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INTRODUCTION


CRUSADERS


Lions tours, in their concept and their execution, have an incredible ability to thunder across different eras in life and sport and remain, for elite players and loving followers of every kind, the top of the game.


They have toured in three separate centuries, and at every point in their history have been feted wherever they landed. For so long it was an amateur undertaking and so when the game went professional in 1995 some predicted the end of the Lions. Two years later, Ian McGeechan and Martin Johnson led one of the greatest of all Lions tours to victory in South Africa.


Competing demands on the players have seen tours trimmed it is true, but not even the privations of the pandemic which afflicted the world in 2020, and which disrupted so much, caused any pessimism as to the future of tours. There will be glory days ahead, for sure, and teams will continue to extend the legend, while keeping the jersey warm for the next generation.


This new edition contains the reflections of the players who toured New Zealand in 2017, when the All Blacks appeared unbeatable, and yet were taken all the way in a series which ended in a draw. It was a massive confrontation and, this time, the tourists did not depart with tails between their legs but as a team on an equal standing with the greatest.


*


How and why are where did it all begin? Over 130 years ago as I write. And it sprang from one of rugby’s most important distinguishing characteristics – a wanderlust. It takes the form of a compulsion to take the sport on the road, to seek out those who play in neighbouring or distant or foreign or even alien environments, to encounter them on the field, to absorb their culture and, frankly, to have a memorable social outing away from the strains of normal life, safe in the rock-like communal solidarity of a rugby team.


And sometimes the most rewarding aspect is that once you have experienced the distant environment, perhaps even clashed harshly on the rugby field, for all the differences in culture and surroundings, you find that so much is the same. Attitudes, outlooks, affections. Experience teaches that even amongst the occasional vicissitudes of modern-day professional rugby, there are still such beings as the universal rugby man and woman, with rugby’s forgiving balances and love. You can travel 12,000 miles to discover an image of yourself.


And so the rugby tour was born. Tours began almost as soon as the sport had become recognisable and codified. Only rock music has anything like it. Even if the tour lasts only a night or two, even if it is just a whistle-stop trip to Cornwall or Devon or the Lake District or Cork or the Scottish Borders or West Wales at Easter, then it has traits in common with even the longest tour. The luckier schools and junior clubs these days are magnificently ambitious, and how marvellously education can be topped up, and how far eyes can be widened, by the months of fundraising leading to the trip of a young lifetime. My school tour was to Newton Abbot. Another world.


In terms of distance and time spent, no activity on this planet has longer tours than rugby. At the highest levels, the wanderlust and all the other imperatives of rugby tours become simply the backdrop to a desire to take on the best rugby teams in the world. The challenge is implicit, it never has to be laid down. And it must always be accepted.


It is an accident of geography and of rugby’s history and sociology that from the standpoint of the four home rugby union countries, England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales, the ultimate challenges are those posed by three nations up to 12,000 miles away – New Zealand, South Africa and Australia. At the top level of the game, these were, and are, the ultimate opponents. They are the destinations, in rotating sequence, for the unique, magnificent beast called the British & Irish Lions.


The first tour Down Under made by a conglomerate team from the Home Unions sailed from Gravesend on 8 March 1888. Seven more such tours were made in the following twelve years. The wanderlust of these heroic pioneer tourists was so powerful that they were driven to overcome distances and tribulations long forgotten in these days of our shrunken world and flat bed air travel. One account of the 1903 tour to South Africa, led by Mark Morrison, states that often the players were hungry. And simply to leave these shores to play was a perilous expedition.


In 1888, those pioneers – twenty-six young men chiefly from the North of England – departed on the RMS Kaikoura, a steam/sail ship with three masts, one propeller and a top speed of fifteen knots. It was still largely the age of the gentleman player, so the heroes travelled in saloon class. Also available were second saloon class, and a rather grim-sounding emigrant class.


They took seven weeks to reach Australia, sailing through what were reported as ‘heavy, confused seas’. The team was away from home for eight months. They played sixteen matches under rugby rules and, incredibly, another nineteen under Australian rules – the tour had been organised by private promoters, who needed to make money, hence the Australian rules games against the top clubs of the day. The party travelled enormous distances by stagecoach, charging around the country and stopping only for fresh teams of horses.


Given the endurance, and the privations relative to the modern day, it was no doubt a relief to so many back home when they returned – and in fact, they did not all do so. The captain, Robert Seddon, a popular, principled and gentle man, was drowned during the tour while paddling a kind of canoe with which he was not familiar. Accounts of his life, and the reaction of his touring colleagues and friends to his death, suggest strongly that here was a man who typified early the essential calibre of people who were to fill the touring jersey ever afterwards.


Tours continued regularly but it was only on the 1924 tour to South Africa, the ninth made by conglomerate parties from Britain and Ireland, that the name ‘Lions’ was applied to the touring team – simply because the official tie for that trip bore a lion motif. The early touring parties were invariably referred to after their captain (for example, Maclagan’s team to South Africa in 1891, Bedell-Sivright’s team to Australia and New Zealand in 1904).


But they were also known widely as the ‘English football team’, a reflection of the dominant influence of the foundation country on sport and life at the time, and disregarding the fact that those early tours usually contained at least a smattering (and often a significant representation) from Wales, Scotland and Ireland. In 1924, the team became known as the British Lions.


Perhaps remarkably, it has only been recently that the full and now accepted description of the team – the British & Irish Lions – has come into general usage. No one with a clue of the history of the Lions and the magnificent contribution made by Irishmen on the field of play and in all other aspects of the tour could ever believe that it took so long.


The early tours tended to be either unofficial (organised by commercial promoters) or semi-official (tolerated by the national unions). But it was not until 1910 when the team went to South Africa that they were first truly representative of the four Home Unions, with each union supplying individual players. Before that, it was all done by gentlemanly invitation, with a preponderance of Oxford Blues and gentlemen of private means. Furthermore, in those far-off days the party rarely reflected the true strength of the rugby in Britain and Ireland. There were so many reasons not to be available for tours of such length. For example, of the twenty-eight players provisionally invited to prepare for the tour of New Zealand in 1930, only nine actually embarked for New Zealand. Wilfred Sobey was injured in the first game and never played again – a distressing tradition sadly observed on several of the later tours.


It was only for the 1950 tour of New Zealand that the Lions first appeared in their familiar red shirt; until then they had worn dark blue shirts with thin red and white stripes. This change followed the blue/black colour clash of the 1930 tour to New Zealand that resulted in the All Blacks wearing white shirts for the Test series – despite the Lions’ offer to change colour. The change to red ensured that there would be no future clashes with the host nation. It was also during that tour that the Lions first played with a green flash on their socks – a recognition, at last, of their Irish contingent.


However, what does it matter? Even if every trip was not official, even if there was an ad hoc air around much of the operations of the pioneer tours, even if they did not wear Lion red, and even if the term ‘Lions’ was not used until such tours had been operating for thirty-six years, the early tours are so clearly and definitively the foundations of the grand tradition, the pathfinders, that they are true Lions in all but name and absolutely must take their place in any formal retrospective.


*


The history of the Lions is a pioneer history of sporting exploration, and also a history of travel (it is not, sadly, a story of unbroken sporting success, but we will come to that shortly). The Kaikoura, with its largely open and windswept decks, was the original vessel for the odyssey, and its passage took seven weeks. Gradually, as the steamships became more powerful, the voyages became slightly less prolonged. Lions teams of later years travelled out on such vessels as the Dunnottar Castle, then on the Union steamship Tartar; then on the Edinburgh Castle; and to New Zealand in 1950, the last time the Lions did not fly, the Stirling Castle, with the passage reduced to a mere three weeks.


Since then, they have travelled the intercontinental legs on Lockheed Constellations, on Argonauts, on Skymasters, on Boeing 707s, on DC10s, on jumbo jets and, latterly, on Boeing 777s.


They first flew on tour in 1955, on the Constellation. Clem Thomas, the magnificent flanker who became a celebrated journalist with the Observer and a Lions biographer, and whose hectic approach to life was tailor-made for a Lions tour, recalled that they refuelled in Zurich, Rome, Cairo, Khartoum, Nairobi, Entebbe and, finally, Johannesburg. Far less convenient than the fly-by-wire, long-reach jets of today. And yet somehow, ours is a world less glamorous.


Their internal travel on tour in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was made by stagecoach – the famous coach and ten – sweeping through the country to the next change of horses. In South Africa, they travelled miles by Cape carts, and one account mentioned ‘rough unmade roads with endless corrugations’. And then later by giant steam engines hauling them through the wilderness areas of South Africa by night. It is easy to imagine the terror felt by the more reserved tourists in 1968 in South Africa, when the boisterous ‘Wreckers’ were heard coming compartment-by-compartment down the train in the dead of night, laying waste to the fixtures and fittings as the other faction, the ‘Kippers’, prepared for the worst.


It is impossible not to mention that such damage was a feature of many tours, and of rugby everywhere in previous eras. John Reason, the late rugby scribe, once wrote that this was all a legacy of the public school days when people always knew that whatever their bad behaviour, ‘Daddy would pay up’.


Then the internal travel took to the air – successive Lions teams travelled on Dakota DC3s, then on Fokker Friendships, then on Boeing 737s, and some on the frequently windy and bumpy flights around New Zealand must have understood just a little of the sense of unease that the pioneers experienced as they cast off into the unknown.


*


The tour of New Zealand by the British & Irish Lions of 2017 was the thirtieth in what has become the most magnificent sequence anywhere in sport, a concept, a crusade and a brand – to use the modern term – of towering significance. There are many who note the size and prominence of the World Cup, introduced in rugby in 1987 and which now dominates the sport, but who will always see the Lions as the summit; indeed, after the much-feared transition from the amateur era to professionalism, the Lions are now healthier than ever.


But how could a tradition, and a concept, which began in 1888 possibly be still so thunderously relevant in 2017, so much so that, if anything, the Lions as a golden gladiatorial exercise and sporting brand – sorry again about the modernist tag – is actually growing?


The answer is surely that while so much has changed profoundly, so much has stayed exactly the same. It would be ridiculous to even compare tours of old with the fierce, ultra-dedicated Lions of the modern era, with all their specialist coaches, their medical teams, their analysts peering at computer screens, their mass media profile, their Facebook and Twitter networking, their commercial deals.


They do not touch their hosts and host country with such easy familiarity, or visit avidly the tourist attractions, or go anywhere much except the airport, the hotel and the training ground. It is a shame because, especially in South Africa, yet also in the slightly more reserved New Zealand and Australia, the hospitality is regularly stupendous and has often passed into legend.


In 1955 on the tour of South Africa, a rolling, glamorous epic in which the players were treated like film stars (and which really should have been turned into a film), the great Clem Thomas had been invited well in advance to stay at a farm. The farm was being bothered by a leopard, which was attacking livestock. Generously, as Thomas said, the host family held off tracking the leopard so that Thomas, their guest, could shoot it. He did not, but it was the thought that counted.


