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For Hannah, Katie and James


With apologies for the long absences down the years









Author’s Note


The author wishes to acknowledge the assistance of New Zealand Rugby in the compiling of material while writing this book. However, I also want to make it clear that the views expressed herein are solely mine and, unless directly attributable by means of quotes, are not necessarily shared by those employed by New Zealand Rugby. Likewise, any errors, whether factual, statistical or simply unintended, are not the responsibility of New Zealand Rugby, but mine alone.


One further point. This book was written for a worldwide audience, not just for readers in New Zealand. If at times some points may already be familiar to the latter, I would ask for patience. They have been included to help explain the whole story to readers across the globe.
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PROLOGUE


In the calm before the storm, for the briefest and most precious of moments, he retreated from his very public world. The clamour, adulation and physical confrontation all awaited him, like the bullfighter and his prey. But, within these four walls, it was different.


The captain of the New Zealand All Blacks is public property in his homeland. His life is theirs, not his own. His interests are dissected with microscopic scrutiny. But here, hidden away from the enquiring eyes of his audience and the media’s prying lenses, he enacted his private ritual one last time.


Walking to his corner of the dressing room, he reached his peg and unzipped his kit bag. There on top lay the Valhalla for every New Zealand male, the coveted All Blacks jersey. It was and remains a prize so special that it stands alongside the most hallowed, legendary sporting objects the world has known. Like the Masters Green Jacket at Augusta National.


Except that this was black. Always had been, always will be. If symbolism becomes reality in the sporting arena, then this simple rugby jersey, idolized by New Zealanders around the world, takes on a different aura. Universally revered, the All Blacks are arguably the most dominant team in sporting history. At once, the famed jersey inspires a deep respect. Fear, too, in some cases.


It had been his life’s ambition. In his youthful naivety, he had believed that to wear this fabled garment just once would calm the cravings of ambition that had fuelled his whole childhood. Now, in private reflection, he smiled at his own flawed judgement; he had found the experience so addictive that, far from retreating, the cravings for it had only increased over time.


Thus he stood deep in the bowels of England’s Twickenham Stadium, facing the wall; a man in his own space, his own time. The battle ahead was the 2015 Rugby World Cup Final against his nation’s trans-Tasman foes, Australia, which the All Blacks would win 34–17, would make them the first ever team to retain the Webb Ellis Cup. It would be physically and mentally enervating. But that came with the territory. The two nations were like some lovers; unable to live together, unable to be apart for long.


But before he heard the explosion of sound that would greet the combatants on their field of battle, there was this one familiar ritual.


Taking the coveted jersey in both hands and lifting it from the bag with the delicacy of a father holding a newborn infant, he leaned his face forward and buried it in the jersey. Yet this was more than just a personal and indulgent emotional outpouring. No cathartic exercise, given the uniqueness of his circumstances.


For the hundred and forty-eighth and final time, Richie McCaw momentarily put aside the demands of his teammates. Briefly, he retreated into his own private domain.


In those moments, he saw again the child who had first trodden a rugby field. Not one of this importance, of course; rather, a simple pitch in the small community of Kurow, situated in the Waitaki Valley in New Zealand’s beautiful South Island, between the Waitaki River and the St Mary’s mountain range.


He turned back the years in his mind’s eye, to that child’s eager participation in any activity associated with a rugby ball. There he was, just seven years of age. Knees muddied as with all little boys, wearing a jersey and shorts that were a tad too big, and socks flapping at his ankles. The child was intently watching from the touchline a game played by the club’s senior men. How that boy longed to be out there with them.


He smiled to himself as he recalled the boy chasing a wayward kick over the line, racing to be first to get hands on the sacred piece of leather and carry it back to the field of play. He thought of his impatience finally to get onto the field and play a proper match.


He recalled, too, the lessons of his first mentor, Barney McCone. He taught both his own son and one of his boy’s closest friends, Richard McCaw junior, son of a farmer in a nearby valley, the basics of this game that had been a part of his nation’s identity from its earliest inception in the 1870s.


Now, he pondered silently all that work, the prodigious physical exertion over so many years, the honest striving to master the basics of this game and acquire the skills that would help take him to the summit of world rugby. He saw again the long, hard road he had walked, its twists, turns and climbs. He remembered the sweat, blood and the often-crushing physical effort that the journey had demanded.


In those private moments, he saw, too, the boy become a man, the hopeful child protégé first to wear an All Blacks jersey and later earn the ultimate honour. Captaincy of New Zealand’s rugby team.


As his face stayed hidden in the jersey, still secreted away from the outside world, he reminded himself that this was what he had always dreamt of doing. He sought these moments of reflection because he wanted to ward off, as if it were a strong, jolting hand, any element of familiarity. Even today, on the occasion of his hundred and forty-eighth and final cap.


‘By doing this, it always put a bit of perspective around it. Because sometimes you get there, you just go and play. I took the time to think before every match, “This is where I want to be, so enjoy it.”


‘It filled my head. And the thought “Don’t take it for granted” was strong in my mind. It was just my little thing. I never wanted to roll into a game, just play it and then think afterwards, “You know what, I didn’t really give that the performance or the effort that was needed.”


‘So I did that before every match just to make sure. It was a wee reminder to me about how privileged I was to wear that jersey and never take it for granted.’


The importance of the ritual was not lost on his teammates. They understood his need for time and space.


Of course, it was his life’s work. For sure, in retirement, life would be very different. But always, whatever the time or place, rugby would attempt to drag him back, like the enthusiastic youngster demanding just one more kickabout with his dad on the local field, as the light faded and the winter gloaming descended.


In the years ahead, he would come to ponder these times, marvel at their memory and give thanks for his pre-eminence at this game. But he would celebrate chiefly, not his own achievements on the rugby fields of the world, but the enduring legacy of the jersey he had worn with such distinction and pride. To him, the greater glory was to his nation. New Zealand.


His considered opinion was that he was the fortunate one, not the country’s rugby team that had embraced him so warmly for so long. Like coach Steve Hansen, the man who masterminded New Zealand’s triumph at that 2015 Rugby World Cup and who led their failed bid to achieve sporting immortality when they attempted to win the 2019 tournament in Japan, McCaw used a single word to describe his association with the fabled jersey. Privilege.


It is a word as familiar among New Zealand rugby men as a muddy field on a winter’s day in Dunedin. It is the jersey, not the man that has earned pre-eminence. It is revered at every turn in New Zealand society, and indeed worldwide. From Canterbury farmer to Bluff oyster fisherman; from Wellington bureaucrat to Auckland entrepreneur, men and women all over the country figuratively doff their caps in respect to this jersey.


Heads are bowed with an almost religious zeal at sighting the icon. Those who wear it are respected and categorized as special beings for their brush with the sacred garment.


There are myriad reasons for this. To understand them, you must travel deep into the soul of New Zealand, a country that, in the words of one citizen, is ‘a small country no one has ever heard of, down at the bottom of the world’. In 2017 I spent almost five months travelling around the country, talking not just to men and women who play or follow their nation’s No. 1 sport, but also to people from all corners of Kiwi society. Were there particular reasons for New Zealand’s supremacy in the game? Indeed, how had a nation of just 4.8 million people conquered an entire world sport? What were the critical factors that enabled the Kiwis to achieve a mastery of the game that has resisted all but the occasional setback?


With the help of rugby people both in New Zealand and around the world, this story offers a uniquely revealing insight into what has gone into making New Zealand the rugby world champions.


We know this much. Stats and facts litter the rugby fields of New Zealand, like old paper blown across a ground. But one statement is incontestable. When you play New Zealand at rugby, you play a nation, not a team.
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THE PIONEERS’ DNA




Contributions from


Sir Wilson Whineray, Sir Brian Lochore,


Richie McCaw, Waisake Naholo.












‘The pain which is felt when we are first transplanted from our native soil, when the living branch is cut from the parent tree, is one of the most poignant which we have to endure through life.’


A nineteenth-century traveller, bound for New Zealand









They called it ‘a Colonial Life’. Like some modern-day cruise company offering ‘a Mediterranean Odyssey’. Beguiling. But beware. This was no pampered existence, no canapés at sunset.


From the busy ports, large and small, that dotted the British and Irish coastlines of the mid-1800s, they sailed with few possessions. Hearts pounded, as heavy as anchors, as the creaking, groaning wooden ships made for sea. The promised longevity of the journey, anything up to fifteen or sixteen weeks depending on the winds, was as intimidating as the heaving, threatening seas.


