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Sir Colin Meads looks to pass against the Barbarians as Sir Wilson Whineray looks on, 1964.
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Samuel Whitelock steals a Welsh lineout throw, 2022.
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Zinzan Brooke celebrates the Blues’ maiden Super 12 championship at Eden Park, 1996.
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INTRODUCTION


To be asked to make a team of the greatest players of the greatest rugby team of all time is an honour, but an unenviable task. Because really, it’s unlikely more than a handful of people are going to agree on the list of names in the following pages, and that’s completely fair enough. In fact, it’s a testament to the legacy of the All Blacks that making an all-time team that won’t cause an argument is impossible.

To understand why, you need to go back to the start of not just the All Blacks, but rugby’s hold on New Zealand and what it means. This is more than a game here: it’s a community, a way of binding together the people as well as occasionally forcing us apart. The clubs dotted around the land have tales of men who have worn the black jersey, those that were desperately unlucky not to, and those that belong in the conversation of being in the best team of all time.

It’s a conversation that’s been had since the late 19th century – just who was the best? It’s been going so long the way the game has played has changed, the positions that are argued about with it and the provincial lines along what allegiances shape peoples’ viewpoints have shifted and been redefined. In short, it’s something that’s changed with New Zealand as a society over the years, but not enough to lose its core value of being about winning and better than anyone else in the world.

There is something about the All Blacks and New Zealand identity that is perhaps misunderstood in the rest of the rugby world. The country lies tucked away down in the bottom of the Pacific, the last stop for many polar explorers on their way to Antarctica. The population yearns to head out, away from the two main islands and explore themselves, make a name offshore before returning home to tell others what they have seen and achieved. The All Blacks are no different – they were originally conceived as the force projection of national identity, a group of men to be sent out into the world and display what makes the land they come from great.

While UK rugby teams are synonymous with their famous home grounds such as Twickenham, Murrayfield and Cardiff Arms Park, many of the great All Black memories are those of the tours. Waking up in the middle of the night to either listen to radio commentary or flick on the TV is an experience that All Black fans have had to do more than anyone else, because of how much they want to see the team succeed.

That’s what makes the idea of the New Zealand national icon just that much more special when they’ve left their mark offshore. The great All Black teams have been given names: the 1905 Originals, the 1924–25 Invincibles and the 1996 Incomparables. All of them went on tours overseas and returned victorious.

All the men in this book achieved feats on the rugby field both at home and abroad, carrying the name of the All Blacks to new heights. The jersey has now become a brand, so being the best All Black of all time is also a financial achievement as well.

This is, of course, where the discussion about the best ever hits a rather large flaw. Rugby went professional in 1995, changing it completely in terms of the way players trained, played and simply went about prioritising it as the most important thing in their lives. Comparing anyone who played in the amateur era to now is ultimately foolish, given that the simple metrics of body weight and height have exponentially increased due to having proper sports science involved.

But you can really say that about any sport, apart from arguably boxing. People are just bigger, healthier and capable of greater expressions of physical exertion now. So, it’s important to note that the criteria for greatest player in their position does evaluate the era and opposition. But really, the picking of any team would just be too straightforward if it were down to who had the best preparation and sports science input, because it would all be those who are either still playing or recently retired.

As it happens, there’s a fair few of those in this line-up anyway, which speaks to just how good the All Blacks have been in the professional era. Since players have begun to be paid, the win rate has gone up, which shows the attention to detail around coaching and management once it became the sole focus.

[image: A black-and-white illustration shows Sir Wilson Whineray battling the Springboks for the ball, with teammates Ken Gray and Bruce McLeod supporting in a fierce rugby match.]
Sir Wilson Whineray fights for the ball against the Springboks as Ken Gray and Bruce McLeod provide support, Athletic Park, 1965.
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Christian Cullen counterattacks in the All Blacks’ infamous 1999 World Cup semi-final against France at Twickenham.




