his appointment was widely accepted as the right one. Coetzee had also been a part of Jake White’s backroom coaching staff during the 2007 World Cup in France where the Boks cantered to their second Webb Ellis Cup. He was heavily linked to the head coach role after that tournament, before losing out to Peter de Villiers. But by 2016 he had built the pedigree to take the step up.


    Coetzee set to work immediately and made some bold statements early on in preparation for a three-Test visit from Ireland in June. Team culture and instilling a passion to play for the green and gold were part of his early comments, suggesting that the Boks would look to evolve their style of rugby while staying true to their traditional strengths. ‘There is nothing wrong with the way we have played … I will maintain that and make sure we keep what we’re good at,’ Coetzee said at his unveiling. ‘I won’t be stupid. I’ll make sure we tick all the boxes.’


    The question at the time was how the Boks would close the gap on the All Blacks, who had knocked them out of the 2015 World Cup with a 20–18 win in the semi-finals and were still the undeniable benchmark in international rugby.


    While Meyer’s side had achieved a respectable third-place finish at the 2015 World Cup, the tournament will forever be remembered as the year the Boks were defeated by Japan in Brighton. The dramatic, last-gasp 34–32 loss to the Brave Blossoms, in South Africa’s opening game of the World Cup, was as shocking as anything seen on a rugby field before, and the Boks would sink even lower in the months to come. Despite their improvement over the rest of the competition, the result was widely seen as the first warning sign of more challenging times ahead.


    SA Rugby had given Coetzee the freedom to pick overseas-based players in 2016, but it was announced that the policy would soon be revisited. The organisation clearly wanted to back local players and Coetzee knew that when he joined.


    It was also confirmed around this time that Erasmus had accepted a job with Irish club Munster, as their new director of rugby, and would be leaving after the Ireland series. Jacques Nienaber, who had been operating as the Junior High Performance manager, would accompany Erasmus to Munster but Coetzee would make use of his defensive expertise for the Ireland series.


    Just three overseas-based players were selected in Coetzee’s first 31-man squad for that series – Duane Vermeulen, Francois Louw and Steven Kitshoff. With nine uncapped players, it was a squad that, on the surface, signified a promising new dawn for South African rugby.


    Coetzee, somewhat surprisingly, then appointed veteran hooker Adriaan Strauss as his captain. He said it was an easy decision, adding that Strauss would have a strong core of leaders around him in Patrick Lambie, Warren Whiteley, Frans Malherbe, Tendai Mtawarira, Louw and Vermeulen.


    Stormers flank Siya Kolisi was not even on the radar at this stage.


    Ireland, meanwhile, arrived in South Africa with a somewhat watered-down squad following injuries to key players such as Jonathan Sexton, Rob Kearney, Luke Fitzgerald and Dave Kearney. The Boks entered the series as overwhelming favourites, and with the speculation over, Coetzee got his tenure under way in the first Test at Newlands on 11 June in front of a hometown crowd. It turned out to be a horrible day for South African rugby, and not just because the Boks lost.


    In the 22nd minute of the match, South African-born Irish flank CJ Stander went crashing into Bok flyhalf Lambie’s head while attempting a charge-down. It was a sickening blow, and as Lambie lay motionless on the Newlands turf, a deathly hush fell over the stadium. It was clear that it was a serious head injury – and one that the Sharks playmaker would never fully recover from. Stander was shown a straight red card and Elton Jantjies replaced Lambie at number 10 to give the Boks a numerical advantage for the rest of the game. However, tries from Lwazi Mvovo and Pieter-Steph du Toit were not enough as the hosts fell to a disappointing 26–20 loss. The Coetzee era was off to the worst possible start.


    Coetzee kept faith with his players for the second Test in Johannesburg on 18 June, though he was forced into changes through injury. Seasoned veteran Morne Steyn came in as flyhalf cover for Jantjies, while the uncapped Franco Mostert was included among the substitutes following an injury to Lood de Jager in Cape Town. It looked as if the Boks were slipping to a shocking series defeat when they went into the break 19–3 down, but four tries in the second half launched a stunning comeback that saw the hosts emerge 32–26 winners, with second-half replacement Ruan Combrinck named man of the match on his debut. Following a wave of criticism after the woeful Newlands defeat, Coetzee lauded the Bok attitude and fight in getting the job done.


    The Boks were more clinical in the third Test, a week later, digging deep to grind out a 19–13 win at Nelson Mandela Bay Stadium in Port Elizabeth. Ireland, a score away from securing a famous series win, threatened the Bok line relentlessly in the closing stages of the contest, but Coetzee’s men held on. While it was far from perfect, the Boks had ticked their first box under his tutelage.


    Scrumhalf Faf de Klerk was superb throughout the series, particularly in the second and third Test matches, but the Boks would have to improve markedly if they were to mount a challenge in that year’s Rugby Championship.