They were bound together by one horrible truth. Just about all those who had made the agonizing decision to sail to the other end of the world in search of a new life, concealed an awful reality. By their decision, they were admitting failure in their old lives.


The passages offered a new life for those weary of the unending struggle at home. And they came shuffling forward, names listed for the passage, luggage stowed. They arrived from all corners of a Britain and Ireland in the nineteenth century that was grossly unequal. The arrival of mechanization and the subsequent loss of jobs in so many industries, the potato famine in Ireland and the ongoing cruelty of many landowners and landlords, men without pity for their plight, had forced their decision.


Most knew only lives of misery at home. It could hardly be worse on the other side of the world, they reasoned. But be careful what you wish for.


Their destination had long been known by men of the sea. Abel Tasman, the great Dutch seafarer, had first charted the west coast of this land in 1642, leading an exploratory expedition of the Dutch East India Company. He named the country he found ‘Nieuw-Zeeland’, after the province in his native Holland.


Yet even Tasman had to defer to the sailors of Polynesia in the discovery of this so-called ‘new’ land. Much, much earlier, explorers from the Polynesian islands had climbed into their outrigger canoes, known as waka hourua, and followed birds flying south to escape the cyclone season. Their chief navigational aids were the sun, stars and ocean currents.


‘The compass can mislead, but the sun and stars, never’, wrote one early Tongan sailor.


But of course, there was nothing ‘new’ whatever about it. For centuries, the Maori forefathers had made the perilous journey across the volatile waters from the islands of Polynesia, in tiny crafts. The Pakeha, or white people, who began to arrive in the first half of the nineteenth century, might have been figures of intrigue. But they were certainly not trendsetters. Not when set against the history of the Maori.


Tradition has it that Kupe was the first Pacific voyager to arrive on this new land, perhaps eight hundred or even a thousand years ago. His wife is said to have exclaimed when she saw the shore: ‘A cloud, a white cloud, a long white cloud.’


The Maori word for a long white cloud is ‘Aotearoa’.


To a far-flung destination with a Maori name, the steady trickle of human beings mired in penury began. The first Pakeha woman is said to have settled in the South Island in 1832, eight years before the Treaty of Waitangi was signed by Maori chiefs and representatives of the British Crown, allowing the British hegemony over this ‘new’ land.


Many of these new settlers’ lives had been defined by misery. Scottish weavers earning a mere subsistence wage could only stand and grieve as their young children fell sick and died. Multiple illnesses plagued the poorer areas of so many British cities such as Glasgow, Edinburgh, London, Birmingham, Leeds and Manchester.


They had little money. The extent of their labours in no way effected an upturn in their fortunes. Starvation, poverty and struggle were a trinity of relentless foes, like the muggers who lurked in dark alleys.


Some came from as far north as the Shetland Islands in the icy waters of the North Atlantic off the north-east coast of Scotland. There, a landowner would sometimes clear out fifteen crofts, dispossessing the inhabitants in the process. Many Shetlanders went to New Zealand and found life there remarkably compatible with their previous existence, albeit without the constant threat of dispossession.


The potato famine in Ireland in the second half of the 1840s hastened a mass departure. Linen weavers, farmers and domestic workers found their lives imperilled by the famine, but also by the quickening march of technology which led to mass unemployment.


Irish farm workers, Scottish weavers and Cornish tin-mine workers – this desperate collection of humanity arrived at the same conclusion. Only by enduring a journey to the far side of the world could they ever hope to improve their lives. But as to what they could expect when they got there, none had a scintilla of an idea.


Yet first, there were matters of more pressing concern to assail their minds and senses. England was traditionally a seafaring nation. But only professional sailors really knew the sea and truly understood its forbidding threat. Women and children from the poorhouse in Plymouth or a Manchester slum had little inkling of the hidden fears lurking on these rough, twisting, rolling, bucking ships.


The first settlers’ ship, the Aurora, left Gravesend, on the Thames Estuary in Kent, on 18 September 1839 and arrived in New Zealand on 22 January 1840, a journey of eighteen weeks. Two babies, first a boy and then a girl, were born at sea. Soon after, four more ships, the Oriental, the Duke of Roxburgh, the Bengal Merchant and the Adelaide similarly made land. Around the same time, French settlers began landing at Akaroa, on the coast east of Christchurch. The great migration had begun. Just fifty-two years after the First Fleet had sailed into Botany Bay on Australia’s eastern seaboard, the ships crammed full of convicts, New Zealand was experiencing the arrival of its own first European migrants.


‘Pots, kettles, casks, boxes, doors slamming and knocking about . . . the sea roaring, the wind whistling, creaking, children crying . . .’


These were the words of a traveller on an 1850s emigration barque, the Charlotte Jane. In New Zealand, on Saturday 18 January 1851, the Lyttelton Times reported the arrival of four ships from the UK, among them the Charlotte Jane. Captained by one Alexander Lawrence, she weighed just 720 tons and carried 154 passengers: 104 of them had travelled in steerage class, where few frills were to be found. A lucky twenty-six had private cabins.


Peering through murk and mist, melancholy choking their emotions, the Charlotte Jane’s passengers had taken their final glimpse of the British shore at Plymouth Sound, on the Devon coast; ninety-nine days later they disembarked at Lyttelton, a port close to Christchurch on New Zealand’s South Island.


When they arrived, on 16 December 1850, it is said that the governor of the colony, Sir George Gray, sailed down the South Island’s east coast in HMS Fly, a sloop-of-war, to greet them.


One traveller who made the long journey wrote:


‘I felt a very strange and watery sensation as we found ourselves slowly moving away from our own shores. We stood on deck waving, waving, till we could see no more responsive handkerchiefs. Some of my favourite lines recurred to my mind at this moment . . .




‘As slow our ship her foamy track


 Against the wind was cleaving,


Her trembling pennant still looked back


 To that dear Isle ’twas leaving.


So loth we part from all we love,


 From all the ties that bind us,


So turn our hearts as on we rove


 To those we left behind us.’





There was fear, for sure, from the tearing winds and alarming contortions of the boat. Three entries from a journal penned by one of the female passengers sketches images of the challenge that every day brought.


‘Friday 24 July: One of the coldest days we have had; very rough night, followed by a very rough day, sea mountains high and very strong gale. None of us ventured on deck, we had only the saloon trot to turn to, for warmth. This has been a dull, miserable, comfortless sort of day.


‘Saturday 25 July: A fine day, but cold and blustering, we made a good run. Twelve weeks on board today! How I long for shore, and yet rather dread the unseen, the unknown future.


‘Monday 27 July: A very, very cold, stormy, blustering day; sea higher than ever; deck very slippery; several of the sailors had falls; none of us ventured on deck; great waves came even over the poop . . . We had just moved away from the table preparatory to our evening’s trot round to get warm, when a monstrous wave came over the poop and poured through the canvas of the skylight right onto tables and benches and all. I, as usual, was frightened. The ship rocked and pitched about in a mighty unpleasant manner.’


Isolation. Fright. Fear. The journey had catapulted them into a world for which their lives hitherto could never have prepared them. They were like gamblers, staking their lives on a last throw of the dice. How would they look when the dice stopped rolling? Would they even survive the journey, never mind live to see this new land to which they had committed their and their families’ entire futures? Medical facilities aboard barques such as the Charlotte Jane were primitive at best. Seasickness was an inevitability. But it was more serious conditions that alarmed them. Burial at sea brought its own unique sorrow upon those witnessing such a sad sight.


They had come from myriad places in their own lands – cities, towns, villages and the countryside. In 1842, sixty people sailed from the town of Helston, on the River Cober in Cornwall, bound for New Plymouth on the west coast of New Zealand’s North Island. They might as well have booked passages to the moon, such was the enormity of the trip at that time.


What they found when they got there was next to nothing. Yet conversely, their epic travails now became their sustenance, invaluable experiences that prepared them for the immense task of making a life in a new land. Used to walking miles each day to work, and then labouring for hours in grim conditions, they rolled up their sleeves to tackle the job. They were to prove themselves phlegmatic, dogged, good decision makers and dedicated to whatever task they attempted. Stoicism was akin to a soothing balm on aching shoulders.


The steady trickle of arrivals up and down the coasts of both islands seemed to bear no logic or clear order. As early as 1839, shortly before the Treaty of Waitangi was concluded with the Maori in the far north of New Zealand’s North Island, a strange event occurred.