Still, it’s important to recognise other factors. Ken Gray and Bruce Robertson are notable for feats off the field involving stances that defined the All Blacks’ greatest rivalry, as well as their on-field deeds. Sir Bryan Williams is a pillar of the Pasifika community in New Zealand, while Sir Wilson Whineray achieved so much in the business world he could be in a book about that topic as well.

Maurice Brownlie can be honoured as a war veteran as well as an All Black, something inconceivable to today’s generation of players. It doesn’t make them any less as people, but it gives Brownlie, a man born in the 19th century and who died before anyone else in this list made their test debut, a unique life experience that must be taken into consideration.

There are only two names in the team that you can safely say are pretty inarguable, unless you’re trying to be a massive contrarian. Both Richie McCaw and Aaron Smith went through their respective careers with no discussion whatsoever about their place in the team. Given both men had 14- and 13-year international careers respectively, that’s an absolutely incredible achievement. McCaw managed to do so while being captain, a job as scrutinised as heavily as the prime minister, while Smith played in a position that evolved and became increasingly more important the further he played.

Even the great Sir Colin Meads had a form slump, which saw him briefly dropped (admittedly for his own brother) at one point. Dan Carter’s perfect finish to his career was made all that much sweeter by proving a lot of people who thought he was past his best were wrong. Tragically, Jonah Lomu’s health problems, kept mostly secret from the public till after his retirement, meant he wasn’t considered for a great number of test matches he should have been.

Again, this doesn’t mean they are any lesser players; it’s just another factor in their stories.

Zinzan Brooke’s time in the black jersey straddled both the amateur and professional eras, which leads to a fascinating glimpse as to what might have happened if he’d been 10 years younger. Christian Cullen was the perfect player for his time, taking advantage of a game hauling itself into the modern age but leaving enough room for a man of his size and speed to provide some of the greatest highlights ever seen.

Samuel Whitelock and Ma’a Nonu are the most recent additions, with the 153-cap Whitelock having retired at the time of writing and Nonu somehow still playing professional rugby at age 42. Again, the sheer length of their careers is something that sets them apart from other players, with Nonu’s entering a staggering third decade.

You will notice one common theme, in that World Cup success is a key performance indicator for modern players. Therefore, several careers overlap and the retelling of the same events occurs like a gospel according to Richie or Dan.

But their formation into a top XV is just an opinion. There will be very good arguments for the leadership of Sean Fitzpatrick, the athleticism of Sir Michael Jones, Sid Going’s pass, Buck Shelford’s toughness, Jeff Wilson’s pace or Dave Gallaher’s bravery. There’s Grant Fox’s tactical brain, Gary Whetton’s lineout ability, Kevin Skinner’s strength, Frank Bunce’s durability, Don Clarke’s kicking. Several entire other teams could be named and with good reason and the reasons why could fill many books.

There’s also the obvious discrepancy in a couple of positions: Whineray and Gray were both props, although in the days of quick scrum sets and interchangeable skills swapping to either side or even shifting to the second row for stints in games was common. Gray played tighthead and loosehead throughout his career and was even known as a solid lineout option, skills that became obsolete for props many years ago. Brownlie is down as a flanker but in his time the scrum formation was different, so blindside is about as close as we can get to his actual position of ‘support’.

Likewise, there is an obvious mismatch in actual numbers of games and tests played. Brownlie only played eight international matches, although during his entire career Australia were unable to field a test side. Colin Meads played 55 tests and 78 tour games for the All Blacks, Richie McCaw on the other hand played 148 tests and one game. That’s just the way it is when comparing eras.

Then there’s my own bias that must be acknowledged. Of course, people are going to favour the players they grew up watching and I’m no different, hence why the 1990s is well represented. The All Blacks that I grew up watching live made an indelible mark; they formed my love for the game, so I’m not ashamed to say some picks were made on passion.

This is not here to be definitive, quite the opposite – this is a conversation starter and something that contributes to the aforementioned tradition that will live on until at least a time that another book can be written about an entirely different set of All Blacks who may not have even been born yet.