In Lions on Trek, an account of 1955, the prolific Lions author Bryn Thomas mentions a grand total of seventy-one official or semi-official functions to which members of the party were invited during the ninety-nine days that they were away from home.


Mention a cocktail party these days and the players roll their eyes in horror. It is not their fault; you can only tour in your own era.


Nowadays, Lions tours are restricted to big city stops. In previous tours they would ramble rather sedately around the country, often stopping in one-horse (or one-zebra or one-kangaroo) towns where their arrival was a seismic event, where they were treated, albeit benevolently, as beings from another planet. Before the days of mass media and blanket coverage, newsreel scraps was all either side, host or hosted, would have seen of each other. It is a shame that time can no longer be found for a stopover in Greymouth and Timaru in New Zealand, or Dubbo and Cobar in Australia, or in Oudtshoorn or Springs in South Africa.


So many differences. Yet it is amazing how many experiences the modern Lions share across the decades with the pioneers, how easily the shyness of the original gathering before the tour gives way to communal resolve in which the enmity of the home internationals are forgotten. The journalist and author John Hopkins famously described a Lions tour as ‘a cross between a mediaeval crusade and a prep school outing’. Clearly, the public school element in the parties is now considerably reduced, but otherwise the description is perfect. The bond between players suffering the difficulties of travel and strange environments in the old days must have brought them together, but so too does the shared vision and the pressure of life as a modern-day Lion.


More common experiences. During the 1888 tour, Bob Seddon was quoted as expressing the view that on tour ‘the umpire has strong leanings to the local man’, therefore instituting a cast-iron tradition which has spanned the decades in which, rightly or wrongly, the touring team have complained in private or in public about decisions by the referee. Sometimes they changed the series. No tour has ever gone without substantial or even bitter controversy.


Every tour seems to have one game that lives in infamy, when tempers boil and thuggery breaks out. Taken together as a single history, there have been far too many instances of dirty and dangerous play, and it is a welcome aspect of the professional era that thuggery has declined substantially, with the scores of cameras, the extra match officials and the citing procedures shining a spotlight on miscreants and idiots. Long past time.


Selection, with four unions promoting their own, has often been shaky, and it would be silly to pretend that all the choices of tour captain have worked out well. Some tour leaders struggled badly with the reins of leadership and should have handed them over, while other leaders were magnificent in every respect.


Every Lions tour projects near-unknowns into the limelight, and finds that more celebrated players simply do not react to the touring environment; injuries are always a factor, with the 1980 Lions in South Africa afflicted badly, and the 2009 Lions in South Africa losing two props and two centres within minutes of one Test.


One of the grandest traditions (unless it spilled over into causing damage) is socialising, even if it is far less formal these days. In past tours it was done in evening dress and with grace. Sometimes. Even now, in this monastic era, the grand old bibulous traditions established by decades of carousing Lions are still, cautiously, observed. Perhaps Rowe Harding, a member of the 1924 party which toured South Africa under Ronald Cove-Smith, spoke for them all as he tried to account for the lack of success of that team. ‘Many unkind things were said about our wining and dining,’ he said.


Even Sir Ian McGeechan, arguably the greatest figure in the history of the Lions, as player and coach, sent his players away for a drink – or even more – after they had experienced the bitter defeat of the second Test and the loss of the series in Pretoria in 2009. ‘They just needed to get away and chill out,’ he said. They did. They had their beers, came back and won the third Test in Johannesburg.


Every tour seems to have its Irishman who, while he may or may not be a wonderful player, is seen as a great tourist; this is not a negligible standing when teams are away for so long, under pressure, and need to look inside for their sustenance and morale, their diversion and humour. To be a ‘good tourist’ is to be revered today, in any rugby community. But every tour has also heard a clash of the steel, and been an epic sporting confrontation. Nothing feels quite as massive in sport as Test rugby matches between the Lions on the one hand and the All Blacks or the Wallabies or the Springboks on the other. On these occasions, the world seems to shift on its axis.


And another ‘rule’ of the Lions is that no outstanding player in Britain and Ireland is allowed by perspective to sit in the panoply of all-time greats unless he has become a great Test Lion. They have to become, as Sir Ian says, ‘The Test match animal.’ It is possible that Will Carling, the superb England centre who was so vastly influential as player and leader in the revival of English rugby in the late 1980s and early 1990s, will never be placed in the stratosphere because he did not take part in a successful series as a key player. Furthermore, he is still the only big-name player in my memory to declare that he would not be available for a Lions tour. For the overwhelming majority of players, the Lions jersey retains mystical properties; it is the Holy Grail of the sport.


*


Another aspect binding together so many tours was their amateurism. Those new to rugby may well struggle badly to understand not only why rugby was an amateur activity for so long, but why that amateurism was policed so balefully and even ferociously. Even some people who grew up with the concept find themselves similarly confused. The idea that amateurism was at the heart of the game’s unique appeal held just a little water in previous eras, but the game has discovered since that it had precious little to worry about as it stood at the barricades for 100 years.


But one defining feature of every tour until 1997 – two years after the game went open – was the tradition of painful amateurism, with players disappearing on tours lasting six months or more with a mere pittance in terms of compensation. It was not even called compensation; instead, for decades, it was called a ‘communications allowance’ presumably so that you could ring your family to check how much money you were losing.


Ironically, the first tour of all, in 1888, took place under a cloud because it was promoted privately and, therefore, it had to make money, with the promoters brokering deals with the host teams. The Home Unions viewed it with massive suspicion. The fact that the overwhelming majority of the team came from clubs in the north of England, where demands for ‘broken-time’ payments were already rising and where the grand split of 1895 between the codes was on the horizon, ruffled the feathers of the Rugby Football Union even more.


Inquests were launched, questions were asked, and at the end nothing could ever be proved; nothing concrete was ever discovered to uphold or to confound the suspicion that the first Lions of all were closet professionals. Then the unions took over the Lions, and amateurism was the enforced norm for nearly a century.


Over the years, there were some unofficial compensations. Small Welsh communities or groups of friends or local benefactors would have a collection for the local hero to make his tour. There was often a thriving trade in gifts, items of kit and match tickets, and it was never an uncommon sight in the amateur era to see the Lions duty boy anxiously shuffling tickets and notes near the main gate of grounds.


It now seems all so harmless, but in those days tour managers used to fret for hours if the scent of professionalism, even a few shillings in illegal payments, pervaded the tour. Even the smallest gift from an admiring host had to be valued to make sure that they did not consign the recipient into outer darkness. The younger rugby men and women these days may find it incredible that once, with the Lions, even to train hard was regarded as unsporting, a suspicious step towards professionalism.


Yet when the game did cross the rubicon, there were people who felt that the Lions had had their day, so inextricably linked had they always been with the concept of amateurism, of manly sacrifice, of not making sport a living.


They could not have been more wrong. The Lions were helped across the rubicon by their mighty attraction to the hosting countries. It was estimated that the 2005 Lions tour of New Zealand generated over £100 million for the host country’s economy, and these days the Lions are every bit as big a commercial machine as they are a rugby operation. It was said in 2005 that in the replica jersey market, more Lions jerseys were sold than the uniforms of Manchester United, Real Madrid or the New York Yankees, traditionally the biggest players in the market.


But it is not the invitation of outsiders which has seen the Lions grow and grow. On the 2009 Lions tour, we saw at the second Test at the gigantic Loftus Versfeld stadium in Pretoria another modern-day confirmation of everything that the Lions have ever stood for. It was a stupendous occasion and the match ended in what neutrals, and even some South Africans, saw as a victory for South Africa that had more than a few elements of the most outrageous fortune.


But in terms of underlining an enduring appeal, the most striking aspect was when the Lions ran out into the Pretoria sunlight from the darkness of the tunnel. When they looked up, their eyes were drawn across the pitch to the giant far stand at Loftus, which runs the whole length of the side of the ground. That day, the stand was an almost unbroken, boiling sea of scarlet red with tens of thousands of British and Irish rugby followers wearing their replica jerseys – on that bank alone, there must have been at least 12,000 of them.


Despite the cost of their trip and the eventual sporting trauma, they clearly felt an urge to be present at the highest altar that a secular environment has ever constructed. Amateur? Professional? Both were water off a lion’s back.


*


There is another and rather unpalatable aspect of history that categorises far too many Lions tours together. Defeat. After early successes, the colonies tended to learn faster and train harder than the touring teams, taking a lead they were never to lose. The majority of tours came to grief then as they still usually do now – against host teams that were stronger, harder-headed, better coached and organised, uncompromising men who desired victory with more intensity. Teams who left less to chance, less to individual flair. A few Lions tours, if not many, have fragmented when the pressure of the trip exposed fault lines, usually when members of the party realised that their dreams of Test selection were to be dashed.


Before and after the Second World War, the process continued. Of the seventeen Lions tours made since Karl Mullen’s 1950 trip to New Zealand, the Lions have won the series on only four occasions – in 1971, 1974, 1989 and 1997. Otherwise, they have suffered a combination of heavy defeats, and probably even worse, narrow defeats which really should have been turned into triumphs. It would be silly to ignore the fact that wrong choices have been frequently made in terms of captains, some coaches, and many players.


Every Lions tour sets out with a pervading optimism, but it is an optimism that has rarely – except in the golden decade of the 1970s, when the Lions dominated – proved justified, and it is incumbent upon administrators in the game in the present era to study history (particularly recent history) and to conclude that in its support of the Lions, in its granting of windows for proper preparation and rest, they have hampered the team and its history. It is probably the most remarkable sign of the power of the Lions concept, that they have risen so wonderfully in stature without the precious oxygen of playing triumphs.


However, experiences cannot always be measured on a scoreboard. Surely, there are few crusaders whose sporting prowess and whose lives were not enhanced profoundly by their Lions experience. The pulse quickens two years out for all those contending to play, for all those saving to support, and for all those anxious to report, in the most magnificent arena that sport has ever built.


The memories come in torrents: great matches, controversies, great men and players, great cultures and sights and sounds and tourism and travel and life force. It might be the exultation crackling over the radio into a Welsh dawn as the 1971 Lions drew the final Test and turned history on its head to win the series against the All Blacks; the odd but addictive feeling of crushing the Springboks in 1974 and 1997; the raw pain felt in the soul when the superior 2001 and 2009 Lions lost the series in a welter of ill-fortune. The glorious day, every few years, when the wraps come off the gleaming red vehicle of dreams.


And my personal first memory: sitting in the stand at Lancaster Park in Christchurch, in a kind of jetlagged awe, watching the men in red in the flesh for the first time. The next day, we drove from the city of Christchurch, over Arthur’s Pass to tiny Greymouth, where we convened with the Lions in one hotel; they were objects of fascination, beings from another planet, and yet just like us. The mystique, fanned by the fact that they never play at home, has been diminished for many just a little because of mass communications, sports channels, rolling news and newspaper blanket coverage. But the awe remains.


