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			Writer’s Note

			I have always had an admiration for players who fight for every minute. Professional rugby is a tough business, and it takes a strong character to survive at the highest levels of the sport as long as Wyatt Crockett has. It also takes patience, perseverance, kindness, belief, respect, honesty and integrity. This is a story about all of those things, embodied by one of the hardest-working men to have ever played the game. Wyatt sure did play the game, and he definitely fought for every minute.

			I have been fortunate to get to know Wyatt over many seasons and have long admired his tenacity and his generosity. I have learned of his fears and I have celebrated his feats. I have enjoyed watching him succeed, knowing how much effort it took, physically and mentally. To Wyatt, and to Jenna, Sonny and Emmett and all the family, thank you for entrusting me with this tale. It has been a privilege to help put such a remarkable career on the page.

			Thanks also go to Crocky’s teammates, especially Kieran Read, Luke Romano, Andy Ellis and Corey Flynn, for adding to the laughs; to Clive Akers, Geoff Miller and Adrian Hill for their enduring custodianship of the invaluable Rugby Almanack; to Warren Adler and Kevin Chapman at Upstart for the opportunity; and to my own crew, for being awesome.

		

	

		

			 


			 


			Foreword


			By All Blacks captain Kieran Read


			I’m sure he wouldn’t mind me saying this, but Wyatt Crockett is dead-set the clumsiest guy I have ever met in my life. He has, without a word of a lie, inadvertently injured more of his teammates than any player in history. He has dislocated our fingers, broken our toes, fractured our ribs, blackened our eyes and knocked us clean out. Goodness knows what damage he could have done if he ever intended to harm us.


			Yes, he is quite possibly the clumsiest fella in the history of New Zealand rugby. He is also one of the most dedicated, most caring, most compassionate, most loyal and hardest-working men I have ever had the pleasure to call a friend. And that is what he has been to me since our paths first crossed in Canterbury in 2005: a friend. I was the greenhorn from Counties-Manukau trying to crack it in the big league; he already had a foot in the door with the Crusaders and with Canterbury. When it came to our rugby careers, we both dreamed big.


			From the very first time we played together, I could tell Crocky was just one of those guys I could trust with my life. He believed so much in the power of the team over the individual and made every newcomer feel welcome. Even though he was still seeking his own place in the pecking order, he knew how intimidating the professional environment could be and as such worked assiduously to ensure the young guys quickly found their feet.


			Never one to talk too much or to voice his opinion in team meetings or on the training field, Crocky possesses a perennially enthusiastic disposition that we all love. Just one look at his big dumb grin puts you in a good mood, especially as he reserves his very biggest, dumbest grins for the times when the joke is on him, which is almost always.


			You see, Crocky is a man who just can’t help but find himself in the wrong place at the wrong time. In a career spanning 14 seasons and a record 203 Crusaders appearances, he was embroiled in some form of amusing pickle from which he could not extract himself at least once a week. For starters, he has absolutely no sense of direction (I wouldn’t be surprised if he has got lost in his own home) and his penchant for social faux pas is legendary. On top of that, he would have to be a starter for most forgetful man in the world. I am amazed he has been able to write this book.


			I still remember a time on tour when Crocky arrived at the team dining table looking especially pleased with his rather large bowl of ice cream. It was drowned in what he thought was chocolate sauce. It took him just one spoonful to realise he had ladled the buffet’s meat gravy all over his frozen confection. It’s fair to say we loved being around him for moments like that.


			There is a lot more to Wyatt Crockett than the laughs, though. Underpinning everything he does, and has done, is a steely determination to be the best he can be. He is a man of integrity and discipline, and that is why he has been able to set playing records that might never be broken. I cannot stress enough just how impressive his playing statistics are. To play that many Super Rugby games is a staggering achievement and one that has absolutely nothing to do with luck.


			He has had his tough times, as he will tell you in this book. For you, and for most of us, it will be the first time we have been able to get a true understanding of just how much the setbacks and the knockbacks took out of him. Through those tough times he remained incredibly stoic. Crocky never wanted to let his personal disappointments get in the way of his job for the team. That is one of his most admirable and astonishing qualities.


			We played together for a long time, but it seems to have passed in the blink of an eye. We each got married to a great lady and we both had children. Crocky was always the guy I sought out for a quiet chat when I was on tour and missing my family or wondering what the hell I was supposed to do as a new father. He always listened, he always offered good advice, and he always made me feel worthy and better. We are both emotional guys and in a sport that still wrestles with its macho side, Crocky was the guy you could share a beer with and a tear with.


