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    Preface


    Through 110 eventful and passionate years, the Springbok rugby captain has represented many things to many South Africans.


    For generations of enthusiastic schoolboys excitedly pinning pictures to their bedroom walls, he has been a hero. For many others of his compatriots, he has been an indifferent figure, removed from their lives.


    For millions of white South Africans during the 20th Century, he has been a positive, strong symbol of the courage and strength they believe are so integral to their principles and way of life; yet for millions of black South Africans, he has been a visible face of minority breast-beating and arrogance.


    He has united, and he has divided. He has thrilled, he has disappointed. He has inspired, he has depressed. He has triumphed, he has failed.


    He has always, always had an impact. He has never been less than a profoundly significant presence in public life, enjoying much greater bearing than mere sportsmen in many other parts of the planet.


    Who has most regularly filled the newspaper columns? Who has been the subject of discussion at the Sunday braai and in the office on Monday morning? The Springbok captain, the President ... usually in that order.


    Where else in the world would two sporting captains not simply popularise but actually create a brand new Christian name in their country? Since 1975, two Bok captains have demonstrated precisely this influence.


    When the newborn Morné du Plessis was named after his father’s brother in 1949, he became only the second Morné in South Africa. His profile during six celebrated seasons as Springbok captain, between 1975 and 1980, caused the boy’s name to become one of the most popular in the country.


    David Jacobus Serfontein was christened after his paternal grandfather, following the Afrikaner custom that first-born sons should carry the family names. His mother was content to maintain tradition, but, creative by nature, she sensed David was simply too regular for her son. She started to play with the name. She reversed the letters, and produced Divad. She tried it for a week, but it sounded odd. What about if she changed the last “d” for an “n” ... Divan. She liked the name, and the name stuck.


    Relatives may have raised their eyebrows as the years passed, and there were certainly no other Divans at his school. Yet, by the time the young boy had become a renowned scrumhalf, led Western Province to three successive Currie Cup titles and captained South Africa in 1984, little Divans were being born week after week. Today, Divan is an established name in South Africa.


    As it was with triumphant generals in ancient Rome, so it has been with popular Springbok captains in South Africa during the 20th Century.


    When William Shakespeare wrote, at the start of the 17th Century, “uneasy lies the head that wears a crown”, he might have been referring to England’s King Henry IV rather than the succession of gentlemen who have carried the mantle of the Springbok captaincy, but the words are appropriate.


    The title has ever been an honour, and a burden.


    It is difficult to find a Springbok captain, past or present, who confesses to having keenly sought the role. Without exception, this select band of men reflects upon the weight of responsibility and, notably in recent years, the demands to fill airwaves and columns with quotes ... and the need to win.


    To be Springbok captain is to live under pressure.


    “We happen to live in a country where the national rugby team is expected to win every time they take the field,” notes André Vos, who led 16 times from 1999 before being relieved of the duty in 2001. “That is the scale on which we compete. There is no point complaining about it, saying it is unfair or pointing out that the world has changed.


    “The fact is we have a proud, winning rugby history, and every Springbok team is expected to maintain the standard. If you win, you are only doing what is expected. If you lose, you must expect the public appetite for someone to blame. As captain, you swiftly learn that whatever you do will provoke a strong reaction, whether it is congratulations in victory or criticism in defeat.”


    It was ever thus.


    Felix du Plessis captained the 1949 Springboks to victory over the All Blacks in the first Test, victory in the second Test, victory in the third Test and was then dropped, without explanation, for the fourth Test, forever.


    When Stephen Fry led his Springbok team to Port Elizabeth, needing to win the fourth and final Test to square the series against the 1955 Lions, he did so following threats that he would be murdered if he did not resign.


    Abie Malan captained South Africa to a record victory over Wales in 1964 and was dropped, again without explanation, for the next match.


    Tradition has rumbled through the decades, ruthless and proud. The most appropriate analogy for Springbok rugby is of a great river, sourced as a trickling stream in the minds of a few sporting gentlemen at the close of the 19th Century, developing genuine momentum between the two World Wars.


    The flow was guided and nurtured above all by Danie Craven, scrumhalf in 1931, captain in 1937, coach and selector many times thereafter, president of the Board from 1956 until 1993; onward and onward, the river current gathered strength and power through the 1950s and 1960s, coursing through the veins of public life during the 1960s and 1970s, rolling along.


    Mere men were plucked from the crowd, hoisted high on the crest of the wave as Springbok captain, each eventually to be submerged again.


    Their names thunder through South African history: Johan Claassen, Avril Malan, Dawie de Villiers, Hannes Marais, Morné du Plessis, Wynand Claassen, Naas Botha, François Pienaar, Gary Teichmann, Joost van der Westhuizen, John Smit, Jean de Villiers and others. Each one was at some stage eulogised as a hero; each one was, in degrees, treated in a harsh, and sometimes downright cruel, manner.


    South African rugby has evolved as a world of glory and honour, but it is a world that very few manage to leave without regret or rancour. In many ways, the system offers an incredible ride, and then spits the rider out. Yet, yet ... through most of the past hundred years, through the crisis and trauma, the chicanery and politics, it is the glory that has prevailed.


    This book tells the story of the Springbok captains, the men who have led the team in green-and-gold, the small group of men who understand how it feels to lead the South African side on to the field in a Test match, into the deafening roar summoned from the depths of a nation’s soul, history and heart.


    It is a simple fact of history that these men have all been white. It is also a simple fact that generations of black South Africans were denied the opportunity even to play Springbok rugby, let alone captain the team. They were denied by a lack of coaching, a lack of facilities, a lack of funds. They were denied. That was wrong. That was unacceptable. But that is also another story.


    This is the story of those men who, right or wrong, captained South Africa on the rugby field. It is neither endorsed nor justified. It is simply told.


    Here follows the Springbok captains’ story,


    From humble origins to the crowning glory.


    Edward Griffiths


    September 2015


    

  


  
    1 The Crowning Glory


    It was 24 June 1995.


    For more than a hundred years, those black and coloured South Africans who had showed any interest in rugby enthusiastically supported whatever team was playing against the Springboks: Lions, All Blacks, Wallabies, France, Wales, England, Scotland or Ireland; it did not matter. For many millions, the foreigners would be heroes if they could defeat the team in green-and-gold.


    No Springbok captain had ever been recognised as a role model in every community of his sadly divided nation; no Springbok team had ever played with the united support of all South Africans.


    It was 24 June 1995, and everything changed.


    Before 65 000 fortunate spectators watching in the stadium, an estimated worldwide television audience of more than two billion and, surely, many rows of sepia faces gazing down proudly from above, South African rugby lived through an experience, a moment, an image of staggering proportions.


    The powerful river of Springbok rugby, relentless yet ever restricted by the rigid banks of South Africa’s social and political reality, finally flowed into the wide and open ocean where the team would not only be cheered by all South Africans but would also earn effusive praise in every corner of the globe.


    And magazine posters of the Springbok captain would be enthusiastically pinned to bedroom walls in the township of Soweto ...


    It was 24 June 1995, and grown men wept.


    Rugby, so long regarded as the defiant, breast-beating drum of apartheid, was suddenly producing a sweet symphony for the new South Africa, the young, liberated democracy inaugurated barely 12 months earlier; and the Springbok captain seemed a relevant, recognised leader across the nation.


    Ellis Park Stadium was bathed in warm, slanting winter sunshine, and an eerie glow had descended upon the arena. Amid thousands of flags, wide smiles and tears, South Africa had somehow won the Rugby World Cup final, defeating odds-on favourites New Zealand by 15-12 after extra time.


    The eyes of this occasionally fragile nation, so earnestly desperate to be a success, were focused on a podium that had been wheeled onto the field in front of the main stand for the trophy presentation.


    In this place, at this time, two South Africans arrived from opposite ends of the country’s social spectrum and stood together, side by side, wearing identical Springbok jerseys, emblazoned with No. 6 on the back.


    President Nelson Mandela and François Pienaar.


    Mandela, the global icon who had committed his entire life to the liberation of South Africa, had emerged in 1990 from 27 years of imprisonment to inspire and drive a miraculously peaceful negotiated revolution. As he was inaugurated the first president of democratic South Africa, his country was transformed from a polecat nation into a shining example of peace and reconciliation.


    His experiences of rugby had been limited to watching impromptu games played by his fellow prisoners on Robben Island, but he had taken care to attend the first Test match played during his presidency, against England in Pretoria on 4 June 1994. A stunning, unexpected defeat prompted Mandela to express the hope to the then president of the South African Rugby Football Union, Louis Luyt, that the Springbok team would improve for the 1995 World Cup.


    Prior to the opening match of the tournament, he visited the Springboks at their training ground, playfully placed Hennie le Roux’s Bok cap on his head as he was introduced to the players, and, in that one gesture, guaranteed a future for the team’s proud emblem that had been threatened by leaders in the National Sports Council who felt it should be abandoned as a symbol of the past.


    Part of Mandela’s genius was to take elements that had once represented bitter division, and transform them into vehicles for national unity. As May became June in 1995, his endorsement meant that Springbok caps were soon being worn by aware, fashion-conscious young men in the townships.


    On the morning of 24 June 1995, the president went a step further. Only five hours before the World Cup final was due to start, Mary Mxadana, from the president’s office, contacted Russell Mulholland, liaison officer with the team, at the Sandton Sun Hotel, and asked whether a spare Bok jersey was available.


    Every player had been provided with two green jerseys for the match, one to wear and one to swap with their opposite number, each specially embroidered with the words “RWC Final 1995” beneath the Bok emblem. Mulholland took one of the No. 6 jerseys prepared for Pienaar, and, confident of finding a replacement jersey for the captain in due course, happily handed it over to Mxadana when they met at eleven o’clock that morning in the foyer of the Sandton Sun.


    And so Mandela strode out onto the field at Ellis Park to hear the national anthems and be introduced to both teams, wearing not only the green Springbok cap but also the No. 6 Springbok jersey. Immediately, the capacity crowd roared its approval of this remarkable gesture. Many heads of state would have looked ridiculous in similar circumstances; Mandela looked magnificent.


    “Nel-son!”


    “Nel-son!”


    “Nel-son!”


    The bellowing stadium began to chant in unison. Heavyweight Afrikaners, born-and-bred rugby men who for so long would have condemned Mandela as a terrorist, suddenly found themselves chanting his name. “My father was a serious far right supporter,” says one young man, who was sitting in the East stand, “and he was certainly no fan of the new South Africa. But, when he saw Mandela walk onto the field in the Springbok jersey, he leaped to his feet and started cheering. I could not believe my eyes. I think it is accurate to say that moment affected my father’s entire outlook on life. It was an incredible gesture.”


    Amid such emotions, moments after the final whistle, President Mandela stood on the podium on the field at Ellis Park, beaming.


    The other man wearing a Springbok No. 6 jersey at Ellis Park on 24 June 1995 was the oldest son of a steel worker from the Transvaal hinterland. His first meaningful interaction with a black compatriot had been when, at the age of nine, he gashed his hand as a man tried to snatch from him a plastic carrier bag full of empty bottles. Young François Pienaar ran all the way home.


    Through high school and his years at the Rand Afrikaans University, he was brought up in the traditional mould of white Afrikaans-speaking South Africans: brave and bold, God-fearing, fiercely loyal, inherently colour-suspicious.


    In June 1993, at the age of 26, he was selected to play flanker for South Africa, and named as captain. Surviving series defeats in Australia that year and in New Zealand in 1994, his squad started to thrive under the skilful guidance of his hugely respected friend and mentor, coach Kitch Christie.


    Broadly written off before the 1995 World Cup, Pienaar’s Springboks won their group safely, and heroically triumphed in a colossal, waterlogged semi-final against France at King’s Park in Durban. Although the popular consensus held that the South Africans would be overrun by Jonah Lomu and the All Blacks in the final, yet again they prevailed by sheer force of will.


    Pienaar, well spoken and sensitive in public, led his Springboks in every possible respect. With the countenance of a Roman general, he laid his body on the line at the apex of the fiercest drives and the roughest mauls; and he earned the absolute respect of his players and, in most cases, real affection.


    During the brief interval between the first and second halves of extra time in the World Cup final, the captain had gathered his tiring players around, in the middle of Ellis Park, and emotionally asked them to look at the new “united South Africa” flags being waved in every corner of the stadium.


    “Come on guys, we have to pull it through for these people,” he said, as he knelt on one knee, stressing every word with a sweep of his hand. “We have to do it for our country. We need this. We all need this.”


    And Joel Stransky kicked the decisive drop goal, and referee Ed Morrison blew the final whistle, and, again, Pienaar called his players into a huddle. At the moment when most sportsmen would have embarked upon an orgy of unbridled and self-indulgent celebrations, this captain gave thanks.


    A photograph of the newly crowned rugby world champions kneeling in prayer was later framed and presented by manager Morné du Plessis to Pope John Paul II when the squad visited the Vatican City five months later, during the preparations for their Test match against Italy in Rome.


    As 65 000 people pinched themselves to make sure it was all true, rubbed their eyes in wonder, and waved their flags, the exultant Springbok captain made his way across the field and eventually reached the podium.


    Pienaar looked up through the throng, and saw Mandela.


    He had first met the President before the ill-fated Test against England in 1994, shaken hands and nodded. He met him again during preparations before the opening match of the World Cup, and shortly before that match. To his great surprise and pleasure, the captain was phoned by Mandela on several occasions as the tournament ran its course, off the cuff, mobile to mobile.


    “Hello?” Pienaar was answering his mobile telephone while swigging from a water bottle during a tough training session before the semi-final.


    “François, how are you?”


    “Er, Mr President, how are you?”


    “Fine, fine ... how is the team looking?”


    “Very well, thank you. Very well ...”


    Barely 20 minutes before the World Cup final, amid the bristling nerves of the changing room, the captain was pulling his green socks over his ankles when he suddenly became aware of a visitor standing over him. He looked up and saw Mandela, wearing his own No. 6 Springbok jersey. The President wished him well and, in a blurred instant, was whisked back to his suite.


    More than two spell-binding hours later, the two men were standing face-to-face once again, this time as many millions looked on.


    Pienaar stepped onto the podium, glanced briefly at the gleaming golden Webb Ellis trophy, and then looked into the President’s still-smiling face.


    “François, thank you for what you have done for this country.”


    “No, Mr Mandela, thank you for what you have done.”


    And with these words, as bedlam erupted around the stadium and in bars and living rooms across the Republic, the trophy passed from the hands of the President into the hands of the captain. The President clenched his hands and punched the air in double-fisted delight, the captain, jersey darkened by sweat, squeezed his eyes shut and raised the trophy to the skies.


    A volley of camera flashes spectacularly illuminated the scene, and the image was broadcast around the world, destined to appear in newspapers and magazines, on television and on book covers ad infinitum.


    The photograph conveyed one overwhelming message: that the newly united South Africa was a winning country, a winning combination that could take on the world and emerge in triumph. The shared joy of the black President and the white Springbok captain broadcast every ounce of the optimism, hope and success embedded in the nation’s miracle reconciliation.