Here’s to the next squad of heroes, crossing the equator on what it still the grandest crusade


Stephen Jones




ONE


PATHFINDERS


1888–1904


NEW ZEALAND, AUSTRALIA & SOUTH AFRICA


It begins with Bob Seddon, drowned in the Hunter River in New South Wales in mid-August 1888. Pathfinders, pioneers, the first of the great rugby explorers, the founding fathers of the Lions, call them what you will, but Seddon from Lancashire was their captain, their leader on a trek that began in late April and finished in early October, that went from New Zealand to Australia and back to New Zealand, that featured not just games of rugby union, but Australian Rules, too. It wasn’t a tour – it was an odyssey.


At twenty-eight, Seddon was one of the few capped players on that expedition, a veritable veteran with appearances against Wales, Ireland and Scotland in 1887. This was a travelling crew made up largely of Englishmen, drawn from Batley, Swinton and Salford, Runcorn and Rochdale and other places besides. Also included were some blow-ins from beyond England’s borders – the Burnett brothers from Hawick and the Edinburgh doctors, Brooks and Smith, both fond of a jar according to a tour diary of the time. Wales and the Isle of Man were represented. Twenty-two players in all. Many were asked not just for a commitment to the amateur ethos but a signature on an affidavit confirming that they would not accept a penny in payment.


Seddon tied it all together. Orphaned early in his life, he had found security and happiness. He departed for New Zealand knowing that when he came back he’d be married. Twenty games into the trip, and having written home to family and friends that very morning, he went on a canoeing expedition on the Hunter River with three of his teammates but continued on alone in a Gladstone skiff, a type of craft with which he was unfamiliar. He was 200 yards from dry land when he capsized. Two onlookers who could not swim watched his struggle. The grim news of his fate was relayed back to his players by way of a telegram to the Northern Hotel in Newcastle. ‘Your captain is drowned,’ it said. The effect on the team was said to be one of utter devastation.


They took him to Maitland, where he’d pulled on his boots for the final time, and a procession lined the route to Campbell’s Hill Cemetery. He was buried in his flannel trousers and his British football jersey. The locals came out in numbers, the dignitaries were present, the shock was palpable. The people of Maitland have maintained his grave ever since, his sad story being passed down through the generations.


‘In the morning we went from Newcastle to Maitland, twenty miles, to bury our poor, unfortunate captain, Mr Seddon,’ wrote Charlie Mathers, a forward from Yorkshire and Bramley. ‘When we got there, we found him laid in his coffin. They all broke down but me. We went and had a service. Church crowded. All shops closed.’


Herbert Brooks was a three-quarter from Durham and Edinburgh University. ‘It was a terrible shock to us all. I should not care to live through another day like that on which poor Bob Seddon was buried. The sympathy extended to us was something wonderful. They had a beautiful choral service in the church at Maitland. The procession was over three-quarters of a mile long. At the front were local footballers numbering around 300, then came the hearse, the English footballers came next, and then followed some 100 carriages. On the morning of the same day a public meeting was held and £150 subscribed at once to erect a monument to Mr Seddon’s memory.’


History tells us that the boys of 1888 played thirty-five rugby games and won twenty-seven, drawing six and losing only two. They played their first nine matches in New Zealand then moved on to Sydney. They played another sixteen matches between June and September. In a bid to make the trek pay, they took on nineteen games under Australian Rules. Twenty-a-side against the best teams the nation could throw at them.


Seddon met the challenge head-on. In what might have been an early example of sledging between British and Australian sportsmen, he let the Rules boys have it with both barrels. ‘Your players are soft,’ he said. ‘That is the tendency of your game. If they get knocked down they resent it and ask angrily whether it was done on purpose. If we get knocked down we simply get up again and go on playing and, perhaps, if we are inclined in that way, look out for a chance to treat the man who tumbled us over in the same way. Yes, of course, rugby is rougher . . . I do not wish to be thought boastful, harsh, or ungrateful, but I honestly believe that the rugby game is far superior.’


Maybe the Aussies admired Seddon’s straight-talking for they couldn’t have been kinder when the terrible event happened. Eventually, the team returned to New Zealand and played another ten matches under rugby laws. How brutally hard that must have been for them. That brought their overall tally of rugby and Rules games to fifty-four. The day after their last contest, the team got on board the Kaikoura in Wellington harbour, sailed home and arrived in England on 11 November, having been away for eight months. There were one man down. He was gone, but he wasn’t forgotten.


*


Three years later, the great show moved on to South Africa under the captaincy of the Scot Bill Maclagan. Only eight of the twenty-one players who travelled – the majority of them Oxford and Cambridge Blues – had ever played international rugby before, but inexperience didn’t stop them from making history. They played twenty matches and won the lot. Even more remarkably, after they had conceded a score in the opening game in Cape Town, they didn’t concede again for the rest of the tour.


It was another rugby marathon, the distance travelled from town to town coming in at 3,263 miles by rail, 650 by coach and 260 by sea. Including the voyage there and back they covered nearly 16,000 miles. The trip was underwritten by Cecil Rhodes, Prime Minister of the Cape Colony, and was described by one player as ‘champagne and travel’. By all accounts, the boys enjoyed themselves. Maybe the lads of 1891 were the forerunners of all the world-class boozehounds who followed in their wake, all those who embraced what touring is supposed to be all about – playing, yes, but also exploring the terrain, meeting the people, embracing new cultures, building friendships.


‘During the first week we were overwhelmed with social engagements,’ said Paul Clauss, the talented three-quarter from Birkenhead Park and Scotland. ‘There was a smoking concert and dinner given by the Western Province rugby union, Government House ball, a dance at Sea Point, a visit to the theatre, a lunch on board the Penelope lying off Simonstown, a picnic at Hout Bay. They were all a glimpse through the doors of hospitality which were flung wide open throughout the tour.’


The Dunnottar Castle, a vessel owned by Sir Donald Currie, the owner of the Castle shipping line, had carried the team from East India docks in London to Southampton and then to Cape Town in a record time of just over sixteen days. Before the players departed, Sir Donald gave the captain a magnificent gold trophy, to be awarded to the local team that produced the best performance against the tourists. The winner turned out to be Griqualand West, who in turn put up the trophy for an annual tournament amongst the South African provincial teams; the Currie Cup became the backbone event of South African rugby, remains a powerful symbol of provincial dominance, and is a competition which is known all over the world today.


The pitches were like alien surfaces, nothing more than hard-baked grounds full of red dust, some at altitude. The tourists kept winning regardless. They went to Port Elizabeth and won 22–0, they went to Eastern Province and won 21–0, they went to Pietermaritzburg and won 25–0. They played three Tests and won all three. It was a whitewash inspired by Clauss and Randolph Aston of Blackheath and England, a centre who played in every match and scored thirty tries.


None of these men would have known then what the future held for such trips. None of them could have imagined that no other ‘Lions’ team that followed would ever do what they did, no other combined side from the north would travel south and win all around them like Maclagan’s boys of 1891.


*


In 1896, a party led by Johnny Hammond of England returned to South Africa, this time for four Test matches in a rugby nation that was beginning to make some strides. It was the first touring party to include Irish international players – previous members of the small Irish contingents had never played Test rugby. The series was won by three games to one with the only blots on the record being a draw against Western Province and the defeat at the hands of South Africa in the fourth and final Test.


The first Test was in Port Elizabeth and the tourists took it 8–0 with tries by Walter Carey and Larry Bulger, the Irish wing. The second was in Johannesburg and was again won by the visitors, this time 17–8. Froude Hancock, the giant English forward who was a veteran of the 1891 series, gave an outstanding performance with a try in the second half. Two late tries by Theo Samuels were the first points scored by South Africa in a Test match.


The series was sealed at the Athletic Grounds in Kimberley, when the touring team came back from 3–0 down to win 9–3. Bert Mackie scored a try and Fred Byrne kicked a conversion and a drop-goal in a match which showed clearly that the gap was closing between players from Britain and Ireland and South Africa. It was not a surprise when at Newlands, Cape Town, South Africa won the fourth Test 5–0. The visitors were incensed by the refereeing of Alf Richards, the local official, who repeatedly penalised them for wheeling.


The towering character of the trip was Ireland’s Tommy Crean. The anti-disciplinarian, Crean introduced his own guidelines on the consumption of gargle on tour: ‘No more than four glasses of champagne for lunch on match days,’ he insisted. Crean subsequently won the Victoria Cross at Elandslaagte in the Boer War.


‘Tommy was the handsomest man I have ever seen,’ said Walter Carey, his fellow Lion who would, bizarrely, become the Bishop of Bloemfontein. ‘He weighed 210 pounds and was always the fastest man on the field. At some athletic contest he did 100 yards in ten and two-fifths seconds, and that for a fifteen-stone forward is phenomenal. He was the most Irish, the most inconsequent, the most gallant, the most lovable personality one could imagine. And he made the centre of the whole tour.’


Alexander Todd, of Cambridge University and Blackheath was another totemic figure. He was to marry Alice Crean, sister of the charismatic Tommy. Todd had already enlisted in the army before making the rugby tour and three years after the trip he was back in South Africa – fighting in the Second Boer War. He was injured in action but recovered and entered the business world when he returned home. On the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, he enlisted in the Norfolk Regiment, and was part of an attack on Hill 60 in Ypres. He was seriously wounded and, on 21 April 1915, he died of his wounds.


One of Todd’s gifts to rugby is the series of letters he wrote home to his parents from the 1896 tour. ‘On Thursday morning we got up early and saw the most magnificent sunrise on Table Mountain, the whole range going a bright terracotta,’ he wrote. ‘On Thursday afternoon and Friday, we ran about and trained on the field and finally played our first match on the Saturday. Oh goodness, it was awful. We played thirty-five minutes each way on a ground like a brick wall, had a frightfully fast game, winning by three goals and try to a penalty goal and two tries – that is fourteen points to nine. In the last ten minutes I would gladly have changed places with a corpse. The papers rather slated us next day.’


Todd takes us through the tour, from his team-mates losing ‘square yards of skin’ on the hard pitches in their second game against the Suburban side to meeting Mark Twain at a function at the Orols club. ‘They gave him a book of photos and the old chap made an awfully good speech in reply.’


This was not exactly high-living for the boys. Todd writes of a miserable railway journey lasting eight-and-a-half hours and his subsequent arrival at a ‘beastly’ hotel with no water for baths. ‘My last letter was from Queenstown, where we had horrid weather and had nothing to do but sit in a smoky little sitting-room all day and look at one another . . . We started away from there on Sunday night and arrived here at Johannesburg on Tuesday morning, just about sick of the journey. We played the Diggers on Wednesday and beat them by seven points to nil. The ground is just the road with most of the stones taken off. For the match today there are only ten able-bodied men, four crocks and one invalid playing for us.’


