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  PART ONE




  The Colour of My Shirt




  





  




  The quiet blue stillness of an early morning in June reminded me of winter on the Highveld. Summer in London was holding. I had my ritual in place, having perfected it over the

  previous four Saturdays. We woke earlier than we usually did on a weekend, Alison and I, for I needed time to get ready It calmed me a little to walk slowly up the hill to the tiny parade of shops

  halfway along the Wimbledon Park Road. I could savour my anticipation and, more seriously, brace myself for the calamity of defeat.




  I remembered losing myself more simply in football’s last three World Cup extravaganzas. Diego and the Mexican ‘Hand of God’ in 1986, Gazza and the tears of the

  Azzurri in Italia’90 and Brazil and America in’94 had each dominated a month and more of my life in London. They belonged amongst my greatest memories of the city, filled by

  heaving nights in open-windowed pubs and bars as London watched and sighed with the rest of the planet. But that was football, the world game.




  This is different. This goes beyond sport, this is personal. The 1995 Rugby World Cup, in the new South Africa, in the South Africa of a free Nelson Mandela and a smiling Francois Pienaar, would

  become history It felt like the beginning of a new story. It felt like the end of darkness in the last area to surrender – rugby.




  All our hurt and shame had begun to recede. South Africa’s first democratic election had been held the previous year and, miraculously, the country seemed to be thriving. And, that hazy

  afternoon, before not only a 65,000 crowd at Ellis Park, but in front of Mandela and the whole nation, the Springboks would face the All Blacks in the World Cup final.




  The stroll from our flat to Bruno’s baguette shop in SW18 took ten minutes. My journey from South Africa to England, from Johannesburg to London, from Soweto to Southfields, had taken a

  while longer. I had left almost eleven years before, in August 1984, when the army again came a-knocking. My last two years in the country were spent working as an English teacher in Soweto. I

  learnt more about South Africa then than in the previous twenty-one years put together. Soweto had been crammed with wit and heat, grime and funk, drinking and soccer – without a single

  mention of the oval ball or a Springbok. Rugby did not exist in the township. It was the game of apartheid, having nothing to do with eighty per cent of the people.




  From the opening match of the tournament in Cape Town, the change from the past was obvious. Although Mandela had allowed the Springboks to keep their name and green-and-gold

  shirts, everything else felt different. On the same ground three years before, they had lost 26–3 against Australia, the reigning world champions. But, on 25 May 1995, South Africa

  overwhelmed virtually the same Wallaby team 27–18. They looked as fiery as they had been awkward on their international re-emergence. The blend of bliss-struck black and white faces revelling

  in the Springboks’, the Amabokbokke’s, victory was an even more stunning sight – a blurring of colours once impossible to imagine in either a South African rugby stadium

  or on the surrounding streets.




  I especially liked the footage of James Small, the team’s apparent ‘bad boy’, being folded up in the arms of a bosomy black mama who must have been at least sixty As Small

  stepped off the team bus she engulfed him in a shimmy of a slipper-shuffling dance. He took to it like a young master of the shebeen dance-floor, rocking her gently across the hot tar as the

  ecstatic ululations rang out in accompaniment.




  With his snazzy shades and a walkman tuned to Massive Attack, Small offered white South African sport its first taste of cultural rebellion. Small was different to the other players and he knew

  it, deliberately cultivating his own brooding interest in boxing and fashion, in writers like Edward Bunker and movies like Reservoir Dogs. He had a smart smack of the’90s about him.

  Small was so far beyond the old country he didn’t even have to think about how he looked as he jived around with his big mama. Instead, he just laughed and danced, devoid of the embarrassment

  which had made so many former Springboks clam up whenever they’d been asked to show a touch of spontaneity.




  There was also something more tangible than political PR at work in the informal exchanges between Mandela and the Springboks. While aware how easily he could forge a link with even the most

  sceptical whites by endorsing Pienaar’s team, Mandela was more natural than calculating in the friendly overtures he made to the young rugby men. The Springbok reaction was one of veneration

  tinged with delight. In a peculiarly South African moment, the country’s first black president accepted the ultimate Afrikaans gift of a Springbok cap from the centre Hennie Le Roux with a

  large grin. Mandela plonked the green-and-gold cap on his silvery head and continued down the line of outstretched rugby-playing hands.




  At that stage, in only the first week of the competition, it seemed as if rugby’s own answer to Mandela – Chester Williams – had missed his opportunity through injury. Williams

  was a ‘Cape Coloured’, the only ‘dark face’ at the Springbok party. He was handsome and genial with a grin as smooth as his own mix of brown skin and white teeth. Chester

  Williams was the organising committee’s dream-man.




  Their nightmare, however, was his torn hamstring. Williams had recovered by the time the first match was played – but, as he had been left out of the original squad, he could not be

  recalled. The ‘Rainbow Nation’s’ team looked suspiciously bleached; for the Springboks were, yet again, the All Whites.




  Chester’s face still stared down from every billboard and television screen advertising a World Cup which stretched rugby’s usual borders. Beyond Britain, Ireland, France, Australia,

  New Zealand and South Africa, rugby extended into unfamiliar territory From Romania to Japan, Canada to Tonga, the Ivory Coast to Italy, emerging rugby countries made their own small impression in

  quintessential South African cities like Bloemfontein and Port Elizabeth.




  But, still, the old dark giants from the bottom of the world, the All Blacks, looked set to make the most massive imprint on the tournament. They realised, more acutely than any other team, that

  rugby was on the brink of astonishing change. The 1995 World Cup, only the third of its kind, would leave rugby men agog with the prospect of reinventing themselves both on and off the field.




  I had always loved a singularly French definition of rugby. Pierre Danos, a three-quarter for the Tricolores in the early’70s, had inspired us with his poetic precision.

  ‘There are two kinds of rugby players,’ he had once explained, ‘those who play pianos and those who shift them.’ I was fascinated by both, for rugby’s essential appeal

  centred as much on its grinding forwards as those tinkling backs who jinked and ran.




  Yet, in 1995, under Laurie Mains, New Zealand were determined to blur the once rigid certainties of rugby. They would play rugby at a pace that had never been seen before. They would also

  concentrate on players who could manage both piano tricks. Their captain, after all, was Sean Fitzpatrick, an abrasive hooker who could do the usual front-row thing and carry the weight on his back

  all day long. But Fitzpatrick was different to his predecessors in the number 2 shirt. It wasn’t enough for him just to move huge objects around the field. He also liked to let other teams

  know that he was fiercely intelligent and competitive enough to suddenly pop up on the wing and run in a little trill of a try. And then, at the next scrum, Fitzy would try to convince his opposite

  number that he had actually invented the fucking piano.




  In the scrum behind him, forwards like Ian Jones and Zinzan Brooke could orchestrate moves in a variety of keys. They were outstanding in tight phases of play but, in the loose, they could run

  and pass as well as most backs. Zinzan, in particular, with his innovations at number 8, was more like a great conductor.




  In an outrageous World Cup cacophony of sound and fury, New Zealand then unleashed Jonah Lomu, a solid slab of six-foot-five-inch, eighteen-stone muscle on the wing. Lomu could run through other

  teams with three or four pianos strapped to his back – and it would still sound as if his thunderous thighs and flying boots made up a Black version of a Wagnerian symphony.