    And, remarkably, the Springbok captain stood at the centre of national unity; a traditional idol and champion of white South Africa was suddenly earning the enthusiastic approval and support of black South Africa.


    For more than a century, he had been at best ignored, at worst hated as a symbol of the oppressors. No longer, it seemed. Mandela’s sheer delight opened a door of opportunity that had seemed to be locked forever. The Springboks had become Amabokoboko; Pienaar had become a national hero.


    On 24 June 1995 it appeared as if everything had changed, almost as if a beautiful butterfly was triumphantly emerging from its cocoon. The day seemed to be the crowning glory for a sporting phenomenon that had often strayed, often erred, but was now being welcomed into the mainstream. For so long a source of division, the Springboks were now heroes of unity.


    They had always been proud, always been brave, had earned renown as the outstanding rugby team in the world, but now, in this crowning moment, they had united all compatriots as nothing had ever united them.


    Would the image of the president and the captain turn out to have been the first exciting glimpse of a prosperous future for rugby as a genuinely national sport, played and supported by all South Africans?


    Or would the evident harmony between Mandela and Pienaar eventually be exposed as an illusion, nothing more than a tantalising and false suggestion that the entire code could be transformed so dramatically from something that had been so long, so ruthlessly restricted?


    Time would tell.


    Would historians one day look back upon the occasion of the 1995 Rugby World Cup final as merely the end of the beginning for Springbok rugby, or would the day ultimately be regarded as the crowning glory of an extraordinary sporting saga, after which would follow stagnation and painful decline?


    Would Springbok captains of the future enjoy the same national profile as François Pienaar, or would they slink back to a white trench?


    Again, time would tell.


    Perhaps the clue to the future lay buried in the past.


    To understand how the game would respond to this amazing, possibly quite undeserved opportunity, it is necessary to dissolve into the mists of time, to reflect on the origins of Springbok rugby, to drift back more than a hundred years and settle upon the very first South African captain.


    

  


  
    2 The Pioneers


    When François Pienaar stepped onto the podium to collect the Webb Ellis trophy at Ellis Park on 24 June 1995, he was collecting the absolutely deserved reward for his Springboks who had worked so hard to win the World Cup.


    And yet he was also carrying the torch borne by every Springbok captain who had passed before. The World Cup success was the culmination, not simply of two months’ preparation, but of 104 years of noble history.


    Pienaar was carrying the torch lit at St George’s Park in Port Elizabeth on Thursday 30 July 1891, when Herbert Hayton Castens led a South African rugby team out to play for the first time. Here the spark was struck.


    These were exciting times in South Africa. Just five years before this historic first test, gold had been discovered on a farm that would quickly develop into the great city of Johannesburg. Twenty years earlier a pebble found at Hopetown had sparked the diamond rush in and around Kimberley that created the great De Beers mining company, and turned wild prospectors into millionaires overnight. Gold- and diamond-hungry diggers flocked to South Africa from all over the world, as the poor, agricultural, remote colonial backwater at the foot of the continent became suddenly a fountain of untapped riches.


    Rugby had been played in South Africa since the 1860s, enjoyed as the favoured winter game of those mannered English gentlemen who arrived to rule, and probably exploit, the colony. These were hearty, robust, enthusiastic chaps, living out their lives in confident concurrence with Cecil John Rhodes’s characteristically humble suggestion that “to be born British is to win first prize in the lottery of life”. Just as they had relished a spot of “rugger” on the fields of their public schools at home, so they would in the Cape.


    Settlers of Dutch descent took to the vigorous outdoor game with genuine enthusiasm, and the sport began to grow in popularity. During the late 1880s in Cape Town, it would have been possible to stroll around Table Mountain and find games of rugger being played on the lush, clodded, green fields that rolled down uninterrupted from the rocky slopes to the so-called “new lands”.


    And the gentlemen would dress in tight-fitting, long-sleeved, round-necked shirts, often drawn in colourful horizontal stripes. Matching striped long socks and close-fitting long trousers completed the dashing outfit. This was clearly a game for gents, and, throughout history, the most important rule of being a gentleman has generally been, at the very least, to look like a gentleman.


    The South African Rugby Board was founded in 1889 and, within two years, T.B. Herold and W.V. Simkins, respectively secretary and president of the Western Province Rugby Union, were telegraphing the esteemed mandarins at the Rugby Football Union in Twickenham to enquire whether the mother country would not agree to dispatch a team to tour South Africa.


    Rhodes, then prime minister of the Cape Colony, agreed to underwrite the costs of the tour, and the invitation was eagerly accepted. It was July 1891, and yet again eager Victorian gentlemen were establishing another lasting tradition. It was an era for bright innovation, for giving everything a go. Apathy was absent from the minds of this wide-eyed, occasionally wacky generation.


    A week before the British squad was due to arrive in Cape Town aboard the Dunottar Castle, Herold and Simkins suddenly realised with some alarm that they had made no arrangements for the selection of a South African team. Hasty plans were laid for a trial, but the event was a failure. Many of the invited players failed to turn up for the match largely on account of, according to the Cape Times report, “the doubtful aspect of the weather and the arrival of the Mail”.


    Of those who did perform in the trial, Herbert Castens created the greatest impression, kicking out of his hands efficiently and proving extraordinarily expert in the most fashionable strategy of the day: dribbling the ball upfield in front of a mass of rampaging forwards. A strong, square-jawed, square-faced man with his hair swept back over his temple, piercing eyes, and the obligatory moustache of the time, Castens also featured in a second trials game, this time provoking loud laughter among the spectators when, during another charge upfield, he collided with a team-mate, and both men tumbled head over heels.


    Undaunted, he played up and played the game.


    Castens was born in Pearston in the Eastern Cape on 23 November 1864, but was very much the British gentleman, having been appropriately educated at Rugby school before going up to Oxford University, where he won his “rugby blue” in the traditional Varsity match against Cambridge in 1886, a feat he repeated the following year. His sporting prowess extended to the cricket field, where he represented both Middlesex and the south of England.


    Castens eventually settled in Cape Town, joined the Villagers club, and soon started coaching at the Diocesan College.


    In 1891, he was presented with an opportunity of playing for a South African team against a touring side from England, the country he had left only four years earlier. This contest would not be so much a full-blooded Test between fiercely independent nations as a courteous gentleman’s challenge between mother country and colony.


    At any rate, Castens looked forward to again meeting two of his contemporaries from Oxford who had been included in the England team. It would be good to see them again, and to show them life in Africa. The 20-strong tour party docked in Cape Town and, amid great excitement, were serenaded by brass bands as they strolled to their lodgings at the Royal Hotel. Castens was among the first to visit his old friends from Britain, and welcome them to Africa.


    The first match of the tour was scheduled against a Cape Town Clubs XV and, to his great delight, Castens was invited to referee the match. Officials had reasoned that he knew well many of the players on both sides and was therefore ideally qualified for the role. Everyone was happy with the choice, and Castens was delighted as he blew the first whistle of an historic tour.


    He emerged unscathed from the British team’s 15-1 victory, a result that enhanced the reputations of tour captain W.E. (Bill) Maclagen, resplendent with both ends of his luxuriant moustache waxed into sharp points; “Baby” Hancock, a 6’ 5” (1,96 metres) tower in the lineout; and R.L. Aston, the greatest centre of his era.


    Castens had taken great pleasure in awarding the local team’s only try to Charles “Hasie” Versfeld, one of four much respected rugby-playing brothers, one of whom, Loftus, would eventually give his name to the stadium in Pretoria. Little did any of the eager spectators know then that Versfeld’s try would be the only score conceded by the Britons during 20 matches. In reply, they would score no fewer than 224 points and hand the colonials a ruthless drubbing.


    Two days after refereeing the opening tour match, Castens was taking his place in the Western Province team to play the visitors, and his performance at the forefront of the drives and mauls, and what the Cape Times described as the “grand rushes”, was greatly admired on all sides. Province were defeated 6-0, but Castens was touted as a possible South African captain.


    It had been decided that local officials in each venue would be responsible for selecting each South African team, and Castens was delighted when the Eastern Province administrators invited him to captain the home side against the tourists in the first Test in Port Elizabeth.


    On a blustery day at St George’s Park, as the wind whipped off Algoa Bay, a crowd of eight thousand stood up to three or four deep round the touchline as South Africa formally entered the international rugby arena. The vast majority of spectators wore sober suits and bowler hats: that has changed today. And the overwhelming majority of spectators were men: that has not.


    The home side trailed 4-0 at half time, but Castens reorganised his team as he passed around the lemons during the interval, and truly excelled in leading them through a scoreless second half. Defeat had always been anticipated, and the score was quite satisfactory for the Test debutants. In modern parlance, Castens would have said his team were on “a learning curve”.


    Such sentiments did not, however, keep him in the side for the second Test, to be played in Kimberley. The administrators from the Griqualand West Rugby Union now charged with the task of selecting the South African team for the match to be played in their home town were simply not familiar with the front row forward from Cape Town. In these early days of national selection, continuity was an unknown currency, regarded as worthless.


    Instead, the Griquas men unashamedly appointed as captain one of their own Griqualand West players. In later years, national selectors would be no less partisan in their decisions, but marginally more discreet. Castens ended up playing the infamous “two” Tests, his first and last.


    In bizarre circumstances, Castens later accepted an invitation to referee the third Test against Maclagen’s team. Captain of South Africa for the first Test, referee in the third: he holds a record that will never be matched.


    Castens’s contribution to South African sport was not yet complete. He was selected as captain of the first South African cricket side to tour England, where they won 12 out of 25 matches during 1894. This included an 11-run victory over an MCC side in which W.G. Grace played, but the matches were denied first-class status since the South Africans were of unknown quality.


    This was Herbert Castens’s fate. He blazed a trail for others to follow but was generally denied the status and honour he deserved. He eventually returned to England, and died in London on 18 October 1929. His name, however, stands immortal as the first man to lead the South African rugby team.


    The local hero selected to lead the team in the second Test at Kimberley was R.C. Snedden, known to friend and foe as Bob. A stocky man, distinguished by a thick mop of hair, precisely parted on the left, and the handlebar moustache of the day, he had been drawn to Kimberley by the diamond rush, and he stayed to become a well-known and respected figure in the town.


    He bravely roused another scratch combination, in which only Duff, Vigne, Richards, Marthinus Versfeld and Japie Louw were retained from the first Test, and succeeded in preventing the tourists from scoring a try. The British team won the second Test 3-0, by virtue of a drop goal, a novelty in South Africa.


    The third Test of the series brought a third South African captain, and this time the honour was bestowed upon Alf Richards, the Western Province halfback, as recognition for his outstanding performances in the first two internationals. Fast and incisive, he had earned the visitors’ respect and was a popular choice to lead South Africa in the first international match ever to be played at Newlands, appropriately his home ground.


    The Cape Times praised the South African captain for his “dodgy runs and long punts”, but the touring team won 4-0, completing a clean sweep of the three-match series. Richards, 23, was set for a fine career, but he did not play another match for South Africa and died at the age of 36.


    By any measure, however, the first rugby tour to South Africa had been an enormous success. Maclagen’s side were feted as guests of honour at a farewell dance before their departure on the Garth Castle. They had arrived in a country with no sense of international rugby; six weeks later, they were leaving a country that was thirsting to see the South African team in action again.


    Nonetheless, there were other priorities during the 1890s, like getting rich. Diamonds were being reaped in Kimberley, and the cut-throat tented settlement on the Witwatersrand, increasingly known as Johannesburg, was growing as hundreds upon thousands of men arrived to join the rush for gold. If Barney Barnato could do it, the fortune hunters told themselves, so could they.


    Thus, five years passed until another British tour was arranged, although even this invitation was accepted with reservations. Barely a year before, a plan conceived by Rhodes to capture Johannesburg from the Boers and “give us the African continent” had failed. The Jameson Raid ended with Dr Leander Starr Jameson being led away in tears to gaol in Pretoria. Afrikaner-dominated northern regions were still uneasy and restless, and anti-British sentiment ran high.


    Nonetheless, even then strong elements within the Rugby Football Union seemed to feel war and rugby should be kept apart, and they agreed to dispatch a touring squad composed solely of players from England and Ireland, to be led by Johnny Hammond, vice-captain of the 1891 touring side. The visitors arrived at Cape Town docks and, once again, were marched in a colourful, loud parade to the same Royal Hotel. South Africa was already becoming renowned in the rugby world as much for its lavish hospitality as for its hard grounds.


    The undoubted star of the 1896 tourists was Tommy Crean, a charismatic and talented Irishman. He drew gasps of admiration for his all-round performance in the opening match of the tour, but these were strange times. Barely three years later, Crean was winning more praise for his efforts against South Africans but in an altogether more serious arena: the Anglo-Boer War.


    In 1896, the hail-and-well-met Irishman was instructing his team-mates not to drink more than four tumblers of champagne during an official lunch reception at the Cape prime minister’s residence, Groote Schuur. In 1899, he was awarded the Victoria Cross, Britain’s highest military honour, for leading a defiant bayonet charge against the Boer forces at Elandslaagte.


    Fitzmaurice Thomas Drake Aston, known as Ferdie, was selected as South Africa’s captain for the first Test against Hammond’s team and, as the value of continuity became recognised, he would be retained for the second and third Tests. His emergence presented another example of the essentially small sporting community turning in upon itself to sustain and develop tradition and strength.


    Aston was an Englishman, the younger brother of Robert Aston, who had been admired as an outstanding centre in the 1891 British touring squad. As a young man, he had listened keenly to his older brother’s exciting tales of South Africa and, upon graduating from Cambridge University, he sought out for himself the next Castle Line ship to the Cape. Ferdie Aston arrived in Cape Town, but swiftly found his way to the hustle and bustle of the Rand, where he played rugby and became a valuable player in the Transvaal team.


    As in 1891, the 1896 tour could be characterised as a noble challenge between gentlemen rather than a bitter conflict between rival nations, yet there was no doubting the improvement in local standards since 1891. Early in the tour, South African supporters were hugely encouraged when Western Province managed to hold the tourists to a 0-0 draw at Newlands.


    A punishing schedule took Hammond’s squad up and down the country. At one stage, they took two days to travel in a convoy of horse-drawn carts from Grahamstown to King William’s Town and, at the halfway point, they were asked to sleep five men to a bed. Despite such obstacles, the Britons rallied to defeat South Africa 8-0 in the first Test match at Port Elizabeth.


    Aston and his fellow backs were disappointed by the inability of the South African forwards to provide them with any possession, although the captain was careful not to be too critical of the large men up front. The newspapers did the job for him, one castigating Barry Heatlie as “worse than useless”. Even in 1896, the South African press angrily hunted for scapegoats in defeat. Heatlie, a hero in the Western Province, was consequently not invited to play again.