He documents the tragic news received by the tour manager, Roger Walker, who was president of the English rugby union at the time. Walker, wrote Todd, ‘has just had a cablegram to say that his eldest daughter is dying, so he’s off home, poor chap.’


The 1896 team played twenty-one games, won nineteen, drew one and lost one. For the brave travellers from the north, these one-sided expeditions to the south were about to become a little more challenging.


*


Three years later they were off again. For the first time the tour was made exclusively to Australia, with no New Zealand leg. It was to be ninety years until the Lions next made a hike to Australia alone. It was a feature of the early tours that the party included not only men of the cloth but those who were to win medals for gallantry. Matthew Mullineux qualified on both counts. He went on to become a regimental chaplain and then won the Military Cross in the First World War. He was at a field hospital in France, which came under attack from the Germans. The chief medical officer of the post was incapacitated by his injuries. Mullineux took command, continuing to treat the injured and evacuate the worst cases even though they were shelled continually for twelve hours.


That was all ahead of him, but back in 1899 in Australia he had at his disposal a party which included, for the first time, players representing each of the four Home Unions, including the great Gwyn Nicholls, the prince of Welsh three-quarters who went on to become the first Welshman to appear in a Lions Test, eventually featuring in all four in this series.


As usual, the party did not reflect the true strength of rugby in Britain and Ireland at the time because less than half the players had been capped. Even though all four Home Unions contributed players, the party was always referred to as ‘the English football team’. Arguably the most colourful player was the roughhouse Northampton and England forward, Blair Swannell. So many legends and myths surrounded Swannell, both for his exploits as a player and away from the rugby field; many of these were not substantiated, although it is said to be true that he wore the same pair of breeches for every game and that they remained unwashed for most of his career. At a time when good manners on the field were still deemed essential, Swannell’s over-vigorous style stood out. Swannell fought in the Second Boer War, which began later in 1899, and was killed in the Great War at Anzac Cove, Gallipoli, in 1915, when serving in the Australian army.


The tour party triumphed by 3–1 in the Test series, although they did lose three of the twenty-one games – they lost the first Test against Australia and also the provincial matches against Queensland and Metropolitan Districts. The poor performance in the first Test led to Mullineux making a brave and selfless decision. He was an accomplished half-back, and had been to South Africa with Johnny Hammond’s team in 1896, but after the Test defeat in Sydney he stood down for the remaining three games in the series, with Charlie Adamson taking over at half-back and Frank Stout, a Gloucester boy who would later play for Richmond, leading the Lions in the last three Tests, all of which were won.


With Stout now at the helm, the second Test was won 11–0, at the Exhibition Ground in Brisbane. In the third Test at the Sydney Cricket Ground, Alf Bucher, the Scotland wing, scored two tries in a tight victory, although Australia would have won had they landed a late penalty. The tourists won the fourth Test with ease.


There was also controversy and Mullineux was having none of it. ‘I am here as a representative of English rugby football, and feel it is my duty to speak against anything that was not conducive to the game being played in a sportsmanlike way,’ trumpeted the reverend. He voiced his disapproval of what he called the Australians’ trick of ‘holding players back when coming away from the scrum and at the lineout, pushing a man who has not got the ball . . . and, finally, placing the elbow in an opponent’s face in the scrum and shouting to an opponent for a pass.’


This shouting business was the lowest tactic that he had heard of. ‘Please block these things from your football for instead of developing all that is manly they bring forth always what is unmanly.’ He was making these points, he said, not in the ‘carping spirit’ but as a member of the Church of England and as an experienced rugby head who wanted to pass on information that would improve their game.


His teammates nodded in agreement. The Australians might have interpreted it somewhat differently.


*


The turn of the century brought different experiences. ‘The British touring side of 1903, which comprised eight Englishmen, seven Scots, five Irishmen and one Welshman, were the happiest crowd that ever left the mother country,’ announced the Irish forward, Alfred Tedford. Quite how long their joviality lasted is anybody’s guess.


The British and Irish team were beaten in a Test series for the first time. Even though two of the three Tests were drawn, the team were often second-best. They won only fifty per cent of the matches on tour. The defeat of the 1903 boys heralded some dark decades because it wouldn’t be until 1974, under the captaincy of Willie John McBride, that the Lions would win again in South Africa.


It was less than a year since the end of the Second Boer War and yet the welcome was as warm as ever. The party visited sites where battles had taken place only a few months earlier and scrabbled around for souvenirs. ‘As we passed through country where much fighting had occurred we were lucky in having as travelling companions two ex-soldiers who had fought on that famous Stormberg Junction battlefield,’ Tedford recalled. ‘We were also taken to the Magersfontein battlefield, where the Highland Brigade was so badly cut up during the Anglo Boer War. We managed to collect a number of shells and other fragments of war, all of which are still treasured in many of our homes.’


History was one thing, rugby was another. The manager was Johnny Hammond, who had captained the party in 1896, and the captain was Mark Morrison, a powerful forward from Royal High School FP in Edinburgh who was eventually to win twenty-three Scotland caps.


‘After our first two matches we came to the conclusion that we were rather a poor side,’ Tedford wrote. ‘Our first Test match was played on the Wanderers ground, it was about the best match of the tour so far and we were rather unlucky in only making a draw of it. Later came our second Test match and how we managed to hold South Africa to a draw, I do not know, as our three-quarters were dreadful. There was no score. We had great hopes of the final Test match as quite a lot of rain had fallen in Cape Town, but our hopes were dashed as South Africa won a good match and with it the rubber.’


*


The appetite for these lengthy rugby tours was such that the next trip departed for New Zealand and Australia only one year after Morrison’s men. The captain, David (Darkie) Bedell-Sivright, had toured in South Africa with the unsuccessful party in 1903. He was described by Clem Thomas, the great 1955 Lion, as ‘a man after my own heart, being a rough handful as a player’. And he led a successful and attractive touring team, littered with household names of the game.


Bedell-Sivright played in twenty-two internationals for Scotland, and was clearly one of the best forwards to tour in those early trips. Like the formidable Blair Swannell, his colleague in the party in 1904 and who had also toured in 1899, Bedell-Sivright was to die at Gallipoli.


There were only four capped forwards in the 1904 party, but they had outstanding talent in the backs with a new generation of Welsh superstars. For the first time, Wales were to make a really significant contribution to a ‘Lions’ tour in terms of class and numbers. Their golden era was now in full swing – the year after the tour, Wales were to triumph over New Zealand by 3–0 in Cardiff in one of the most famous games ever played.


Four of their outstanding backs, Percy Bush, Willie Llewellyn, Rhys Gabe and Teddy Morgan, featured on the 1904 tour with the outstanding Bush reaching a century of points including eleven tries. Llewellyn, Gabe and Morgan scored nineteen tries between them. Tommy Vile of Newport, also on tour but then uncapped, would enjoy an international career that spanned seventeen years before becoming a famous and dapper international referee. The little man’s aura and influence was so significant that a book appeared on his life as recently as 2011.


In the first Test, played at the Sydney Cricket Ground, two tries by Llewellyn and a drop-goal by Bush set the visitors on the way to a 17–0 victory. In the second Test, played at the Exhibition Ground in Brisbane, tries by Llewellyn and Bush were the highlights in a match in which, again, the tourists dominated the second half.


Back at the Sydney Cricket Ground for the third Test, Morgan, Llewellyn and the formidable Swannell scored to complete the dominance of the series with a 16–0 win. Denys Dobson became the first British and Irish tourist to be sent off, receiving his marching orders in an earlier game against Northern Districts at Newcastle.


In New Zealand, where Bedell-Sivright broke his leg in the first game in Canterbury, the Test match was at Athletic Park in Wellington. The visitors struggled with the forward power of the home teams and failed to cope with what was called the loose-wing-forward, or ‘rover’. Dave Gallaher, the celebrated All Black, was the rover in the Test and caused chaos. The rover was a concept, originated in New Zealand, in which one of the forwards stood off the scrum, which packed down in a two-three-two formation, and was deemed by many as illegal. It was not until 1930 that the tactic was outlawed when three players were required by law to form the front-row.


New Zealand wing Duncan McGregor scored two tries after the interval. The match was described by Mr Rand, a member of the New South Wales Rugby Football Union, as: ‘The greatest ever played in the southern hemisphere.’ And so the great rivalry between British and Irish rugby and the New Zealanders had begun.




TWO


THE CULTURE CLASH


1908–1938


NEW ZEALAND, AUSTRALIA, SOUTH AFRICA & ARGENTINA


The 1908 crew that headed for Australia and New Zealand had a few lively individuals in the ranks. In Auckland harbour, and on board the steamer Victoria, Percy Down, a forward from the Bristol club, leaned over the rail of the vessel to bid farewell to a lady friend on the dock, turned a somersault and fell into the water below. One account says that ‘Jackett, the British fullback, and Francis, of the New Zealand team [some home players had gathered to see them off] jumped in the water to give assistance to the Britisher, who was loudly appealing for help.’


Apparently, Down was ‘handicapped by his heavy overcoat’. The boat had to swing away from the wharf to facilitate the rescue and eventually, with ropes, Down was brought safely to the dockside. Cartoonists in the New Zealand papers had fun the next day.


At the time, a clear difference had already grown up between the approaches to rugby of New Zealand and of British players. The All Blacks had not long returned from their epic 1905 tour to the United Kingdom, Ireland and France and despite their defeat against Wales in Cardiff, they had set high standards in their strict training regimes and their play, as well as with their behaviour off the field. In their post-tour comments, Arthur ‘Boxer’ Harding, the Welsh forward who captained the 1908 party, left no one in any doubt that he regarded the practice of training hard as unsporting and unbalancing for the ethos of the sport as British people then understood it. George Harnett, the 1908 manager, complained of the number of hotels on tour which did not serve alcohol. Two cultures were beginning to collide.


One of the New Zealand writers who covered the tour, R.A. Barr, expanded on the difference in dedication and focus. ‘There was a casualness about the whole proceeding which struck the serious-minded New Zealander as being quite foreign to the subject. “You take your rugby as a religion,” remarked a Welsh international to me one day . . . “While we in England look back upon it as a pastime. With you New Zealanders, it is business; with us a pleasure.” From the cradle, a young New Zealander learns the art of kicking a rugby ball, and he goes to his grave jibbering of the grand old game. The average British footballer, on the other hand, takes his rugby as he takes his bath – with a great deal of pleasure – and while he plays earnestly he leaves the theories and tricks of the game on the touchline.’


Barr also observed that the majority of the tour players ‘landed in New Zealand pounds overweight, ill-fitting to battle up against the highly trained New Zealand provincial sides, and with only an outside chance against the flower of the Dominion’.