    The defence coach position would prove to be problematic for Coetzee, and after Nienaber and Erasmus left for Munster, he brought in Chean Roux to fill the role. It was an appointment that took many in Springbok circles by surprise given Roux’s lack of experience as a defensive specialist.


    Kolisi, who started all three Tests against Ireland, was then injured on Super Rugby duty in the Stormers’ 60–21 quarter-final loss to the Chiefs at Newlands and was ruled out of the Championship.


    The Boks, never dominant and very much second best at the set piece, scraped an uncomfortable 30–23 win over Argentina in Nelspruit in their opener. Combrinck, on the wing, was a try scorer again that day, as was former Cheetahs man Johan Goosen at fullback. It was another come-from-behind win, with the Boks 23–13 down with less than a quarter of an hour to play. Whiteley scored the winner as Coetzee again praised the character of his side in coming out on top from a position of seemingly certain defeat. De Klerk was a standout once again for the Boks and was named man of the match.


    In what would be a missed opportunity in the search for momentum and consistency, the Boks headed to Salta for the return leg against the Pumas on 27 August and fell to a 26–24 defeat that was not received well back home.


    Almost immediately, Coetzee was under pressure, with critics quick to point out that he had notched up two unwanted firsts on his résumé after just five matches in charge. Before Coetzee took charge, the Boks had never lost to Ireland on home soil or to Argentina away.


    After the side returned home from Argentina, Adriaan Strauss announced that he would be retiring from international rugby at the end of 2016. The announcement was even more surprising than his initial appointment. Strauss had come in for criticism for his performances throughout the Ireland series and in those first two Rugby Championship matches, while Malcom Marx of the Lions was knocking hard on the door as hooker, but it was still a shocking revelation just five Tests into his Bok captaincy. Even more bizarrely, Coetzee confirmed that he had known of Strauss’s intention to retire at the end of the year when he first appointed him captain. While that raised its own questions over Coetzee’s identifying a leader to take the side to the 2019 World Cup, the coach continued to pick Strauss as his skipper for the remainder of 2016.


    A 23–17 loss to a struggling Australian outfit in Brisbane, at a time when Coetzee desperately needed something to go his way, saw under-fire Wallabies boss Michael Cheika end a six-match losing streak for his side, but more importantly it further exposed the Boks as devoid of ideas on attack. Elton Jantjies was taking heat over a perceived inability to control Test matches, while De Klerk’s form was dipping too. Coetzee, though, remained optimistic in the press and bemoaned his side’s struggles to convert opportunities into points.


    Next up was the All Blacks in Christchurch on 17 September. While the Boks took an early 7–3 lead, thanks to a try from Bryan Habana, they were comfortably outplayed in every department thereafter and fell to a heavy 41–13 defeat. It was surely the final straw for Jantjies, who had received Coetzee’s backing ever since Lambie went down in the first Ireland Test. While consistently impressive in a Lions jersey at Super Rugby level, Jantjies had not delivered for Coetzee. That result saw the Boks slip to three Rugby Championship losses in a row. Coetzee needed a quick fix.


    It came in the form of Morne Steyn, who was picked to start a Test match for the first time in over two years when the Boks hosted the Wallabies at Loftus on 1 October. It was a selection and performance that showed just how desperate Coetzee was to secure a result. At a time when the Boks looked toothless with ball in hand, Coetzee reverted to the very style of rugby that South Africa’s Super Rugby coaches were trying to move away from, as Steyn kicked all the points – including two drop goals – in an 18–10 win. The Boks were dominated in both the territory and possession statistics and, as SuperSport pundit and former national coach Nick Mallett pointed out afterwards, never looked like scoring a try. Steyn, though, was unrelenting with his kicks both at goal and out of hand. It was an awful game for the neutral to watch, but the Boks were back to winning ways.


    That performance earned Steyn another start the following weekend – it would also prove to be his last – against the mighty All Blacks at Kings Park. Given what South Africans had witnessed in round four of the competition in Christchurch, there was hardly reason to believe the Boks could turn their fortunes around, but nobody could have predicted how badly things would go in Durban. Steyn kicked three first-half penalties to see his side go into the break 12–9 down, but the signs were there, with the All Blacks owning 72 per cent of first-half possession. The wheels came off spectacularly for the hosts in the second period as New Zealand ran in nine unanswered tries to secure a 57–15 victory – their biggest win over the Boks in 95 years of competition.


    The backlash, understandably, was brutal. The Boks were a million miles behind the world champions in every aspect and they finished that year’s Rugby Championship in third place and on 10 log points – a staggering 20 behind the All Blacks, who rumbled to a clean sweep of 30 points.


    Question marks hovered over Coetzee, and, equally, over SA Rugby’s role in the downfall of the national side. The popular thinking was that a style of South African rugby needed to be settled on and then implemented at franchise level, with all Super Rugby coaches on the same page and buying into a Bok ‘blueprint’ at training and in matches.