    For the second Test Aston took his team to Johannesburg, an infant city that had grown in ten years from a tent-camp of hopeful gold-diggers into a wealthy, decadent boom town of elegant multi-storey Victorian buildings and high-spending, hard-living opportunists. Again the tourists prevailed, but they were flattered by the 17-8 margin of victory and, more significantly for Aston and his players, and for the wildly excited home crowd, South Africa scored their first points in international rugby, two tries and a conversion.


    Aston was instrumental in creating both tries, the first by breaking clear and hard for the British line before distributing the ball out wide left, the second by drawing two defenders before delivering a scoring pass to the wing. On both occasions, it was Theo Samuels who was able to touch down. A fullback from Griqualand, he was playing only because F. Maxwell had withdrawn at the last moment through injury, but he seized both chances and wrote his name in history.


    Each time he scored, the Johannesburg crowd indulged in a response that could be described as the “Mexican Wave” of its time: a mass hurling of hats and walking sticks in the air. Quite how anyone recovered their property afterwards is unclear, and many might have sustained light injury from the shower of wood, but the effect was exhilarating. South Africa had scored! Hoorah!


    Davey Cope happily converted the second of the tries, and the home team headed for the third Test in Kimberley defeated but now believing victory over the British side, so long unthinkable, was within their reach.


    Aston again rallied his team, relying heavily upon players such as George St Leger Devenish and Percy Twentyman Jones, star names of the day. “Come on chaps, get stuck in,” he would urge, repeating again and again the essential strategy of the day. Shift defences and the like lay in the future.


    When Twentyman Jones sniped over for a first-half try, South Africa for the first time found themselves leading at half time of a Test match, but again Crean and the British forwards eked out dominance after the interval and prevailed 9-3. Aston had battled, but this halfback, like all others, needed the ball.


    As the fourth and final Test at Newlands approached, the popular cry for Barry Heatlie to be recalled to the team grew deafening, and the selectors were moved to action. The folk hero was recalled not only to the heart of the pack but also as captain of the team. Aston was retained as halfback. Not for the last time in South African rugby, the hero of the north found himself in competition with the totem from the Cape for the right to captain the national side.


    One of nine brothers born in the district of Worcester, in the heart of the Cape winelands, Heatlie only started to play rugby at the age of 17, but nonetheless captained Western Province while a student at the Diocesan College, and was first selected to play for South Africa at the age of 20. He was confident, strong, and a natural ball-player. Forceful by nature, Heatlie swiftly assumed control of the team.


    In the six previous international matches, the South African team had worn whatever jerseys came to hand. Sometimes they had been light, on another day they had been dark. Nobody had minded very much. Heatlie, no shrinking violet by nature (even if his popular nickname was “Fairy”), decided he would take the issue of the team jersey into his own hands, and he provided his squad with a set of jerseys from the Old Diocesan club.


    The jerseys were myrtle green; and, after some interruptions, myrtle green they would remain, to be recognised wherever rugby is played.


    Newlands was ablaze with excitement, and an enclosure had even been created for the ladies who had come to see the match. They were the beautiful creatures of Cape society, colourfully dressed to the nines. All was set and, as a strong crosswind billowed from the south, Alf Richards sounded the first whistle. South Africa’s captain from the third Test of 1891 had now returned as a referee. In the meantime, he had also played cricket for South Africa.


    Heatlie here, Heatlie there, Heatlie everywhere. Inspired by their captain, the South African forwards set about the tourists with vigour, hurling the Britons back on desperate defence. Aston used the unaccustomed wealth of possession intelligently and, in one fine move, led the charge upfield.


    From a lineout Byrne, playing for the tourists, was tackled to ground and Biddy Anderson took the ball and sprinted clear. Anderson drew the fullback and passed to Alf Larard, who scored beneath the posts.


    “Penalty please, Mr Referee,” proclaimed Hammond, indicating that Anderson had taken the ball illegally.


    Alf Richards shook his head.


    “Excuse me! Penalty please, Mr Referee,” Hammond repeated.


    Richards shook his head again.


    Amid bedlam around the field, even in the Ladies’ Enclosure, Hepburn’s conversion soared to give South Africa a 5-0 lead, albeit in the most controversial of circumstances.


    Hammond stood, hands on hips, shaking his head, and the touring team threw themselves forward for the remainder of the first half and into the second period, but Heatlie continued to rally his players and, gallantly heroic in defence, the home side withstood wave upon wave of British pressure.


    Finally, as darkness crept over the mountain, Richards sounded the final whistle, confirming South Africa’s first victory in a Test match. Heatlie was carried shoulder high from the field, instantly installed as a national hero. Some people nicknamed him “Ox”, many more knew him as “Fairy”, but, by any name, Heatlie became the focus for thousands of schoolboy ambitions.


    Through the debates that followed, even some South Africans appeared unable to accept a result that appeared to threaten the natural order: the colony had defeated the motherland. It had not happened before; and it was Larard, scorer of the winning try, who bore the brunt of this indignation.


    “It was a pity that the match should have been decided by what was after all a piece of sharp practice,” said the Cape Times, perhaps influenced by the wrath of the incensed British tourists. “A player less inclined than Anderson to take every advantage he can get, lawful or unlawful, would have left Byrne in charge of the ball and allowed a scrum to be formed in that place.”


    Heatlie brushed such remarks aside. The touring squad, Anglophiles and several pressmen may have grumbled, but the overwhelming majority of elated supporters at Newlands were jubilant. They gathered outside the changing room to cheer their heroes, and escort them happily home.


    The British might have won the series 3-1, but South Africa had earned its long-cherished first victory, and its self-respect. The country might still have been politically divided as two British colonies and Boer republics, but the earliest buds of national unity, among whites at least, appeared on the rugby field.


    This said, the presence of a British touring rugby side scarcely concealed the frost in general relations between the Boer republics and Britain. Jan Smuts would recall: “Jameson’s Raid was the real declaration of war in the Anglo-Boer conflict. In the four years of truce that followed, the aggressors consolidated their alliance and the defenders grimly prepared for the inevitable.”


    In such tense and uncertain circumstances, it was remarkable that both English-speaking and Afrikaans-speaking South Africans alike should have enthusiastically admired Fairy Heatlie, the rugby hero.


    Britain was desperate to gain control of the precious Witwatersrand gold fields. President Paul Kruger was equally determined to protect the threatened independence of his Afrikaner South African Republic and, on 11 October 1899, the Boers formally declared war. Britain believed the conflict would be over within months, but their dated tactics foundered on the Boers’ defence. Only after almost three years of resistance, and the deaths of at least 22 000 British soldiers and 25 000 Afrikaners, did the Boer generals gather in Vereeniging and propose to their delegates that Kitchener’s terms for peace should be accepted. The Boer leaders would act as leaders of the government of South Africa, but they would pledge loyalty to King Edward VII. The generals had no means to continue the war, and no food to feed the women and children. The surrender, with honour and dignity, was agreed.


    The war left scars, not only between British and South Africans, between those who had fought with the Crown and those who had fought with the Boers, but also between those Afrikaners who had fought until the bitter end and those who had lost heart in the struggle long before the final treaty.


    When a British rugby team agreed to tour South Africa in 1903, no more than a year after the war ended, they did so primarily in a spirit of reconciliation but also in the hope that South Africa’s splintered people would be joined once again by the spectacle of their rugby team in action. After he had been the last to sign the Treaty of Vereeniging, Lord Kitchener had broken an awkward silence by declaring: “Now, we can all be friends again.” The 1903 British rugby tourists, led by Mark Morrison, were expected to justify his optimism.


    South Africa’s post-war gloom, reflected in thousands of ruined farms and a destroyed infrastructure, was in part lifted by the emergence of the nation’s first rugby superstar, a character who prompted a broad range of opinions and never failed to provoke some kind of reaction. Fairy Heatlie had been the focus of public affection, but no South African player had generated as much debate and discussion as Japie Krige, a genius and maverick centre.


    Angelic in appearance, wonderfully agile, and so quick that he once came a close second to future Olympic sprint champion Reggie Walker, Krige emerged at the Victoria College at Stellenbosch under the admiring eye of the celebrated coach A.F. Markötter. His ideally matched midfield partner both at Stellenbosch and for Western Province was Bob Loubser, and Krige’s familiar trademark became the cry of “Come, Bob!” as he set off through another defence. Wherever he played, crowds flocked through the turnstiles. Krige was box office.


    The son of a Dutch Reformed Church minister, Krige was not backward in coming forward and appeared keenly aware of his own gift, yet he also inspired genuine affection, from none more than coach Markötter who intensely admired the dazzling player he christened his “witkoppie” (blondie). Krige made his provincial debut at the age of 17, and represented Western Province from 1886 until 1906. During this period, remarkably, he never played on the losing side.


    Krige was the first name written on the South African team sheet ahead of the first Test, to be played in Johannesburg against Morrison’s tourists. It was clear to everyone that the primary challenge for the home side’s captain would be to bring out the best in this match-winning centre.


    It was expected this challenge would fall to Barry Heatlie, who knew Krige from playing for Western Province; and the hero of 1896 was indeed named in the team but the captaincy was awarded to a serious and sober Scot, Dr Alex Frew, a disciplined, organised man used to his ways and means.


    Frew was a front row forward who had been capped by Scotland before deserting the frozen north and settling in Johannesburg. Perhaps the officials of the Transvaal Rugby Union, who selected the team for this first Test, believed his experience would prove useful in what was almost a team of debutants.


    Frew was not the kind of man who would blithely make allowances for the mercurial magician in midfield. If Krige wanted special treatment, he would seek in vain from the dour Scot.


    The result was a disaster. South Africa had selected the Griqualand West pair of halfbacks, Uncle Dobbin and Jackie Powell, and, with Frew’s blessing, they pursued a tight, restrictive strategy whereby they held possession among the forwards for long periods of the game. Dobbin and Frew both scored tries, but South Africa was probably flattered by a 10-10 draw.


    Krige was enraged. He had hardly touched the ball, and declared he would not be available to play in the second Test at Kimberley “because Dobbin and Powell won’t let me see the ball”. Was he right in insisting his talents should be used? Was he putting himself ahead of the team? Everyone had a view as South African rugby wallowed in its first full-blown rash of internal strife.


    Officials of the Griqualand West Rugby Union, selectors of the team for the second Test, appointed Powell, their local man, as captain. Krige remained in Cape Town, and, compounding the loss, Heatlie was unavailable because, unfashionably at the time, he wanted to be present at the birth of his second son.


    In these circumstances, the South Africans were content to draw 0-0 with a British team that many sensed was there for the taking. Morrison’s touring squad was evidently not as strong as its predecessors, and the home supporters anticipated the third Test at Newlands with confidence.


    The Western Province Rugby Union, were the hosts for the match, so Heatlie, Jones and Anderson sat together to select the side. Their meeting lasted scarcely an hour before they emerged with a team that appeared more accurately to reflect the considerable playing talent available at the time.


    Using his role as convenor of selectors to good effect, Heatlie announced that he himself would captain the side. The halfbacks, Dobbin and Powell, were briskly replaced by Tommy Hobson and Hugh Ferris, a move that persuaded the elusive Japie Krige to emerge from self-exile and take his place in the team. Bob Loubser was included as well. South Africa was at full strength.


    Much to Heatlie’s disappointment, South Africa had not donned their myrle green jerseys in the first two Tests of the series, so he retraced his steps to the very same outfitter where he had found the full set of Old Diocesan club jerseys before the fourth Test in 1896. He travelled much more in hope than expectation, because this particular rugby club had ceased to exist.


    To his relief, the shopkeeper had one set remaining. Heatlie was thrilled, and presented each of his team-mates with a myrtle green jersey with white collar, and a pair of black shorts. He also gained permission from Villagers for the South African team to wear the club’s trademark bright-red socks.


    Seven years on from South Africa’s first victory in a Test match, Newlands primed itself to host another historic landmark: the match that would give South Africa its first victory in a series. The old field where the spectators had packed around the touchline, held back by stakes and rope, had now been transformed into a distinguished sporting stadium. The main stand provided no fewer than 25 rows of fashionably stepped seating, and the roar that greeted the arrival on the field of Heatlie and his team resonated in 23 000 throats.


    Expectations were high, and none was disappointed. Playing in his last Test match, Heatlie proved a tower of strength among the forwards and, happy to see the ball, Krige and Loubser tormented the British defence. In truth, the result was scarcely ever in doubt, and South Africa triumphed 8-0. Once again, the hats and walking sticks were sent flying as the country rejoiced in victory.


    Above all, this was Heatlie’s day. The veteran forward had played his last Test match, bringing to a close a remarkable Test career. Despite the infamous vagaries of the home town selection process, he had played in six of the first ten international matches contested by South Africa, and had captained the national side on two occasions ... and some occasions they were: the country’s first Test victory, and the triumph that had secured the team’s first-ever series win.


    In 1905, finding himself in awkward personal circumstances, Heatlie left South Africa and settled in Argentina, where he rose to be general manager of a large sugar company and involved himself in the establishment of rugby among the Argentine people. Aged 49, he finally retired from the game.


    He returned to South Africa in 1925 and lived quietly until, in April 1951, he was knocked down by a car on his way to an Old Diocesan dinner. The sepia rugby hero never wholly recovered, and died on 19 August of that year. He lies in the cemetery at Plumstead, one of rugby’s most noble pioneers.


    Heatlie’s most enduring legacy to South African rugby is the myrtle green colour of the jersey. On the two occasions when he captained the team, he had unilaterally insisted this colour be worn, and his preference was confirmed at a meeting of the Board on 12 September 1906. On this day, myrtle green was finally adopted as the official colours of the national team.


    By then, members of the Board were already contemplating a new horizon for South African rugby: the country’s first overseas tour. The South African team had been invited to tour Britain, and the Board eagerly accepted.


    In this period, the Currie Cup was contested as a series of matches played in one venue and, in 1906, the event doubled as trials. The squad was named at the Grand Hotel in Cape Town, after which the players gathered to select their tour captain. The virtually unanimous choice was Paul Roos, 25.


    As a ten-year-old, Roos had stood beside his father and seen Maclagen’s British team play against Stellenbosch in 1891, and his searing passion for rugby grew through his education at Victoria College and his career as a steady and sober schoolmaster. Tall and well built, distinguished by the three thick, dark bushes of eyebrows and moustache on his face, Roos emerged as a determined and steadfast leader. As a Christian, he would not travel or indulge himself in any way on a Sunday. As a teacher, he did not spare the rod.


    Upon his election by his peers as tour captain, surely the most democratic and emphatic mandate, the man known to all as “Polla” addressed his players in a distinctive, heavy voice: “As a teacher, I am within the law if I cane my lads, but the law will not permit me to cane you. Therefore I can only lead willing men, and I would like to make absolutely clear at the outset we are not English-speaking or Afrikaans-speaking, but a band of happy South Africans.”


    Roos was intelligently aware of the divisions within his squad, the majority of which were Afrikaners. Sommie Morkel, for example, had been among the four thousand prisoners taken after the Battle of Paardeberg when the Boer general, Piet Cronjé, surrendered to Lord Roberts. Morkel was incarcerated on the island of St Helena where he organised prison rugby. Four years later, as a member of the 1906/07 squad, he lunched in the House of Commons.