The Maori called the area we know today as Wellington Harbour ‘Te Whanganui a Tara’, meaning ‘the great harbour of Tara’. It is said to have been named Port Nicholson by Captain James Herd, who arrived there in 1826. Before he left, Herd named it after the Sydney harbourmaster of the time, Captain John Nicholson. It kept the name until 1984, when it became Wellington Harbour.


Just thirteen years after Herd’s departure, other white men arrived. Lieutenant William Wakefield, principal agent for the New Zealand Company, sailed into the harbour to negotiate land purchases. He and his entourage, wearing ruffled collars, smart jackets and hats, were astonished to find a lone white man living there, a former sailor named Joe Robinson. How he had got there, no one knew and Joe wasn’t telling. Was he perhaps a deserter or escaped convict from Australia? No one knew. But Robinson had put down roots as best he could, settled to the life, married and established himself as a boat builder.


The discovery of this solitary white man mystified Wakefield and his party. But their presence, and the subsequent arrival of other shiploads of migrants, threatened Robinson’s life of seclusion. His story ended in sadness. Drinking too much at a celebration, he got into a fight, was badly hurt and then slung into leg irons and handcuffs by policemen who had come from Australia and were used to dealing with convicts. Robinson was put roughly into a boat headed for a nearby jail. No more was ever heard of him.


Meanwhile, back in Lyttelton, the intrepid travellers were taking a first look at their new country. To call them ‘underwhelmed’ would be an understatement. The cold, raw, foggy weather dampened their spirits still further.


‘The Port is a small town but oh!, the sorry show in this case, all round the same black, forbidding-looking upheavals met the eye and enclosed the Port; the appearance was very strange to English eyes. I think what struck me more than all was the poverty-stricken look of the place.


‘The harbour is certainly a very fine one . . . but there seemed a silence and dullness over all.’


Nor was it much better in this traveller’s eyes when she ventured inland to Christchurch itself.


‘It is generally called “The City of the Plains” and is named after Christ Church, Oxford – and well indeed it deserves its former title. It is as flat as a kitchen table just turned and planed from a carpenter’s hand. This great plain extends for miles and miles, indeed every street is a mile long, and look this way, that way, north, south, east, west, whichever way you will, but you will not find one curve, one bend, one undulation, mound or hillock – the effect is dismal in the extreme and most depressing to the spirits, whether viewed in summer or winter . . . It is about as dull a spot as anyone would wish to pass their days in – there is very little amusement; everything is horribly local.’


They carried this sense of depression as heavily as their baggage from the ship. Yet miraculously, they would discover a mythical well. From it, they would draw liberally the qualities that would come to hallmark the nation. From these depths of dejection rose an innermost zeal. In time, a sense of doughty durability would rise inexorably to the surface.


This desire to make something of their lot in life was unbreakable. It would become a characteristic of these people. It brought together quite different types of people who found themselves clustered together in adversity, in an ill-prepared colony at the extreme margin of the known world.


Inevitably, the earliest settlers had it toughest. Every hand was precious in carving out a human imprint upon this land. Men, women, boys and girls were put to work in whatever way was profitable; every one of them was labouring to establish a life for them and their family. In the 1850s and 1860s, there was a wide range of occupations in Akaroa – farmers, shopkeepers, carpenters, sawyers, bushmen, schoolteachers, postmen, boatmen, hotel keepers, brick makers, coopers, lawyers, doctors and customs officers.


How tough was it? Between 1851 and 1860 in Akaroa, of a total of twenty-four people who were buried, only four had lived beyond the age of forty. The average lifespan was just below twenty-seven years. These premature deaths were, said a document, ‘due mainly to the struggle against nature, as the records so poignantly show’. The gap between Maori and Pakeha life expectancies expanded, as the Pakeha brought new diseases to New Zealand. By the late 1870s, Pakeha could expect to live into their fifties, one of the highest life expectancies in the world. But Maori were far behind. By the start of the 1890s, the estimated life expectancy of Maori men was twenty-five and that of women just twenty-three. Consequently, the Maori population declined steeply, from about 100,000 in 1769 to around 42,000 in 1896. European-introduced diseases such as measles, mumps, whooping cough, bronchitis and tuberculosis were responsible for the deaths of large numbers of Maori.


The stoicism demonstrated by the new arrivals would form a core characteristic of the white people of this ‘new’ land that would be passed down through the generations. They would make this faraway, at that time inhospitable, land a unique place among the nations of the world. To an overwhelming degree, wherever you look today, these qualities still define the people of New Zealand: teamwork, resilience, an ability to think and operate in adversity, to solve difficulties without recourse to others. To take a risk. Here are the first clues of what has made New Zealanders supreme in the game of rugby union.


As Sir Brian Lochore, the esteemed All Black would say, ‘I think we are quite a physical nation, and that started from way back. That still goes through people in modern times. The people that play rugby are physical people. They want contact, they like being physical, and that is a tradition.’


Most pioneers started to make the best of it the moment they stepped off the boat. Land was cleared, trees cut down, simple shacks erected to provide some shelter from the elements. It is worth remembering, this was barely fifty years before the start of the twentieth century.


Fish and fowl were plentiful as a food supply. Then, as the second half of the nineteenth century gathered pace, sheep farming became a staple industry. The first sheep were introduced to New Zealand by Captain James Cook on his voyages in the 1770s. Others later imported the animals in the early 1800s, mainly from Australia. A migrant from Lithuania would write: ‘We saw those hills full of stones . . . from the ship. Everyone thought what a stony country. But when we came closer, the stones started moving. The hills were full of sheep.’


It quickly became clear that the South Island offered better grazing than the North Island. There were areas of the North Island used for rearing the animals, such as the Wairarapa, north of Port Nicholson (now Wellington). But expansion of these sheep farms was limited by the need to clear vast areas of bush cover and the heavy rains which did not suit Merino sheep, which were originally from Spain but had arrived in New Zealand via Australia. Much of the land in the South Island had been acquired from the Maori by the late 1850s. The rest, both on the South and the North Island, was rented from the Crown. It was a different story in the drier regions of the Canterbury Plains and Otago. Here, they prospered and extending the areas for roaming was straightforward, so vast was the landscape.


The Deans brothers, William and John, arrived in New Zealand in the early 1840s. They took control of around four hundred acres of land at Riccarton in Canterbury. They were ‘pre-Adamite’ settlers, having arrived before the official settlement of Canterbury in 1850, when the first ships from England sailed into the harbour. They initially farmed cattle, but gradually changed to sheep. Their land is still in the original owner’s family. Robbie Deans, who would later play for the All Blacks and coach the Canterbury Crusaders with huge success in a glorious era, is part of that family tree. His father farmed near Cheviot, in North Canterbury. Before becoming a professional rugby coach, Robbie Deans described his occupation as ‘shepherd’.


Much of the hill country and plains of the east coast of the South Island had large areas of tussock land, which was suitable for grazing the fine-wool Merino sheep. The British Crown controlled development through land-settlement companies who sold or rented land to the pioneers. But problems arose especially around the New Zealand Government and their unlawful actions, which they are still paying for today via Treaty Settlement claims. The New Zealand Wars between the government and the Maori were all about land being wrongfully and unlawfully taken off Maori by the Crown.


What gave impetus to the sheep-farming industry was the growing demand for fine wool from the textile industries of Britain, the United States and Europe in the 1800s. Indeed, sheep farming would become synonymous with New Zealand. The benefit of farming sheep was clear; a single animal offered profits in two markets – meat and wool.


Farming prosperity inevitably ebbed and flowed in the intervening years. But not until the closing years of the twentieth century did this situation radically change. Then, with worldwide demand for wool declining, New Zealand found itself attached to a declining industry. There was only one solution. Mass slaughter. It is estimated the sheep population was reduced in a few years from around sixty to twenty million, as dairy farming took off. Yet, lamb prices seldom dropped much, even for such a locally sourced product.


In the mid-nineteenth century, both rearing and shearing sheep were essential practices. If any of the early settlers had imagined an easier life for their wives and children, they were to be sadly disillusioned. Men and women worked endlessly to clear the bush and begin farming. Gender was no ticket to an easier ride.


One woman is said to have given birth to sixteen children – many future hands to assist with the task of nation-building. It was said a girl could shear a hundred sheep in a day. Her father could probably double that number. Women found that, in extreme circumstances, they possessed skills such as boat building. Everyone did their bit to help, like an army swelling its ranks.


But if industrial amounts of physical labour and sheer hard work were mandatory in this ‘new’ land, one element was of even greater importance. Mental resilience. Without it, the new country could hardly have been forged. Here, too, were key qualities that would underpin the men who would later wear the All Blacks jersey.