    Coetzee heard the cries from the rugby community and called for a ‘coaching indaba’ to be held in Cape Town in October, where the country’s top coaches and rugby minds could come together to identify the way forward. The idea was to implement a national blueprint with everybody on board, from top to bottom. While the ambitions were noble, and Coetzee left the two-day indaba encouraged about the future, he needed instant improvement in the form of results on the Boks’ 2016 end-of-year northern-hemisphere tour, where Tests against England, Italy and Wales awaited.


    Chean Roux’s brief tenure came to an end when he was sacked before the tour, with Lions defence coach JP Ferreira joining the fray. Cheetahs boss Franco Smith was also added to the backroom staff as an attacking consultant, increasing speculation that Coetzee was unhappy with what he was getting out of former Southern Kings backline coach Mzwandile Stick.


    A 31–31 draw against the Barbarians at Wembley Stadium, which also marked Patrick Lambie’s return to the national side following his recovery from concussion, kickstarted the tour in light-hearted fashion. The real test, though, would come in the form of Eddie Jones’ England at Twickenham a week later. At that stage, England were already being identified as potential challengers to the All Blacks at the 2019 World Cup, and the consensus was that the Boks would start as underdogs. That proved to be the case, and then some, as the English secured their first win over South Africa in ten years with a 37–21 scoreline that, if anything, flattered the visitors. It was arguably England’s worst performance of the ten matches they had played under Jones, but it was still more than enough to floor the Boks.


    The clash with Italy in Florence, though, provided the Boks with a fixture that would surely give their under-fire coach a much-needed victory. Instead, 19 November 2016 would go down as one of the darkest days in South African rugby history. As if the run of poor results wasn’t enough, this match was the beginning of the end for Coetzee.


    Ten of the 23 players in the match-day squad that day would be World Cup winners less than three years later, but they didn’t play like it. The Boks were awful on attack from start to finish, despite running in two tries through Bryan Habana and Damian de Allende inside the opening quarter. Once again, they were nowhere with ball in hand and could not find any dominance at set piece or through their rolling maul. As the game grew older, and as the Boks continued to stumble around the Florence turf, the possibility of a stunning Italian win grew. When the final whistle blew, the number-13-ranked side in the world, who had been battered 68–10 by the All Blacks in Rome just a week before, had pulled off a 20–18 win and the greatest in their rugby history against the two-time world champions.


    ‘It was a feeling of cluelessness in not knowing where we were going and why there were so many different things being raised at a point when we needed clarity from the top level down,’ Bryan Habana recalls from the moments in the change room following the Italy match, which would prove to be his 124th and final Test for the Boks before retirement.


    ‘We sat there not knowing how to get out of that rut.’


    In the SuperSport studios after the match, former Springbok captain Jean de Villiers summed up the situation, calling it an ‘all-time low’, while Afrikaans newspaper Rapport awarded all 15 starting Boks a player rating of zero out of ten for their efforts. Calls for Coetzee’s head rang louder than ever, and SA Rugby released a statement that evening saying they would conduct a full season review following the next weekend’s year-ending Test against Wales. For Coetzee, the end of the year couldn’t come soon enough, but he had one last shot in Cardiff to restore some much-needed credibility to what was fast becoming a nightmare for him.


    With Elton Jantjies back at number 10, and with Coetzee handing debuts to Uzair Cassiem, Jean-Luc du Preez and Rohan Janse van Rensburg, the Boks slumped to a 27–13 defeat. It left Coetzee winless on the end-of-year tour and with just four wins from 12 in his first year in charge. With a win percentage of just 33.3 per cent – the worst of any Bok coach ever – it began to look unlikely that Coetzee would have a job at the start of 2017.


    After months of speculation, a decision was eventually taken in February 2017 to back Coetzee. It did not go down well with the majority of South African rugby lovers, who had lost faith in the green and gold.


    There were further changes to the backroom staff, with Stick demoted to the Junior Springboks while Franco Smith stayed on as an attacking consultant. It was also announced that the Boks had secured a high-profile defensive guru, later unveiled as the highly rated Brendan Venter, also in a consultancy capacity. It was an appointment not without complication given that Venter was still contracted to the Italian national side and had helped orchestrate the upset in Florence.


    With renewed backing and an opportunity to put things right, Coetzee’s first port of call was to assemble a squad – and appoint a new captain after Strauss’s retirement – for a three-match inbound series against France.


    Few were surprised when Coetzee turned to likeable Lions number 8 Warren Whiteley to lead the new-look Boks. The Lions were easily the form South African side in Super Rugby, having lost in the tournament final in 2016 under Whiteley’s leadership. A respected workhorse with natural man-management qualities, Whiteley was a popular appointment, even if it did pose a possible selection dilemma down the line, with Duane Vermeulen an obvious option at the back of the scrum.
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