    Two of Morkel’s team-mates, Billy Millar and Rajah Martheze, had actually fought against him in the Boer War as members of the “loyal” Cape and Natal forces who opposed the Boer republics of Transvaal and Orange Free State. In 1906, South Africa still comprised four separate governments, and it would not be until 1910 that these were merged into one country. “South Africa is disunited about every subject under the sun, but in hearty agreement when supporting our rugby team,” wrote Vere Stent, editor of the Pretoria News.


    Roos would return to the theme of bringing unity to South Africa through rugby in a post-match speech at Swansea: “There is something much deeper than football beneath this tour,” he would say, speaking slowly and emotionally, “and that is wiping out memories of our divided past.”


    Before departure, the full squad was divided into two teams, both of which played against the Rest of Western Province. Both sides were soundly defeated. Duly humbled, the players boarded S.S. Gascon and sailed north.


    Their team manager was John Cecil Carden, a Scot by birth, known within the squad, almost unbelievably, as “Daddy”. In seasons to come, national players would often require essentially paternal care from the team manager, but none would bring themselves actually to call him “Daddy”.


    “Daddy” was not happy when a group of players, grown bored on the voyage, started to pass the time by throwing overboard all the ship’s deckchairs except one; and this remaining chair they labelled “J.C. Carden”. Roos was not at all troubled by such pranks. In 1906, this was good, clean fun. Ninety years later, in an age when rugby players and managers took themselves far more seriously, the offenders would probably have been sent home.


    Upon arrival in England, Roos was asked by the press whether his team had a nickname, as the All Blacks had recently required theirs. After some false starts, the name “Springbokken” was decided on.


    Springbokken eventually evolved into Springboks.


    And the name stuck.


    The South Africans came to an England in the throes of social revolution. The relaxed reign of popular King Edward VII had already lifted his country out of the oppressive gloom of the last years of the Victorian age, and the intense battle for women’s suffrage was gathering strength. The visitors found themselves received like circus animals by media intrigued by these “men from Africa”. Their Afrikaans was mistaken for Zulu, their lineout calls were mistaken for exclamations of delight as a spear pierced the enemy’s flesh, but the players accepted the guiltless errors in good heart and soon became tremendously popular visitors.


    Roos responded to the mood magnificently. At one stage, according to a report in London, he led his team for a stroll down the Old Kent Road and joined locals in an impromptu singsong outside the Bermondsey Arms. According to the reporter, Roos sang “with a slight Dutch accent but in perfect tune”.


    Matches against various club and composite teams packed the first seven weeks of the tour, in preparation for the first of the four international matches, to be played against Scotland at Hampden Park.


    Roos led a strong, hardened pack of forwards, and was confident in the ability of his halfbacks, Uncle Dobbin and the tour vice-captain, Paddy Carolin. The greatest strength of these first Springboks, however, lay in a quartet of three-quarters from Stellenbosch that was revered in rugby circles as the legendary Thin Red Line. Bob Loubser, Japie Krige, Boy de Villiers and Antonie Stegmann combined speed and rare skill.


    The fates decreed not only that they would play together only in one Test match, the first international match of the 1906/07 tour, against Scotland, but also that the weather should be so appalling that afternoon in Glasgow that any brand of constructive backline play was almost impossible.


    Instead, the Scottish forwards relished the waterlogged surface as perfect conditions for their favourite kicking, dribbling and chasing game. South Africa’s preparations had been further disrupted when Roos was forced to withdraw with a knee injury scarcely two days before the match.


    Harold Carolin, known to all as Paddy, assumed the captaincy for the Test against Scotland. His parents had emigrated from Ireland to South Africa in 1876, and young Paddy had earned acclaim as a superb all-round sportsman at Cape Town’s Diocesan College, winning the famous Jameson Victor Ludorum trophy. On the fringe of selection for the national cricket team in 1905, he had already qualified as a lawyer (and would practise for the remainder of his life), but he was hugely enthused by the challenge of joining Roos’s tour squad to Britain, and honoured, at the tender age of 24, to be named as vice-captain. To lead his countrymen out at Hampden Park was a privilege beyond his boyhood dreams.


    “Feet, Scotland! Feet!”


    Through a frantic, occasionally desperate afternoon, the South Africans literally threw their bodies into the mud before the Scots’ kicking charge. Arthur Marsberg, the tall, angular fullback from Kimberley who had emerged as one of the successes on tour, was stretchered unconscious from the field; Dietlof Maré, originally selected as a halfback but playing as a forward, winced as two of his fingers were crushed by rampaging Scottish studs. Far from home, in appalling conditions, Carolin’s team performed heroically and only lost 6-0.


    “The ground was in terrible condition,” Carolin recalled. “And we scarcely enjoyed our first experience of trying to play football in mud up to our ankles with a ball as heavy as lead and as slippery as an eel.”


    Roos was restored to lead his team for the international match against Ireland at the Balmoral ground in Belfast, and the Springbok captain was relieved when match day dawned dull and overcast, but dry. Loubser and Krige, the gifted backs from Stellenbosch, combined to give the tourists a 12-3 lead at half time. Loubser scored two tries within the space of three minutes, the first after an elusive run past four defenders, and Krige wrestled over for the third try as the dominant South Africans appeared set for victory.


    Ireland fought back well in the second half, drawing level before Stegmann sped down the touchline to score the decisive try in a thrilling match. For a frozen moment, it seemed as if Stegmann had put a foot in touch and that the winning try would be disallowed. The touch judge had raised his flag.


    In this era, it was customary for each of the two teams to provide a touch judge, and it so happened that the man running the line on Stegmann’s side was Klondike Raaff, a player in the South African squad. Roos stood stock still as the referee jogged over to ask Raaff why he had raised his flag.


    “Did he put a foot in touch?” the referee asked.


    “No, sir, I am afraid I was just excited and I raised my hand when I saw that Anton was going to score beneath the posts,” Raaff replied.


    The referee smiled, and awarded the try. South Africa won 15-12, and the sporting Irish crowd applauded generously as the tourists trooped off the field. In this moment of glory, Roos would reflect, his team came of age. He was pleased, for he knew the most daunting match of the tour was imminent.


    Wales had beaten the inaugural, all-conquering New Zealand All Blacks the previous year, and the celebrated centre Gwyn Nicholls had been persuaded to postpone his retirement and play against the Springboks. As the match drew near, the contest between Nicholls and Krige to prove who was the outstanding centre in world rugby intrigued the media and supporters. “We all know you are the best,” Roos told Krige privately. “Just show these people as well.”


    Ever willing to learn, the captain had noted during earlier matches against Glamorgan and Newport how the Springbok scrum had struggled against Welsh opponents, and he devised two strategies to use in the Test. The first was simply to copy Wales’s bright innovation of only putting the ball into their scrum from the side where the loosehead prop was packing down. The second was to pack in a revolutionary 4-3-1 formation when the Welsh had the put-in.


    Both strategies enabled the Springboks to dominate at forward, and give their star-studded three-quarters the opportunity to win the Test. One smooth and skilful passing movement sent Stevie Joubert running clear to score and, several minutes later, Krige hoisted a clever high kick. The forwards chased and hacked ahead. Loubser collected the loose ball and scampered over.


    Roos applauded both his try-scorers by trotting over and placing his firm, congratulatory palm on their shoulder blades. Klondike Raaff, by now seizing his chance on the field, added a third try after half time. The tourists triumphed 11-0, a result so stunning that 45 000 stood in silence as the team left the field. Paddy Carolin reflected with wry humour: “The Welshmen gave our men a really warm congratulation by observing the most dreadful silence.”


    Japie Krige had dominated Nicholls, the local hero, throughout the match, never letting him past, and often outwitting him on attack. This would be the last Test match played by the Stellenbosch genius. He underwent an appendicitis operation soon afterwards, and did not play another match on tour. At least, his Springbok career had ended at the very pinnacle of the game.


    Roos began to recognise his players were tiring and, showing a sensitivity lacking in many of his successors, the captain suggested to “Daddy” Carden that preparations for the concluding international, against England, should not be too strenuous. In fact, Roos proposed, they should be positively fun.


    It was arranged that the squad would visit the seaside resort of Margate for three days, enjoying the fresh air and amusements, their minds far from the rugby challenge that lay ahead. Soon after ten o’clock on the Friday, they caught the train from the Kent resort to London. That afternoon, the touring party visited the House of Commons at Westminster where they sought autographs from any Members of Parliament who passed by. The players finally strode into the public gallery, from where they listened to a lively debate in the chamber.


    Only on Saturday morning, Roos gathered his men at breakfast and told them casually: “Now, manne, we are playing England today.”


    The heavy rain that had fallen over London for three days had reduced the Crystal Palace field to a swamp, and the forwards utterly dominated the contest. The tourists took a 3-0 lead when the wonderfully unpredictable Marsberg kicked a high ball deep into opposition territory. England’s fullback fumbled the ball and Billy Millar, the youngest member of the South African squad, excelling in his Test debut, snapped up possession and dived over for the try.


    Freddie Brooks managed an equalising score after the interval and, having lost the influential Sommie Morkel to injury, the visitors were eventually content with a 3-3 draw. Roos told the assembled players and officials afterwards: “We have enjoyed great hospitality on this tour and, I hope, we have produced football that was entertaining for you.”


    The groundbreaking tour was over. Or maybe not?


    Some dignitaries at the cocktail party following the 3-3 draw suggested a replay between England and the South Africans. Among the supporters of this proposal was Winston Churchill, the young politician and hero of the Anglo-Boer War, who declared his great admiration for the pluck and ability of the Springboks. “Their visit will increase the goodwill happily now existing between the South African colonies and the Motherland,” he declared.


    Roos was not keen on the prospect of a rematch, and his firm response that the tourists accepted the draw ended the discussion.


    On behalf of his team, he did seek permission to play one match in France before returning home. This was granted, and the Springboks scored 13 tries in beating an unofficial French team by 55-13. The match was not given official status, which was a pity for Dietlof Maré who compiled a personal tally of 22 points. If the match had been official, he would have retained for 69 years the record for most points scored by a South African in a Test.


    The one-sided nature of the match had disappointed Roos and, reverting to his schoolmaster’s tone, he admonished the French afterwards, saying: “You should all remember that, in rugby, it is a matter of all for the team, and not each one for himself.” His advice would apply for decades to come.


    Roos was welcomed as a hero when he returned to South Africa, but he did not play international rugby again. He turned back to teaching and was soon appointed principal of Stellenbosch Boys’ High School, a respected establishment that would eventually be named in his honour. Towards the end of his life, Roos stood and was elected as a Member of Parliament.


    Now a forthright and sturdy figure, he remained respected across the land. On 22 September 1948, Roos delivered a speech calling for more funds to be directed towards improved housing for underprivileged South Africans. Barely two hours later, at home in Stellenbosch, he collapsed and died.


    Roos left a legacy of dignity, sensitivity and integrity. He had earned not only the respect of his players but the admiration of his hosts. The first Springbok captain had established exceptionally high standards for the position, and it would be the fate of his successors to stand or fall in comparison.


    In the seasons that followed the inaugural Springbok tour to Britain, South African rugby returned its attention to the Currie Cup, the domestic competition that continued to be dominated by the “invincible” Western Province team, led in these years by William Alexander Millar, widely known as Billy.


    This compact and combative loose forward had squeezed into the 1906/7 tour squad when a rival was forced to withdraw, but took his chance and crowned his growing reputation by scoring the crucial try against England. Season upon season, he captained Western Province to domestic success and, by the time it had been arranged for Dr Tom Smyth’s British team to tour South Africa in 1910, he had become the obvious choice as Springbok captain.


    Castens, Heatlie, Roos and now Millar: South African rugby, developing apace, had identified the next colossus to take the game forward.


    Originally from Bedford in the Eastern Cape, Millar was educated at South African College School (SACS) in Cape Town, and, at the age of 17, his restless and enthusiastic spirit moved him to leave his school desk and enlist in the Cape Cycle Corps, loyal to Britain and fighting against the Boers.


    Wounded near Three Sisters during the Anglo-Boer War, he proved his loyalty to Britain again during the First World War, sustaining a serious arm injury at the Battle of the Somme. Despite his first wound, Millar was the consumate sportsman. He maintained an unbeaten record as the Western Province amateur heavyweight boxing champion, and whittled his golf handicap down to three. In 1903, he was picked for the Western Province rugby team and developed his own legend in the blue-and-white-striped jersey for the remainder of the decade.


    Broad and sturdy, Millar parted his thick black hair in the centre and oiled both sides down flat and neat. In these increasingly fashion-conscious times, he was regarded as something of a trendsetter in and around Cape Town, whether appearing on the rugby field for Western Province or being seen near the docks, where he had taken a well-paid job with a trading company.


    The arrival of Smyth’s British team in 1910 presented Millar with a golden opportunity further to enhance his reputation. With the first Test in Johannesburg imminent, the Springbok captain-in-waiting was aghast to be firmly informed by his employer that a large consignment was expected in Cape Town and that he could not travel to the Highveld. He would be required at work. Millar was not the first or the last to discover there was no legitimate choice between his livelihood and his rugby, and he informed the Board accordingly.


    In Millar’s absence, the captaincy for the first Test was awarded to Duggie Morkel, a formidable and uncompromising front row forward from Transvaal who had played two Tests during the 1906/7 tour to Britain. Even if his hairline was fast receding, Morkel was an imposing presence on the field and, in terms of the captaincy, was regarded as a safe pair of hands.


    Born in 1886, he had grown up in Kimberley but moved to Johannesburg where he played for the Witwatersrand team against the 1903 British tourists. He was selected to join the 1906/7 tour to Britain, and was capped in two Tests not only for his imposing presence among the forwards but also for his astonishingly reliable placekicking. Three steps and a clattering thud with the toe of his boot was usually enough to propel the ball between the uprights.


    Duggie Morkel was a member of what, over a period of 25 years, would become recognised as the virtual royal family of South African rugby. In total, no fewer than ten members of the Morkel family earned Springbok colours between 1903 and 1928, a collective feat that will surely never be matched. Altogether, in the 1910 season, there were no fewer than 22 Morkels playing provincial rugby. It was little wonder that Sir Abe Bailey, a philanthropist of the age, contemplated the project of taking a Morkel XV on tour to Britain.


    In 1910, South Africa were inspired to a 14-0 victory in the first Test by a new generation of talented three-quarters, including “Hudie” Hahn, Freddie Luyt and the skilful Dirkie de Villiers. Millar was excited by this potential and, finally given leave from work, looked forward to clinching the series when he returned to lead the Springbok side in the second Test at Port Elizabeth.


    His plans were destroyed by the performance of Cherry Pillman, the tall, slender English forward who single-handedly carried the touring team to a shock 8-3 victory. Millar would later reflect: “My memories of this game are dwarfed by Pillman’s brilliance. I confidently assert that if ever a man can have been said to have won an international match through his own unorthodox and loose-handed efforts it can be said of the inspired, black-haired Pillman that I played against at the Crusaders’ ground in Port Elizabeth on August 27, 1910.”