  Lomu became rugby’s first genuine international celebrity – with a fame so sudden and so shocking that it spread from South Africa to countries which had never even heard the word

  ‘rugby’ before. In the space of a month, the sport had revealed a depth of potential which had only been hinted at previously. The New Zealanders, South Africans and Australians had

  already stressed their determination to capitalise on that abrupt transformation. Just as they would make the game even quicker by driving through a radical series of law-changes, so they would

  strive for an even slicker sale of post-World Cup tournaments and stars. The northern-hemisphere countries would have to try and keep abreast of their dramatic modifications – for rugby would

  have altered forever.




  It was not just that professionalism would finally sweep away even the stickiest remnants of amateurism. Rugby, in all but name, had been a professional business in the southern hemisphere for

  years. The ‘Five Nations’ had more stubborn amateurs in their ranks – but they could no longer hold back the television and sponsorship money pouring into the highest levels of

  rugby The struggle for power, and control of that money, had only just begun.




  In a supposedly more routine encounter on the pitch, South Africa’s third and final group match was against Canada. But the Canadians, with a couple of meanies in their team, were not

  about to keel over on cue. In a fractious but otherwise dull clash, which South Africa won 20–0, fighting broke out in the second half. The Springbok hooker James Dalton and two Canadians,

  the prop Rod Snow and their fly-half and captain Gareth Rees, were sent off. All three were suspended for thirty days – the rest of the tournament in effect – while the Canadian Scott

  Stewart and the Springbok wing, Pieter Hendriks, were also cited for dirty play Hendriks’ ban lasted ninety days. He had been caught both kicking and punching on camera. The South Africans

  were distraught – especially at the sight of the bald and wide Dalton bursting into tears after he’d said, in his flat Johannesburg accent, ‘It was great . . . while it

  lasted.’




  And then, deliriously, they realised the good news. Chester Williams, the country’s dusky darling, could replace Hendricks on the left wing. Williams returned for the quarter-final against

  Western Samoa at Ellis Park and, with one eye on the impossible dream of starring in Hollywood’s first film about rugby, he wrote his own outrageous script. South Africa romped home

  42–14 and Chester scored four tries – a Springbok record. The South African headline writers joined the marketing men’s rolling, if hackneyed, ecstasy. It was, ‘Chester . .

  . Chester . . . Chester . . . Chester!’ and ‘Cheeky Chester!’




  There was another classic South Africanism before the delayed start to their semi-final against France at King’s Park. Against all the climatic constants which state that it never rains in

  Durban in the middle of winter, the downpour continued unabated all day. The pitch looked like a grey river. The Springboks were in danger of drifting out of the tournament. According to our chirpy

  ITV announcers, an arcane World Cup rule stated that if a semi- final could not be played, for whatever reason, then the team with the better disciplinary record would automatically qualify for the

  final. The teary Dalton and Hendricks fracas meant that France, without a red card in the tournament, would be through.




  Desperate times, our commentator rumbled, demand desperate measures. The South Africans reached deep into their bag of technological tricks and pulled out an absurdly familiar standby from the

  country’s suburban kitchens. Thirty middle-aged black women, all of whom looked like they would have been happier having a jig with James Small instead, waded bare foot through the lapping

  waves. Each of them wore a typical black South African maid’s uniform of white doek (scarf), brown jersey and green overall, while carrying that old domestic prop – the mop.

  They stoically walked up and down the length of the field, mopping away, as a mournful white crowd watched them through the falling rain. It was a more representative picture of South African life

  than all those dreamy snapshots of Nelson’s Springbok cap and Chester’s wide smile, I’d reached for the usual retinue of bitter asides as, on my comfortable London sofa, I also

  watched the women work. But I began to twitch with increasing anxiety. The cup was floating away. It rained and rained until, an hour and a half after the scheduled kick-off, it eased sufficiently

  for the teams to finally emerge.




  They played on through the returning rain. The two number 10s, Joel Stransky and Thierry Lacroix, swapped penalties before South Africa crawled ahead with a solitary try from Ruben Kruger. With

  five minutes left, France had set up a billowy blue camp on the steaming green tryline. Scrum followed scrum. The Springboks held on, without pushing France any further back. The great Abdelatif

  Benazzi came roaring through the wet again. He brushed past Pienaar and Joubert before he stumbled in the slush just as he touched down. Only Small’s helplessly pinned body separated the ball

  in Benazzi’s hand from the ground. No try. Another scrum to France. And then another.




  At last, amid all the straining and wheeling and collapsing, South Africa were given the put-in. The ball came back quickly towards Stransky and, under immense pressure from Laurent Cabannes and

  Benazzi, he found touch. The players paddled in exhaustion towards the line-out, with South Africa seeming unable to withstand yet another French barrage. But the whistle saved them. It had been a

  lottery of a match, a cruel maker of coronaries rather than a fair decider of a World Cup final place. But the four-point difference on the board counted. South Africa 19, France 15.




  On the morning of the final, I swung through the opening of my south-west London patisserie with a more cautious step than usual. Exactly a week before, in a curious coincidence, I had been one

  of four men peering at the pain aux raisins in a watery-mouth semi-final spirit. Bruno the baker, a self-proclaimed French artist with pastry, knew the three of us standing opposite him on

  the customers’ side of the counter. He was amused while we, unknown to each other, stared back in bemusement. It was his little World Cup tart-breaker. He introduced us according to our

  respective nationalities. The city boy in his Saturday Hackett wear was England; the gangly grinner in the All Black shirt, naturally enough, was New Zealand; and I, with accent and

  croissant-shaped figure still intact, was South Africa. Bruno, of course, whom we all knew, was France.




  We were all ‘pretty confident’; but I thought it significant that the Kiwi and I were the quietest of the quartet. As Bruno and Hackett spoke effusively about likely upsets and a

  European breakthrough, the tall Black shirt and I smiled warily at each other. Eventually, after I had done my bit and said a few nice words about New Zealand being the best team in the tournament

  – at least on paper – he stopped smiling. ‘Yeah,’ he grunted, ‘no worries on that score. But, mate, it’s still a big ask. The Springboks at home, in a World Cup

  final, with bloody Nelson Mandela and God on your bastard side . . .’




  He then continued, in minute detail, to explain exactly how the Black shirts would overcome even divine intervention. He didn’t even bother to mention Jonah Lomu, because Bruno and the

  English guy had already indulged in head-shaking debate about hiring a tank as the only possible defence down the left flank. ‘We’ve got fourteen other brilliant players,’ the

  Kiwi murmured as he took a chunk out his baguette and turned towards the door, ‘See ya next Saturday, mate,’ he said. ‘We’ll have another yarn before the final . .

  .’




  But on the day itself, I wanted to avoid such rugby chit-chat. I was lucky. ‘Your new friend has been in already, looking for you,’ Bruno said as soon as he saw me. ‘I told him

  that I’ve forgiven you for last week and that I’m with the Springboks today . . .’ We managed a relatively sophisticated conversation about my tangled emotions on a day which

  seemed miraculous merely for happening. South Africa was not the same country I had left. There was hope and a semblance of equality which, when I’d lived there, had always been far from

  ordinary life. ‘Still,’ Bruno shrugged, ‘to win today as well . . .’