Until then, here is a team to ponder. They are the ones who left the greatest impression; they are the ones who triumphed on and off the field and took the jersey to its greatest heights.

They are the Immortals of New Zealand rugby.

Jamie Wall

[image: Jonah Lomu, wearing New Zealand’s black All Blacks jersey, sprints with the ball as French players in blue chase him during a fierce, high-intensity match.]
Jonah Lomu shreds the French defence in Paris, 1995.








[image: Sir Wilson Whineray, legendary All Blacks rugby player, beams as he’s lifted on the shoulders of a cheering crowd in a packed stadium, wearing his sports jersey, with a police officer nearby.]
Sir Wilson Whineray is carried off the field after the All Blacks’ final game of the 1963–64 tour of the UK and France.












1 PROP: SIR WILSON WHINERAY




	Birthdate:

	10 July 1935 (died 22 October 2012)




	Birthplace:

	Auckland




	Nickname:

	Willie




	Tests:

	32 (45 games)




	All Black

	#585





If there is one thing that sums up the career of Sir Wilson Whineray, it’s that he was once described as being fully comfortable talking to the captains of industry as well as the man standing behind the bar. He was a statesman, the perfect man to lead what was and still is the country’s most recognisable brand overseas. He was somehow very much of and ahead of his time in that regard, the sort of personality that both reminds the country of a perceived golden age and would not go amiss in front of the TV cameras and social media scrutiny of professional rugby.





It says a lot that we’d know full well who Whineray was and his deeds as a New Zealander even if he’d never picked a rugby ball up at all. His career in the business world was enough on its own for him to earn a knighthood, to say nothing of his standing in the community as a much-respected and loved figure. But Whineray’s time on the rugby field is an interesting and successful journey, one that puts him in a class of his own as a leader of men.

Born in Auckland in 1935, he was highly intelligent and cultured from a young age, so much so that he made a decision to leave Auckland Grammar a year early so he ‘could get on with things’. He went south to Massey Agricultural College and Lincoln College to become an agricultural field cadet, a job that would take him around the country on a regular basis. And so began a remarkable journey of rugby representation.

[image: A black-and-white illustration shows captains Whineray and Ronnie Dawson leading the All Blacks and British Lions onto the field, each holding a rugby ball; Dawson carries a stuffed lion.]
Whineray and Ronnie Dawson lead out the All Blacks and British Lions in 1959.




His first provincial side was Wairarapa in 1953, then a shift south saw a stint with Mid Canterbury the next season, before he headed to Manawatu the season after and south again to Canterbury, where he had his first taste of top-level rugby.

1956 was a watershed year in New Zealand rugby. It was the year of perhaps the most celebrated tour ever, with the Springboks making their return after a World War-interrupted 19-year absence. It’s hard to put into perspective just how massive this event was for the country, given the entertainment options we take for granted to occupy our time now were still years away. The tour completely captivated New Zealand in all aspects, culminating in a record crowd to watch the fourth test at Eden Park that still stands today.

But before then, the Springboks had a number of tour matches against the provinces to play, including one against Whineray’s Canterbury at Lancaster Park. The Boks didn’t take the game lightly, with 10 players backing up from the first test.

The game, which ended in the visitors’ third defeat, was down to the performance of the Canterbury forwards. They got home 9-6 in front of 46,000 onlookers, albeit due to a controversial penalty eight minutes from the end for offside. It sparked an official complaint from legendary coach Danie Craven about the way the Boks were being refereed, but it didn’t change the result.

Remarkably, Whineray found himself lining up against the Boks again a month later, this time for the NZ Universities side. Again, he found himself on the winning team at the end of the game, a rare feat for a non-test player to record two victories over one touring side. The match has gone down in history as one of the more entertaining of the era, with the 22-15 scoreline easily the highest points tally the Boks conceded on the tour.

It was out of Canterbury that Whineray was picked to play for the All Blacks, heading away on a successful tour of Australia in 1957. He played in both comfortable test wins, before returning home to New Zealand where he was involved in another statistical oddity – losing to his provincial side Canterbury in a one-off match to end the season.