Thus, a newly arrived migrant in the 1880s, initially depressed at the sight confronting her at the port town of Lyttelton, took a brighter, more positive approach to her new surroundings around Christchurch. ‘There are other public buildings . . . There is the hospital which is a nice building, pleasantly situated, with a good garden and grounds, and the river Avon which is a pretty stream, is close by; then not very far from here is the museum, considered the best in New Zealand, then follows the public library, free from ten to ten, and also open on Sunday evening from seven till nine, and fairly well attended . . . For a small community, the library is very good. The school is a fine building . . . They have lately built a very fine hotel called the Hereford in the centre of the town [Cathedral Square] which would be a credit to any town of Christchurch’s size . . . There are some good shops. There is a very good working men’s club in Christchurch. I must say, I passed two or three most agreeable evenings at these entertainments.’


Yet at other times the writer lapses back towards melancholy, her default position:


‘The general aspect of the town, taken as a whole, with the exception of just the centre near the cathedral, is squalid and very poor looking, with no architectural beauty, and nothing to please the fancy or imagination.’


But reality conquered melancholy. The settlers had to make something of this land, of their lives. As the writer also reflected in a letter to her brother: ‘Though so far, things are most distasteful to me, I must try and keep my “pecker” up.’ Hard work was an antidote to most complaints; that and sharing experiences with others. Together, with all manner of new migrants, they would somehow make this enormous challenge work in their favour. Bleeding hands and bleeding hearts, yes. But steadfastness prevailed. And in time, in an amalgam of all the peoples, this mental fortitude was a quality that would serve nobly a succession of rugby teams representing New Zealand.


*


Right across both islands, the first seedlings of small communities were seen to be springing up, watered with the sweat of their own brows. Part of Dunedin, the main city of the Otago settlement, was known as ‘Little Paisley’, and the city came close to being christened ‘New Edinburgh’. In 1843, the Scottish writer and publisher William Chambers wrote a letter to the New Zealand Company, engaged in drawing up a prospectus for the settlement, imploring them to reject ‘New Edinburgh’. His letter read:




Sir,—If not finally resolved upon, I should strongly recommend a reconsideration of the name, New Edinburgh, and the adoption of another, infinitely superior and yet equally allied to old Edinburgh. I mean the assumption of the name Dunedin, which is the ancient Celtic appellation of Edinburgh, and is now occasionally applied in poetic compositions and otherwise to the northern metropolis. I would at all events hope that names of places with the prefix ‘new’ should be sparingly had recourse to. The ‘news’ in North America are an utter abomination, which it has been lately proposed to sweep out of the country. It will be a matter for regret if the New Zealand Company help to carry the nuisance to the territories with which it is concerned.


—W. Chambers.





The settlement became officially known as Dunedin in 1846, its links to the Scottish city strengthened thereafter by its soubriquet ‘the Edinburgh of the South’. It was therefore entirely appropriate that it was the son of a Scotsman, from Edinburgh, who gave this new country of New Zealand its defining sporting activity. The game of rugby union.


Charles John Monro was a louche figure and a sporting maverick. He was born near Nelson, on the northern tip of the South Island, and educated at Nelson College. He lived off his inheritance, enjoying life and himself in equal measure, in the style of fortunate young men of the era. He participated in the first ever game of polo played in New Zealand. He helped found the Manawatu Golf Club. In between times, he played croquet at Craiglockhart, the large home he had built near Palmerston North, and he was a regular visitor to the Manawatu Club to play billiards and snooker.


Some said it was sheer chance that rugby union became so popular in the country. But it wasn’t, for one compelling reason. The rough and tumble that the game offered ideally suited its young, energetic citizens, both Maori and Pakeha. Small rural communities or local towns could raise teams of fit young men, physically hardened by their lives working the land or controlling animals. They were the perfect fit for a game that required the physical ability to rip the ball off an opponent, run hard with it and tackle. Courage and bravery were all in this game. New Zealand at that time was awash with both qualities.


In 1867 when he was sixteen, Monro left for England, ostensibly to be educated for a career in the army. Except that he had no interest in such a future. He went to Christ’s College at Finchley, North London, a school that played ‘football’, as it was known under the rules of Rugby School. Monro himself played in the school’s 2nd XV, before completing his studies and returning to New Zealand.


History relates that the handling game was invented by William Webb Ellis, who had picked up a football during a game at Rugby School in 1823 and run with it. It would take nearly half a century before the first game of rugby union was played on the other side of the world in New Zealand, at the Botanical Reserve in Nelson. Monro was fortunate in his crusade. Having already persuaded the Nelson Club to try the new game, the next man he had to convince was Nelson College Headmaster, the Reverend Frank Simmons, who had himself attended Rugby School. This was elementary. Simmons agreed immediately, and the date was set for the first game.


They gathered at the beautiful tree-lined Botanical Reserve for a two o’clock kick-off on Saturday 14 May 1870. Tall, mature, majestic trees peered down upon this strange spectacle. By happy coincidence, the location was in the sunniest region of all New Zealand.


The match was between Nelson Club and Nelson College. But it wasn’t quite the game of rugby union we know today. For a start, each side fielded eighteen players, and goals kicked were conversions from a ‘try’, which was achieved when one team got the ball over the line. The Club team won 2–0, with two goals kicked from such ‘conversions’.


It is recorded that around 200 spectators witnessed this new game. Whether they had even the slightest idea of what was going on, was a moot point. But New Zealand had staged its first game of rugby union. A mighty strut of this great future nation had been driven into the turf of an oval ground at Nelson. A report at the time in a Nelson newspaper called it ‘a noisy, rushing, shouting game’. Another publication, The Colonist, commented, ‘Rugby appears to be threatening to assume extensive proportions.’


Quickly, word spread of the new game. On 9 September 1871, a match was played between the students of Otago University and the pupils and ex-pupils of the Boys High School. The idea for the match is said to have come from a teacher, Mr G.M. Thomson, who had played the game for Blackheath, one of the oldest rugby clubs in the world, which had been founded in London in 1858. Thomson was said to be ‘looking for some way to amuse boys on Saturday afternoon’. Better than sending them up chimneys, in the Victorian way.


The game, featuring teams of twenty-two players, sounded chaotic. A report said, ‘With forty-four players, plus two umpires, on a small ground, no player could go far before bumping into someone.’ Sounds rather like the modern game. Except today, there are thirty players. But still no space.


One of the sport’s virtues was that it was so easy to play. All you needed was a reasonably flat paddock and a pig’s bladder for the ball. (Christchurch schoolboys were said to have used a bullock’s.) Anyone up for a physical challenge qualified for this game. Just about anything was permissible on the rugby field. Workers, labourers, sheep shearers, builders, carpenters – all indulged.


On Stewart Island, off the southern tip of the South Island, sawmills were plentiful, which meant recruits abounded for a team of tough, muscular young men. In time, an annual fixture, Stewart Island versus Bluff, the southernmost town of the South Island, would be staged.


Young men from any sector of society or working background anxious to burn off the frustrations or excess energy of everyday life, gravitated naturally to the game. Its popularity spread rapidly. In late 1870, as Europe was consumed by the Franco-Prussian War, the first ever international fixture was played, a game between Wellington and British sailors. The concept of physical confrontation was a major attraction to all. As one twenty-first-century exponent of the sport, the Fijian-born All Blacks wing Waisake Naholo explains, it is the intense physicality that is the essence of the game. Naholo is a man who knows what he is talking about. He is well equipped for a bit of physicality. Not only does he stand 1.86m (6ft 1.2ins) tall and weigh 96 kg (15st. 1lb), but he exudes power in his running.


‘Every Pacific Island player has that flair – it is different from local players. We have an explosive power. Growing up in the islands and coming from a family there, Islanders pride themselves on what used to happen in wars. People never wanted to be the weak ones. With all the big hits and big running, everyone wants to be dominant. It is different to many local New Zealand players. I like the physical contact part of rugby, it is challenging. It is interesting to me to see how tough, how manly you are. In rugby, you have got to dominate or you get dominated. You don’t want to be the weak one.’


Yet the need for speed and skills was not to be ignored. Rudimentary it might have been in those early times, but the foundations were being laid for a game of skill. It soon became clear that players would also require some cerebral matter to master it completely. New Zealanders would prove themselves most adept in that category, too.