  Even at ten in the morning, we could see four green-and-gold shirts outside the tube. There were South Africans wherever you went in London. But I wanted to watch the match at home, just Alison

  and me, so that I could measure my jumbled feelings one by one, fold after fold, opening up or closing in on myself in private. It already seemed a day like no other.




  I wandered back down the hill again, feeling the sweet drag of memory. I thought of my parents and friends, of Johannesburg and Soweto, of Syd Nomis, my original rugby hero, and Errol Tobias,

  our first black Springbok. Eventually, I settled on my own past racism, from my boyish acceptance of ‘our blacks’ to the more naked prejudice I’d shown towards Afrikaners. I had

  been one of those smug English-speakers who thought the mythical ‘we’ were superior to everyone else. It was not even as if ‘Non-Whites’ came into the picture. I turned all

  my spleen and fear of the unknown onto the Afrikaners. We were the good guys, I’d always say, we were the smart guys. Meanwhile, they, an equally mythic ‘they’, were the bad guys.

  They were the ‘Dutchmen’ and the ‘rock-spiders’ who had invented apartheid; as if we, in comparison, remained untainted.




  A more personal truth was that I had really never spoken to an Afrikaner my own age until I reached university. I discovered that ‘they’ were just the same as ‘us’

  – innocent and clever, fucked-up and guilty. They were also just looking for a way to live. And, again, the same little moment of insular revelation recurred in the schoolrooms and shebeens

  of Soweto. The black ‘they’ were also just people. I was a wreck when I left the country but, soon after arriving in London, I put some of the baggage to rest. We were just bloody South

  Africans, the whole lot of us.




  I would forever be one; and yet I was also, in the end, more at home in far-off London. By the time I put my key in the latch, it felt like I had been through the entire maze of my heart. And,

  after so long, I felt happy It seemed ridiculously easy, suddenly, to just think of rugby.




  Like how the hell was James Small going to stop Jonah Lomu? How could a five-foot-ten-inch man called Small even think about taking on that same huge monster of a wing who had

  trampled over every team that had crossed his path in South Africa? Six days before, Lomu had ripped England to shreds in the second semi-final in Cape Town. Will Carling called him ‘a

  freak’ – but the pictures of Lomu on the move were more illuminating than that strange and stunted word. His extreme power put the squeeze on romantic rugby notions of style and swerve

  on the wing. Lomu just thundered through, blasting his way clear, shattering his opponents, the whole shebang looking as graceful as a controlled demolition. But there was something compelling

  about the sight of a building being blown apart, disintegrating stage by stage, floor by floor. I found myself transfixed by Lomu’s explosive bang-crash whoosh with the ball. Occasionally,

  he’d root out a tree-like arm. He’d then snap it into the glassy faces of his smashed tackiers. I’d given up even the thought of yelling ‘TIMBER!’ whenever another

  band of frantic foresters from England, Scotland or, God help them, Ireland, had attempted to bring him down. Lomu wouldn’t fall. He kept running, seeming to grow ever taller, ever broader

  with every stride. The effect on his victims was even more startling. Tony Underwood, on the same wing as Lomu, had been traumatised by his encounter. He’d bounced repeatedly off the black

  shirt like a white-winged fly hitting a wall. Mike Catt, meanwhile, had been laid low like a new strip of blistered tar. Lomu simply ran over him with the heavy roller of his massive legs.




  Lomu was terrifying; and yet 1 was just as disturbed by the veracity of my Kiwi pal’s observation that the All Blacks had ‘fourteen other brilliant players’. Jeff Wilson was

  quicker and more inventive than Lomu while Frank Bunce and Walter Little were the world’s best centre partnership. Andrew Mehrtens, a jewel of a stand-off, had been the New Zealand back

  line’s revelation of the competition – if, naturally, you put Lomu to one side of the black mountain.




  In the forwards, however, the All Blacks were formidable. The Auckland front row of Craig Dowd, Sean Fitzpatrick and Olo Brown were exacting scrummagers; and as canny as they

  were ruthless. Ian Jones was the finest line-out jumper in rugby while Zinzan Brooke confirmed his ranking as the modern game’s smartest and most talented forward. Zinzan even had the

  audacity to land one of his stupendous drop goals from just over the halfway line during the destruction of England. But my favourite All Black was the withering flanker in the black scrum-cap

  –Josh Kronfeld, a young and brutally fast number 7 who kept reaching the loose ball first in between searing in like a blackened rocket on Lomu’s shoulder to complete another try.




  They were that good. They were that frightening – even though the Springboks had Andre Joubert at full-back, Small and Williams on the wing and Stransky and Joost van der Westhuizen at

  half-back. They had Os du Randt and Kobus Wiese in the tight and Pienaar and Kruger in the loose. Yet, if you had to compare each team man for man, player for player, the All Blacks seemed certain

  to win every time – except that this was a clash between Springbok and All Black in a World Cup final. We’d also learnt that anything could happen when South Africa faced New

  Zealand.




  The Springboks were coached by Kitch Christie and managed by Morne du Plessis – each of whom, with Pienaar, had inspired South Africa throughout the long build-up to the final. The night

  before, as the rest of the country wondered and wailed about destiny and Jonah Lomu, du Plessis said softly that, ‘a stillness has descended on the camp that is quite eerie. It’s not

  tense. I don’t quite know how to describe it. It’s the stillness that I haven’t felt for a long while in a rugby atmosphere . . .’




  It felt suddenly still, too, at the cool centre of our flat in London. The television was already on, but I had turned the sound down. The pictures had yet to cut away to Johannesburg. We read

  the newspaper previews for a while and then, again, I looked at my watch. Three hours were left. There was more to remember.




  5 November 1969




  We lived at the bottom of Africa. We were young and we were happy. We also knew, in some vague and dreamy way, that all our luck and sweet moments of bliss were sealed in

  white. We never spoke about it. There was no need. We were believers. We were special. We were white South Africans.




  The sun slid down towards us. The Springboks were far from home that hot Wednesday afternoon. My father said that London was six thousand miles away. Stepping barefoot into our sunlit garden, we

  shivered. Summer here was not the same as winter there. They said it got worse the further north you went. We were told to just wait and see what would happen when our rugby team trudged across

  Scottish, Welsh and Irish fields. Our boys’ boots would grow heavier the longer they marched. There was trouble ahead.




  Even at home, we were often at war with each other. We were the English-speakers. They were the Afrikaners. There were more of them than us, even though they were just Afrikaners

  while we were Jewish and Greek and Italian and Portuguese and English and Welsh and Irish and Scottish. We were the bright guys. We were the nice guys. We were almost perfect. The Afrikaners,

  however, were different. Their English was terrible and their accents were thick. They wore safari suits for style and crew-cuts for pleasure. The Boertjies (little farmers’) bare

  feet slapped down against jagged stones and steaming tar. They didn’t feel a thing. Their fathers, meanwhile, wore long socks and felt shoes below their short pants. The ou toppies

  (old boys) carried combs inside those brown and green socks. Rows of metal teeth glinted between meaty sandwiches of ribbed sock and hairy leg.