			He leaves one hell of a legacy as a player, but an even greater one as a person. When you think that only the legendary Keven Mealamu and the late, great Sir Colin Meads sit ahead of him on the all-time first-class appearances list, you get a sense of just what kind of career he has had. Hopefully, after reading this book you will also appreciate just how much effort that took.


			He may be the clumsiest bloke I know, but I don’t think my career would have been half as much fun without Croczilla. He is one of a kind. We have been lucky to have him in our sport and I am lucky to have him on my side.


			 


			1


			A home in the wilderness


			


			In the end there will be a love story, but in the beginning there was a home by the water in a peculiar corner of the country that most New Zealanders never have discovered. It was our home, but every summer we shared it with the holidaymakers who had found their way to us. That was just as we liked it, for home was a camping ground, by the water, where we counted the days in the calculations of the changing tides and upon the thick sprinkling of stars that hung above us on clear, cold nights.


			Golden Bay is the kind of place that gives a compass a headache. Its wilderness cradles the eastern side of the north-western edge of the South Island, a great arc of hill-ringed coastline that stretches from Separation Point to the sandy finger of Farewell Spit. Separation to Farewell. It feels like one long goodbye. We first said hello to the place when I was just a wee bairn, barely able to remember the long, winding drive over Takaka Hill, its nauseating switchbacks and curves carved from the rock many years before by hardy men who endured terrible conditions to create the one and only route in and out of the bay.


			It was, for all its isolation, a place of great industry and ingenuity. Timber was milled and flax, too. Coal was cut from the mines at Puponga, beside the first sands of Farewell Spit, and asbestos was scratched out of the hills above Cobb Valley. The stone for New Zealand’s parliament building was quarried from the top of Takaka Hill, and there was gold in the area as well, although never enough to sustain an enduring business. When one industry died, another was forged in the still-burning furnace of its predecessor, and the scows chugged across the water, ferrying goods and people to and from this other-worldly outpost. The Pakeha families who settled here bred another generation, and they followed suit, and those same families continue to this day. Surnames first spoken around the place many moons ago are still etched on rusty letterboxes at the gates of gravel driveways.


			To Maori, the bay will always be Mohua, but its modern European moniker is a far cry from the name first bestowed by Abel Tasman, who arrived in December 1642 and promptly lost four men in a skirmish with local warriors. He rather hastily named it Murderers’ Bay — a poor marketing decision — then upped anchor and sailed off. In 1827 French explorer Dumont D’Urville changed the name to Massacre Bay, and after the discovery of coal at Takaka in 1842 it was called Coal Bay for a time. It was renamed Golden Bay after gold was found near Collingwood in 1857.


			Today, one of New Zealand’s most well-known national parks is named after Tasman and a monument to his ‘discovery’ (which doubles as a memorial to his crew) stands atop the hill overlooking the bobbing mussel boats of Port Tarakohe and the tidal reach of Ligar Bay. Ironically, Golden Bay has become a mecca for Dutch tourists. Most come to walk the enchanting tracks of the Abel Tasman National Park. Some stay. Those that do stick around tend to make pottery jugs or sentence the local birdlife to life imprisonment in pastel watercolours. Then they sell them to other Dutch tourists.
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			An early attempt by Mum’s family to get me to commit to Australia. It was never going to work. Crockett Collection


			My mother, Johannah, was neither a potter nor a painter, but she was certainly Dutch, which neatly explains how her family name, Vogels, was eventually bestowed upon me: Wyatt William Vogels Crockett. My father Peter was born in Christchurch but travelled to Australia to work as a builder, settling for a time in Darwin. Mum was raised in Australia and was also in the Northern Territory at the time, on a nursing placement. Somehow the two of them met — I used to imagine a first-meeting scenario in which Dad arrived at Accident and Emergency with a nail through his foot and it was love at first sight, but then realised that would be something I would have done, not him — and they have been together like a couple of paradise ducks ever since.


			They obviously liked each other from the get-go because they soon moved back to Christchurch after a wedding in Mum’s hometown of Terang, a country outpost in Victoria with a population of just a couple of thousand people. Terang is 200 kilometres south-west of Melbourne and is possibly most famous for a Standardbred called Gammalite, which was the first nag to win more than one million dollars in Australia. I guess it is fair to say that, in every way, Terang is pretty much a one-horse town. The quiet life must have suited both of them, though, because after just a few years back in Christchurch, they packed up my elder sister Lisa and me and headed for the good life in Golden Bay.