It certainly fulfilled the expectations of a male-dominated society. In 1864, the Southern Monthly Magazine, discussing whether New Zealanders would inherit the British liking for what was termed ‘manly sport’, wrote that so far, the bar and billiard room appeared the ‘chief resorts of our youth’. They needn’t have worried. By the turn of the century, the game had taken off like a bush fire.


Alas, rugby had one problem. In the minds of governments, prime ministers and the military, the game couldn’t hold a candle in terms of appeal compared to another exercise in physical confrontation. War. Alarmingly, the two were seen by some as perfect partners. In 1902, a Maori lawyer named Tom Ellison called rugby ‘a soldier-making game’. If some New Zealanders, whatever their heritage, thought that distance alone meant complete isolation from the rest of the world, they were to be proven sadly mistaken in the closing years of the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries.


Even within New Zealand, the nineteenth century’s rapacious desire for wars had been prevalent. The inter-tribal fighting between the Maori that started in the 1820s and became known as the Musket Wars, took a terrible toll. Michael King, in his History of New Zealand, wrote, ‘If any chapter in New Zealand history has earned the label “Holocaust” it is this one. In some actions . . . many hundreds of men, women and children were killed, and many more enslaved. Some small tribes were all but wiped out, with only one or two families surviving the fighting and its aftermath of executions.


‘Some of these actions involved considerable cruelty. In the wake of battles, for example, the captured killers of warriors might be turned over to the widows of the men they had slain. The resulting deaths were prolonged and painful. At Waitangi Beach on Chatham Island, the Ngātiwai hapu of Ngāti Mutunga staked Moriori women to the ground alongside one another and left them to die slowly.’


King says that over a period of thirty years, the fighting led to the deaths of at least 20,000 Maori, and possibly many more. He adds, ‘Even this figure would make these wars the costliest of any in which New Zealanders previously or subsequently took part.’


From 1845 to 1872, a series of battles known as the ‘New Zealand Wars’ or, by some, as the ‘Maori Wars’ were fought between the Maori and the New Zealand Government. It is important to emphasize that the New Zealand Government, put in place by the British Crown, are still paying today for the wrongs committed in the past against Maori.


Disputes over the purchase of land, and indeed over the actual details of the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi, were at the heart of the fighting. No fewer than 18,000 British soldiers, together with cavalry, artillery and local militia, were engaged in these wars in the 1860s. The Maori could not match such firepower but their guerrilla tactics of fighting from ‘pa’ (fortified villages) before tactical retreats, caused significant losses among their enemy.


Inevitably, the Maori fought with immense bravery. As their tradition dictated. Sadly, many paid with their lives. Eventually, more than 500 chiefs signed ‘Te Tiriti o Waitangi’ (the Te Reo Maori version). Yet only thirty-five chiefs signed ‘The Treaty of Waitangi’ in English, simply because they could not understand it.


The link with the British Crown on the other side of the world might have seemed tenuous, yet it was close enough to cost thousands of young New Zealanders their lives in wars fought in the final quarter of the nineteenth century. The so-called ‘South African War’ or ‘Second Anglo-Boer War’, fought from 1899 to 1902, was the first overseas war to involve New Zealand troops.


The New Zealand Government was as keen to sign up to the adventures of the British Empire as a fox to membership of a hen house. It was an era where wars stained the history of nations. No one, perhaps least of all New Zealanders and Australians, sat down to ponder the wisdom of sending ‘the flower of a nation’s youth’ to a ghastly death in a faraway land. They saw the sacrifice as essential in the building of their nations.


Perhaps the worst illustration of this policy came at a sheer cliff face looming out of the waters of the Dardanelles Peninsula, in north-western Turkey, on the boundary between Europe and Asia. This was a madcap overseas adventure dreamed up by Winston Churchill, then head of the British Navy, under the inspirational message ‘Storm the Dardanelles’. Families across the world soon had cause to curse those words that sacrificed the youth of nations including Australia, New Zealand, Great Britain, France and Ireland. The French alone lost 10,000 of the 79,000 soldiers; Great Britain and Ireland more than 21,000.


Gallipoli was a disaster. Eager young recruits from Australia and New Zealand sailed to Egypt, received only a modicum of training and were then sent into a fighting arena so hot that the only appropriate phrase for what ensued was ‘pitiless slaughter’. The beachhead on which they landed was barely eight paces wide in some parts. Unsurprisingly, it became a killing ground as the Turks poured sustained fire on the hapless men below from a commanding height. Whenever the invading soldiers broke cover they were subjected to murderous fire.


Yet the Maori still distinguished themselves in battle. At Chunuk Bair, according to one report, the Maori unit more than played its part, advancing in silence with fixed bayonets and empty rifles, towards a position known as No. 3 Post. Six times that night they uttered a tremendous haka to terrify Turkish defenders as they charged. They thought this would alarm even the Turks, and it did. When they reached the first Turkish trench, there was no one in it. Indeed, these attacks on the foothills on 6 August were the only successful aspects of the assault on Chunuk Bair. It was said that a large part of that was due to the Maori unit. New Zealand’s Maori Battalion may only have been 500 strong. But they were lauded as the ‘fiercest fighters on the Gallipoli Peninsular’.


It is now believed that around 14,000 New Zealand soldiers served at Gallipoli, as opposed to the 8,556 listed in documents published in 1919, the result of a miscalculation by a British general. New Zealand lost 2,779 men, two of whom, Albert Downing and Henry Dewar, were All Blacks at the time. One New Zealand soldier, Corporal Robert Heaton Livingstone, of the Canterbury Battalion, wrote an account on 23 July 1915 that was awful in its simplicity: ‘If ever there was a hell on earth, Saturday 8 May was it. The ground was honestly dusty with bullets, we had to double forward 500 yards with machine guns and rifle fire sweeping the line continuously. Three bullets wiped the toes of my boots and passed on. The 1st Canterbury lost 64 out of its 160 that day, waiting for action – rather heavy casualties for two hours work. The strain throughout was severe.’


Then there was the Western Front. There, the Allied generals’ moustaches generally made more progress over the course of a few days than their men could manage in weeks from their miserable locations out in the trenches. Within the course of just six months during 1917, members of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force were sucked into the major Somme battles at Arras, Messines and Passchendaele. At the latter, New Zealand rugby lost legendary All Blacks captain Dave Gallaher, leader of the renowned 1905–6 ‘Originals’, the first touring party to the British Isles, France and America. Gallaher was seriously wounded in action, and died a few hours later.


In all, thirteen former All Blacks perished in the First World War, four of them within a fortnight in June 1917, during the assault on Messines Ridge. Typically for many young men of the time, Gallaher, enthused by a desire to do his duty, had given a false age to ensure he was accepted for service in the South African War, in 1901.


In 1915, Otago University reported it was ‘without the services of fourteen of the previous year’s A team, and fifty-six in all were at the front’. They came from almost every city, town and rugby club, large and small, throughout New Zealand. Later, when the war was over, the Otago University RFC would report, ‘Football was back to its usual organisation in 1919, but the war had claimed a terrible number of the adventurous players from the immediate pre-war period.


‘Twelve of the fifteen regular members of one Southern team had been killed, and all other clubs had suffered crushing losses.’


Passchendaele, Messines, Gallipoli, Chunuk Bair in World War One; El Alamein, Tobruk and other corners of Libya, Crete and other areas targeted by the many Kiwis flying for the RAF against enemy forces in World War Two. These were place names that came to define the proud record of service by all New Zealanders in the first half of the twentieth century. Everyone is remembered, very movingly, each ANZAC Day.


From these two small islands far away at the bottom of the world, heroes kept coming. In Auckland one day in 1941, a six-year-old schoolboy in his short trousers was hurried by his mother to get ready for the big day. Little shoes were polished until gleaming, school jacket thoroughly brushed down, clean shirt ironed and tie knotted impeccably. All to see the troops.


‘We all went and stood in Queen’s Street to see them as they marched down to the docks to board the ships that would take them away,’ remembered the burly former All Blacks captain Sir Wilson Whineray, years later. ‘We would do the same, go out to see them when they were coming home. Except that it didn’t take long to realize that many more had gone than were coming back.’ Whineray, by then just a retired citizen of the nation that knew him so well, silently wiped away a tear.


Perhaps one single piece of writing epitomizes best the courage and commitment of New Zealand troops. Alan Moorehead, writing in his renowned Desert Trilogy, witnessed at first hand men from New Zealand engaged in North African desert fighting in World War Two:


‘At last we cut through a field of cactus and joined the main road north of Sousse. With the main road we hit the New Zealand division coming head-on towards us – in the way the enemy would see it coming.