  We mocked them at a distance, knowing that they could bash the daylights out of every single one of us. They could turn our white skins black and blue. But that’s what made them such good

  rugby players. Even when they called themselves ‘Mannetjies’ (Little Man) and ‘Tiny’, they couldn’t fool us. Rugby meant everything to the ‘Boers’. We,

  instead, listened to 7-inch singles and whistled at girls from the top of our garden walls. At school, we played football rather than rugby. While they were ready to die for South Africa on hard

  veld, we were happier kicking a round ball across freshly mown lawns, pretending to play for Arsenal at Wembley.




  We knew that they called us rooi-neks (red-necks) and sout- piels (salt-cocks). They said our necks were red because we were too limey-white to stand the African sun. We just

  laughed. Most of us were Smartie-brown, having spent so much time eating ice-cream next to the pool. As for being ‘salt-cocks’, we blushed more shyly The Afrikaners claimed that we

  wanted a foot in two countries. With our legs spread so wide, our little dicks dangled in the salty waves.




  They were right. All four of my grandparents came from Scotland. My one-armed grandad lived with us and made sure that the Sunday Post was delivered by sea to him from Scotland.




  Every week, with only one hand, he managed to turn the pages and, in his thick Glasgow accent, read the comic strips to me. I loved Oor Wullie and The Broons, And so families

  like mine, the McRaes and the Scotts, once of Aberdeen and Glasgow, had links to the past.




  The Afrikaners, meanwhile, had cut their own ties with Holland. They had taken hold of an African country and made it their own. We were more ragged. Sometimes, it felt as if we were torn. We

  wanted the best of both worlds.




  We had two faces for the Afrikaners. Behind their backs we turned up our noses, calling them ‘hairy-backs’ or ‘rock-spiders’, ‘crunchies’ or

  ‘Dutchmen’. In front of them, we smiled shamelessly. For eighty minutes against the All Blacks or the Lions, the Wallabies or the Tricolores, we loved them with all our hearts.

  They played out of their skins for our country. We rolled those suddenly gorgeous Afrikaans names round our mouths as if we had been born on the platteland (farmland) ourselves. We spoke

  sugary Afrikaans to each other, saying things like ‘Man, daardie Mannetjie!’ (Man, that Little Man!) and ‘Ja, net soos Tiny!’ (Yes, just like Tiny!) as if

  those few words dissolved a delicious trail of pink sherbet on our tongues.




  There were different kinds of Springbok – for in South Africa we were not all alike. We were told that the country was like a packet of Smarties, full of many coloured faces: white,

  pinky-white, light-brown, milky-brown, dark-brown and black. Even if you could find every other colour under the sun in a box, they’d never got round to making any black Smarties. And we

  would never allow anything but white Springboks.




  As English-speakers, our favourite players in 1969 were Tommy Bedford and Syd Nomis. Bedford, my mother said, had an attractive face and a lovely voice. He’d studied at Oxford University

  and had since become an architect – as well as a great number 8. On the radio they called him ‘the flaxen-haired Tommy Bedford’. In the newspapers, they preferred to tag him

  ‘a rebel’. We were more interested in the bushy strips of hair which stretched down the length of Syd Nomis’s puffed-up cheeks. Syd’s sideburns were full of his fiery

  acceleration and swerving movement on the wing. We also liked the fact that a good Johannesburg Jewish boy like Sydney Harold Nomis had shortened his name to Syd. He looked exactly like a

  ‘Syd’ to us, with a pair of green flares in his wardrobe.




  The Afrikaans players were less cool. ‘Mannetjies’ Roux, in particular, was the mad dog of world rugby. He was a centre the British press called ‘The Monster’. They said

  that when Mannetjies tackled an opponent, he tried to maim him. In 1962, in Pretoria, playing in the light blue of Northern Transvaal against the blood-red shirts of the British Lions, Roux had

  first hit the big time. Richard Sharp was one of the tourists’ stars. A fly-half with blond hair and a big jaw, he’d carved chunks out of other South African provincial back lines. The

  ‘Blue Bulls’ were having none of it. And their Mannetjies was no matador; he was the bull. Sharp’s flashing jersey made him see red. As the Lion dummied and cut back inside,

  Mannetjies Roux hit him like a blue train. Sharp fell to the ground. He didn’t move. He couldn’t move. His cheekbone had been smashed into little pieces.




  While the British press called for the face-cracking head of our Mannetjies, Sharp stressed later that the tackle on him had been fair – if brutal. Those two short words summed up the

  Springbok spirit. We were fair, and the Afrikaners were brutal.




  Yet, on international afternoons, we were just South Africans. Together, we were unbeatable. A few months before, the Springboks had demolished Australia by four Tests to nil – winning

  each match with such violent ease that we began to feel sorry for the poor Wallabies. The British were next; and we grinned at the thought of our big Springboks smacking into their smaller

  players.




  But there were problems. For months we’d been told that the tour might be cancelled. ‘Why?’ I kept asking my father. The answer made my head hum. Even though they’d never

  met us, people in Britain attacked our Afrikaans government and the whole country It made me mad. We knew the Dutchmen better than anyone. We were the only ones who should have been allowed to

  trash them.




  My dad said that the British students and hippies were unhappy because we had no black players in the Springbok side. But the black boys, like us, played football. They didn’t even like

  rugby. How could we select a boy who had never played the game, who actually feared some of the Afrikaners he would have to line up alongside. I knew that Mof Myburgh and Hannes Marais, our steely

  props, would never have stood for a black hooker dangling between them. No black man would be allowed to put his long arms around their hunched shoulders. In a scrum you had to get so close to the

  other players. Sweaty cheeks touched sweaty cheeks. Huge hands and heads were put between tree-trunk legs and near salty piels. I couldn’t imagine a day when an Afrikaans lock like

  Frik du Preez would put his head between Mof’s legs and those of a black boy. It was impossible. You could never talk about black Springboks – it was the same as telling an Afrikaner

  that Jesus was a black man. They’d become crazed dogs. They’d bite your head off.




  But, my dad explained, there was more to it than just rugby. The anti-Springboks said that we didn’t live with black people. Yet Maggie, our maid, a black girl my mother’s age, had

  been with us ever since I could remember. We gave Maggie her own tin plate and her own knife and fork which she used to eat our food in her room. We also gave her a tin mug so that she could drink

  our coffee. We were that close. She was part of our family. Her full name was Maggie Thabang. She had children of her own, about the same age as me and my sister.




  Maggie’s room was in our backyard, where she would watch us twirl our sparklers on Guy Fawkes night. She cooked and washed and cleaned and even put us to bed whenever my mom and dad went

  out. Maggie allowed us into her room, showing us how she stacked her bed high on piles of bricks to keep her safe from the Tokolosh, an evil dwarf which could be sent to torment her by the

  neighbouring witchdoctors. My sister and I were terrified of the Tokolosh. I asked Maggie if she’d help us put our own beds on bricks so that we would be perched too high for him to

  reach up and take us away in our sleep. She cackled and told us not to be silly. The Tokolosh was not interested in whites. He was only after black people.




  They didn’t understand our blacks in Britain. They would never have even heard of the Tokolosh. Maggie did not mind if the Springboks went overseas or not. She only moaned that

  her boyfriend, Samson, couldn’t live with her in the backroom. Once, the police checked her room late at night, shouting and shining their torches as they climbed over the yard gate. We lived

  in a ‘White By Night’ neighbourhood. Only servants could live on our property No blacks could walk the streets at night. But, in the day, when we played rugby, black people could stroll

  around as they liked. I wondered if, six thousand miles away, they had a clear picture of our South African lives.