			Tukurua Beach is not one of the bay’s more famous landmarks. It does not compete with the tracks of the national parks or the waters of Waikoropupu Springs or the birdlife of Farewell Spit, but to me it was as idyllic a home as any Kiwi boy could have wished for. Long summer days were spent eeling in the river or playing bullrush or cricket with the kids who camped with their families along the shoreline. There were beach bonfires at night when the winds blew offshore and ice creams from the small camp shop that my sister Lisa and I would both take turns running as we got older. We operated the shop on an honesty basis: ‘Honest, Mum! I have no idea why those Jelly Tips are missing!’


			My first four years of organised education were all spent at the same school. In fact, they were all spent in the same classroom, which may give you some idea of the size of Collingwood Area School. There were only five or six kids in every year group, so we were bundled together in a kind of mixed-age herd. I guess you could say we pre-dated modern education in that regard, considering all the mixed-age learning these days. A couple of teachers shared the classroom duties, one of whom had a fairly liberal view of what constituted early learning curricula. In other words, we seemed to spend most of our time singing folk songs and painting local birdlife while she conducted the chaos dressed in what can best be described as a revolving wardrobe of Woodstock revivalism.


			Hippie chic was nothing out of the ordinary in Golden Bay, of course. Many a local citizen looked as if they had got dressed in the dark and then got too stoned to care. We didn’t mind; it was all part and parcel of living in a place that doubled as both getaway and hideaway. We were typical of any country school, our catchment area meaning we had a blend of hard-edged farm kids from the steep hills and rocky river valleys between the Spit and the edge of Kahurangi National Park, as well as your standard cast of diminutive adventurers, renegades, dreamers, rebels, future arsonists and the occasional vegetarian.
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			We were lucky to live in our own slice of paradise. A summer day with the family on the beach in front of the camping ground at Tukurua. Crockett Collection


			I was a quiet boy and genuinely shy as a youngster. I liked to be left to get on with my work, knowing that if everything was done by the end of school on Thursday, Fridays were a free-for-all. Never let it be said that I am not motivated by the occasional carrot! I got along fine with the other kids, though, and on weekends and school holidays we hung together in small gangs, playing war games and roaming around the beaches and the bush, armed with air rifles and protected by helmets fashioned from family-sized baked bean tins. How none of us lost an eye or bled out via facial lacerations is beyond me, but we survived the games and learned the age-old lesson handed down from the more senior kids in our midst — namely, your rank in any group depends on your ability and willingness to do the bidding of your superiors. It was a lesson that would very much come in handy later.


			There was also a lot of work to be done around the camp, and Lisa and I were expected to do our fair share. It was a wonderful thing to understand from an early age the benefits of hard yakka. Mum and Dad were truly tireless workers and just got on with things without complaint. There certainly were times when I much rather would have been off doing other things with my mates, but I was lucky to have been given the opportunity to understand that sometimes you just need to knuckle down and get things done. It is because of those experiences that I now know the greatest gift you can give your kids is a sense of responsibility. Out of that notion flows a work ethic, and from that work ethic comes achievement.


			The camp also gave me my first experiences of entrepreneurship and the harsh realities of business. Ice, as those of you who have endured any type of annual back-to-basics pilgrimage could attest to, is a premium commodity in camping grounds, and I soon realised that I could corner the market with very little requisite effort. I commissioned some prime real estate in the family chest freezer and soon had a good little earner going with my dollar-a-bag ice. It was a neat little racket, really, but the good times didn’t last.


			Business is by nature predatory, and it wasn’t long before the big boys of the ice world came in with their pitch to supply to the fine folk of the Tukurua Beach Camping Ground. I’m not sure whether my parents sensed they could make a buck or two themselves or had just grown weary of the lack of freezer space, but, sure enough, deals were done for the flash Harrys to come in and take my business. Words cannot adequately describe this treachery. That Mum and Dad were complicit in the sabotage of my small craft ice business made it all the more painful. The days of easy pocket money were over. I was, quite literally, frozen out.