‘They rolled by with their tanks and their guns and armoured cars, the finest troops of their kind in the world, the outflanking experts, the men who had fought the Germans in the desert for two years, the victors of half a dozen pitched battles.


‘They were too gaunt and lean to be handsome, too hard and sinewy to be graceful, too youthful and physical to be complete. But if ever you wished to see the most resilient and practised fighter of the Anglo-Saxon armies, this was he.’


This was the New Zealander in battles right across the world, across the ages. Gaunt and lean, hard and sinewy . . . The warrior soldier. The man refusing to contemplate defeat, the man able to dig deep at times of crisis. The man capable of handling danger, remaining calm and making decisions. This, surely, was also many a New Zealand rugby player of the future. The warrior rugby man, giving all for his cause, accepting physical pain and suffering for the benefit of those around him as much as himself.


There is a direct link between the New Zealand founding culture and the ethos that has shaped the All Blacks. The hardships that confronted the earliest settlers, today define the characteristics of all New Zealanders. One soldier who survived Gallipoli was asked later what drove them towards the enemy guns and almost certain death. He is said to have responded, without a moment’s hesitation: ‘Your mates were going out there into the fire. You couldn’t leave them alone. You went together. You wouldn’t let down your mates.’


When at last the guns had fallen silent, leaving only the sound of weeping from those left behind and that of the spade digging endless graves, these qualities would come to underpin another cause. Rugby football. The pursuit of the game.


Whatever the era, these factors are omnipresent. Unwillingness to accept defeat, able to dig deep and stay calm in adversity, able to continue making coherent decisions while all around is chaos. The sacrificing of personal concerns or causes to the mantra of helping your mates. A philosophy of sticking together, sustaining morale among one another.


It is easy to imagine a boy of farming stock like Richie McCaw in a New Zealand Expeditionary Force uniform at Gallipoli in 1915 or at Passchendaele two years later. Brave, courageous, committed to the cause, willing to lay down his life. Utterly committed to those around him.


Would he have gone to serve?


‘I remember as a team, we were talking about those things and it rather put into context what you do. People talk about being brave in rugby, but this was a different sort of bravery. No one was trying to shoot you on the rugby fields. But you would hope if we were in that same period we would do the same thing. That is what I always ask myself. Would you go? I hope I would, absolutely.’


Government officials spying spare seats on a hugely popular bandwagon as they pursued their own feel-good factor following New Zealand’s triumph at the 2011 Rugby World Cup, put out feelers to McCaw regarding how he’d feel about a knighthood. ‘Not just for me, I was only part of the team,’ he is said to have replied. What of his mates? The tradition endures.


Many of those who had perished in the various wars had been rugby players, too, not necessarily All Blacks. But still keen participants. In their youth they had run and passed, kicked and tackled. Celebrated and commiserated. Then they were gone. But not forgotten.


So what did the sacrifices of All Blacks like Dave Gallaher mean to McCaw?


‘Put aside the All Blacks stuff, my grandfather fought during World War Two. I had a lot to do with him when I was growing up so I guess I had a little understanding about what they did. But it wasn’t really until we started talking about it, probably around 2005, the centenary anniversary of the “Originals” of which Gallaher was captain, that I understood more.


‘We did quite a few talks to the team about what these guys did. I suppose being over in that part of the world and seeing where my grandfather had been and all the stories he told me when I was growing up, made sense having been there.


‘You realize how lucky we are just from a nation’s point of view what those guys did. Then you put it in a rugby context . . . Those guys went over there in 1905 to pave the way. It was a massive thing to go away for six months to the British Isles, France and America to play those games and then going off again, to war, a few years later . . . and some not coming home.’


A warrior people, a tougher people.


McCaw confesses he only reflected on the link recently when someone pointed out the almost uncanny resemblance of soldiers and rugby players in their shared characteristics.


Now he sees it through a different prism. ‘It does probably have a bit of truth in it. We talk about the old New Zealanders being pretty good at figuring things out and making them work. But you think about the ancestors that came here. Imagine in the 1800s, getting on a boat not knowing where you are going, coming out here to an underdeveloped country and making your way. That’s going to make you pretty tough and I guess, if you have got that sort of outlook that has been passed down through the generations, I think we are all probably benefitting . . . from that sort of attitude. That does make a bit of sense.’


A hard life, emotionally as much as physically.


‘If you were here in the 1800s and you needed something done, you couldn’t just ring someone up and get help, you had to do it yourself. That kind of self-sufficiency remains. Maybe it’s not as strong as it was but it still runs through us as a people. Look at the Maori people and how they used to survive in a tough environment. You put all that together and you have a bunch of people throughout the place that have that resilience and tough attitude.’


These are a people undemonstrative in their manner, shorn of frills. They eschew false glories, fake idols. They are resilient, dedicated and determined, qualities they still require to this day. These characteristics, these defining traits, have been with them since their nation’s creation or, in terms of our story, since rugby union was first played in this land. One thing is certain. If you were building the perfect identikit rugby man, he would be rich in such qualities.
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WAR YEARS: THE ULTIMATE SACRIFICE




Contributions from, among others,


Wayne Smith, Willie Apiata, Tony Johnson.














‘Out there in France they did their part, there in France they lie.


Carved upon a national heart, their fame shall never die.


Then sleep in fields where poppies grow,


Sleep ’neath the summer sun.


Sleep when the fields are white with snow,


Soldier, your work is done.’


Extract from a poem written in 1916 by Elinor Lamont, sister-in-law of Nisbet Shirreffs Lamont, Private 11178, 2nd Battalion Otago Regiment


(born 2 February 1896, Brooklands, Southland, New Zealand:


died 1 October 1916 at the Battle of the Somme, aged twenty)












He had sailed without a care in the world. A sense of fun in his mind, happiness in his soul. He was with his mates, fellow rugby men. A new era was dawning for several of them.


Robert Stanley ‘Bobby’ Black was the son of Harry and Emily Black of Grant Street, Dunedin, and a native of Arrowtown, Invercargill. He was, like all New Zealanders called to the elite All Blacks, eager and proud to wear the famous jersey. Others around him were also new to the colours. Their sporting life’s ambition realized.


There were pats on the back, jokes cracked to celebrate making the trip. Laughter, not seriousness. Except when it came to one topic. Winning. They were no different to today’s generation in that respect.


As the boat ploughed its steady, measured course across the Tasman Sea, bound for Australia, Bobby Black’s mind must have raced. Here was his chance, that long dreamed-of opportunity to become an All Black in an international match.


They reached Sydney, and some weeks later played the first Test against Australia. It was the eighteenth day of July. The year was 1914. And they triumphed, just, with a 5–0 win at the Sydney Sports Ground. Black had made his Test debut aged twenty-one. A long career as an All Black beckoned.


Alas, King George V made his fateful announcement that Britain and her Empire was at war with the Central Powers just seventeen days later. The Great War had begun. Despite the war, New Zealand played two more Test matches in Australia that August before returning home. They won the second Test 17–0 in Brisbane and the third, back in Sydney, 22–7. The European war seemed remote.


But all too soon, Black was sailing again, and this time to war. Now, there were few smiles and those were only to mask grave concerns. There was no rugby kit in their bags.


Quite soon, Black, now of the 2nd Battalion Canterbury Regiment, would be in action. And on 21 September 1916, aged just twenty-three, he was killed. He was the youngest All Black to die in the First World War. Jim McNeece, from New Zealand’s Southland region, who had scored the only try in that 1914 first Test against Australia, would also perish.


If ever a single conflict defined a people, as the cold winter winds of the Russian steppes hallmark a harsh landscape, the 1914–18 War will forever resonate in New Zealand’s history. Gallipoli, Chunuk Bair, the Somme, Messines Ridge, Passchendaele . . . these are places indelibly stained by New Zealand blood.


Manifestly, that war helped make the nation we see today; determined, filled with national pride, conditioned to accept adversity in all its guises, gutsy, rich in spirit, self-sufficient. Men from all backgrounds willing to embrace risk and dedicated to a cause. These same characteristics also define the nation’s finest rugby men.


It is clear, with hindsight, that New Zealand paid largely in the blood of its troops for nationhood. The First World War touched almost every person, every paddock back home.


The people left behind in New Zealand would not know of the wounded man, bravely attempting to stumble back to his own lines in the Passchendaele mud but losing his footing and disappearing into the liquid waste of a shell hole ten-feet deep. Nor would they comprehend the concept of men being used as cannon fodder.