  The Springbok manager explained that it was wrong to mix politics and sport. ‘We have come to play rugby,’ Corrie Bornman said, ‘and not engage in politics. We want to mix

  socially and create a favourable impression among the British people. We have a well-balanced side with no particular stars and we will try to run with the ball at every opportunity We hope to do a

  good job and better relationships between South Africa and Great Britain. We have no advance instructions on how to approach the tour and I feel sure all matches will be played.’




  The first game had been scheduled to take place that afternoon at the Iffley Road Ground against Oxford University, but the demonstrators had threatened to dig up the pitch. We were surprised to

  hear on our SABC (South African Broadcasting Corporation) news that the British police were made to back down by ‘a few hundred agitators’. We liked the British bobby, especially the

  helmets they wore, but they were not the same as our flat-capped Afrikaans policeman. Our boys in blue were fearless.




  For five days, the venue for the match remained a secret. Then, the mystery ended. The game would be played on 5 November at Twickenham – where we’d show them some real fireworks.

  With my radio blaring on the warm grass, we sat down to listen to the game.




  Television was still banned in South Africa. As Minister of Posts and Telegraphs, Dr Albert Hertzog described television as ‘a little bioscope’ (cinema). He explained that,

  ‘friends of mine recently returned from Britain tell me that one cannot see a programme which does not show black and white living together, where they are not continually propagating a

  mixture of the two races. We could never allow that in our own country.’




  As much as we pined for TV, we loved the radio. The familiar voice of the SABC’s Kim Shippey crackled through the wireless. ‘Welcome to Twickenham,’ he said majestically. We

  cheered. The Springbok tour was about to start on an autumn afternoon which was ‘crisp and beautiful under a cloudless sky’. We roared. Shippey said that conditions were not unlike

  those found on a typically sunny winter’s day at Ellis Park in Johannesburg. We danced. We’d grown used to posh BBC voices telling us on the World Service that rain swept across

  Highbury or Elland Road. But we knew that the fleeter Springboks needed firmer fields on which to shine. They were magical enough to have carried our sunlight with them to Twickenham,




  Meanwhile, student protestors marched to the ground. They were led by a white South African. Peter Hain was nineteen and chairman of the ‘Stop the Racist Tour’ campaign. It felt even

  worse that he should be one of our own people. But the police were in control. In cars and on horseback, they surrounded the stadium.




  We concentrated on the rugby as Piet Visagie, our brilliant fly-half playing at full-back for the day, kicked the oval ball high into the blue English sky. At the first line-out, a penalty was

  awarded to the Springboks. From twenty-five yards, Visagie slotted the ball through the white posts. Suddenly, we felt better. It would be all right in the end.




  We were wrong. Oxford equalised after seven minutes. We were tentative in the tackle and anxious in the mauls. While the Springboks struggled, Oxford were urged on by their New Zealand

  scrum-half, Chris Laidlaw We felt uneasy We were the best side in the world. But, thirty-two minutes in, we were losing 6–3, after the University fullback, Heal, kicked another penalty.




  The second half was no better. Time slipped by. The normally deadly Visagie missed kick after kick. With only seconds left, the Boks remembered how to surge upfield. A savage ruck drove the team

  further forward. Shippey screamed and Dawie de Villiers snapped a long diving pass into Visagie’s hands. He caught the ball and, with joy booming softly in our throats, went for the drop. The

  ball flew towards the towering posts. But, as we jumped, we heard the cry. ‘It’s wide! Visagie has missed . . .’




  South Africa had lost 6–3 to Oxford University – at rugby It was the first time the Springboks had ever been defeated by an English club side. I was afraid to think what might happen

  next.




  South Africa lost two out of their next four matches. And we learnt that it was not only the students of Oxford who hated us. Even in Newport, a demonstrator announced that he

  had begun a hunger strike against South Africa. We stared into the bathroom mirror, pulling at our chubby cheeks, wondering how long it would take to starve to death. But we laughed the next day.

  The hunger-striker had been spotted at a local café, feeding himself large portions every breakfast, lunch and supper-time. He starved himself the rest of the time.




  When the Springboks did win, the victory still tasted bitter. A 12–0 success over Swansea was soured by yet more chanting, marching and swearing at the South Africans. The sight of a young

  girl leading a charge of fifty hecklers onto the field early in the second half shocked the Springboks. I tried to imagine her face. She might’ve been pretty, with thick red hair streaming

  down the back of her open leather jacket. If she was wild enough to run onto a rugby pitch, she probably also smoked. And if a girl slipped a cigarette between her lips it was a sign that she

  wanted to be kissed on the mouth. I forgot about the Springboks for a few moments.




  But the police finally got her. Five minutes later they’d trapped all the demonstrators at the Mumbles Road end. Punches were thrown and kicks were aimed but the bobbies came down hard. We

  could feel an ugly hole opening up. We were on one side and the rest of the world was on the other.




  It didn’t help that the Springboks could not win a single Test – losing 6–3 and 11–8 to England and Scotland and drawing with Ireland and Wales. Off the field, there were

  mass marches through Edinburgh and London, bomb scares in Ireland and, everywhere, noisy demonstrations and flying flour bombs, tin-tacks and smoke flares.




  In London, a coach carrying the Springboks and Danie Craven, the President of the South African Rugby Board, was stopped by a protestor. He boarded the bus and handcuffed himself to the steering

  wheel, forcing the driver off the road. Although he was arrested, his actions startled the Springboks. ‘The demonstrators made a serious attempt to kidnap some of the players on the

  coach,’ Corrie Bornman complained. ‘What is going to happen next? Some of my players could be maimed or killed. The demonstrators seem now to have lost their peaceful

  intentions.’




  I was tired of the tour, of tuning the transistor to yet more bad news. It had been a long three months. South Africa had, slowly, been ground down. We knew that if we were no longer the best

  rugby team in the world, we were the most despised. Much had changed – even though Corrie Bornman tried to renew his hopes in our rugby future. ‘We believe rugby football is a strong

  brotherhood,’ he told his British audience, ‘and that the game is above creed, colour and religion. It is only played by law-abiding citizens. We have to stick to the laws of our

  country as you stick to yours; but we can achieve better relationships through sport – and especially through the game we love, rugby . . .’




  Danie Craven, our rugby godfather, sent out a more ambiguous message. ‘In South Africa, the blacks, the coloureds and the whites are separate nations,’ he argued, ‘like

  Scotland, Wales and England. They are different stock, so they won’t ever play in the same side. But maybe, perhaps, like your Lions, one day, we would have such a team, combining the

  nations. What happens ultimately, that we must leave to the future. Let us see what history will have to say . . .’




  Winter, 1970




  Black was the colour of fear. Black was the colour of evil. Black was the colour of death. Every time we went to the movies on a Saturday morning, every time we opened our

  American comics or read our ninety-nine-cent boy-detective paperbacks, we were reminded. The bad guys wore black hats and carried black guns. They ripped past in black cars and black flying

  machines. Their hearts, always as black as the ace of spades, were never shuffled. They were in such league with the forces of darkness that we fell for them every time.