			Undeterred, my next venture was a foray into the world of pig breeding. It seemed so simple; all I had to do was buy the piglets cheaply, feed them up on the food waste of the campers, and on-sell them for their bounty of beautiful bacon. It was a perfect scenario given there was ample space on the property to keep the little snorters happy and an endless supply of scraps to satisfy their hunger. Well, not quite an endless supply. I may have overlooked the fact that the camp was only full of campers for a couple of months every year, which in hindsight was not the greatest bit of planning on my part. Having to buy pig feed for the rest of the year really ate into my profits. I decided after a short while to cut my losses. At least that failed business had a delicious ending.
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			I can’t remember a time when I did not love to go fishing. Dad showing me the ropes at a young age. Crockett Collection


			While my fledgling business career had its ups and downs, the camp was our constant. It is hard to express just how lucky we felt to have that kind of playground to call our own. We filled our summers with fishing and swimming and the well-rehearsed routine of the daily rounds. We plunged into the freshwater streams that cascaded into the bay, and we made fast friendships that would last as long as the average stay — maybe a week, maybe two or even just a couple of days. It didn’t matter, there was always someone to make mischief with. And when the summer ended and the winter brought with it the rain and the quiet time, there would be a couch inside for Dad and me, and a game of rugby on the telly.


			As it was for many Kiwi kids, watching rugby with my dad on Saturday afternoons was a ritual I adored. Long before I threw on a jersey and laced up my own boots I can remember the thrill of a test match or a provincial game featuring Dad’s beloved Canterbury team. Dad certainly loved his footy and it didn’t take much to get me hooked. Perhaps it was auspicious that I should be brought into this world smack bang in the middle of Canterbury’s most successful Ranfurly Shield era, when men like Robbie Deans, Wayne Smith, Warwick Taylor and Craig Green cut merry capers in the backline and gnarly forwards like Don Hayes, John Ashworth, Andy Earl and Dale Atkins were unwelcome sights at the bottom of old-fashioned rucks.


			It wasn’t long before the itch to play the game was first scratched and I signed up with the Takaka Club at the behest of a few of my school mates. I loved it from the start, especially the away games every other weekend when we would be loaded into cars for the trip over the hill to play other clubs from around the region. We never thought of it as anything other than an adventure, although our parents probably had other ideas. The trips were at least a couple of hours each way, with a stop at the top of Takaka Hill on the way to the game so we could stretch the legs with a run-around. More often than not, thick fog shrouded the summit and given the proliferation of limestone tomos around the place, I now wonder if this wasn’t a clever ploy to get rid of us all!


			I can report that, conspiracy or not, no child was ever swallowed by an ancient limestone abyss, but entire Saturdays certainly disappeared in the haze of hard-fought games on frosty pitches and early fish-and-chip dinners on the way back through Motueka. We all loved those away games with their early-morning starts and late-afternoon homecomings. We were a likely bunch of lads whose experience of the game was enriched by the long car rides and the easy laughter at terrible jokes. We counted down to kick-off on a list of familiar landmarks and by counting down the corners to the bottom of the hill.


			I never thought I was anything special on the rugby field, but I revelled in rolling up the sleeves and getting out on the park. There was no better feeling for me than being part of a team; nothing that compared to the thrill of that first whistle and the celebration of a win with my mates. I must have gone alright, though, as I was pretty much always selected in the Motueka-Golden Bay rep team that played against teams from Nelson Bays, Marlborough, Buller and West Coast every year. God knows the representative season involved plenty more travel. They reckon Jesus wandered the earth, but even he would have baulked at a road trip from Takaka to Westport or the cosmopolitan metropolis that is Greymouth.
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			Playing for Collingwood Area School on a sunny winter Saturday at Takaka. I’m third from right, front row. Crockett Collection


			Not that any of us kids were complaining. To us it was another excuse to get out in the mud and have fun, which is what it really was all about, right from the first time I laced up the boots. The faces in our rep teams were all familiar, either because they were also club teammates or boys we had locked horns with in the club season, and because of that we all shared a country bond. We were probably thought of as the hicks by the ‘big town’ boys from Nelson Bays and Marlborough, but we didn’t care about that one bit. We all knew where we came from and we were proud of that. Even as an adult, driving back over the hill and into Golden Bay, I still smile at the memories of packed cars on rugby trips, and the unadulterated joy of playing for my part of the world.


			As much as I loved the rhythm of my childhood, the endless summer days and the low hum of a beachside country life, my sister’s departure for high school in Nelson got me thinking about the chance to join her on a new adventure. It may have been the petty jealousies of youth at play — I started to feel like I was perhaps missing out on something — and, even though I was only 11 years old at the time, I began to drop a few subtle hints to Mum and Dad that I, too, should be sent to boarding school. Having been exposed to other rugby kids from around the provinces, part of me was dead keen on proving myself on a bigger stage. I don’t know what I was thinking, but I soon got my wish.