The argument from the other side was represented by Harnett, the Lions manager. ‘The whole soul of New Zealand, young and old, seems centred around that bit of inflated leather when it gets going.’ ‘Boxer’ Harding recalled being struck by the ‘intense interest taken in rugby football by the men, women and children of the Dominion. In Wales we are sometimes accused of giving too much attention to the game, but the Welsh people cannot for one instant be compared to New Zealand where enthusiasm is concerned. This indicates a keenness of the public which to us appears to be practically approaching a religion, whether this is beneficial to the sport or not is open to doubt. Personally, I think that it tends to make the game far too keen . . . it seemed to us quite a common thing for a considerable amount of money to be exchanged over here in the way of wagers, which is decidedly of no advantage to the sport.’


The 1908 touring team actually comprised players only from England and Wales as the Scotland and Ireland unions had declined to participate. Tours were beginning to raise the spectre of allowances to cover a few incidentals. Such allowances worried the ultra-conservatives of the Scottish Rugby Union. Their counterparts in Dublin had similar anxieties. They both withdrew their support.


The Scottish and Irish lads missed an epic party. The tour probably set new standards in terms of off-the-field shenanigans. It is clear from reading between the lines of much that appeared in print at the time that the antics of the tourists came as a surprise to the New Zealand rugby public, who viewed some of the team as Edwardian snobs and upper-class twits. That’s not to say that the group was not much loved – they played some attractive rugby and were socially charismatic – but their results were disastrous.


Most of their success seemed to come well away from the rugby field. Henry Vassall, the Oxford University centre, fell in love with a New Zealand girl and missed the boat back to England. The couple were married in London two years later. Two other members of the party married New Zealand girls and settled out there – one was ‘Boxer’ Harding, the tour skipper, the other Fred Jackson, a big Cornish forward who married a Maori girl and whose son, Everard Jackson, played in six Tests for the All Blacks between 1936 and 1938.


New Zealand won two of the Tests easily and drew a third, utterly outclassing the Anglo-Welsh team. The interest in rugby in New Zealand had grown after the exploits of the All Blacks team which toured in Britain in 1905 and the local population had been infuriated when tickets for the first Test in Dunedin had gone on sale at the exorbitant price of two shillings each. Fences at the ground were torn down and several hundred entered the ground for free, boosting the attendance to over 23,000. The New Zealanders won 32–5, an enormous score in those days. The second Test was a 3–3 draw in the muck at Athletic Park, Wellington. Any hope that the series might be drawn evaporated quickly at Potter’s Park, Auckland, where New Zealand won 29–0. ‘Boxer’ Harding suffered a serious injury as early as the third minute and the team had to play with only fourteen men. ‘Why we lost was because the All Blacks were too good for us,’ said Bertie Laxon, the former Cambridge Blue half-back. ‘They are the best players in the world.’


*


By 1910, as the Lions prepared to travel on another heroic South African odyssey, they knew they were no longer travelling as favourites and teachers. This brought about a new emphasis. The team, captained by Dr Tom Smyth and managed by Walter Cail and Walter Rees, was the first fully representative British-Irish side to tour and the first under the official auspices of the four Home Unions. The team wore a distinctive blue jersey with the Home Unions quartered crest.


The party that eventually mustered was twenty-six-strong and was reinforced by official replacements when injuries struck, but of the original party, less than half were international players One of the most talented players turned out to be Jack Spoors, the Bristol centre or fly-half who scored a try in each of the three Tests, but who was uncapped.


The dominant figure of the tour, in the eyes of both teams, was C.H. ‘Cherry’ Pillman, a back-row forward with Blackheath and England. The South African captain, Billy Millar, considered Pillman to be the greatest back-row forward of all time and Clem Thomas, the great Lions player and chronicler, argued that Pillman ‘revolutionised the South African concept of forward play’. Thomas also suggests that Pillman was the template for brilliant back-row forwards of the Springbok future in Hennie Muller, Doug Hopwood, Jan Ellis and others.


Remarkably, with injuries decimating the squad towards the end of the tour, the redoubtable Pillman was pressed into service at fly-half, from where he played a wonderful role in a famous win in the second Test.


The tour was typically gruelling in terms of travel and opposition strength, with three Test matches against South Africa and most of the most powerful provincial teams were played twice – notably Transvaal, Western Province, Border, Natal and Griqualand West. There was a fine early win against a Western Province team that had been practically invincible for several years. Had the team managed to stay intact and more rested, then they could have been more competitive. Injury took its toll, though. The team declined and of the sixteen games they played before the first Test match, they lost five and drew one.


That first Test took place at the Wanderers ground in Johannesburg. They played in the absence of the great Pillman, who was injured. A late Springbok rush sealed the win. The second Test was at the Crusader ground, Port Elizabeth, and ended in a memorable victory, inspired by the restored Pillman playing at fly-half.


Millar, the South African captain, paid an amazing tribute to his illustrious opponent. ‘My memories of this game are all dwarfed by Pillman’s brilliance,’ he said. ‘I confidently assert that, if ever a man can be said to have won an international match through his own unorthodox and lone-handed efforts, it can be said of the inspired, black-haired Pillman I played against on the Crusader ground on August 27, 1910.’


The deciding Test of the series was at Newlands in Cape Town and yet again the luck of the touring party was almost brutal. Alex Foster, the Irishman, wrote of the challenges they faced. ‘Many South African grounds were so hard that our list of casualties was always heavy. Elbows and knees were skinned in spite of elbow guards and reinforced kneecaps; you were lucky if the wounds did not fester . . . Eric Milroy, who joined us late . . . contracted dangerous poisoning from gravel rash. I would strongly urge all touring teams to travel accompanied by a medical man . . .’


They lost Stanley Williams, the fullback from Newport, who was later to be capped by England, to a serious injury early on in the deciding Test and had to play the rest of it with fourteen men. South Africa took full advantage and even though Spoors maintained his record of a try per Test, it was not nearly enough. South Africa won 21–5.


The Lions’ failure had been, in many respects, gallant, but the suspicion is that the sheer length and severity of the tours had begun to mitigate against victory for the Home Unions’ teams; but also that the discipline and dedication of the players from the hosting countries exposed the cavalier approach of those who travelled so far south to play their rugby.


*


It was to be fourteen years until the Lions toured again. Eleven young men who had taken part in the pioneer years were killed in the war, and from the 1910 party, three players were to be lost in battle within a few years of returning home from their South African sporting adventure.


Noel Humphreys, who played five matches on tour, was born in Bridgend and became a captain in the tank corps and won a Military Cross, before dying of wounds in 1918. Eric Milroy, nicknamed ‘Puss’, played four games on tour as a replacement. He was a lieutenant in the Black Watch and was killed during the Battle of the Somme in 1916. The third was Phillip Waller, who played no fewer than twenty-three games on tour. He was born in Bath, stayed in South Africa after the 1910 tour and served in the South African Heavy Artillery. He was killed in action at Arras in 1917.


One of the other fine forwards in the 1910 party was also to die soon afterwards. Harry Jarman, of Newport, threw himself into the path of a runaway coal wagon at a South Wales colliery as it rattled towards some children playing in its path. He was badly wounded, and contemporary accounts hold that he saved lives. He died shortly afterwards from his injuries. It had been a long time since one of the touring teams had been successful on the sporting field, but it is no exaggeration to say that the early tours were full of the finest of men.


*


There had been seven tours in the twenty-two years since the first in 1888, but after the 1910 party returned home, there were to be only three more in the next forty years. The privations in Britain and Ireland after the end of the war, not to mention the enormous number of casualties who were rugby men of all levels, may have depressed the appetite and at times of economic hardship it was even more difficult for the team to be representative of the strength of rugby at home.


The 1924 team was missing such a large number of top players that one of their number, Rowe Harding, doubted the value of such tours unless a full side could be chosen. It was not an era of any great strength and the trek was immersed in mediocrity, with only nine wins from the twenty-one games and a defeat in the Test series by three matches to nil, with one draw.


The list of the players who were not available to make the tour was lengthy and probably doomed them from the start. Wavell Wakefield, the influential English forward, was among those who could not spare the time. George Stephenson of Ireland and Leslie Gracie of Scotland were other giants of the day who were unavailable. The other problem was that because of the gap between tours, none of the players had any experience of South African conditions and so were, like the pioneers, taken aback by the dust of Kimberley, the length of journeys between matches and the changing altitude.


For the first time they were known officially as the Lions. They still played in blue jerseys. They were actually called the British Lions, even though there was a strong Irish element in the team led by James Daniel (Jammie) Clinch, then in his early twenties and one of rugby’s most vivid characters and hardest forwards – though the injury problems of the tour party were such that he also played in the backs. Lions tours had now been going on for long enough for the sons of earlier Lions to make tours – Jammie Clinch was the son of Andrew Clinch, who toured with the 1896 team.


The itinerary was heavy and onerous, with twenty-one games and yet again the question arose as to whether the Lions had really come to dedicate themselves absolutely to victory or whether they had come for a jolly. ‘Many unkind things were said about our wining and dining,’ wrote Harding later. In a melancholy period in the middle of the tour, they played eight games, including the opening Test match in Johannesburg, without winning one of them.


The Lions also met a man who was to become a legend in South African history – Bennie Osler, one of the greatest kickers that the game has seen. He had the ability to kick penalties and drop-goals from vast distances and it was Osler who dictated the tactical course of the first Test, played at Kingsmead in Durban. His early drop-goal gave his team a lead that they never relinquished. The second Test in Johannesburg was remarkable for the interest it stirred after so long without a Lions visit. The crowd broke down one of the surrounding fences and poured through, taking the stadium well beyond its advertised capacity of 15,000.


South Africa won by a thumping 17–0. The best performance by the Lions came in the third Test at the Crusader ground, Port Elizabeth, which was drawn 3–3. The fourth, played at Newlands, was won by the Springboks. Statistically, the Lions had the worst record of all touring parties and scored the fewest points. After so long without a tour, the tradition had revived strongly but, on the field, the defeats had become worrying.


Harding summed it all up. ‘The long train journeys (often of forty-eight hours’ duration), the hard ground and a heavy casualty list had taken a heavy toll on players unaccustomed to such conditions. It is not difficult to analyse the reasons for our failure . . . I will not deny there was occasionally what was termed a “blind” when we were thoughtless and careless of what other people said or thought of us and that contributed to our unpopularity. The real reason for our failure was that we were not good enough to go abroad as the representatives of the playing strength of these islands. It is not sufficient to send abroad some players of international standard and others who were only second class. Every member of the team must be absolutely first class or disaster is bound to overtake it.’


*


Of the twenty-nine players who set sail for New Zealand in 1930, all but six had been capped before departure, so there was at least a leavening of experience, but class was lacking, and especially power and organisation up front. A familiar refrain. The tour was also famous, as were many other tours, for strident disagreement and controversy surrounding the laws of the game.