  But black was also the colour of ordinary life. We spoke about black sheep in the family and black marks on our report cards. We fawned in front of our violent woodwork teacher just so that we

  could stay off his blacklist. And we thought it would truly be a black day if the Tokolosh lived up to Maggie Thabang’s premonition and descended on her backroom with his furious

  black magic.




  I remember once looking up and seeing a hundred black faces moving towards me from the bottom of a railway bridge. They climbed the steep ‘Non-White’ side, a heaving crowd making a

  low hum of Friday-afternoon noise. My yellow bicycle glided with a breathless hush down the empty ‘Whites Only’ section. A five-foot-high metal barrier separated them from me. I could

  see only the bobbing tops of the coloured doeks (scarves) worn by the shortest women. But some black men were tall enough to tower over the dented blue wall. A few stared blankly down at

  me. They winked more often and said, ‘Hello, master.’




  We were less frightened of the people we called ‘our blacks’ than we were of a rugby team the world called the All Blacks. We believed that our black maids and gardeners were our

  pals, that they were forever our wide-smiling natives. We thought there were no hard feelings between us and them – for they beamed when, really, their eyes brimmed with something sadder and

  angrier.




  The All Blacks, however, preferred to tighten their lips. They were ‘The Unsmiling Giants’. They were the bleak ‘Invincibles’. They were the brutal

  ‘Incomparables’. Even the Afrikaners spoke their name with a smothered awe, for it had been years since a direct comparison could be made between our Springboks and their All

  Blacks.




  There was something about the black shirt, the black shorts and the black socks which made us tremble. We also read the story of the Haka, wondering what it might be like to see fifteen

  All Blacks slapping their huge thighs and screaming ‘It is death! It is death!’ in a strange language.




  Other snippets of New Zealand rugby history were equally menacing. Despite some Kiwi stars having names like ‘Tiny’ Hill and ‘Tiny’ White, ‘Snow’ White and

  ‘Bunny’ Tremain, they were sombre giants dressed in black. They preferred to grunt rather than talk, to knock you down when they might have slipped past instead. They were hard men who

  grew up with a sheep under one arm and a rugby ball under the other. Their countless farms and rugby fields were the only markers of life in the vast emptiness of New Zealand. We’d heard

  stories of boys our age, in places like Rotorua and Te Kuiti, practising the harsh art of scrummaging on creaking machines in their back gardens. Even the Afrikaners of Pretoria and Bloemfontein

  did not go that far. But New Zealand was the most fanatical rugby country on earth. They would do anything to beat us, the Springboks being the only team in the world they really respected.




  The rivalry between the All Blacks and the Springboks was so fierce that only one side had ever beaten the other in a home series – the triumphant 1937 Springboks. In that year’s

  crucial second Test, a bang to ‘Boy’ Louw’s temple reduced him to a perpetual fit of giggles. The inspirational South African prop ran up and down the length of the Christchurch

  field, chuckling madly to himself while playing brilliantly. It was one way to unnerve the deadly serious All Blacks.




  Their most famous men were always the meanest players, the massive bruisers who locked the flat black pack. Kevin Skinner was the most notorious. To us, his name spelt out the All Black method.

  His legend had darkened with time.




  Skinner had retired from rugby in 1954 but, two years later, the All Black selectors were frantic. After two ferocious matches, the Springboks had squared the series. The foundations of their

  win were built on a front row propped by Chris Koch and Jaap Bekker. They ground into their opponents with such intensity that the All Black Mark Irwin’s ribs cracked under the pressure. Koch

  and Bekker were also battered and bleeding. Bekker was so badly concussed that, long after the last whistle, he staggered around the dressing room. Whenever he was approached by a team-mate, Bekker

  would lash out blindly. He imagined that he was still out on the field, fending off marauding All Blacks. But, being such a tough Bok, he recovered dramatically in hospital and declared himself

  ready for the third Test.




  The Blacks, in turn, reached for Kevin Skinner. He had the tools for the job. Skinner had been New Zealand boxing’s heavy-weight champion in 1947. His fists earned him an even bigger

  reputation on the rugby field. He packed down against Koch and, so we were told, hammered the Springbok. The punches were heavy and deliberate. The South Africans were thrown off balance as Koch

  wilted. Then, in his most audacious move, to take care of Bekker, Skinner switched from loosehead to tighthead. The result was the same. The Springboks were beaten – in more ways than one. In

  front of the fittingly named New Zealand referee, Bill Fright, Skinner had terrorised the Springbok front row. The All Blacks went on to win the final Test and the series 3–1.




  They returned to South Africa in 1960 – a tour which gave us the most rugged tale yet to wag the immense body of All Black folklore. During the New Zealand trials, one of their

  lesser-known heroes, Richard Conway, was told that a hand injury would not heal in time for him to be considered for selection. In desperation, the number 8 asked the specialist if there was

  anything they could do to save his place in the team.




  ‘There’s only one thing that will mend that finger in time,’ the doctor joked, ‘and that’s amputation.’




  Conway, called ‘Red’ rather than Richard by the All Blacks, ordered the bewildered doc to get on with it. After an hour of arguing, the chop eventually came and, missing a finger, a

  bloodied Red made the tour. He played in three losing Tests out of four against the Springboks. Three All Black caps for one finger? Back in New Zealand it seemed a fair exchange. In South Africa,

  we just shook our heads and whispered the name of Red Conway with the kind of wonder we normally reserved for Kevin Skinner.




  They were followed by equally tough successors in the Black scrum. Colin Meads personified the severe face of New Zealand rugby. He was known as Pinetree, while his All Black brother Stan was

  called ‘Snow’. We recognised Pinetree as the hardest of the hard. John Gainsford remembered the day he challenged the huge Kiwi lock. ‘Meads grabbed hold of both my wrists,’

  the Springbok sighed. ‘It was like being held in a band of steel. I couldn’t move. He looked up and said: “Don’t bother, son.”’




  Throughout the 1960s the All Blacks had played forty-two internationals and only lost four Tests. Under a great coach, Fred ‘Needle’ Allen, they’d been unbeaten for the

  previous five years, setting a world record of seventeen consecutive Test victories. The All Blacks’ 1967 tour of the Republic had been cancelled after the Nationalist government again put in

  the black boot. In 1965 Prime Minister Hendrik Verwoerd had promised, on the sunlit banks of the Loskop Dam, that we would never allow Maoris to tour the country. Previously, for the sake of rugby,

  the New Zealanders had always given in. Even some of the finest players, like George Nepia, had been sacrificed whenever the All Blacks visited South Africa – just because they were Maoris.

  It was one example of the strangeness of South African life. Whenever we met the All Blacks at home we insisted that they should be all white.




  In 1967 the New Zealanders at last resisted. They refused to play against the Springboks unless they could pick whomever they liked. The tour was cancelled. Even after Verwoerd’s

  assassination, life followed the same white track. In 1969 Prime Minister Vorster turned away not only Arthur Ashe but the England cricket team which included Basil d’Oliveira, the South

  African-born coloured batsman. We were on our way out of international sport.




  But, after the disasters of the Springboks’ tour only a few months before, our rugby-loving government finally relented in the South African autumn of 1970. If it came to a choice between

  playing the All Blacks and barring all Maoris, they knew that the Afrikaans volk (people) would end up siding with rugby. An oval ball was the only thing which, sometimes, could seem more

  important than the colour of a man’s skin.