    Just as in 1896 and 1903, the 1910 series would end with an exhilarating contest at Newlands in Cape Town. Before a large and partisan crowd, the Boks hurled themselves into the contest and began to adopt a demonstrably physical approach against the tourists. “In the excitement of the day,” the captain wrote later, with admirable candour, “and when our blood was rather heated from the virile nature of play, a few of us lost our heads.”


    Future South African teams would employ the same strategy of softening up British opposition ... with great success, at least until 1974.


    The prime casualty of the early Springbok onslaught was, not completely by coincidence, the highly rated British fullback Stanley Williams. He was helped off the field after ten minutes. Now playing against only 14 men in this age before substitutes were permitted, the home side seized control. Tries by Gideon Roos, younger brother of the former captain, and Percy Allport helped Millar’s team to an ultimately comfortable, but no less joyous, 21-5 triumph.


    Amid the celebrations, Millar and his players looked forward with renewed excitement to their next tour of Britain, which had already been scheduled for the northern hemisphere winter of 1912/13. This was a young group of players who, barring disaster, would reach their prime on that tour.


    Smyth’s British team bade farewell to a country newly proclaimed as the Union of South Africa – but the political unity did not necessarily bridge many of the old cultural divides, as Millar would discover.


    Rumours had started to circulate some months earlier, and the Springbok captain was not completely surprised when he was told in August 1912 by a top official of the Western Province Rugby Union that a majority of the national selectors, who would pick the touring squad, would pick him as a forward but did not support his retention as captain in Britain.


    No formal reason was given, but it was suggested that several Afrikaner selectors still harboured a grudge against Millar for fighting against the Boers in 1899, and believed the Cape hero had grown too big for the game. These views were clearly conveyed to the South African Rugby Board, and emphatically and finally rebuffed by the then president.


    A curt message was drafted, and dispatched from the union: “Selectors, please be informed that William Alexander Millar will captain the Springboks on tour to Great Britain and France later this year. Thank you.”


    That was the end of the matter and Millar, apparently unconcerned by the politicking in the boardroom, duly resumed his duties as captain. He encountered no trouble in blending the squad together, not simply because many of them had played against Smyth’s touring side two years earlier, but also because so many of this 1912/13 tour party happened to be related to one another.


    South African rugby was becoming a family affair. Richard, Freddie and John Luyt were brothers; Gerhard and Jackie Morkel were brothers, Boy Morkel was their first cousin and Duggie Morkel was also related; Jan Stegmann’s brother Antonie had toured with Paul Roos in 1906; Willie Krige was the brother of the legendary Japie; Wally Mills and Japie Louw were first cousins.


    “Many of you know each other already,” Millar told the squad, to general laughter, prior to their departure from Cape Town. Max Honnet, an amiable team manager, stood, smiling and distinguished, in quiet support.


    The South Africans arrived in Britain to find news dominated by enquiries, on both sides of the Atlantic, into the sinking of the S.S. Titanic on 15 April. Europe was in wild and frantic mood: the navies of France, Britain and Germany were growing ominously and the continent seemed to be moving inexorably through a period of skirmishes and treaties towards the great conflict of 1914.


    Amid this discernible tension, the South African tour began with six successive victories followed by a surprise defeat against Newport and an exhilarating encounter against Llanelli, in which Millar took his turn as touch judge and ran the line.


    “That wonderful Welsh crowd on the popular side gave me a roasting,” the Springbok captain recalled later. “At length, a hoarse voice shouted to me clearly above the din: ‘What do you think of Llanelli now?’ Rather foolishly, I responded by shouting back: ‘Play the whole damn lot for Wales!’


    “I instantly became a favourite of the crowd and was applauded loudly for everything I did. As a matter of fact, when Jackie Morkel scored our second try, the crowd encroached on to the field of play and I was forced to hit one fervent Welsh objector over the head with my flagstick. My dramatic action immediately met with universal approval for now I could do nothing wrong!”


    The tour followed a pattern of gentle training, formal function, match day, formal function, official visit and maybe some more practice; and the Springboks produced occasionally outstanding rugby, although their frustrating inconsistency prompted unfavourable comparison with the 1906 squad.


    When Millar was injured in a depressing 10-8 defeat against London, the squad approached the Test against Scotland as underdogs. Uncle Dobbin, the veteran halfback from Kimberley first capped in 1903, was widely ranked as the world’s outstanding player in his position and, as the tour vice-captain, assumed the captaincy in Edinburgh. At the age of 31, he was renowned for his remarkable durability and his accurate pass.


    A survivor of the waterlogged, bone-crushing 6-0 defeat in 1906, Dobbin was relieved to arrive at the Inverleith ground and find firm conditions on a bright autumn day. It was instantly clear to the halfback that, this time, the Scots would not be able to prevail by feet alone. They would have to play.


    Recalling the manner of victory at Newlands in 1910, Millar had implored the touring forwards to yet again get among the Scots, and the imposing Duggie Morkel set the tone by thundering into the opening maul. The captain had asked his backs to be patient “until we have softened up the Scots”. Only then, he had said, would the ball be released to Fred Luyt and his mates.


    Millar’s strategy worked impeccably and, their minds full of exacting sweet revenge for the defeat in 1906, the tourists began to dominate the match. Early in the second half, they scored one of the most magnificent tries of any era, lovingly recalled and described by Millar afterwards.


    “Right on top of our game, our backs were handling the ball in a way that defied the Scots,” Millar recalled. “Once again the ball crossed the whole backline and reached Stegmann on the right. The winger gave an inside pass, and away went the ball to McHardy on the left. The Free Stater found the way blocked – he could not get through. But Dobbin was lying handy, so ‘Mac’ threw the ball to the little halfback. ‘Uncle’ put in a short, snappy sprint, sidestepped an opponent – an old trick of his – and then cross-kicked. It was a dainty touch. Duggie Morkel was there to snap up the ball and he sent out to Boy Morkel. He set off on a thrilling 25-yard dash to the line, crowning one of the most brilliant movements ever. The ball, in this one memorable movement, had passed three times across the field, and not one of our players had been tackled in possession!”


    With this whole-hearted 16-0 victory over Scotland in their sails, Millar’s Springboks travelled west and ruthlessly overwhelmed Ireland in Dublin. The tour captain had recovered from injury to lead the side at Lansdowne Road in what was then the most one-sided Test ever played.


    On a bitterly cold day, playing on a pitch hardened by frost, Ireland started strongly and seemed set to score as their rampaging forwards dribbled the ball to the visitors’ line. Then, with the swooping movement of a natural sportsman, Fred Luyt literally scooped the ball off an Irish boot, wheeled behind his line at a sprint, and launched the most audacious, dazzling of counter-attacks. The ball passed to Jackie Morkel, to Dick Luyt, and then to Jan Stegmann who sprinted 55 metres up the touchline and scored the try that broke Irish spirits.


    The deluge followed. McHardy and Stegmann each scored three tries, Morkel scored two, and Joe Francis and, appropriately, Millar also crossed the bewildered Irishmen’s line. The final score stood at 38-0.


    As the stunned, suited crowd filed away into the quiet streets of Dublin, someone suggested that, at least, they had witnessed a magnificent exhibition of rugby. “Bedad, me bhoy,” replied his friend. “That wasn’t rugby. At least, if it was, I don’t know what we have being playing these last few years.”


    Almost 21 years after entering the international arena, South Africa was finally being respected as one of the finest teams in the world.


    Inevitably, the 1912/13 Springboks’ good fortune with the weather ended when they woke on the morning of the international against Wales. Cardiff was covered in thick grey clouds, and steady rain had turned the streets outside the hotel into shallow lakes. The players’ spirits sank. The match would be played as another sodden battle of muscle and grit among the forwards.


    As kick-off neared, a gale-force wind had started to blow across the newly opened Cardiff Arms Park. Conditions were truly appalling and, when the visitors won a penalty thirty metres out and to the right of the posts, Millar was not certain whether Duggie Morkel should even attempt to kick at posts.


    “Go on, skipper, set it up. I will give it a try,” Morkel said. “But I think you’re going to have to hold the ball for me. The wind is so strong.”


    Millar took the ball, dug a shallow hole in the mud and lay down flat on his stomach, his right hand reaching out to the top of the ball, holding it straight. And Morkel took his familiar three steps before channelling all the power in his titanic frame through the metal toecap of his right boot, and the ball soared towards the posts, up and over. The flags were raised. South Africa led 3-0.


    The captain could hardly believe his eyes. “Wonderful, Duggie, wonderful,” he declared as he jogged back to join his team-mates downfield.


    The match developed into an energy-sapping wrestling match in the mud and, after 15 minutes, both the red jerseys of Wales and the myrtle green jerseys of South Africa had been reduced to an indistinguishable sodden brown. It was a wonder that either the referee or the supporters could distinguish the players, yet the game progressed; and still South Africa clung to a 3-0 lead.


    With time running out, Wales were awarded a penalty directly in front of the South African posts, barely ten metres out. Millar, ever the realist, turned and reconciled himself to the match ending in a draw. F.W. Birt, reputed to be among the finest place-kickers in Britain, lined up the equalising kick and, to the horror of the crowd, skewed the ball so badly that Stegmann caught it near the corner flag, advanced ten metres and then punted the ball deep into touch.


    The final whistle heralded South Africa’s third successive Test victory. The tour was becoming a significant triumph for Millar and his squad, and reporters started to assess the tourists’ chances of completing the Grand Slam by beating England at the recently established Twickenham ground.


    Millar assembled his players again, and implored them to produce one last effort at the end of an exhausting five-month tour. In truth, the idea of the Grand Slam was too new to mean much to the South Africans, but their natural urge to defeat England on their home ground was great enough.


    The South Africans were initially set back on their heels when the England centre, Ronnie Poulton, sliced through the touring defence to score a memorable solo try. Minutes later, the same inspired player grabbed possession and set off on another impressive run, skipping past defenders at will. As most of the crowd rose to their feet, the powerful centre appeared unstoppable.


    Boetie McHardy, a 22-year-old champion athlete from Bloemfontein, was South Africa’s last line of defence. Educated at Grey College, he had thrived on tour and was now sprinting across the field in cover defence. A spectacular dive propelled him forward, and he heroically bundled Poulton into touch.


    This remarkable tackle proved the turning point of the match. Millar’s pack of forwards gained control soon afterwards. Jackie Morkel’s try levelled the score and, once again, the tourists were grateful for the consistency of Duggie Morkel’s placekicking. His brace of second-half penalties, the second of which was kicked from inside the halfway line and was even applauded by English spectators, gave the Springboks victory by 9-3, and clinched the Grand Slam.


    Once again, the tour ended with a concluding match in France, won 38-5 by South Africa, and once again Morkel’s remarkable goalkicking left the deepest impression on the spectators. At one stage, the referee awarded South Africa a penalty that Millar felt was unjustified. He told the referee.


    “OK, Dougie,” Millar told his kicker, “just punt it back to the fullback and let him clear the ball. We do not deserve this penalty.”


    Morkel, however, was enjoying himself too much to waste the kick and, in a carefree moment of indulgence, he dropkicked the ball from a distance where he would have considered it impossible to convert the goal. Yet the ball soared unerringly between the uprights for another four points.


    Even the French players, grinning beneath the crossbar, applauded the South African kicker and shouted out “Bravo! Bravo!”


    Millar’s Springboks were welcomed home as heroes. They had triumphed in all four international matches, and lost only three games on tour – to Newport, London Counties and Swansea. For the first time in history, and certainly not the last time, it was possible to make a powerful case that the Springboks of South Africa were the strongest rugby team in the world.


    Barely a year later, this same world would be distorted by the First World War, and rugby, like every other area of society, would suffer its own losses. Both Poulton and Jackie Morkel, the opposing try scorers on that thrilling afternoon at Twickenham in 1913, gave their lives on the battlefields of France. As the conflict raged, the Springboks did not play for eight seasons.


    By 1914, however, it was widely accepted not only that rugby had been successfully launched in South Africa, but also that the game owed an enormous debt to three distinguished captains. Their names stand immortal.


    Barry Heatlie had given the team its jersey.


    Paul Roos had given the team its name.


    And, in leading the 1912/13 Grand Slammers, Billy Millar had established the Springboks among the very strongest teams in the world.


    Thus, the legend was born.


    

  


  
    3 The Gentlemen


    The first man to lead a Springbok squad to New Zealand was, inevitably, the first man to discover that South African rugby coaches and captains rarely return from that part of the world with any real credit or public sympathy. The land of the long white cloud has buried many green-and-gold reputations.


    History decreed it would be the long-suffering Theodorus Barend Pienaar who first set forth with soaring hopes and yet returned in acrimony. He blazed the bittersweet trail that so many Springbok captains would follow.


    New Zealand and South Africa had embarked upon inaugural rugby tours to Great Britain in 1905 and 1906 respectively, but the two southern hemisphere countries did not meet until after the First World War.


    A New Zealand Armed Forces team toured South Africa in 1919, winning ten and drawing one of their 14 matches, and impressing all observers with their robust manner of play, but it was not until the 1921 season that the New Zealand Rugby Union finally issued an invitation to the Springboks. The South African Rugby Board accepted eagerly, and also agreed to the Springboks playing four matches in Australia on their way to New Zealand.


    The unknown and unfathomable prospect of these new opponents appears to have prompted an attack of nerves among the national selectors. It was true that eight years without Test rugby compelled them to select a squad from scratch, but the panel took almost every observer by surprise when they named Theo Pienaar to captain the touring squad. The veteran forward was only a few months short of his 33rd birthday, and it was difficult to imagine how, on merit, he could ever secure a place in the Test team.


    The most likely explanation was that Pienaar, a popular Western Province stalwart, had been appointed for his exceptional leadership skills. Since the Boks were heading into uncharted waters, perhaps the selectors resolved to provide mature and strong support for H.C. Bennett, the manager.


    In this role, Pienaar rose to the challenge. As the son of a Dutch Reformed Church minister, he understood the importance of self-discipline and order; and as one of eight boisterous sporting brothers, he had also learned how to control and manage a high-spirited group of young athletes.


    The concept of appointing a captain primarily for his ability to direct, guide and encourage his players has been more common in cricket than rugby, but the selectors’ confidence in Pienaar for the 1921 tour was inspired. When the players boarded S.S. Aeneas for the 17-day voyage, it was towards the steady, solid and dependable captain that they looked for reassurance.


    Rugby in Australia was so embryonic that the opposition in the first match on tour had needed to advertise in the local newspaper to raise 15 players. In the event, the Victorian XV was thumped 51-0, but Pienaar cautioned his players to expect a sterner challenge from New South Wales, the state team that would be their opponents in all three of their remaining fixtures in Australia.


    He was right. South Africa did manage to emerge from the mini-series with three hard-fought wins, but no fewer than eight members of the squad sustained significant injuries against New South Wales. A cloud of despair settled upon the tour party as they boarded S.S. Mararoa and set their course for New Zealand. The challenge ahead had always been great. With more than a third of the squad unavailable, and no sign of substitutes, it was now daunting.