At the time, teams were not allowed to leave the field at half-time and replacements were categorically not allowed yet both the half-time practice and the use of replacements were commonplace throughout the tour and that infuriated the Lions, especially the hawkish James ‘Bim’ Baxter, the manager, who accused the New Zealanders of being cheats. Ted McKenzie, a selector of the New Zealand team, struck back later in the tour when he accused the Lions of illegalities. Some historians have seen the laws disputes of the era as akin to the Bodyline controversy in cricket.


The outstanding players on tour were Roger Spong, the England fly-half and the mainspring of a strong attacking back division, and Ivor Jones, the great Welsh back-row forward who had a rare turn of speed, who could fill in at scrum-half and who was also a useful place-kicker.


The first Test, which was played in Dunedin, was still level in the dying seconds before the remarkable Jones made one of the most dramatic individual runs in the history of the Lions, bursting from near his own line through the defence, passing to Jack Morley, who raced on to score the winning try.


‘It was a very cold day,’ recalled Harry Bowcott, the three-quarter from Cambridge University and Wales. ‘There were snow showers before the game and a blizzard during it. We trained at the hotel and it was entirely due to Ivor Jones, the king of the tour, that we got off to a winning start. We had beaten this wonderful team called the All Blacks, much to their disgust. We were delighted. We lost the next three Tests, the third when we were down to fourteen men.’


Harry enjoyed himself, that much was clear. ‘We were no better and no worse than the young men of today in our behaviour. We drank a bit and enjoyed female company but we tended to carouse only after matches. Wives would be chasing us and their husbands would be pleased if we looked after them. There was one woman who followed me all over both islands with the permission of her old man. He thought it was an honour, and I never abused it. All the fun of the fair. The New Zealand public worshipped us.’


By now, the Australian leg of the tour was not seen to have quite the status of the former days, which was rather odd since interest amongst Australians still seemed to be high and over 30,000 attended the only Test in Australia, played at the Sydney Cricket Ground. The Test was won 6–5 by Australia, with the great Tom Lawton masterminding the victory. Two of Lawton’s grandsons would become Wallabies.


*


Combined sides from Britain and Ireland toured Argentina in 1910, 1927 and 1936, winning every match, including half-a-dozen ‘Tests’ against the Pumas. These visits have retrospectively been labelled ‘Lions’ tours, though at the time they were regarded as unofficial.


The first of them was led by John Raphael, a combination of nineteen English and Scottish club players. Only Raphael and three others were international players. They played six matches in May and June, winning them all and scoring 213 points (including fifty tries) and conceding only 31 points. They comfortably won the sole ‘Test’ played in Buenos Aires on 12 June by 28–3. An Irish expat, Con McCarthy on the wing, scored Argentina’s points with a try and a former Edinburgh Academy pupil, Oswald St John Gebbie, skippered the Pumas on this their Test debut.


A centre, he was the son of a Scottish clergyman from Ayrshire. Another British expat in that Pumas international side was Frederick Sawyer, a railway engineer from Reigate in Surrey. Sawyer, a forward who played for the Rosario club, was killed in action serving as a Lieutenant with the Royal Engineers at the Aisne in April 1917. That same year, Raphael died of wounds sustained in the fighting at Messines Ridge and was buried at Remy.


On 29 June 1927 a party comprising twenty-three players from England, Scotland and Ireland under the management of James ‘Bim’ Baxter of the RFU sailed from Southampton on the MV Alcantara. They crossed the equator on 11 July, arrived in Rio de Janeiro four days later for a spot of sightseeing, and stopped over in Montevideo before arriving in Buenos Aires on 19 July to make the famous Hurlingham Club their headquarters for a nine-match tour.


The Combined side was a considerably stronger party than the one assembled in 1910. They were captained by David MacMyn, an ever-present in the Scottish pack that nailed the country’s first Grand Slam in 1925.


MacMyn’s own writings on the tour are fascinating. Long before the term entered rugby’s lexicon it seems he was espousing the use of second-phase possession to suck opponents out of position and exploit gaps that opened up when the ball was recycled to fast backs who were prepared to run it as frequently as possible. Arguably, no Lions side between the wars – whether official ones to South Africa or New Zealand, or the unofficial ones to Argentina – better prepared their game plan than the side led to Argentina by MacMyn in 1927.


Carl Aarvold, Wilf Sobey and Spong, who were to become household names in the England back divisions of the late 1920s and early 1930s, forged their reputations as great players on the dry, hard grounds of Buenos Aires. The record of the side is quickly summarised. In winning all nine matches they scored nearly 300 points and only conceded three times. The four Tests were won 37–0, 46–0, 34–3 and 43–0. ‘The British players were so perfectly disciplined that they obeyed without questioning every look and every nod of their leader,’ reported one of the leading Buenos Aires dailies.


The tour had given rugby in Argentina a welcome shot in the arm. Thousands lined the docks in Buenos Aires on 24 August to bid farewell to the British and Irish players as they sailed down the River Plate to begin the journey home.


*


The last Combined British tour of South America took place nine years later when Douglas Prentice, who had led the Lions in New Zealand and Australia in 1930, managed a party of twenty-three players on an eleven-match tour. Seventeen of the group were, or later became, full caps: thirteen for England; Wilson Shaw and Jock Waters of Scotland; and Vesey Boyle and Charles Beamish of Ireland. There were no Welsh internationals on the trip, even though Wales had beaten the All Blacks and finished as winners of the International Championship.


The party travelled first-class on the same route as their predecessors, calling at Boulogne, Lisbon, Madeira and Tenerife before hitting the South American coast at Rio de Janeiro. The side then sailed via Santos and Montevideo before disembarking at Buenos Aires then ran through the opposition to score 399 points while conceding only twelve.


The side was captained by the Leicester scrum-half Bernard Gadney who six months earlier had led England to a decisive and famous 13–0 victory against New Zealand at Twickenham. The dashing Prince Obolensky and his young Rosslyn Park clubmate Jimmy Unwin were the tour party’s social magnets. These two three-quarters were box-office. The good looks, charm and impeccable manners of the two English superstars meant that the tour party never lacked female attention. Nothing, though, detracted from Obolensky or Unwin’s performances on the dry, hard Argentinian playing surfaces.


They were the undoubted on-field successes of the visit. In the scratch match against Brazil, while the side was on stopover, Obolensky is reputed to have scored the remarkable tally of seventeen tries. Few reports exist of the match and none seem to completely corroborate the record scoring, but he clearly took some stopping. Four of the 1936 squad were to make the ultimate sacrifice, losing their lives on active service in the Second World War. Obolensky died in a flying training accident near Martlesham in Norfolk in March 1940 and Paul Cooke, who didn’t play in any of the tour matches but was England’s scrum-half in 1939, was killed in action in May 1940 during the British retreat to Dunkirk. Peter Hobbs, one of the uncapped forwards in the party, died in Libya in May 1942 in the run-up to the El Alamein campaign. A major serving in the Royal Horse Artillery with the Eighth Army, he was killed instantly the day after his wife had given birth to their son in Cairo. John Moll, another uncapped member of the tour party, died in an accident on active service in July 1942.


And so ended the Lions brief encounters in Argentina. Nearly seventy years passed before Lion and Puma again met on the rugby field, in May 2005, as a curtain-raiser to the tour of New Zealand. The team under the management of Sir Clive Woodward revived the Lions-Pumas rivalry at Cardiff’s Millennium Stadium, creating their own piece of history by becoming the first official Lions tour party to play a match on British soil.


*


The 1938 tour to South Africa took place in the shadow of rising tensions in Europe and elsewhere, with the Nazi party in power in Germany and with the air of menace afflicting international relations. On the sporting front, it was a tour which brought yet another defeat of the Lions in a Test series, on what was their last tour for twelve years, and the last time that they would be decked in blue.


Danie Craven was the most significant character on the tour, not just because of what he brought to the South Africa team but with what he did with his life after Test rugby. Long after his death, Craven remains a celebrated and controversial figure in South African history and society. He was to go on to become vastly influential as a South African coach and arguably the most famous rugby administrator the game has seen, especially as the man at the forefront in the years when South Africa were barred from international rugby, and in the years when they returned to the fold.


Also in the team met by the Lions was the great Gerry Brand, the fullback and a monstrous kicker. There was also ‘Boy’ Louw, the fierce South African forward who, like Craven, is still regarded as one of the all-time greats. Brand and Louw were in their twilight career years, but still outstanding players.


The touring group was callow – selectors at the time still retained the nonsensical notion that players who had reached thirty were probably over the hill – and was led by Sammy Walker, the Irish forward. Among their own celebrated contingent were Vivian Jenkins, then a young fullback from London Welsh, who was in the class of Brand as a goalkicker, and who was later to become one of the most respected writers and commentators in the history of the game. There was also Bill Travers, the hooker from Newport and Wales, whose father, George, had hooked for Wales in their famous win over New Zealand in 1905. Travers established a friendship with the giant Irish forward, Blair Mayne, who was later to become a war hero, winning the Distinguished Service Order and three bars – each bar awarded for separate acts of heroism. He was also awarded the Légion d’Honneur and the Croix de Guerre by the French government for his work in the liberation of France. He is seen now as one of the founding troops of the Special Air Service and is the subject of a campaign to posthumously upgrade his DSO to a Victoria Cross for an action after which his citation was signed by Field Marshal Montgomery. He remains one of the most decorated soldiers of the Second World War.


As far as the Lions were concerned, one of the lessons they learned yet again was that injury will always be a problem on the hard and fast grounds of South Africa and that cover for the specialist positions of hooker and scrum-half was absolutely essential. It was still the era when the team travelled by ship. No rapid replacements were available.


The touring team played twenty-four matches, losing two Tests and four others. The Lions were kept in the hunt in the first Test in Johannesburg with three fine penalties from Jenkins. It was a tremendous game, played in front of a crowd of 36,000, and South Africa eventually ran out winners by 26–12. The ball soared through the thin air of the high veldt. One of the penalties by Jenkins came from eight yards inside his own half.


The second Test, played in Port Elizabeth, was easily won by South Africa by 19–3. Jenkins always asserted that the temperature was well into the nineties, somewhat freakish even for the resort city of Port Elizabeth. South Africa’s juggernaut pack dominated proceedings in the furnace-like conditions and the series was lost, but considerable consolation came at Newlands in Cape Town when the third Test was won 21–16 by the Lions in a match still regarded as one of the greatest in the histories of both South Africa and the Lions.


At half-time, the Lions trailed by 13–3, but gradually, they began to make inroads up front and a converted try by Gerald ‘Beef’ Dancer followed by a penalty by McKibbin brought them to within two points. Bob Alexander scored another try for the Lions to put them ahead, Freddy Turner of South Africa regained the lead with a penalty but then Charlie Grieve, the fullback from Oxford University and Scotland deputising for the injured Jenkins, dropped a goal – in those years worth four points.


The Lions scored again in their wonderful second-half revival when forward Laurie Duff, of Glasgow Academicals and Scotland, forced his way over the line. In a dramatic finale, a South African try by Williams was ruled out for a forward pass and the Lions held on for a magnificent victory.