His farming career saw him move next to Waikato for a season before he finally returned back where he grew up and in the Auckland province which he is most associated with. By now he’d ascended to the All Black captaincy, which came as no surprise to anyone that had been in a changing shed with him, given his leadership qualities and speaking ability. Plus, there was a presence about Whineray, not only was he a big man at six foot one and 100 kg, but he also had a calmness and acute understanding of the situations he was in. That quality would come to the fore in the next decade of All Black rugby.

He was joined by another icon of the black jersey, Colin Meads, the same year he debuted. The pair formed a formidable axis of leadership, with Whineray calling the shots and Meads dishing them out when the referee wasn’t looking. The pair were naturally selected for the next big challenge the All Blacks faced, which saw Whineray take charge of the first of several iconic and important test series.

The British Lions arrived in 1959 with high hopes, having drawn a series in South Africa four years previously. This was the golden era of rugby in New Zealand, with the post-war economy booming and standards of living higher than they’d ever been. Queues to get into the test matches started on the day before the games themselves, with fans camping out along the streets outside the major grounds. New Zealand still saw itself as a British outpost in the South Pacific, so having the Lions in the country was tinged with a desperate need to impress and welcome the visitors from the ‘Motherland’.

The Lions headed to Carisbrook in Dunedin for the first test, which turned out to be one arguably the most controversial performance on home soil by the All Blacks ever. Whineray spent a lot of the game pointing to the posts and instructing fullback Don Clarke to take shots at goal, six in total.

The issue was that the Lions scored five tries in response, a feat that was not lost on the big crowd in to watch. In fact, by the end when Clarke was lining up to take the All Blacks into the lead, they began to boo. It didn’t put off the big goal kicker, or Whineray in his capacity as captain who described Clarke’s efforts years later in Behind The Silver Fern as ‘the best exhibition I ever saw’.


‘I think that I probably finished up a better captain than when I started.’

– Sir Wilson Whineray



‘Four of them were quite big and difficult kicks and every penalty I have to say was thoroughly deserved – they (the Lions) just weren’t disciplined on the day.’

The test ended 18-17, with the All Blacks pilloried in the press for their lack of adventure and reliance on Clarke’s admittedly excellent boot. The teams moved to Wellington, where Clarke then played a more traditional role as hero by scoring the match-winning try in a tense 11-8 win, but the series didn’t get the sort of dramatic finish it deserved in the final two tests as the All Blacks comfortably won the third 22-8.

It said a lot about the popularity of the tourists that their eventual 9-6 win in the final test at Eden Park was greeted with cheers by the New Zealand fans.

‘They were a great side, one of the best I ever played. Had they the forward power of later Lions teams they would’ve donkeyed us, to be honest,’ Whineray admitted.

He also learned a great deal about captaincy. In those days, the All Blacks only assembled a week before the first test, then the players would disperse back to their provincial unions (and day jobs) to play midweek games against the tourists. In a way, it gave the touring side a bit of an advantage in terms of team cohesion, offset somewhat by the All Blacks being far more used to the often-inhospitable home conditions.

‘A captain usually gets better as he goes along – as he develops his experience of match situations, weather and getting along with people. I think that I probably finished up a better captain than when I started. One of the first essentials is that the captain plays well enough to hold his place,’ Whineray said in the aftermath.

The All Blacks had one summer to enjoy the series win, before a massive challenge awaited. They would be heading to South Africa in 1960 for a tour that would ramp up the tension between the two great rivals for the next three decades.

While the 1956 series had been almost entirely focused on rugby, South Africa’s apartheid government had nonetheless been in power long enough to raise some eyebrows in New Zealand. That feeling turned into a full-on movement four years later, when it was confirmed that while Whineray, Meads and other white New Zealanders would be picked, Māori players were not. The 1960 All Blacks were derisively termed ‘Whineray’s Whites’ and pilloried by sections of the community in articles, protests and song:

[image: Sir Wilson Whineray playing guitar outdoors, surrounded by a group of men, some holding string instruments.]
A man of many talents, Whineray enjoys a bit of downtime on the 1963–64 tour of the UK and France.