    Theo Pienaar ached among the wounded. He had suffered an accidental elbow to the side of his head, and been severely concussed. Whether or not the selectors had ever intended for him to play against New Zealand, it had become clear that, in any case, he would not be fit to lead the team.


    These pioneer South Africans were not the last to be overwhelmed by the hospitality of the New Zealand people. The cheering crowds at every venue, the brass bands and pipers marching in the streets: few touring squads can have felt so welcome as the 1921 Springboks. “It seems as if the entire country has come out to welcome us with all their hearts,” Pienaar noted.


    When first-choice flyhalf Sas de Kock broke his ankle against Wellington and was ruled out of the rest of the tour, spirits dipped again, but the tourists battled on and managed to win their matches against provincial opposition, except for a defeat against Canterbury and a draw against Taranaki.


    As the first-ever international against the All Blacks approached, Pienaar was effectively acting as an assistant manager. The honour, and the burden, of leading South Africa at Carisbook, Dunedin, would fall to a 35-year-old front row forward who had been summoned out of semi-retirement to tour.


    William Henry Morkel, known as Boy, was ideal material for the brand of romanticised Springbok legend that has always been so popular in South Africa. Indeed, if Wagner had been a South African, it is easy to conceive Morkel as the hero of a grand opera.


    Boy Morkel, a thickset, resourceful and powerful man who tied his shorts with a piece of cord, was a farmer in the Western Transvaal. He had played for South Africa in the third Test against the 1910 British tourists, and then excelled in all five international matches on the 1912/13 tour. With his sheer strength and determination, he had earned a reputation as a great forward.


    By 1921, this stalwart was playing only an occasional match for Western Transvaal. His 36th birthday was approaching, and he was much more concerned with harvesting his maize than rampaging up and down a rugby field. One day at work in the fields, he heard the fabled call of the selectors.


    “Boy, we are playing New Zealand,” they said. “They are a fearsome side. We need players of strength and experience. We need you!”


    And Morkel literally left his plough in the soil, rejoined the squad, and once again pulled the familiar green jersey over his head. His country needed him; and as the vice-captain of the touring squad, he was now being asked to step forward and lead South Africa at Carisbrook on 13 August 1921.


    Pienaar, ever a sober gentleman in his dark three-piece suit and tie, was accorded the honour of leading his players out onto the field, albeit at a walking pace, and it was the tour captain who waited at the head as the South Africans formed a line for the presentations before the match. Morkel stood beside him, a right arm draped over Pienaar’s shoulder in support.


    Nerves on both sides paralysed the opening phases, but South Africa led 5-0 at half time following a try by wing Attie van Heerden, who would compete in the 100 metres at the Olympic Games, and Gerhard Morkel’s conversion. This lead served only to provoke the All Black forwards, however, and the touring team were ruthlessly swept away by three second-half tries as the New Zealanders romped to a thoroughly deserved 13-5 victory.


    Morkel, who had played the match with the crudest of shin pads strapped to his left knee, was hugely impressed by what he had seen, and made a point of shaking every single All Black by the hand afterwards. For him, defeat was not so much a disaster as an absolutely unforgettable experience.


    The second Test drew a capacity crowd of 40 000 to Eden Park, Auckland, and the dry, firm surface proved more conducive to a convincing performance by the Springbok forwards. Yet again the tourists established an early lead, this time when the diminutive Billy Sendin scampered through to score; once again, the All Blacks struck back, drawing level before half time.


    One moment of individual brilliance decided the match. Gerhard Morkel, a cousin of the captain, had scarcely erred at fullback and, early in the second half, he scooped up a ball that the driving New Zealanders had carelessly hacked too far ahead. Just inside his own half and a few metres from touch, Morkel ran three paces and then kicked a 60-metre drop goal that, even today, would be hailed as one of the greatest feats in the entire history of the game.


    Drop goals were rated four points in 1921, and Morkel’s effort was worth every one of them. The Auckland rugby authorities, in total awe, were moved to present the Springbok with a gold medal to commemorate his goal. South Africa triumphed 9-5, and the series was level with one to play.


    Both teams were primed for the third Test in Wellington, but every plan to play constructive rugby was rendered worthless on a day of driving rain and gale-force winds that swept the squalls across the sodden ground. After 80 minutes of heroic and courageous defence on both sides in the most unpleasant conditions, both nations had to settle for a 0-0 draw, and a shared series.


    Honours even.


    Phil Mostert, the Springbok forward, graphically recalled how the pack had grown used to hearing, somewhere behind them, the sound of a wet ball slap into the safe hands of Gerhard Morkel, followed by an even louder thud as the fullback cleared the ball upfield and away from his line: “It was raining so heavily that we could scarcely see each other,” Mostert said. “Gerhard was like a ghostly shadow at the back of us, and he certainly saved us from defeat.”


    Pienaar, the tour captain, and Boy Morkel, captain on the field, stood sure in the knowledge that the 1921 Springboks had achieved something remarkable in travelling to the other side of the globe for the first time and holding the strong All Blacks to a drawn series. Their squad had been disrupted by injuries from the outset, but they had stuck resolutely and bravely to their task.


    They deserved to be cheered on their return home; instead, they found themselves embroiled in a public debate about their tactics in New Zealand. Boy Morkel shrugged his shoulders and returned to his farm, but Theo Pienaar would not stand by while his players were unfairly criticised.


    He was motivated to take the unprecedented step of writing a newspaper article in defence of the 1921 squad, in which he rebuffed the prime charge that his team had played dour, defensive rugby rather than attacking.


    “True, we may not have done much that was sensational,” Pienaar wrote, “but let me stress this point: there is neither time nor space for the sensational in New Zealand rugby ... To all our critics I say: ‘Go out there yourselves and fight a New Zealand team on its own soil, a team that is filled with consciousness of its own prowess and flushed with its great achievements of the past.’ And if you do not eat humble pie on your return home, well ... I shall.”


    While Theo Pienaar argued with the critics at home, the Herald newspaper in New Zealand put forward its own post mortem of the tour. Pointing out that the South Africans had conceded only 13 tries in 19 matches, the editorial closed by hailing “the greatest defensive team we have ever seen”.


    For the first, but certainly not the last, time, a Springbok rugby squad had battled bravely in New Zealand and been wrongly maligned on their return home. Many Springbok captains in years to come would share the solemn sentiments of Theo Pienaar, this indisputably mild and decent man, that “South Africans show a sad lack of loyalty towards their own chosen gladiators”.


    From its earliest days, South African rugby had shown a curious tendency to raise very decent men on a pedestal of fame, to bathe them in glory; and then, sooner or later, ruthlessly and mercilessly to cast them aside.


    The game thrived because the very decent men kept coming.


    Pierre Kuyper Albertyn, known since childhood as “P.K.”, was ushered into rugby union by no less a man than Paul Roos, former Springbok captain and the headmaster at Stellenbosch Boys’ High. Mrs Albertyn had been reluctant, but her fears had been rationalised and, by the age of 17, P.K. was playing senior rugby and catching the eye of A.F. Markötter, the revered rugby coach at the University of Stellenbosch. The master had discovered his protégé.


    Tall, strong, and possessed of the most devastating sidestep, Albertyn was ranked by his coach alongside the famous Japie Krige and Bob Loubser. “These three are my world-beaters,” Markotter would declare.


    Early in 1919, Albertyn scored no fewer than six tries for Stellenbosch in the opening 15 minutes of a match against Villagers, a club for whom Markötter had always felt great affection. The coach could not bear the slaughter, and sent a message to his forwards that they should not give the ball to Albertyn any more. The salvage strategy worked. Albertyn scored just one more try, and Villagers were spared a truly embarrassing defeat.


    Three weeks later, the team photograph was taken of a Western Province Universities side picked to play against the touring New Zealand Armed Services team. Markötter himself, wiry, suited and moustached, sat in the front row beside Albertyn, 22, wonderfully gifted, neatly blazered, elegant in a white silk scarf. The coach sat in the middle of the row but with his entire frame turned toward his star player. The bond between the men was evident to all. At that happy moment, the future stretched ahead, the rugby world spread at their feet.


    Disaster struck.


    As Albertyn danced towards the New Zealand line, two soldiers tackled him at the same time, one falling heavily upon his trapped leg. Every ligament in the winger’s knee was ripped. In hospital that night, internal bleeding turned his leg black. Doctors declared the young man’s career was over.


    Markötter, however, would not give up hope, and advised Albertyn to meet a well-known homeopath, Clifford Seven. Following six weeks of serious therapy and massage, the player returned to the rugby field wearing a guard constructed from rubber bands, crepe bandage and elastic. Playing for Stellenbosch against Somerset West, he marked his return by scoring five tries.


    Albertyn looked fine but, in his heart, he knew he didn’t feel the same. He had lost speed and sharpness; he felt he could not turn without pain. By the end of 1919, he considered his rugby career had essentially finished, and he decided to leave South Africa to study dentistry at Guy’s Hospital in London.


    And yet he never quite managed to throw away his boots. The soft fields in England were gentler on his knee, and he started playing for the hospital, and even accepted an invitation to play for the Barbarians. As he rediscovered some of his best form, he was even invited to take part in official trials for the England team, but he declined. “I am a South African,” he responded.


    He returned home later in 1923, opened a dental practice in George and, still only 26, appeared in a few friendly matches for the town team. He harboured no further ambitions in the game yet, far away in Stellenbosch, Markötter, now a Springbok selector, had not forgotten about his “world beater”.


    In April 1924, Springbok trials were held ahead of a tour by a British team, and a squad of 17 players was announced. Albertyn read about such events with passing interest, then checked his list of patients for the day.


    Out of the blue, he received a message from Markötter, instructing him to attend an additional trials match to be played in Durban, and to bring his boots. In deference to his old coach, Albertyn did as he was asked. “Now, please don’t go and make a fool of yourself out there,” Markötter implored the three-quarter just before the match. If the coach was suffering a moment of doubt that his instinct may have been misplaced, he need not have worried.


    Albertyn rolled back the years and dazzled once again.


    To the amazement of most South Africans, Albertyn was soon afterwards appointed Springbok captain for the series against Ronald Cove-Smith’s touring British squad in 1924. He had been so far away, despaired so often, yet now he had reached the pinnacle of the game. With the enduring confidence of a coach, and a little natural talent, Albertyn proved anything is possible.


    The new captain looked around curiously as his team assembled, having heard of many of his players, but seen few of them in action. Yet, with a calm and quiet assurance, he established his authority and prepared his Springboks for the three Tests against a British team already ravaged by withdrawals and injury. If ever a team was disrupted by misfortune upon misfortune, it was the 1924 Lions, as the British touring team was now starting to be known.


    South Africa won the first Test in Durban 7-3, the difference between the sides being a dropped goal magnificently struck by the home team’s 23-year-old flyhalf, Bennie Osler.


    “Now I know why the Maties are so scared of you,” Albertyn told the young player as he thumped him on the back. The Springbok captain had been in England during the period when Osler, playing for the University of Cape Town, emerged as the scourge of Stellenbosch University in the close-fought annual inter-varsity matches. Now, he was seeing for himself the prodigious talent that would dominate South African rugby for the next decade. The Bennie Osler era had been launched.


    Albertyn was playing at centre, displaying guile and great intelligence as he drifted into dangerous positions and timed passes perfectly to create alluring gaps for his younger and more fleet-footed team-mates. Provided ample ball by a combative pack led by Phil Mostert, the three-quarters thrived during the second Test in Johannesburg, scoring four tries without reply in a 17-0 victory.


    The team deserved to be retained for the third Test in Port Elizabeth, but, inexplicably, Dauncey Devine, from Transvaal, replaced the clever Pally Truter at scrumhalf. Osler was unnecessarily unsettled, and South Africa were fortunate to escape with a 3-3 draw from a dour match played in miserable weather. “Don’t worry,” Albertyn consoled Osler afterwards. “You have a wonderful career ahead of you, and I, for one, will enjoy watching you from the stands.”


    South Africa rediscovered better form for the final Test at Newlands and, even in the mud and driving rain, ran home four tries, two of which were scored by Kenny Starke, who added a drop goal. The 17-9 victory properly reflected the superiority of the resurgent captain and his players.


    His knee familiarly bandaged, Albertyn continued to play club rugby in the South Western Districts for four more seasons and, in 1928, was even implored by Markötter to attend Springbok trials before the visit of the All Blacks. This was a bridge too far. Albertyn would later reflect: “On the Monday, I played badly; on Tuesday I was worse, and on Wednesday I was terrible.”


    Almost ten seasons after suffering the severe injury that was supposed to have ended his career, P.K. Albertyn retired from the game, and began to devote his time to maintaining the teeth of the good citizens of George. He had inscribed another gallant chapter in the history of Springbok rugby.


    As the first All Black tour of South Africa approached, the selectors were again looking for a formidable and inspiring captain. The New Zealand team had toured Britain and France in 1925 without losing a single match, being christened by the British press “The Invincibles”. South Africa prepared with apprehension and excitement for the long-awaited arrival of the All Blacks.


    The selectors were looking for a senior member of the side, a brawny and resolute personality; and they settled upon Phil Mostert, a man blessed not only with physical presence but also the most delicate of skills.


    Mostert was born in Krugersdorp, but he lost his father at an early age, and moved with his mother to live in Somerset West. In his teenage years, his natural affinity for rugby was nurtured at the town’s rugby club, one of the strongest sides in the country. Even as a young man, he was revered for his power on the drive, but this mightily built man relished nothing more than to demonstrate his ability to dropkick for goal. In one provincial game, he refused to pass the ball to the great Bennie Osler, kicked the drop goal himself and joked: “You see, Bennie, you are not the only one who can do that sort of thing, eh?”


    Having led the Springbok forwards with distinction through all three Tests against New Zealand in 1921, and played three of the four Tests versus the 1924 Lions, Mostert knew his way around international rugby. By 1928, he was amply qualified to take the team under his wing, and particularly to cultivate and cherish the greatest match-winning talent in the country, Bennie Osler.


    Now at the age of 27, the flyhalf was at the peak of his powers. His talent lay in a remarkable ability to kick the ball, both between the posts and for position, but his exceptional gift lay in a talent to read the game and exploit weaknesses in the opposition more quickly than anyone had ever done before.


    Bennie would enjoy most of the attention; Mostert accepted that. Osler would win most of the praise; Mostert knew that as well. Osler would be given almost all the credit; Mostert acknowledged the reality. Osler presented South Africa’s best chance of winning the series; Mostert liked that best of all.


    The All Blacks arrived in South Africa wearing woollen scarves to keep out the early winter cold, but they were accorded the warmest of welcomes, including a personal greeting from General Jan Smuts. The tourists’ “Invincible” tag did not, however, survive even the opening fortnight of the tour. Before they had settled, the New Zealanders had lost two of their first four matches.