THREE


THE FLYING LION


1950


NEW ZEALAND, AUSTRALIA & CEYLON


Lewis Jones, aged nineteen and a young naval rating, won his first cap for Wales against England in 1950. He had just been on the point of departure for Hong Kong on an aircraft carrier when news of his selection came through and he was released to play. He went on to appear ten times for Wales and then switched codes to rugby league, launching a magnificent career with Leeds and Great Britain which was to make him arguably the most brilliant convert ever to move from union to league, and the loss of his glorious running and kicking talents was keenly felt in the union game at the time.


But he made history of a different kind later in 1950. Lewis Jones became the first man ever to fly to a Lions tour. The 1950 Lions, under Karl Mullen, had departed at the end of March via the usual means of transport used by Lions parties since 1888 – ship. The party had sailed from Liverpool on the Shaw Savill line flagship, TSS Ceramic. One of the tourists was to observe that the ship normally carried livestock.


The precocious Jones had not made the original selection for the party, who had fine fullbacks in George Norton of Ireland and Billy Cleaver of Wales, and Jones was preparing for a season of top level cricket. However, Norton, from Bective Rangers, was injured in an early tour match. Jones was called up, rushed back to his native Wales from a cricket match to pack his bags, and then rushed back to London. There, heady with excitement, he boarded a BOAC Stratocruiser. Effectively, in one take-off run, Lions tours of the future were transformed. Even though the Ceramic was a vastly more advanced ship than the RMS Kaikoura, which conveyed the heroic 1888 touring team, it still took Mullen and his men thirty-two days to reach New Zealand and roughly the same on the return voyage.


Admittedly, the flight option to New Zealand involved an enormous number of hops which, as Jones was later to testify, took him through a kaleidoscope of exotic locations. But in the future around nine weeks could now be lopped off a Lions tour to the Antipodes and around five weeks off a South African trip, and it meant the parties would be stronger. No Lions party before the Second World War ever toured in the southern hemisphere without missing a considerable number of elite players because of the sheer time involved.


The 1950 team also made history by wearing red jerseys, now inextricably linked with the Lions tradition and mystique. Even though the tour still involved two long sea journeys, the party had fewer absentees than most – John Gwilliam, who had captained Wales to a Grand Slam, was unavailable, but for the first time in Lions history every one of the touring team was an international player for one of the four home countries – good news considering that they faced a fierce thirty-match playing itinerary, with four Test matches in New Zealand, two more in Australia and even a fleeting visit on the way home to play in Ceylon (now called Sri Lanka).


The party boasted class in several positions. The great Jackie Kyle was at fly-half, and for his performances on tour he was to go down in history as one of the finest and best-loved players that New Zealand had seen. On the wing, they had Ken Jones, the international sprinter and a sensational attacking runner, who until he was overtaken by Gareth Edwards in the 1970s was the most-capped Welsh international – the excellent Ken Jones: Boots and Spikes by Steve Lewis, reveals a sporting character of ability and richness. On tour, Jones was to score sixteen tries in sixteen games.


And in the centre, a complementary partnership was forged between Dr Jack Matthews and Bleddyn Williams, two great friends from Cardiff – who remained almost inseparable friends throughout their lives – with the pugnacious Matthews providing the defensive hammer and the incisive Williams the kind of attacking brilliance which was to see him dubbed the ‘Prince of Centres’. He created countless tries for the touring team backs with his sidestepping and also led the Lions in Mullen’s absence in three of the six tour Tests.


The glorious Tom Clifford, a prop from Munster, was clearly the core character of the tour, with Jim McCarthy of the Dolphin club and Jimmy Nelson from Malone running him close. The top points scorer was the young Welsh three-quarter Malcolm Thomas, who scored 96 points and who was to return to New Zealand with the 1959 party.


Tour preparation once again came into sharp focus after one Lions prop used to living on rations in the austerity of post-war Britain, ballooned by two stone after tucking into the first-class travel fare on the outward sea journey. However, the team took fitness more seriously than some of their predecessors, with many other players recounting weeks of hard work, even scrummaging, aboard ship.


One of the features of the tour was the use of the ruck as an offensive weapon in New Zealand, and particularly in the Otago province, which became known as the home of the ruck. The Lions found that rucks were deliberately set up by the home teams as a means of winning quick second phase possession with a tackler buried at the bottom. The tactic was exceedingly difficult to combat, as was proved when Otago heavily defeated the Lions at Carisbrook, 23–9.


And in the final analysis, despite the strength of the Lions and despite the excellence of their crop of world-class players, they still lost the series – they were beaten by 3–0 in New Zealand, with one draw, though they did do well to recover to gain convincing wins in the two Tests in Australia. Yet at no time did they appear likely to end their melancholy run against the All Blacks.


It was a feat in an itinerary of such intensity, that they only lost two provincial games – against Otago and Southland, both deep in the south of the South Island; and in Australia, they lost only to a New South Wales XV. The 32–9 win over Auckland, with Lewis Jones in wonderful form with his kicking and dazzling running, was a high point, and it showed what could be done when the forwards stood their ground and allowed their backs to play. The match was a Lions classic.


The failure in the Test series can be put into stark perspective because the New Zealand team which romped to victory had been whitewashed by South Africa the previous year. Ultimately, the level of fitness and organisation amongst New Zealand forwards was too much. They were more aggressive than the Lions, the new rucking tactics were irresistible in some games and, in the end, the Lions were left licking their wounds.


However, the Lions party was one of the most popular of all time, because they were the first British team to visit New Zealand since 1930 and the two countries had been brought together by their common cause and losses in the Second World War. It was to become known as ‘the friendly tour’.


Mullen was a quiet leader; one of his own Irish colleagues was mildly critical in later years of the tactics that were employed, particularly with the feeling that the Lions concentrated on their backs at the expense of their forward play.


The manager, Ginger Osborne, was not a disciplinarian, and in an austere period may have made himself unpopular if he tried to be one. One of his tour party offered the opinion that he knew ‘bugger all’ about rugby but, for many managers, being liked and respected by his players was a start.


One of the most unfortunate players on tour was Doug Smith, the Scotland wing, who was recovering from a broken arm and did not play until the 18th game of the tour. However, Smith put his down-time to good use, and when he returned to New Zealand in 1971 as the manager of the celebrated party, he had learned many lessons about the difficulties of life as a Lion in the country.


Remarkably, there were only three English players in the party, and this after decades when the tours had been dominated by the English. Perhaps this was an indication that strict merit selection was now in place, because England had finished bottom of the International Championship in 1950. Wales provided the bulk of the touring party, with fourteen in all.


Scotland’s representation was led by Gus Black, a clever and articulate scrum-half who was expected to strike up a fine partnership with Jackie Kyle. He did play in the first two Tests, though first Gordon Rimmer and then Rex Willis took over the berth.


Bleddyn Williams (Wales, toured 1950): It was the first tour since the war and a great honour to be selected in the first place. They hadn’t had a Lions side travel to New Zealand and Australia since 1930 so there was a lot of interest. I didn’t know I was going to go because I was injured. I didn’t play in a Wales game in 1950 – I missed all four internationals – so it was a great surprise.


I had to prove my fitness before I went, though. I had to play for Cardiff against Bath on the day that Wales were playing at the Arms Park against France. I was only out of plaster the week before I played the game. Can you imagine what my muscles were like? I just went through the motions but, thanks to Cliff Morgan, I scored a try in the last few minutes of the game. I think the media were fooled by that because they thought ‘Williams is fit’. There were five weeks aboard ship, though, so I did a lot of exercise and I was alright for the tour.


Jack Kyle (Ireland, toured 1950): It was all so different, life in those days. The furthest I had ever been from my home in Northern Ireland was Paris, for a Five Nations international against France, and that journey took twenty-four hours via Liverpool, London, Dover and then the English Channel. When we got to Paris, I stood in awe at sights like the Champs Elysees, the Eiffel Tower and the Louvre. People didn’t travel.


There had been a war, times were still tough and for the lucky ones where I lived who could afford a holiday, it was maybe a week on the sands at Portrush, on the County Antrim coast. Suddenly, we were presented with what was an unbelievable concept. We were being offered the chance to go to the other side of the world to play one of the best teams in the world.


Gus Black (Scotland, toured 1950): I was a student so I took a year off and didn’t have to worry about lost wages. The only problem I had was that I was fairly recently married and had a young child, who was only eighteen months old, and I wasn’t very sure whether it was going to do damage being away for that period of time.


But my wife said I should go. And later on she met another wife at a dinner down in London, whose husband had been selected for the Lions tour of 1936 to Argentina and she’d objected to him going so he hadn’t gone, and she regretted it for the rest of her life. So I think that reassured her – but it wasn’t just a matter of packing a bag and going. There were a lot of things to be thought about.


Jack Kyle: We sailed on the Ceramic from Liverpool. I think normally it carried sheep and lambs. It took us about thirty-one days to get to Wellington. We had three in one cabin. I was with Bill McKay and Jim McCarthy. I being the youngest had to take the upper bunk.


We were the first Lions touring team in New Zealand for twenty years and the reception we received everywhere we went, even the brass band at 5.30am in the morning, left an indelible impression on every member of the party. We set sail from Liverpool on 1 April, voyaged across the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans before arriving in Wellington Harbour on 2 May. Only hours after we left Liverpool we hit rough seas and we turned into a pretty miserable group. Our only Naval man was Malcolm Thomas, but he was struck by seas sickness more than anyone. Dr Jack Matthews, my Cardiff and Wales centre partner, worked wonders with some inoculations at sea that stopped us from feeling ill, but he was dealt with by the ship’s doctor and carried on feeling unwell.


Jim McCarthy (Ireland, toured 1950): Tommy Clifford [Munster and Ireland prop] was undoubtedly the character of the tour. He was from Limerick. A magic man.


Jack Matthews (Wales, toured 1950): The tour cost me a lot of money! As a doctor I had to pay a locum doctor over £5,000 and we were given seven shillings a day expenses by the International Board. It wasn’t very easy but my wife said, ‘Yes, you can go.’ I enjoyed the rugby and that was the main thing. I think it is the ultimate for any rugby player, whatever nationality, English, Irish, Welsh or Scottish. There was lots of training on board the ship on the way over as two of the players, John Robins and Ken Jones, were Physical Training officers. We also had lots of meetings together daily so the bond was good.


Gus Black: We got £12 a week, which was to return hospitality we got from New Zealanders. But each of us had to find £100, I think, before we went on the tour. That was our financial contribution to the whole thing. In some cases, such as with Cliff Davies, the people of Kenfig Hill raised the money.


I think the blazer was provided, but we all had to have a dinner jacket, and in some instances that was again funded through local donations. So apart from the £12 a week to repay local hospitality, which I’m not sure was properly within the rules, it was strictly amateur.