In the graveyards of northern France and Belgium, Rudyard Kipling’s immortal phrase, ‘Known unto God’, is seared into the visitor’s memory, as a hot poker marks a steer. Kipling well knew the agony of surviving parents. His own son John died at the Battle of Loos in 1915. He was eighteen years old.


New Zealand paid a hideous price for its involvement in the Great War. In percentage terms of those nations that sent troops to fight, New Zealand topped the list of those killed and wounded. According to one report, from a population of little more than one million, New Zealand contributed 110,000 men. Of this number, 18,000 were killed and 55,000 wounded, totalling 73,000 casualties or 66 per cent of its men.


They came not just from North and South Islands. Indeed, men from Polynesia were recruited by New Zealand to fight in both world wars. In the First World War, 500 men from the Cook Islands comprised the 1st Rarotongan Contingent, and 150 men from Niue also joined up. Others came from Fiji, Samoa, Tonga and Tahiti, as well as the Gilbert and Ellice Islands. In World War Two, a Maori Battalion included Polynesian men.


The loss of so many men severely affected the nation. Two thirds of those who died (estimated at almost 12,500) fell on the Western Front. The war will forever be defined as one of New Zealand’s most costly in human terms. An entire generation was scarred by the suffering. It was a war where men pushed themselves into the line of fire, against every inclination of human preservation.


Bobby Black’s body was never found, one of a multitude whose names are listed on the New Zealand Memorial to the Missing at the Caterpillar Valley Cemetery in Longueval, on the Somme. The cemetery records the names of 5,570 servicemen, of whom nearly 3,800 remain unidentified.


One report of the campaign in which Black lost his life, stated:


‘The attack started on Friday 15 September at 06:20, supported by huge artillery fire. They walked into battle shrouded in smoke and mist. By the end of the day, they had seized a wedge of land from the German Army, to the east of the village of Flers, and formed a defensive line.’


But the New Zealanders, many of them who had fought at Gallipoli, had advanced well beyond neighbouring British divisions and found themselves defending an awkward salient where they were exposed to murderous fire by German artillery batteries that rained down shells on their positions.


It was another five days before the Division had shored up the salient – during that time it launched four more attacks, suffering many casualties. The New Zealand Infantry were in the line for twenty-three consecutive days. Rain swept over them, creating cloying mud. The shell holes that littered the battlefield were soon full of water. Corpses lay strewn all over no man’s land. The stench of death was everywhere.


This was the infamous 1916 Battle of the Somme which lasted from 1 July to 18 November. Somewhere out there, even now, lie Bobby Black’s remains.


Today, when you stand on the spot from which the New Zealanders launched their attack, a single word invades your mind. Not ‘agony’, not ‘hatred’ nor ‘death’. But ‘peace’.


Gentle breezes blow across from High Wood, one of the worst of the killing fields of the Somme. High above, a swallow swoops on the air currents; in the distance, a farmer’s harvester works its way across a golden field, cutting corn. The calm, silence and peace all hit you as a wave. The beauty of the landscape is a bitter irony.


By brutal contrast, the noise of the attack that September morning was shattering. The explosions of shells from the British artillery barrage, the whistles to advance and shouts of encouragement from the advancing soldiers, the chatter-chatter of the responding German machine guns, and then the cries of men hit, their bodies broken amid the detritus of war.


On the first day of this Somme offensive, a conflict in which tanks were deployed for the first time, 58,000 men were killed or wounded. Total British and French losses on the Somme would be in excess of 600,000 alone. More than 2,000 New Zealanders lost their lives there, and 6,000 more were wounded. Most of the dead, like Bobby Black, have no known grave. It was said that, for every hundred metres of ground the Allies gained, more than a thousand Allied lives were lost.


Dave Gallaher was wounded by shrapnel that penetrated his helmet during the attack on Gravenstafel Spur, on 4 October 1917. He died later that day at an Australian casualty clearing station and was buried in Nine Elms British Cemetery at Poperinge in West Flanders, Belgium, one of 117 New Zealanders laid to rest there. He was forty-three years old and was there by choice – his age exempted him from military service, but he had volunteered. Three of the four Gallaher brothers died in service during the war. Douglas and Henry also perished. Only Charles survived, though he was badly wounded at Gallipoli.


The great All Black lies in a truly ANZAC line. On one side of his gravestone in Plot III, Row D, No. 3 lies a man from the Australian Machine Gun Corps; on the other, one from the 44th Battalion Australian Infantry. Further along the row, there are fellow Kiwis from the Auckland and Wellington regiments.


The flowers of ANZAC youth mercilessly cut down, like the corn still harvested there today.


At the foot of Gallaher’s tombstone lies a rugby ball with a heartfelt inscription:


‘We will never forget but will always respect. You started the greatest rugby team in the history of the game.’


For the 1905 All Blacks, the so-called ‘Originals’, rugby football was a manly pursuit, at a time when New Zealand was an ambitious young nation. Tony Johnson, Sky TV commentator in Auckland, has studied this period extensively:


‘There was this desire to go to help the mother country. Maori, too, wanted to do their bit. There was this wish to say afterwards, “Look at what we have done, are you proud of us?” That was the motivation initially.


‘The Prime Minister Richard Johnston underwrote that Originals tour [in 1905]. He saw we needed more people in the country so he regarded the tour as a fantastic chance to show Britain that these people, these young, fit, strong rugby men were the product of a country with a healthy outdoor lifestyle. In effect, they were saying to the people of the UK, “Come and live in our country.”


‘So we were starting to look for our own identity, too. As a nation, that fuelled it. New Zealanders felt this was a way we could make our name on the world stage. It installed the feeling that sport was a way for this small, remote country to gain a sense of achievement, to be noticed.’


More than a hundred years later, that remains true. It is yet another reason for the sustained supremacy of New Zealand rugby teams. The phrase, ‘When you play New Zealand, you don’t play a team, but a nation,’ has a stirring resonance.


Dave Gallaher’s parents, said Johnson, went out to New Zealand on a hare-brained scheme. ‘People were sold this idea of lifestyle blocks, but the land still needed to be tamed. His father was old when he came here and had no chance of doing serious hard work. His mother became the breadwinner, but she got cancer and that killed her.


‘She must have been an incredibly strong woman. Clearly, Gallaher got his strength of character from his mother. She was a true pioneer; she was determined but endured a lot of hardship, pain and suffering.


‘He had to look after younger siblings and became a natural leader. He was a sergeant in the army, a natural leader of men. It was a sense of duty that sent them there. To them, in those days, it was a great adventure.’


In another part of northern France, in another of the beautifully preserved cemeteries, lie more New Zealand victims of the slaughter. The detonation of nineteen mines under the German lines at Messines in June 1917 caused an artificial earthquake. These explosions were the climax of two weeks of intense shelling and heralded an Allied infantry attack on 31 July 1917. Yet many of the German machine guns had survived the barrage and unleashed their cruel intent on unknowing soldiers.


At Messines Ridge lie more lines of Kiwi dead. Their task had been to ascend the gently rising ground to the ridge at the top. It was a walk to death; open and exposed, they had no cover from the hail of bullets that mowed them down.


Had he been born at another time, Ben Mason could have been one of them. The young Aucklander had always wanted to visit the New Zealand Memorial at Messines – and now, here he was. ‘I grew up in the Harry Potter era, but wasn’t interested in that, only in history and war books,’ he told me. So, together with his girlfriend, he had journeyed to this part of northern France and cycled to the Memorial. He put up a New Zealand flag, a personal memorial to the three members of his own family who had served in World War One. Astonishingly, one of them survived the entire war, including Passchendaele.


Today, a sculpture of a lone New Zealand soldier stands proudly on a plinth beside the town square in Messines. In 2017, one hundred years after the battle, a simple exhibition at a local cafe commemorated the New Zealanders’ sacrifice.


George Sellars, who had played fifteen matches for the All Blacks, including two Tests in 1913, and had been in the first New Zealand Maori team to go overseas, lost his life at the Battle of Messines. He was killed while carrying a wounded colleague to safety on his back, and is commemorated by name on the New Zealand Memorial at Messines Ridge.


Sellars died on 7 June 1917, the same day as James Baird, another All Black, and two more, Reginald Taylor and Jim McNeece, died that month. Taylor had been in the Taranaki team that beat Auckland in the Ranfurly Shield in 1913, and played two Tests for the All Blacks in the same year. A formidable forward, he was twenty-eight when he died.


McNeece, an Invercargill man, played five Test matches for the All Blacks in 1913 and 1914. Baird represented his country in a single Test, against Australia at his native Dunedin, in 1913.