			There was no way I was ready to be away from home. As soon as I was deposited in the grounds of Nelson College I was a wreck. Gone was the comfortable familiarity of the one school building I had ever known, and in its place stood the formidable bricks and mortar and comparative vastness of the oldest state school campus in New Zealand. For the first time in my life I felt completely out of my depth and truly alone. Ironically, that was a feeling only exacerbated by the fact that I now had 24-hour supervision. That was enough of a shock to the system for a free-range kid like me, let alone having to contend with the frightening prospect of making new friends. I knew no one, and no one knew me. There wasn’t an air gun or a baked bean tin lid in sight either, which of course were standard issue for any self-respecting youth gang prospect in Golden Bay!


			It soon became apparent that the best way to deal with the discombobulation of it all was simply to try to get on with it. I must admit I used up a fair few tears in the first weeks, and months, hiding them from the other boys as best I could, and usually letting a few slip out when I called Mum and Dad. They had been reluctant to ship me off at such a young age and now I understood why, but I also knew I was going to have to grit my teeth, put my head down and do my best to assimilate to my new conditions. There were only a handful of us in the form one (year seven) group, so naturally we were the lowest of the low, blamed for anything that went wrong and picked on mercilessly by the older kids. Those who have never attended boarding school will never understand the true nature of hierarchy and tyranny.
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			What about the brown jerseys of the Golden Bay-Motueka rep team? Ah well, it’s about passion, not fashion. I’m third from right, back row. Crockett Collection


			When punishments were meted out they were invariably in the shape of ‘fatigues’, a catchy name for mindless chores around the school grounds. We had our own chores to complete on a daily basis as it was, but if we had forgotten to complete the given chore, or we hadn’t completed it to the satisfaction of the head prefect, we were ordered to repeat it, usually for the rest of the week. Now, I was blessed with many things in life, but a reliable memory was not one of them. It is safe to say that I was pretty much sweeping some path or courtyard for most of my first year of school. Only one kid had it tougher than me: a boy from Bangkok who had, for some unfathomable reason, been sent to boarding school in Nelson. At least he had an excuse for not doing his chores; he didn’t speak a word of English. I think someone suggested we change the name ‘Fatigues’ to ‘Thai-ers’ but it never caught on, and the poor bloke didn’t get the joke anyway.


			Fortunately, there was no shortage of sport to sink my teeth into. Nelson College prided itself on offering a diverse range of extracurricular pursuits, but it was a great sporting school as well, with a long and proud rugby history. The school had been involved in the first match played in New Zealand in 1870, when its team took on a side from the Nelson Rugby Club. The school’s match against Wellington College in 1876 is also the first recorded inter-college fixture in the country. A few All Blacks had come through the college programme, too, not to mention a couple of prime ministers and the godfather of nuclear physics, Ernest Rutherford. I had no aspirations to lead the country and I probably never would truly understand the structure of the atom, but there was certainly something awe-inspiring about walking the same grounds that men like that had once walked.


			Homesick, slightly overwhelmed and struggling to acclimatise to my new reality, rugby was more saviour than sport. In all the strangeness of the new routine, it was something I could be certain of, both from the point of view that it was familiar — the people may change but the game doesn’t — and that I knew it was something I could do to a reasonable standard, a safe proving ground at a time of my life when proving myself seemed so important. It was also the portal to an entire ecosystem of new friends and to places where I could escape on the weekends to assuage the boredom of boarding school life — or avoid another hour of sweeping. They were great days, playing for the Nelson Club in the junior ranks and building a close group of footy-loving friends who would become a big part of my school life as the years rolled on.
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			My first year away from home. All smiles in this photo, but there were many tears as well. Crockett Collection


			And roll on the years did, through the rigours of the preparatory school ranks and into high school. The memory didn’t improve much, but with each week and each game of rugby over the frosty winter months and cricket in the blazing sun, I began to feel like I was in the place I belonged. And when I didn’t, or when I needed to get away from it all, there was always home by the water, at the campground at Tukurua Beach, in that peculiar corner of the country that I would always call my own.


		


	

		

			 


			2


			Making a fist of things


			


			There was no shortage of people to look up to at Nelson College, but on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons I would happily walk past the portraits of Lord Rutherford and Geoffrey Palmer and Bill Rowling — and all the other notable alumni — without giving them as much as a first glance, let alone a second. There was only one place I wanted to be on those winter days and that was on the training field with my mates. Besides, my heroes weren’t past pupils but current ones, and once we had finished our practice I would take up residence on the terraces and watch them go through their paces. My heroes, of course, were the school’s First XV.