    This was partly because the All Blacks discovered that their favourite scrumming formation of 3-2-3 had been overtaken by the South African standard of 3-4-1. Eased back in the set pieces, the tourists never moved forward. But the South African Rugby Board had also displayed the gentle gamesmanship of the age by scheduling disguised fixtures at the start of the tour.


    For example, the All Blacks may have anticipated a fixture against a Cape Town Clubs XV would present a reasonable warm-up, until they saw the nominal club side would include Springbok captain Mostert, Bennie Osler and his talented brother Stanley, and at least ten other internationals. A packed Newlands thrilled to the ritual softening up of the vaunted tourists. New Zealand was defeated 7-3, and after a long train journey lost again, 6-0 to Transvaal.


    Throughout this baptism of fire, the All Black captain, Maurice Brownlie, remained the perfect gentleman, never complaining about the long and arduous travelling as his side criss-crossed the country by train, and never questioning the clear loading of the early opposition. In adversity, his team retained dignity and earned the public’s respect and affection.


    Amid growing South African optimism, the first Test attracted a large and boisterous crowd to the old Kingsmead stadium in Durban. It was 30 June 1928, and the Springboks would finally play against the All Blacks on home soil. On this most historic and exciting occasion, the opening exchanges were not much less than profoundly embarrassing for the players in green.


    Mostert’s team had spent some time discussing the famous All Black ritual of performing the “haka” on the field before kick-off, and they had agreed that this traditional Maori ritual of laying down a challenge could not pass by without some kind of response. A pre-match Springbok dance was hastily conceived and even rehearsed before its world premiere on the field at Kingsmead.


    Once the spectators had applauded the compelling All Black haka, the Springboks formed their own semi-circle around their captain, Phil Mostert. Even the most ardent South African supporter would have conceded these men were not blessed with natural rhythm, and this was proven beyond doubt as the leaden rugby players trundled through a laborious, halting routine, chanting a mixture of Zulu and gibberish as they slapped their thighs and hips.


    The referee, Boet Neser, offered relief, blew his whistle and began the first Test, a game that would become known simply as “Osler’s Match”.


    A neat drop goal by the flyhalf enabled South Africa to reach half time with a 4-0 lead, but the home team had been far from convincing. During the interval, it was decided centre Bernard Duffy was concussed and unable to continue. As Mostert contemplated playing the second half with 14 men, he saw the figure of Markötter, a national selector, striding across the turf towards him.


    “What are you going to do now, Osler?” Markötter barked.


    “I don’t know, Mr Mark. Phil is the captain.”


    Both men looked towards Mostert. He said nothing. Markötter was content to leave his question hanging in the silence. This was his style. He preferred not to instruct his players, but to help them think for themselves.


    After an interminable minute had passed, Osler replied: “From some of the scrums in the midfield, I will use Stanley on the blindside. For the rest of the time I will use the touchline as long as Phil and the forwards stay on top.”


    Markötter nodded. He wanted variety. “That’s it,” he said, and he turned on his heel and briskly returned to his seat in the grandstand.


    Osler kicked a second drop goal early in the second half and, within two minutes, added a penalty. Mostert was slapping his flyhalf on the back, happy to have established a commanding 11-0 lead. Then Osler began to probe the blind side, seeking to release his brother Stanley: first time, the wing dropped the ball on the line; second time, Jack Slater scored and the Test was won. By the end, Osler had scored 14 points in South Africa’s 17-0 victory.


    Mostert’s team was hailed as “world champions” in the jubilant aftermath of the Durban success and, as the captain later conceded, some of his players may have started to take the laudatory headlines to heart.


    General Hertzog, the prime minister, joined a capacity crowd of 38 000 for the second Test in Johannesburg, anticipating more of the same, but the national selectors once again inexplicably tampered with a winning side. Just as they had done for the third Test against the Lions four years earlier, they drafted scrumhalf Dauncey Devine into the team; just as he had been four years earlier, Osler was unsettled by his new partner. On that occasion, the Springboks had escaped with a draw. This time, the effects of a disrupted team combined with a general mood of complacency, and 80 frenzied minutes later the All Blacks had won 7-6 and, against every expectation, squared the rubber at 1-1.


    Mostert was grim afterwards, his heavy brow bowed and all but obscuring his eyes. “Their forwards carried the day,” he accepted sadly.


    To their credit, the selectors remedied their mistake before the third Test in Port Elizabeth, restoring scrumhalf Pierre de Villiers to rejoin Osler as one of six changes. Mostert was satisfied, now leading a Springbok team that included no fewer than ten of his Western Province team-mates.


    Another record-breaking crowd enjoyed a far stronger performance by the Springbok forwards, and Osler was able to take control in the second half. Time and again, the maestro drove the All Blacks deep into their own half with soaring touch kicks, and intelligently released his backs to strike for the line. In spite of his occasional critics, the flyhalf’s rare gift reached far beyond his bootlaces, and South Africa scored three tries in an open 11-6 victory.


    Mostert approached the fourth and final Test of the series, to be played in Cape Town, with quiet confidence. After all, South Africa had never lost a Test at Newlands, the scene of so many memorable home victories. Even the persistent rain that fell throughout the day, and ensured the occasion would ever be known as the “Umbrella Test”, failed to douse the local optimists.


    To their dismay, however, the All Black forwards produced an almighty performance in the heavy conditions, and new flyhalf Mark Nicholls kicked two penalties and a drop goal as the tourists dramatically squared the series. The contest frequently strayed over the dividing line between robust and violent, and referee Neser twice called New Zealanders to one side and administered a stern warning.


    Mostert battled gallantly to urge his team-mates forward, but they had met their match, and few denied New Zealand deserved not only the 13-5 victory but also to return home with credit in the 2-2 drawn series.


    Some South African supporters would claim Mostert had lacked tactical acumen, but his resolve was beyond doubt, and the indefatigable totem retained his place in the touring squad for the 1931/32 tour to Britain. By then, however, the Springbok selectors had decided to confirm in rank and title what so many believed had long been the case in practice: that Osler was the inspiration, the director and, indeed, the leader of the Springbok side.


    The legendary flyhalf was only a few months short of his 30th birthday and perhaps past his prime, yet he remained a huge influence, and now Bennie Osler was formally appointed to lead South Africa on tour to Britain.


    He had reached the pinnacle of the game, something he had appeared destined to achieve since his early steps at Western Province Prep School, on to Rondebosch Boys’ High, and finally at Kingswood College in Grahamstown. Osler himself would maintain he played the finest rugby of his life during the five years he spent studying law at the University of Cape Town.


    The flyhalf was settled in the Western Province team by the age of 20, and had set about establishing a record of winning that would only be matched, five decades later, by a blonde flyhalf from Pretoria named Naas Botha. With Osler at flyhalf, South Africa never lost a single Test series. With Osler at flyhalf, Western Province never lost the Currie Cup. With Osler at flyhalf, the University of Cape Town, Hamiltons and Villagers all won the Grand Challenge, in that order as the peerless pivot moved from one club to the other.


    Osler won, and won, and won. Such success prompted jealousy and bitter criticism, usually in that order, yet he remained resolute and utterly assured that his strategy of kicking for position and using the backs to strike from short range was completely vindicated by his amazing run of success.


    Some people said he was autocratic on the field; and they were probably right. Perhaps the sheer weight of his achievement earned him the right to get his own way. The statistics tend to weigh in his favour.


    Under his direction, the Springboks would employ the same strategy in the British Isles that had succeeded against the 1928 All Blacks: grind the opposition among the forwards, and allow Osler to kick for victory. It was not extravagant; it was not daring; more often than not, it was not entertaining.


    And the critics were not slow to voice their opinions, hurling adjectives like stodgy, cautious and conservative at the 1931/32 team.


    Osler countered: “We play to our strength, and it would be foolish to adopt any other approach. We have a magnificent pack of forwards, and our strategy ideally suits the heavy fields that we will encounter in Britain.” The captain had decreed it would be so and, without further discussion, so it was.


    On the eve of his squad’s departure, Osler was pleased when his tactics were publicly endorsed by the three men who had previously led South African tours overseas: Paul Roos, Billy Millar and Theo Pienaar.


    Pienaar had been appointed team manager for the 1931/32 tour, another clever appointment that maintained continuity, developed tradition and upheld the highest standards within Springbok rugby. The legend would be solidly founded on perhaps a dozen personalities, who gave their entire lives to the colours – as player, coach, manager, national selector and, in many cases, president of a provincial union and member of the Executive.


    “Oom Theo,” as he was known, wasted no time in imposing discipline on the touring squad. He assembled the players on their very first day aboard the Windsor Castle, and delivered a solemn speech outlining the great responsibility of representing South Africa. His gentle suggestion that the players make use of the ship’s gymnasium to stay fit was noted only by the younger players, and the manager’s plans to conduct handling practices on deck were scrapped when no fewer than three new rugby balls were lost overboard.


    Jock van Niekerk, the team’s outstanding wing, had been vainly trying to save one of the lost balls when he damaged his knee and sustained an injury that would ultimately compel him to retire from the game. The farcical loss of his primary strike weapon disappointed Osler greatly.


    His squad appeared strong on paper, combining the experience of players like Phil Mostert, now 33, and Jackie Tindall with the relatively young talents of such as Gerry Brand, Phil Nel, Boy Louw and George Daneel fast emerging. In many ways, these Boks were the product of Markötter’s fertile mind: it was the widely revered coach who had one day instructed André McDonald to buy a scrumcap, turning him from a mediocre centre into a fine eighthman; it was the coach who plucked Jimmy White from the backwaters of Queenstown to become one of the most devastating crash-tacklers in the squad; and it was he who spotted Ferdie Bergh meandering in the leagues at Stellenbosch University and turned him into one of the country’s most formidable lock forwards. It was also Markötter who had discovered a talented scrumhalf called Danie Craven.


    Osler arrived in Britain, every inch the gentleman, every inch the titan of the game. He would be seen in the fashionable dress of the day: a tweed jacket, thick knitted plus fours, polished brogues. And the Springbok captain started to look the part on the field as well, leading his side through several combative early games against the celebrated clubs of Wales. Daneel, a Dutch Reformed Church minister, implored one opponent in Swansea: “Look, kick if you must; punch if you must; but please would you stop swearing.”


    Victory followed upon victory, until the Springboks performed poorly in the 13th match of the tour, against Midland Counties. They trailed 24-6 with little time left, battled back strongly, but were ultimately defeated 30-21. No South African national team had ever conceded so many points in one match.


    Hurt and maybe even humiliated, Osler was even more ruthless then ever in guiding his team to victories over Cardiff, Llanelli, Neath and Aberavon. Every tactical kick was measured, every possible point was reaped. As the Test against Wales approached, the tour was set firmly back on track.


    Cardiff was ablaze with red and, moments before kick-off, Osler called his team together in the changing room. Standing with one foot perched on a small bench, the captain began: “Boys, we are all feeling a little scared. It is a feeling we all share. It is right that we should feel like that because the entire honour of our country is at stake today ...”


    As he spoke, the room was suddenly filled with noise. Outside, in the wind and driving rain, the famous Arms Park erupted into song as a brass band led the gathered thousands through the opening lines of the Welsh anthem, Land of My Fathers. The Springboks knew the song well since it had been sung before each of their matches in Wales, and they listened with pleasure, appearing equally as inspired by the soaring emotion as the home team.


    Following the closing chord, a roar summoned from the very depths of the Welsh nation seemed to shake the foundations of the ground. Down in the South African changing room, Osler smiled gently and ended his speech: “Boys, please remember this. We will try to handle the ball. We want the ball. But if we find we can’t handle the wet ball, I will tell you what to do. Good luck.”


    Within 15 saturated minutes, Osler was issuing new instructions. He saw how the Welsh scrumhalf was struggling to control the ball, and told his forwards not to contest either the Welsh lineouts or scrums but to concentrate on following through powerfully and seizing upon any slithering loose ball.


    Then he turned to Craven, imploring his young scrumhalf: “If the ball does come your way, kick high ones, low rolling ones or touch kicks, or, if you have not enough time, pass the ball to me, so that I can do it.” Either way, every ball would be kicked deep into Welsh territory, and the Boks would chase.


    Wales scored the first try, but the Springbok tactics paid dividends midway through the second half when Osler’s clever chip kick was dropped by the Wales fullback, and Daneel dived through the mud to score. Osler converted safely, and the Test was eventually won 8-3. He might not have been playing the best rugby of his life, but the Springbok captain was still a winner.


    The flyhalf was also influential in the Test win over Ireland, executing what had become the trademark move of the 1931/32 tour. Osler would take the ball and manufacture a perfect punt over the opposition defence, landing the ball into the path of Maurice Zimmerman. And Osler would cry: “Run, Zimmie, run!” And, more often than not, another Springbok try would follow.


    Again, South Africa had trailed at half time, but Zimmerman levelled with his familiar brand of try, and the day was won when Osler dashed on the blind side and created enough space for Waring to scramble over Ireland’s line. The final scoreline, 8-3, understated an emphatic Springbok victory.


    The tour was unfolding as a success but, within days, it was interrupted by an incident more significant than any try or drop goal. Fullback Jackie Tindall was heavily tackled during the game against the London Division, and left lying still on the field. He was rushed to hospital where an emergency operation on his throat and chest was followed by a prolonged, anxious stay in hospital.


    Osler was shattered. Several times during the weeks that followed, he left the touring squad to continue their schedule and spent time at the bedside of his friend, who remained in critical condition. In tandem with manager Theo Pienaar, the captain had already informed his players that the squad would cancel all their remaining matches and return home if Tindall died.


    As he sat in the London hospital, waiting for an improvement, Osler’s mind drifted back to the Springbok trials that had been staged before the tour, when an evidently concerned Jackie Tindall had approached him and asked the flyhalf to leave out the dangerous kicks into space that afternoon. The friends were playing on opposite sides that day, and Tindall was eager to impress.


    “What kicks, Jackie?” Osler teased, innocently.


    Soon after kick-off, the flyhalf launched his first kick into the opposing half and Tindall knocked on. Moments later, he launched another punt, but this time the fullback swooped forward, collected cleanly, dodged past a fast-approaching forward and punted the ball back over Osler’s head.


    At half time, Osler walked past his friend, smiling broadly, and said: “You see, Jackie. I did you a favour by kicking on you because I knew you would have the spirit to get across and overcome your weakness”. And Tindall had deserved his place in the touring squad; now, in hospital far from home, he would require that same fighting spirit again to recover from his injuries.


    Springbok minds were understandably elsewhere when they ran out to play England at Twickenham, and an unremarkable Test was decided only in the closing seconds when Gerry Brand caught the ball out on the touchline and five yards inside his own half, and turned around to kick a drop goal that was officially measured later that evening at 62 metres. South Africa won 7-0, but neither the captain nor any of his players was in a mood to celebrate.


    Osler returned to Tindall immediately after the match, and continued what had become a ritual of reading telegrams extending good wishes that had arrived from South Africa. At last, the fullback’s condition began to improve, to the extent that he was able to send a note to the team wishing them luck in the fourth and final international of their tour, the Test against Scotland.