Bleddyn Williams: We got to know each other on ship as we knew we were going to be away for a long time. There were only seventy-two of us aboard ship in total. There was lots of training on board – we were exercising and we even had scrummaging on ship. We didn’t lose any balls overboard, though, as our passes were accurate!


Gus Black: The leader of the choir was Cliff Davies. He was an extraordinary chap. He was a miner, and after a couple of pints he could sing all night in Italian, or perhaps it was Welsh, I don’t know, maybe they are similar. But it certainly wasn’t English.


Quite apart from his dedication to rugby, as a human being he was a truly democratic sort of person. It didn’t matter who we were meeting – whether it was a governor or a local man from the pits – he treated them exactly the same way. Whether this was particularly a Welsh trait, I don’t know.


We had a very good manager – Ginger Osborne – who used a very loose rein. He wanted each country to represent their heritage, so the Scots did their dancing, the Welsh did their singing, there wasn’t enough English to make a noise and I don’t recall what the Irish did – stood around being amusing, I suppose.


I had a photograph at one time of us doing an eightsome reel on the deck of the boat going through the Panama Canal.


Jack Kyle: The Welsh formed us into a choir. Tom Clifford’s song was ‘O’Reilly’s Daughter’. ‘As I was walking down the street, who should I meet but the one-eyed Reilly, with two pistols in hand, looking for the man who married his daughter, yiddy aye oh, yiddy aye eh.’ I stayed clear from the singing. Couldn’t sing at all.


Billy Cleaver (Wales, toured 1950): We discussed back play in attack – variations on the plan – and forward play around the scrummage. These topics caused infinite arguments and never seemed likely to stop until the meeting was adjourned for the laying of tea.


Gus Black: There was a daily training routine on the journey out which consisted of running round the deck, doing press-ups, playing violent games and that sort of thing – but nothing like the sort of effort you made at home and some of the forwards may have put on a bit of weight.


Jimmy Nelson (Ireland, toured 1950): Tom Clifford arrived on the boat with three trunks when most of us had two suitcases. One night, about midnight, when we had a drink or two, Tom says: ‘Would anyone like something to eat?’ When we got down to his cabin he opened up one of the trunks and it was stuffed with fruitcake and biscuits.


Tom Clifford (Ireland, toured 1950): My mother said, ‘You’re not going to be going short of food. I’ll give you this to tide you over.’


Jim McCarthy: When Tommy got on the ship he saw the menu and there was about twelve items on it. We were going through the Bay of Biscay and the ship was very up and down. Well, Tom ate every item on the menu. Three types of dessert, three starters, three main courses. He shovelled the whole lot in.


Jack Kyle: Bill McKay was a runner-up, six courses behind.


When we got on board I think it was George Norton who suggested to us, ‘Lads this is an opportunity we’ll never get again, we’re a month or more on this ship and I’m told if you get your hair all shaved off right down to your skull with only a quarter of an inch left, by the time we get to New Zealand your hair will be thick and luxurious.’ We said to George: ‘You go and try it out.’ George came back with a quarter of an inch of his hair left. By the time we got to New Zealand, George’s hair had only grown about another eighth of an inch. I don’t think his hair ever recovered from the shock.


Gus Black: I think the success of the 1950 Lions tour – and it was a success – was the impact we had socially. Not as a whole group but as thirty individuals who went out there and got to know the people. We met a lot of New Zealanders and I think a big part of the reason why the Lions has evolved into this hugely popular phenomenon had a lot to do with the good impression we made in 1950.


We landed in Wellington then sailed from there to Nelson on the South Island – which was really a shack town with a main street in those days – for our first game. It was quite markedly Scottish, and I met a family called the Campbells, with whom I became quite friendly and they introduced me to a lot of locals.


After playing there we headed down the West Coast through places like Westport and Greymouth, which were predominantly mining towns. Now, I come from west Fife which is a big mining area, and the number of people who had emigrated there from my neck of the woods was astonishing.


I remember speaking to the barman in one pub and asking if there was anyone from Dunfermline in the house, and he opened the door to the back parlour and shouted the question. Well, the next minute there was this line of people coming through to greet me. It made the world seem an awful small place, for a wee while at least.


It’s funny the things that stick in your memory: there was a strong Catholic presence and as we went from place to place the first person to greet us was the president of the local rugby club – but not two paces behind him was the local priest, as often as not. It didn’t interfere in any way, or cause any tension – it was just one of those peculiar little things you notice.


Bleddyn Williams: We couldn’t have had a better captain or nicer man than Karl Mullen to lead us. He was a fine player and he was marvellous off the field. He was not a tub-thumping type of skipper. He knew his game and he was a very positive sort of guy. We were all coaches on that tour and he leaned on me pretty heavily as his vice-captain because we had so many Welshmen in the squad.


He took care of the forwards and I looked after the backs. He was very good to me and it was a very good and happy tour.


Karl Mullen (Ireland, toured 1950): We had a good out-half in Jack Kyle, and Jack Matthews and Bleddyn Williams, the two famous Welsh guys were in the middle of the field. We had Ken Jones on one wing and we had Lewis Jones on the other. We had a magical backline. I’d say it was the best backline ever to play for the Lions. Before we went to New Zealand I met the Rugby Union at Twickenham and I was told specifically that we had to play open football.


Jack Matthews: We had a great post-war side with Cardiff. Our home gate was 35,000, that was the average. Cardiff soccer were in the first division then and we were getting more than them. Bleddyn and I had been playing together since 1938 and we’ve been friends ever since. It was such a pleasure playing with him for the Lions as well because we knew each other’s play so well.


Gus Black: I spent rather longer going through medical school than I should have done and that meant I had eight years playing for Edinburgh University, which was great rugby. And for most of that time I played with the same outside-half, a chap called Ranald Macdonald, who was on the tour as well.


In Edinburgh we didn’t have a coach as such, but the director of physical education was Charlie Usher, who captained Scotland back in the 1920s, and he trained us to be physically fit. And he also introduced a lot of ideas about how we should be playing rugby with the natural advantages we had.


He used to get Ranald and myself to train together blindfolded, passing the ball. So we’d get in position, then blindfold ourselves and he’d shout, ‘ready – go’. Then Ranald would start running while I reached down for the ball, and nine times out of ten I would smack it into his chest. You don’t have to see the outside-half. In fact, if you can see him it’s a slow pass. You pass it into space and it’s his job to run on to it.


So, Ranald and I were a great half-back pair. We knew each other inside out, by instinct by the time we were thoroughly bedded in. But the Scotland selectors never picked us together. He was capped on the wing, and played on the wing for the Lions as well – and for the life of me, I can’t understand the sheer stupidity of not playing an established pair of half-backs. Ranald playing at outside-half in New Zealand would have been a great advantage.


Now, I was suddenly being paired up with Jack Kyle, who didn’t play the same way. He stood absolutely stock still until he saw the ball coming to him, but he had the agility to get up to speed very quickly whilst also avoiding the onslaught from any forwards who had the nerve to go for him. I don’t think I could really come to terms with that – it was a waste.


I don’t think the Scottish members of the Lions selection team chose me. I think it was the Irish selectors who turned it in my favour, in the belief that I would team up with Jack Kyle to form a very good half-back partnership. I had a longish pass and Jack Kyle, who was at the top of his form at that time, was pretty mobile. But it didn’t work out – at least not as it should have done.


Karl Mullen: We travelled by train through the South Island and every station we stopped at we had a full band to meet us and we all marched up to the hotel. Tom Clifford always said the band was especially for him. On the way home I wrote to the Lord Mayor of Limerick saying how proud they should be of Tom Clifford and mentioned the band. So when he got home and got off the train from Dublin, the Lord Mayor had arranged a different band on every street and he was chaired to the town hall and made a freeman of Limerick.


Jack Kyle: We had one journalist with us, a lovely man, Dai Gent, who wrote for the Sunday Times. A wonderful, delightful little man. The only reporter on the trip. I can remember him reading us poetry on a train. Dai wasn’t a man who enjoyed going out with the boys, so you can imagine after he’d written his piece he’d go back to his hotel on his own. Dai played scrum-half for England but he had Welsh connections. You remember that controversial 1905 try in the Wales versus All Blacks game? (The Kiwis played thirty-five games on tour in 1905, won thirty-four and had a try disallowed in their one defeat, to the Welsh). Well, everywhere Dai went he got attacked because of the try. I have a notion he got a bit tired listening to the locals going on about the try. I think he got homesick. He went home after about five weeks.


Jimmy Nelson: We had a very good manager, Ginger Osborne, who knew bugger all about rugby. He was a charming man but that was a real problem because we didn’t have a coach. It was impossible for Karl to coach thirty people and be a captain at the same time. We trained hard, but it was basic stuff. We should have had a lot more technical training.


Gus Black: If we’d had a pack that could give us the ball at the right time in the right way, we would have had a tremendous advantage. With Bleddyn Williams, Jack Matthews and plenty of pace on the wings – it should have been good, shouldn’t it?


Of course, all the teams we came up against were liable to be playing well above themselves – so it wasn’t easy. The Test matches were fairly stodgy affairs. There wasn’t much running rugby, they were battles for possession and territory.


Some of the rugby was pretty good, but I don’t think I’ll be the only one who thinks the weakness was in the forwards. They just weren’t up to it. And there had, of course, been many New Zealanders across during the war, playing Services rugby for the country where they were stationed, so they had knowledge of how the game was played in Britain, and I wouldn’t doubt for a minute that they transferred that knowledge back home.


There was training every day, but Ginger Osborne gave us a long lead, which meant that if I didn’t turn up he wouldn’t bother me. I think he realised that there were psychological circumstances that contributed to me behaving not quite as well as I should have. So I missed training quite a lot – I’d lost interest.


The Lions team hadn’t played much rugby before the war, and I think wartime rugby didn’t have this vigorous physicality that everyone talks about now. It was more gentlemanly. So our forwards hadn’t been tried and tested, while the New Zealanders had looked a bit further ahead, and dominating in the forwards was already a big part of their philosophy. They introduced us to a new way of playing rugby.


The dominant team in New Zealand at the time was Otago and we played them in Dunedin the week before the first Test. They had discovered that if you heeled the ball quickly and passed it wide quickly with everyone running full speed when they got the ball, then the winger would be going at full speed and when he was eventually tackled the forwards would find it easier to get up to the ball and heel it again, and the whole process could then be repeated coming the other way. The idea was that you would eventually get an overlap.


It’s almost childish – when you think about it now. But it was very effective and we weren’t quite into that level of fitness and coordination. We tended to rely more on individual skills and the combined skills of a handful of players linking together – but not a whole team working in unison.


Unfortunately, I don’t think we learned any instant lessons from being beaten by Otago to take into the first Test.


Jim McCarthy: Karl was a quiet captain. You probably wouldn’t know he was captain unless you were told. He had a quiet authority.
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