			It’s fair to say that I worshipped that team, in the way only a keen young kid can. I would have plenty of occasions later in life when I would look around a room, take stock of the people I was sharing it with, and have to pinch myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming — hell, there would be a time later in life when I forgot to put pants on when I met Prince William — but nothing ever really tops that first giddy descent into sporting idolatry. They were the titans of the school, that team, at least in my eyes, and I wanted desperately to one day be in their boots.


			The captain at the time was a bloke called Kahu Marfell who would go on to play 86 games for Nelson Bays and a further 17 times for Tasman following the merger of Nelson Bays and Marlborough in 2006. He would also represent the New Zealand Divisional XV on 10 occasions and send more than one or two opponents to the Accident and Emergency Department. He was as tough as a boiled sirloin, which didn’t come as a surprise to those who had followed the family name through the years. The Marfell clan was synonymous with Marlborough rugby and with a certain level of on-field aggression. It’s fair to say Nelson Bays didn’t mind getting their hands on a decent rugby prospect from the other side of ‘the hill’, and Kahu Marfell certainly gave the school and the union an awful lot in return.


			In terms of my own game, you could say I had some way to go. It was one thing to camp out on the terraces and dream of my own shot in the First XV, and quite another to get to Saturday and find myself in the reserves for the third-form side. Worse, when the next year rolled around, I found myself relegated to the ‘B’ team, which put somewhat of a dampener on my aspirations. Not that I let it ruin my enjoyment of playing. I would have turned out for any team that would have had me, and in a way I used my perceived demotion as a catalyst to work harder. I can still recall heading home after that fourth-form year and making sure I kept up with my training, running the hills and taking advice from Dad about what I should be working on for the year ahead.


			It was around this time that I drew inspiration from someone I would come to know very well in later years. Todd Blackadder was already a well-known figure in New Zealand rugby, having represented Canterbury since the 1990s, but what was not well publicised was the fact his introduction to first-class rugby had come as a result of his time working and living in Collingwood. He had been chosen for the Nelson Bays side as a rangy teenager and had eventually headed back to Canterbury where he would carve out a great career as a player and captain, both with the provincial team and with the Crusaders. His determination and leadership would eventually be noticed by the national selectors and he would also go on to play 25 times for the All Blacks, captaining the side on 14 occasions.


			Every summer, Todd returned to Golden Bay, and he would invariably be leading the charge with the Collingwood Rugby Club on their annual fundraising drive through the campground, selling raffle tickets with the prize some local delicacy or other. It was usually a pig in a barrow, which always made me think I should have stayed in the porcine production racket, and without fail the team would be under the weather from the night before, or potentially on their way to being under the weather the next day. Without fail, Todd would come into the shop on the hunt for a free ice cream but, I am proud to say, he never got one from me. Had I known the man would one day decide whether I played or not, I would have made it a double scoop, with sprinkles, on the house!


			He may not have got the ice cream, but what he did get was a good old-fashioned pestering from my mum to pose for a photo with me. There are two ways to deal with these moments. One: die on the spot from abject shame or, two: stand tall and measure yourself up against a bloke you wouldn’t mind emulating one day. I chose the latter on these occasions — yes, it was an annual motherly attempt at humiliation — and I am glad I did. Just knowing that here was a guy who had made it from our neck of the woods was incredibly empowering for me. Better still, as I got older and taller I can recall sizing him up before the obligatory shot was taken and genuinely thinking, ‘Well, bugger me, he’s not that much bigger than I am, really.’ Oh, to be young and full of shit again.
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			Measuring myself as a teenager against Toddy Blackadder at Tukurua. He was a massive inspiration to me. Crockett Collection


			In all honesty, those brief exchanges with a man I already considered to be a legend were priceless for me, a spur to put my head down and to redouble my efforts to achieve my own rugby goals. Sure enough, my fifth-form year panned out a lot better than my first couple of high school seasons and with regular game time I was selected for the Nelson Bays under-16 team for the South Island tournament that year. There was also to be a New Zealand under-16 side chosen, and I was told that I was being looked at seriously by the selectors. I couldn’t have been more pumped up and launched myself into the first game with an unbridled gusto. No sooner had the fulltime whistle blown than I was ushered over to the coach. I thought he was going to compliment me on my performance; instead he told me he was going to play me at flanker for the rest of the tournament. When I said I wouldn’t mind emulating Toddy, this wasn’t quite what I had in mind.
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