    This letter in his blazer pocket, Osler hurried north to Edinburgh, where he led his team in preparations for the match at Murrayfield. Once again, match day dawned grey, miserable and wet, and for the third time in four internationals the tourists found themselves trailing at the interval, this time 3-0.


    More than 74 000 people had squeezed onto the wide-open terraces that surrounded the famous stadium and, amid the skirl of bagpipes on the wind, it seemed as if the South African tour would end in defeat. In the approaching crisis, the Springboks were again rescued by their captain.


    Osler later witnessed that the icy northern wind had turned his hands a shade of blue, but he proved alert enough to capitalise on a misunderstanding between the Scottish halfbacks and score an opportunist try for himself. The conversion attempt could have been struck from wide on the left, but the strength of the gale was such that Osler judged any attempt would be a waste of time.


    Scotland enjoyed more than a fair share of possession, but the Springbok defence stood firm. Bergh managed a remarkable try-saving tackle after Brand’s attempted clearance had been charged down and Mostert, above all, appeared a glorious and majestic figure as he played through the last Test of a distinguished career. Tall, strong, indomitable and craggy, he reflected all the finest qualities in the sport he had graced at international level since 1921.


    The match was decided by a moment of inspiration from the Springbok scrumhalf. After watching his forwards suck in the Scottish flankers, Craven took the ball, skipped through a gap, and scored under the posts. Even though the gale blew the ball over and spoiled what should have been an easy conversion for Brand, the South Africans battled through to win 6-3.


    Of greater importance to the tour captain, he learned after the game that the doctors would allow Jackie Tindall to travel with his team-mates on the Castle ship home to South Africa. The fullback made a full recovery.


    Like Billy Millar before him, Osler had captained South Africa to a Grand Slam of international victories on tour to Britain. Some of his compatriots would carp about the conservative strategies, but, in the mind of Osler and his legion of admirers, the triumphant end more than justified the means.


    Yet the debate raged on and, when it was confirmed that Australia would make their first full tour of South Africa in 1933, it appeared as if the old maestro was being turned by the continuing clamour to spin the ball down the line against what most South Africans believed would be weak opposition.


    “The object of the game is to win, and we have played winning rugby,” he declared. “Some people maintain there are more entertaining ways to win. Well, the Australians’ visit may give us an opportunity to find out. I am not especially happy with changing something that works, but we will see.”


    For no sound reason, opinion seemed to be turning against Osler. Maybe he was suffering from the pitiable phenomenon that invariably affects great men who have dominated their area of life for many years. Perhaps the public grow tired of their faces; perhaps they fall victim to common jealousy; perhaps officials will always strive to cut down players who grow strong.


    Whatever the cause, a recurring theme of this saga – that Springbok rugby elevates decent men, then spits them out – would be played out again, on this occasion in the foyer of a drab hotel in Cape Town.


    The Australians had arrived from a country still smarting from the loss of the Ashes to England’s cricketers and their controversial “bodyline” tactics. Despite losing four of their nine matches before the first Test, they swept away any South African complacency by playing an open, exhilarating brand of rugby. Their forwards were so light they may not have had any option but, at stages of their tour, they ran much heavier forwards around the field until the big men stood panting, spent. In more ways than one, the first Australian tourists brought a deep breath of fresh air.


    Springbok trials were staged through a wet week at Newlands, with more than 120 players summoned from all over the country and accommodated for the five days at a mediocre, medium-range hotel in Sea Point. These were hard times. The 1929 Wall Street crash had caused an economic slump throughout the western world, and South Africa was also affected. Wool and maize prices fell dramatically, and bankruptcy and unemployment soared. To make matters worse, during 1932 and 1933 the country suffered through a severe drought, and poverty spread like a plague. The excitement generated by the imminent rugby Test matches brought much-needed cheer amid the gloom.


    It was almost midday on Sunday morning after the final trial, and several players were speckled around the foyer in hushed conversation. Suddenly, Bill Schreiner, one of the national selectors, walked in and pinned a sheet of paper on the wooden notice board. He greeted nobody, said nothing, and immediately disappeared back up the stairs from where he had come.


    In an instant, everyone knew this was the South African team to play in the first Test against Australia. Careful not to appear too excited, players moved towards the board and scanned the list of names.


    Phil Nel, a gentle farmer from Greytown, Natal, who had appeared in each Test played by South Africa since 1928, was relieved to find his own name on the list, and then astonished to find the word “captain” clearly typed alongside. Bennie Osler, the icon of his generation, was retained in the side as flyhalf, but had been unceremoniously dropped as captain.


    Within minutes, a receptionist was calling across the foyer: “Excuse me, is there a Mr Philip Nel here? We have a telephone call for Mr Nel.”


    The powerfully built farmer took the telephone. It was Bennie Osler, calling from his room upstairs where he had been informed of the decision. He offered Nel his sincere congratulations and pledged his support to the new captain. Even amid great disappointment, he remained the perfect gentleman.


    “I regretted very much that Bennie had been deposed as captain after our winning tour to Britain,” Nel reflected later. “On hearing the news, I felt that some kind of injustice had been done to him. His telephone call was as fine a sporting gesture as I have come across. Bennie and I always remained great friends and I admired his strategic approach to the game tremendously.”


    The entire team seemed to share these sentiments, and if the selectors had hoped the change in captain would provoke a change in strategy for the first Test, they would be disappointed by events at Newlands. Perhaps in defiance, perhaps in solidarity with Osler, the Springboks pursued the same strategy that had served them so well in 1928 and on tour to Britain.


    The tight forwards subdued and pressed forward, and Osler’s intelligent tactical kicking bewildered the Wallabies. Craven scored before half time, Bergh scored twice during the second half and, appropriately, Osler dashed through a gap to complete an emphatic 17-3 victory for South Africa.


    It appeared that the players had been psychologically spurred into action, but spirits ran wild and loose within the Springbok camp, with the players finding themselves set against the national selectors and the Board in a frankly suicidal struggle to determine how the team would play on the field.


    Shortly after the first Test, an official of the South African Rugby Board was quoted in a newspaper expressing the hope that, “for the good of the game”, the Springbok team would adopt the same open strategy as the Australians in the remainder of this marathon five-Test series.


    Osler read the article and was enraged. Ironically, with Nel injured, the veteran flyhalf had to be restored as captain for the second match of the series in Durban. Fine, he thought, he would teach his critics a lesson.


    In an angry atmosphere of mutiny among the Springboks, Osler gathered his players and outlined to them how he had grown sick and tired of the constant carping since the tour to Britain, and that he had decided the team would play the kind of inherently risky open rugby the clamour demanded.


    A frenetic, untidy and largely disorganised encounter followed. The heavy Springbok forwards, who had become so accustomed to moving forward beneath Osler’s ranging punts, now found themselves run ragged as the error-ridden play switched from one side of the field to the other, then back again. The forwards’ exhaustion combined with a general lack of commitment to the strategy and the occasion, and the Wallabies seized their opportunity.


    At the last whistle, Osler walked slowly from the field, sad, shattered, but strangely vindicated by the scoreboard: South Africa 6, Australia 21. His players had conceded four tries and made Australia look like the world champions. This would remain South Africa’s heaviest Test defeat until 1965.


    Nel returned as captain for the third Test, and his calm authority restored some kind of normality to the squad, but the players’ resolve and, to an extent, their interest in the series had been largely dissolved. Osler’s drop goal secured a 12-3 victory for South Africa in the third Test at Johannesburg, but again the performance had lacked the passion and hunger for glory that had characterised the team at home to New Zealand and on tour in Britain.


    Another lacklustre match followed in Port Elizabeth, when the Wallabies seemed to focus so greatly on countering Osler’s effect that they failed to play their own open rugby and reduced their threat. The Springboks won 11-0, securing a winning 3-1 lead in the series with one Test still to play.


    Both teams headed to Bloemfontein when they would have preferred to be heading to their respective homes and, amid an almost carefree atmosphere, the Springboks attended a series of convivial social gatherings with hospitable Free Staters during the days before the Test. One group of players were seen sipping champagne late on the night before the match. More than 50 years later, James Small would be dropped for doing the same thing, but he was sipping a soft drink and it was only the Thursday night before the Test.


    On the day, the Australians performed poorly, and the home team played much worse as they produced what would become recognised for many years as the worst-ever performance by a Springbok team. At times, the players appeared uninterested. This was not surprising. They were uninterested. For those people who cared, and there were not many in evidence, the Wallabies won the fifth Test by a margin of 15-4, scoring three tries without reply.


    Out of this shambles, the South African Rugby Board learned the salutary lesson that home series should not exceed four Test matches, and they may also have recognised that rugby remained an amateur game founded on the spirit and whole-hearted commitment of the players. When such qualities were undermined by official interference and meddling, the game suffered.


    The Board may have recognised this fact, but the evidence of the next 60 years does not provide conclusive proof that they acted accordingly.


    Without doubt, the greatest sadness of the spoiled 1933 series against the first Wallabies was the reality that Bennie Osler, one of the all-time giants of the game, would retire on such a discordant and disappointing note. The flyhalf had deserved to be carried shoulder-high from the field after his final Test, and not to slink away from a defeat in which his team had barely competed.


    Other great Springboks would suffer a similar fate.


    Just a week after the Test in Bloemfontein, the Australians played the concluding match of their tour against a Cape Town Clubs XV at Newlands. Osler was selected to play what would be his last match against an international side on the ground where he was loved and revered as “Baas Bennie”. The final score reflected a 4-0 victory for the Cape Town clubs, with a typical Osler drop goal proving decisive.


    And, amid scenes of considerable emotion and excitement, the flyhalf was carried shoulder high from the field, the departure he deserved.


    

  


  
    4 The Grandest Oak


    There are people who commit themselves to an enterprise for ten years, and are revered for their long service. There are people who serve the same company for 25 years and are hailed, and rewarded with a gold watch. There are even people who dedicate 40 years to their rise from post boy to chairman.


    Danie Craven lived, plotted, inspired and dreamed Springbok rugby not for only ten or 25 years, not for 40 or even 50 years. As a Test debutant in 1931, as captain in 1937, as coach, as manager, as selector and as president of the South African Rugby Board from 1956 until his death in 1993, this formidable bulldog of a man devoted himself to the game for more than 60 seasons.


    Through thousands of training sessions and matches, selection sessions and Board meetings, through so many tours and traumas, through the politicking and crisis, for the University of Stellenbosch, for Western Province and for South Africa, it is difficult to conceive the titanic scale of his devotion.


    Craven has been rightly eulogised for his law innovations, his leading role within the International Rugby Board, his enthusiasm, his wisdom and his usually expert management of the fierce political winds that howled through the game in the 1960s, 70s and 80s. He was known globally as “Mr Rugby”.


    And yet, perhaps the most accurate method of measuring his enormous contribution to the game is to assess, firstly, the regard in which he was held by his players and, secondly, his personal status at the end.


    Ask Hansie Brewis, Springbok flyhalf against the 1949 All Blacks, what Craven represented to him. “He meant everything to me,” he replies, eyes alight with emotion. “He meant everything to me. He made me.”


    Put the same question to Abie Malan, the extrovert hooker who captained South Africa during the early 1960s, and his dancing voice suddenly slows, and the broad Upington farmer clearly speaks from the depths of his heart. “Doc was like a second father to me,” he says quietly.


    And ask the question a third time, of Divan Serfontein, Springbok captain and scrumhalf of the early 1980s, and he will reply directly, repeating exactly the same words chosen by a Springbok three decades his senior. “Dr Craven meant everything to me. I respected him so much. We all did.”


    Craven was unashamedly loved by literally hundreds of Springboks, as profoundly respected and revered by those who were readmitted to Test rugby in 1992 as by their predecessors who toured the British Isles in 1951; and many of these brave, formidable, imposing men wept softly at his funeral.


    The second measure of the man’s greatness is the relatively humble and simple environment in which he died. It might be presumed that a leader who had so emphatically reigned over such a wealthy, profitable sport for 37 years would own a gleaming Mercedes. Craven drove a Toyota.


    Gate receipts from enormous crowds, and rising revenues from television rights, ensured millions of rands rolled into the amateur sport, but these resources were channelled into youth development and the construction of the finest rugby stadiums in the world. Dr Craven sought no personal fortune. For him, his work was inspired by a pure love of the game. That was all, and that was enough. His urge was not for material gain, but to see rugby thrive.


    He would be infinitely more excited to discover a young Maties wing take flight at Coetzenberg than to sign another sponsorship deal. Throughout his life, it may be said that he showed a healthy disdain for money.


    There were occasions in his latter years when this commercial lack of interest was ridiculed by men whose involvement in the game was motivated by a more mercenary spirit; and Dr Craven would shudder to hear the present-day officials of South African rugby coldly refer to the game as a business ... for him, it was a consuming passion; he would be horrified when they described the Springbok team as “the product” ... to him, they were truly beloved.


    Of course, he had faults. He was intrinsically manipulative in maintaining his grip on authority and control, and there were times when he would prefer to compromise with what he knew was wrong, such as the Broederbond’s sporadic elitist control of election and selection, rather than stand against what he knew, deep down in his fine soul, to be hugely damaging. In his declining years, to the detriment of the game, he could be astonishingly stubborn, often seeming quite unable to appreciate any opinion other than his own.


    Yet, through 60 years, he inspired heartfelt affection among generations of players at all levels, and he was motivated by the purest of intentions. Among the flowers, trees and shrubs that adorned the garden of Springbok rugby as season followed upon season, Dr Danie Craven was the grandest oak.


    He was born in Lindley, a small farming town in the picturesque landscape of the eastern Free State, and his parents were archetype Afrikaners from their faith to their love of the land. His father was a prosperous farmer; his mother was a talented teacher who had been imprisoned during the Boer War, held by British troops in the concentration camp at Kroonstad. The third of eight children, one of seven sons, Daniël Hartman was brought up as a typical plaasjapie (country bumpkin), resourceful, getting into scrapes, bright, combative, brave, lively.


    As farmers, the Cravens thrived when the crop thrived. If the maize and wheat was safely harvested, the family were wealthy. If the crop was ruined by a hailstorm, as happened one year, there was no income at all.


    Craven’s grandfather was British. He left south Yorkshire, home of the most blunt, awkward and brave of Englishmen, eventually came to South Africa in 1862, and bought more than 600 acres in the Free State. He named his new farm “Steeton” after the Tyke village where his parents remained. His first son, James, eventually inherited the farm; and it was James who signalled the change in the family’s identity and loyalties by becoming known around Lindley as “Jan”. While Danie Craven was reared and bred as a proud and distinguished Afrikaner, the fact remains that he qualified for a British passport.


    This heritage was exposed in the family’s passion for soccer. Indeed, a full-size soccer pitch had been established on Steeton, and young Danie would lie awake at night looking forward to the soccer matches played by his father, his brothers and the labourers from the farm. Yet the main sport at Lindley Primary School had always been rugby union and, as the young boy showed an aptitude for the oval ball game, so his enthusiasm increased.
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