  In South African terms there were four ‘non-whites’ in the New Zealand party – three Maoris in Syd Going, Blair Furlong and Buff Milner and, most dramatically of all, a

  nineteen-year-old Samoan wing called Bryan Williams. Williams had, our newspapers reported, ‘darkly flashing good looks’ and a ‘brilliant white smile’. He also had an

  irresistible novelty value.




  When the All Blacks landed at Jan Smuts Airport in mid-June 1970, three thousand delirious Springbok fans welcomed them. Brian Lochore was the captain and Colin Meads his deputy. We preferred to

  focus on the obvious pick of the backs – Graham Thorne, Fergie McCormick and Ian MacRae, in whom we took particular delight as he had the same name as my father. But none of them, not even

  Pinetree, could match Williams. His face shone from our front pages, his name filled the back pages. We could hardly wait to see what kind of rugby player he would make.




  They presented him as a saviour in Bethlehem – a cold and small town in the Orange Free State. We whistled admiringly as Williams sliced through the hapless Afrikaners. He scored two

  dizzying tries in the heady process. Bryan Williams was, already, the star of the tour.




  In the following match, an easy win against Mannetjies Roux’s Currie Cup champions, Griqualand West, Williams glittered again. At the end, a few coloured spectators ran onto the Kimberly

  pitch. We knew why coloured and black South Africans delighted in every overseas team’s success – and especially in the majesty of the All Blacks. It pleased them to see us face up to

  hurt. For whenever a South African rugby team lost to an overseas side, even the All Blacks, it took a little chunk out of us. Rugby defined us that clearly.




  As Williams was approached by a happy bunch of coloured men, they were intercepted by a group of Afrikaners. A white man hit one of the coloureds and, in a typically South African flash, the

  fighting began. Each side reached for bricks, bottles and blocks of wood. The rioting lasted for ten minutes before the police finally separated the previously segregated men. A New Zealand

  spokesman suggested that ‘this hard core of white spectators destroyed two weeks of wonderful welcomes in this oh-so-pleasant land’. We wondered anxiously what Bryan Williams made of it

  all.




  The violence spread to the rugby field. The All Blacks suffered casualties. Most seriously, they lost Colin Meads after a brawling match against Eastern Transvaal in Springs. Meads emerged from

  a ruck with his left arm dangling horribly He had been kicked by one of the opposing ‘Red Devils’. Brian Lochore advised him to leave the field immediately Meads refused. He played on

  until the end as New Zealand sealed an emphatic 24–3 victory Meads had broken his arm; but he comforted himself with the fact that ‘at least we won the bloody game’.




  Meads was out of the first two Tests – and possibly the entire tour. The fractured state of the Pinetree arm preoccupied white South Africa, We were divided in our response to the break.

  While his absence left a gaping hole in the black eight, we felt strangely deprived. Meads was indisputably a great player, and we revered rugby greatness even when it came wrapped in a black

  shirt. Pinetree was also an exceptionally loyal friend to us, standing tall and unbowed against the new anti-South African movement. ‘We’re just rugby players,’ he would say

  gruffly when asked to justify his presence in a country as reviled as our own.




  But, with the first Test careering towards us, the local papers picked up on Boy Louw’s suggestion from twenty-one years before. ‘When South Africa plays New Zealand,’ he had

  told the 1949 Springboks, ‘consider your country at war.’ It was the kind of enduring quote which sports-writers loved. They used it relentlessly, evoking all kinds of military

  metaphors. The Springboks had gone into hiding. They were developing secret and ruthless strategies. Our hard-bitten coach, Johan Claassen, was said to be urging the Boks to die for South

  Africa.




  The All Blacks, meanwhile, were being driven to a frenzy by ‘Ivan the Terrible’, a coach with a suspiciously Russian-sounding surname – Vodanovich. Vodanovich demanded a cruel

  form of discipline from the Blacks. It was intoxicating stuff, as rumour mixed hazily with fact.




  The day of the Test was typical of a High veld winter. Early-morning cold gave way to a clear blue sky and a high sun which, by noon, boomeranged off the hard yellow grass. Quiet settled over

  the suburbs as, soon after lunch, we retreated to our radios. I sat alone in my room, looking out at the streets below, empty but for a stray black man trudging towards the station at the bottom of

  the hill. As the commentators gravely tolled the names of thirty players, I saw the lonely walker lift his black hat in greeting. He held it in the air as if offering his own private salute to the

  All Blacks. Then he strolled towards the shade of a tall tree where Maggie Thabang answered his wave. She was knitting herself a red jersey With needles and a ball of wool in one hand, she used the

  other to welcome him over. Even through the closed windows, I could hear their laughter and the odd shouted word of an African language I didn’t understand. Our black and white worlds seemed

  so far apart then as, turning up the radio, I watched them sit down on her checked blanket and share a cigarette under the tree.




  Fifty miles away, in Pretoria, the two teams ran out – New Zealand first and then, to a reverberating bellow, South Africa emerged from the tunnel. My heart tightened. Just after 3.30, the

  green-and-gold shirts crashed into the black. The ball was driven forward before, like a hot breath of dry wind from his native South-West Africa, the Springbok flanker Jan Ellis tore away on a

  gusting run. He was finally brought down on the 25-yard line. New Zealand had the put-in. They won the ball but were pushed back. Chris Laidlaw fumbled. Ellis’s partner, Piet Greyling, hacked

  the ball ahead. The Springboks hared towards the try-line. There was a jubilant explosion. Dawie de Villiers had reached the dancing leather first. It had taken the Springboks four minutes to score

  the first try of the series.




  Three minutes later, they struck an even more damaging blow. Joggie Jansen, on his international début, partnered Mannetjies Roux in the centre of the South African back line. He was an

  even more rabid tackier than ‘Mad Dog’ Mannetjies. Wayne Cottrell, the All Black stand-off, snapped up Laidlaw’s pass and, hurtling away from his own backs, attempted to forge an

  opening on the blind-side of the scrum. It was a clever move on paper. On the rocky surface of Loftus Versveld, it was an awful mistake. Jansen spotted the switch and, dropping his right shoulder,

  hit Cottrell at chest height with sickening force. The spell of All Black magic had been broken. South Africa were soon cruising at a giddy 12–0 altitude.




  The All Blacks came back. Bryan Williams shook our radios with a devastating jitterbug. He intercepted Syd Nomis’s looping pass and side-stepped Ian MacCallum. When he dived over in the

  corner I looked out of my bedroom window, over the brick wall, and down towards Maggie. Her friend had left to catch his train. She sat alone, oblivious to the breakthrough by a dark-skinned flyer.

  A cigarette dangled from her lips as her knitting needles clicked in the distance. 12–6 to South Africa.




  There were still anxious moments to endure. With less than five minutes left New Zealand were awarded a penalty. Going, on for the injured Laidlaw, took the tap. The All Blacks scissored their

  way up-field but, then, the snazzily tailored Syd Nomis saved us. He swept between Lochore and MacRae to steal their ball. As he ran, our Afrikaans commentator Gerhard Viviers barked out one word

  again and again: ‘Siddy! Siddy! Siddy! Siddy!’