Oh, we’re Whineray’s Whites, and we champion the Rights

Of Rugby to trample rough-shod

Upon Conscience and Creed, while it follows the Lead

Of a double damned Dutch Reformed God.

Undeterred, the All Blacks jetted off to South Africa. They arrived only weeks after the infamous Sharpeville Massacre, where police opened fire on a protest in the township and killed 69 people. The reality of apartheid South Africa was a serious eye-opener for much of the tour party, never mind the relentless way the home sides took the game to the All Blacks and the usual issues with local referees.

After a stopover along the way in Australia and seven warm-up games in South Africa itself, Whineray’s side got a rude awakening in the first test. Ten of the Springbok side selected for the match at Ellis Park were from the high veld region and were acclimated to the energy-sapping thin air of its altitude. The match ended 13-0, one of the few times in their history the All Blacks were blanked. Whineray admitted he ‘played poorly’ and had ‘no sense of urgency’.

[image: Wilson Whineray, Bruce McLeod, and Stan Meads of the All Blacks standing together on a muddy field, wearing black jerseys with silver fern emblems.]
Whineray lays down the law to his side, watched on by Bruce McLeod, Stan Meads and Brian Lochore, Athletic Park, 1965.




Things were teetering on the edge of disaster as the series moved back down to sea level in Cape Town. Instead of folding, Whineray marshalled his troops, who by now had the added use of a few more midweek games to fine-tune their game plan. With the scores locked at 3-all in the second half, wing Terry Lineen made a break and set Meads up for a crucial try. The test was won 11-3, the first time the All Blacks had won in South Africa for 32 years, and the All Blacks travelled back to the high veld for the third test in Bloemfontein.

In a game that’s gone down in history, the All Blacks were down 11-3 with five minutes to go on the ref’s watch. Whineray knew he had to give the team someone to follow so took a quick tap, which drew the Boks offside and gave the All Blacks a penalty just within Clarke’s kicking range.

Keyword there being ‘just’. It was around 65 metres away and it took one of the greatest kicks in Clarke’s storied career to land the opportunity, but the other main contender for that title came only a couple of minutes later when Frank McMullen scored in the corner to close the gap to two points. Clarke had 56,000 spectators at Free State Stadium breathing down his neck.

The conversion never looked like missing, splitting the posts and securing an incredible 11-all draw to keep the series alive.

‘There has never been anything like it, and there never will be again,’ famed New Zealand rugby scribe TP McLean somewhat grandiosely wrote, given there was still a lot more rugby to be played, but it summed up the mood of the day. This would stand as one of the All Blacks’ greatest-ever results.

Unfortunately, the All Blacks couldn’t keep the intensity up in the fourth and deciding test in Port Elizabeth. Whineray admitted the Springboks had played the better rugby over the series; however, given the political climate now around the fixture, no one was sure when the All Blacks would return to South Africa. As it turned out, it would be Whineray’s last visit to the country as an All Black.

By 1963, the bulk of the All Black team, particularly the forwards, picked themselves. Whineray knew his career would be coming to an end, like when he left school he had bigger things on his mind, so targeted the next two big out- and inbound tours to finish on.

That year, the All Blacks embarked on their first tour of the UK and Europe in a decade. It ended up being extremely successful and ended on Whineray’s most celebrated moment in the All Black jersey.

The only blemishes on their 36-game schedule were a loss to Newport and a draw with Scotland, so when the All Blacks came to Cardiff to play the last match of the UK leg of the tour, they were greeted like conquering heroes. It clearly had an effect on the Barbarians team they were facing, who mostly watched on as the All Blacks ran in eight tries, with the last one being the most famous.