Close to Messines there is a wood. I climb a fence and stand alone in it; the haunting silence broken only by the occasional crowing of a cockerel on a nearby farm. Just occasionally, a farmer’s tractor rumbles by. Otherwise, as the light finally begins to fail at the end of one seemingly endless summer evening, the eerie silence is broken only by the sound of birdsong. Yet a hundred years earlier, such calm and serene silence were but a fantasy of the soldiers’ imagination.


‘I died in hell – they called it Passchendaele’, wrote the poet and soldier Siegfried Sassoon. These eight words told millions of the horror. One old ANZAC veteran gave a vivid account of his experiences at Passchendaele. This is what he remembered:




12 October, Battle of Passchendaele. We had to go up this blasted track. It was all mud and water. The ground had about an inch and a half of water on it, brown colour. All in among it were shell holes, about eight to ten feet deep. If you didn’t see the difference in the colour of the water and you stepped in it, that was the end of it, you wouldn’t come up again.


We went down to an old broken-down farmhouse. There were a couple of Germans in there; one was dead, the other was wounded, so we knocked him off. I was trying to send messages back to headquarters, about 500 yards behind us, on an electric signalling lamp, a Lucas lamp. I was sighting when a bullet went right into the wall behind me. My nose was touching the wall right beside where I was standing. That was how close it was. That could only have been a sniper who’d taken a shot at me.


So I said to young Rogers, one of our runners who was there, I said, ‘I’m going to get down in that trench and see if I can find this fellow.’ He said, ‘I’ll come with you.’ He didn’t know hardly one end of a rifle to the other. But we jumped down in there and were both looking for this sniper. Rogers found him and pointed him out to me. He was about 300 yards away so I topped him off pretty smart.


And then, all of a sudden, from up here near Passchendaele, a machine gun opened on us from this hill. Not on the top but two parts of the way up it. The bullets were hitting the brick wall just behind us and ricocheting all around us. They couldn’t have been missing us by much. We kept our heads down until the bursts stopped. Then I put my eye just above this brick wall and they opened up again, another burst. I saw a flash from the end of the machine gun – that was all I could see. I couldn’t see anybody, but as soon as they stopped again, I had marked down where the flash was, and I popped up and sent a couple of bullets up there, then ducked down again.


That went on for about an hour and a half. Anyhow, they stopped all of a sudden when I was letting go at them, so we didn’t have any more trouble with that. But I put another three bullets in there for good measure.


I said to Rogers, ‘Well, that’s the end of them,’ and he said, ‘Yeah.’ Then suddenly, BANG, another one opened up, about a hundred yards to the left of us. They nearly got us, as a matter of fact. But I saw a flash from them, too, so I put a few bullets into them now and again. So after about an hour or more, they ceased, too.


And I was damned if another one didn’t open straight opposite us. There were three machine guns there. Well, we had a terrible battle with that one because he was firing straight at us and they [the bullets] were coming down . . . right at us so we had to keep up against this brick wall. It hit you on the back as they passed over.


However, we got onto them and they quietened down. That’s what I got my Military Medal for – or should have. Do you know what the citation said? That I organized communications and that kind of thing. There were no communications whatever until near twelve o’clock. If we’d sent a runner out, he’d have been cut to pieces by one of those machine guns.





Yet, in the New Zealand section of the museum at Passchendaele under the title of ‘Relaxation – What Soldiers Did’, hangs a curious item: a pair of old, brown leather rugby boots, with khaki-coloured laces. Somebody went to war carrying a pair of rugby boots. Can we ever doubt the New Zealanders were here? Their DNA is writ large upon this land.


The sacrifice given by the men of New Zealand continues to inspire respect and awe, even to this day. Which is why some All Blacks teams have travelled here to pay their respects. Wayne Smith, All Blacks assistant coach until his retirement in late 2017, remembered his own emotions when he came this way.


‘The first thing I thought was, why didn’t we learn about all this at school? How come I didn’t know about this? I had tears in my eyes when I saw that imperceptible hill they were fighting over. And the fact that they were dying in the craters, drowning in them. Imagine how ice cold it would have been. I thought it was an absolute tragedy.


‘There is a huge monument dedicated to the ANZACs . . . men who came from New Zealand and Australia, fighting a war they probably didn’t even understand. They were put in that situation. I couldn’t even put myself there as to what it was like.


‘It makes you angry just reading the books about it. The stupidity . . . leaders who wouldn’t have had the first idea of leadership, sending these valiant young men to their deaths. They were truly lions led by donkeys.’


He also recalled meeting Willie Apiata, New Zealand’s most recent recipient of the Victoria Cross, soon after he had visited Gallipoli. Apiata is, by nature, a man of few words, but Smith told me, ‘He could hardly talk afterwards. I saw him and said, “You look jet-lagged.” But he said, “I am not jet-lagged, I am devastated at what I actually saw.”


‘Those men, as soon as they got out of the trenches, they knew they were going to die. You start thinking, “Why did they go out of the trench?” The answer is, for their mates. They wouldn’t let their mates die alone.


‘You just look back through history. Conflict is a thing we do as humans. That disappoints me because of our children, the next generation. That’s what we’re raising our children in the world for. This is the world they’re going to live in.’


A warrior people? Smith does not see himself like that. But he concedes, ‘New Zealand is definitely full of pioneering spirit. We have all got a bit of that in our DNA. Vibrant, brave soldiers.’


I walk slowly and silently down a row of graves at the massive Tyne Cot Cemetery, where there are 11,961 white headstones marking the Commonwealth soldiers killed during the Battle of Passchendaele. Lost in thought. Yet the irony is that, amid such brutality, there is beauty. Ahead of me a delicate butterfly flutters carefree, dancing delightfully in and around the tombstones. Red rose bushes and other shrubs entice softly humming bees. In another section, a dragonfly rests momentarily on a white tombstone, like a kindly stranger offering a hand on a fallen soldier’s shoulder. The citation reads, ‘A Soldier of the Great War, a New Zealand Regiment.’


The annihilation of a people from the other side of the globe had serious consequences back in New Zealand. The war claimed 58 per cent of the country’s available labour, which led to falling production and increased prices. Only by introducing women into the labour market and continuing to export produce to Britain was a collapse in the New Zealand economy prevented.


Of course, many women were already involved in the war. More than 550 New Zealand nurses served at military hospitals at the front. Ten, most of whom were from the South Island, were among thirty-one New Zealanders who were drowned when the hospital ship Marquette was torpedoed by a U-boat in the Aegean Sea on 23 October 1915, killing 167. Five hundred more nurses from New Zealand worked as volunteers at hospitals in France, Belgium and England. Several were honoured with the Queen Elizabeth Medal for their work.


One French village has gained a place in New Zealand folklore for different reasons. Le Quesnoy (pronounced ‘Le Ken-Wah’) is a typical small French town, a short drive south of the city of Valenciennes. It is an oddity, as many of the street names are of New Zealand origin. ‘Rue Helen Clark’ is close by ‘Rue Adrian Macey’ (a recent New Zealand ambassador in France). There are signposts for ‘Rue Nouvelle Zelande’ and ‘Rue Aotearoa’ on the same street. Not far away is ‘Rue Graeme Allwright’ (a New Zealand author and composer). You turn a corner and come to ‘Avenue des Neo-Zelandais’, which is just metres from ‘Place Des All Blacks’. Then a plaque in the wall, reading ‘1914–1918: Avenue D’Honneur Des Neo-Zelandais’.


What happened here, in the final days of the war, was another illustration of New Zealand resourcefulness. The kind of ‘can-do’ mentality that has been at the heart of the nation, not to mention its rugby teams. On 4 November 1918, just seven days before the Armistice, New Zealand troops were ordered to attack and take the northern French town, held under German occupation since 1914. But the attackers ran into a problem. When they reached the inner walls, they found them too high for their ladder. The entire operation was imperilled.


But the Kiwis’ resourcefulness soon emerged. Some feet above a sluice gate they spied a small brick ledge, which was just big enough to take the ladder. One at a time, the New Zealand troops scaled the ladder, and a German sentry was shot. Hearing gunshots close by and realizing the inner walls of the town had been breached, the main German garrison panicked. They laid down their arms and surrendered; the occupation was over.


Almost a hundred years later, Le Quesnoy remains forever a foreign corner of New Zealand, a town in northern France where the country has roots deep in the soil. And the exploits of those soldiers all that time ago are now told proudly to the new generation of New Zealand youngsters in their schools.
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