After the ball was spilled loose in a tackle, it was regathered by the All Blacks and shifted to Whineray, who had run a direct line to the middle of the park from the preceding lineout. After taking the pass, Whineray threw an outrageous dummy and cruised over the goal line like a winger, nonchalantly dotting the ball down next to the posts.

In the aftermath, he was mobbed by teammate and opposition alike, carried from the field while the crowd sang an ovation of ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’. Whineray revealed in 2012 to The New Zealand Herald that the spirited but friendly nature of the game was due to a situation getting to the ground.

‘Before the tests we used separate buses, the test team in one, the rest in the other. However, the Welsh wanted us to use one very big bus (for the Barbarians game). So, we all piled in together, and suddenly a marvellous atmosphere developed, and I hoped the mood would be the same when we played. The Welsh loved us.’ They sang, ‘We’ll keep a welcome in the hillsides… when you come home again to Wales.’

In 1965, Whineray closed out his career with a feat that had eluded him and all his long-serving teammates. The Springboks were beaten 3-1 in the series, with the final test being a 20-3 blowout that somewhat made up for the pain of the 1960 defeat. Whineray was now 30 years old and walked away from the All Blacks a winner and a leader who would leave an indelible mark on the team.

[image: Sir Wilson Whineray walking across a sports field alongside three former All Blacks, all dressed in formal attire, as a crowd and parked cars are visible in the background during an event.]
Whineray enjoys a lap of honour at Eden Park in 2003, flanked by former All Blacks (L-R) Jock Hobbs, Graham Mourie and Dave Loveridge.




He’d also become the first All Black to have a move named specifically after him. Throughout his career, a long throw that was tapped down to a prop wrapping around from the front of the lineout, in order to send their larger frames against smaller defenders in the backline, was known as a ‘Willie-Away’. The name caught on, has stuck and was even used as the title for the official book of the 1963–64 All Black tour.

What he did next continued his tradition of high achievement and cemented his status as a special New Zealander. Whineray accepted a Harkness Fellowship to study at Harvard University, learning another culture in the tumultuous late ’60s.

‘I remember one of the heads at Harvard said to us one day “we don’t want you to feel that somehow you are beholden to us, and you must love America for the rest of your days. That’s not the case. We just want you to see if you can understand us – the way we are, the way we think, the way we get driven so that you can better understand the decisions we make and why we make them”,’ he remembered of his time at the famed Ivy League university.

[image: Sir Wilson Whineray, wearing a suit, holds a framed piece of artwork showcasing a dynamic sketch of a rugby scrum.]
Whineray is presented with a drawing at the Park Lane Hotel in London, 1963.





‘Sir Wilson was a great All Black and may have been the greatest captain we ever had.’

– New Zealand Prime Minister John Key



Whineray returned to New Zealand to eventually become chairman of the large building conglomerate Carter Holt Harvey. His reputation as a businessman saw him serve on the boards of several other large corporations: by the 1990s he chaired sports funding body the Hillary Commission from 1993 to 1998, and in 1997 he was appointed the honorary Colonel-Commandant of the New Zealand Special Air Service.

He was reportedly considered to become the Governor-General of New Zealand in 2006 but, according to biographer Bob Howitt, Whineray did not allow his name to be put forward.

Whineray passed away in 2012, aged 77. ‘Today is a very sad day,’ New Zealand Rugby Union chairman Mike Eagle said. ‘We have lost one of New Zealand’s great heroes and for the rugby community we have lost a much-loved patron and champion of rugby.’

‘Sir Wilson was a great All Black and may have been the greatest captain we ever had,’ Prime Minister John Key said. ‘This is a loss all of New Zealand will feel.’

He is described in his biography on the All Blacks database as a ‘towering giant’, a perfect description for a leader of men on and off the field. Sir Wilson Whineray was the All Blacks’ greatest statesman, holding a stature no one has managed to achieve ever since.

His great opponent in the Lions and prolific businessman Tony O’Reilly used perhaps the most prosaic term to ever describe an All Black:

‘Whineray is the face of New Zealand… granitic in quality, unchanging over the years.’
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