  Siddy crossed the black line with a sparkling plunge. MacCallum converted, lifting the winning score to 17–6. I did my little dance around the radio. On the darkening street below, Maggie

  had pulled her blanket more closely around her. Late-afternoon cold seeped through the air. She slipped a bottle of gin out of her bag. Maggie took a warming slug, with no hint as to whether it

  might have been tinged with celebration or sorrow if she’d heard the score from Pretoria.




  One Test down and still without Pinetree, the All Blacks approached the second international at Newlands in Cape Town with unbridled fury. In a clash of heads, elbows, fists and boots,

  twenty-two stitches were sewn through skin while only seventeen points were scored.




  ‘Gee,’ Ian MacRae sighed after New Zealand had won 9–8, ‘it was hell out there in the foxholes . . .’




  The All Blacks’ tighthead prop, Brian ‘Jazz’ Muller, had already won a following in South Africa because of his tendency, at home in Taranaki, to use a lawnmower to trim his

  garden hedge. He was that kind of guy. After the carnage of Newlands, Jazz reflected silently on the match. For two days he cogitated without comment and then, suddenly, he mumbled to a couple of

  All Blacks – ‘Jeez, that was a beaut game.’




  But the third Test in Port Elizabeth was different. The All Blacks had brought back Meads in an attempt to strengthen their pack. Meads had resorted to horse liniment in an attempt for a quick

  cure, but no amount of rubbing could disguise his own feeling that his broken arm had not yet healed. Hope drained from the New Zealanders as steadily as our tension eased. 14–3 to South

  Africa.




  They reached the same margin in the fourth Test by half-time. But, late on in the second half, Bryan Williams thrilled us with one more party-piece. He popped through the entire Springbok back

  line to score another spectacular try. By then, the colour of his skin had become less significant than the quality of his play.




  South Africa won the match 20–17, and the series 3–1. We were the unofficial champions of the world again. But Bryan Williams had done something more exotic for South Africa. We no

  longer thought of him as a dark stranger. He was one of us, so much so that he received 1,500 letters from South Africa on his return to New Zealand. We owed him that for, in the winter of 1970,

  Bryan Williams had become a hero in a white country, a blinding feat for a coloured man in a black shirt.




  May 1974




  Our yo-yo craze consumed us. For hour after hour, line upon line of us stood with our backs to the sun and spun the coloured halves of plastic along our blurring strands of

  string. Twenty or thirty yo-yos, turning together, made a low white hum. Afterwards, like magicians in a circle, we shared our repertoire of tricks and taught each other how to loop the loop, make

  a cradle, build the Eiffel Tower, wash the baby and walk the dog.




  In the lazy suburbs, like our yo-yos, we were always more up than down. But it also seemed that for every peak there would be a dip; for every certainty, a doubt. Our problem was that we were as

  shaky as we were cocky. We believed we were good, we hoped we were fine and, yet, more than anything, we longed to belong – to become a part of the world outside. For we were the Yo-Yo people

  of Africa. If we were the masters, we were also the lepers. We were rulers and we were outcasts.




  As much as we pretended that we didn’t care, that we were right and they were wrong, it always did matter. We were only human. We wanted to be liked. We wanted to play rugby and cricket

  and football against all of you out there. We wanted to be told we were as talented as you, as smart as you, as cultured as you. And when you wouldn’t say the words we needed to hear, we

  hardened. We were thirteen, in 1974, when we first learnt to say ‘fuck you’, to say ‘fuck them’. We said we could cream anyone we liked while, inside, we churned over the

  same old sour worries.




  There was no longer any international cricket in South Africa. Our last Test series had been in 1970 when Bacher, Barlow, Richards, Proctor and the Pollocks swept to a 4–0 win over

  Australia at home. It had been our last golden year as a sporting country. There was peace and rapture at home, with victory over Australia in cricket and New Zealand in rugby. Since then, our

  cricketers had begun to waste away. We had lost hope that we would ever follow them to Lords or the Melbourne Cricket Ground. That loss hurt us more than anything.




  Yet the Afrikaners kept the oval ball trickling along. We’d begun to wonder if the bloody Dutchmen were smarter than us after all. Since beating the All Blacks, the Springboks had played

  six Tests in four years. We’d won four, drawn one and, somehow, lost at home to England. But that had been a fluke. The true markers of our continued rugby dominance were planted against

  France at home and Australia away.




  In 1971 we’d played those two series while still basking in the previous winter’s All Black win. We felt on top of the world, especially in that place we always called ‘Down

  Under’. At least we understood that Australianism – it was easier to fathom than our commentators’ persistent reference to New Zealand as the mysterious ‘Land of the Long

  White Cloud’. We might have been more smitten with America, more intrigued by Europe and more familiar with Britain but, in the end, our white country was most like Australia – except

  for the trouble, except for apartheid.




  Less fanatical than the Springboks or the All Blacks, the Wallabies could surf and swear as well as they could turn their hands to most sports. They were always ready to try more than one thing.

  Rugby was an obvious example. Our brand of rugby was only one of three variations in Australia. Apart from Union, they played Rugby League and Aussie Rules, games which were not only beyond our

  comprehension, but beneath our interest. We found it hard to believe that the Australians only played proper rugby in some states. We thought they would’ve been better off if they had

  scrapped the other two codes and tried to boost the Wallabies. It was the only way they would live with the Blacks and the Boks.




  At the end of 1971, the Springboks ripped through Australia on a thirteen-match tour. Under Hannes Marais they became the first South African team to complete an overseas tour without a single

  defeat – despite the now familiar demonstrations. But the ageing core of that team – de Villiers, Myburgh, Roux, Bedford, Visagie, du Preez and Nomis – was breaking up.




  Our favourite radio-man, Kim Shippey, made us blink back the tears when he wrote of the night that old Frik du Preez finally stepped down in Sydney. In his celebratory book of the tour, The

  Unbeatables, Shippey revealed that, at the last team meeting, the normally garrulous du Preez leant against a wall. His team-mates watched quietly, waiting for him to make one last cracker of

  a speech while he shifted a beer can from one sober hand to the other. ‘In silence,’ Shippey wrote, ‘they showed their respect for him, and in silence he acknowledged their

  adulation. It was the most eloquent non-speech I’ve ever heard . . .’




  We were moved by the emotion of our boys in green and gold. They were more than just hard players. They were big men who, when it mattered, also felt sorrow and hurt. Frik du Preez might once

  have been a ‘Dutchman’ but, by the end of 1971, he had become our Springbok saint.




  His hallowed name had also, in that year, become entwined with that of the first black player to play a Test in South Africa. As a Samoan, Bryan Williams, at least in strictly South African

  terms, would have been classified as a ‘coloured Non-White’ rather than a ‘black Non-White’. There was a clumsy force about the language of apartheid. Roger Bourgarel,

  however, was black. But because he was a black Frenchman, rather than a black South African, he was able to play international rugby Bourgarel was formally welcomed in South Africa, even if he was

  a rugby curiosity.




  In the series’ most memorable incident, in Bloemfontein, du Preez crashed through the blue line of French shirts. Only Roger Bourgarel stood between him and a certain try. It seemed a

  peculiarly South African moment as the bulky Afrikaner closed in on the slim black man. But Bourgarel was as wiry as the proverbial Free State rock-spider. He jumped on du Preez’s back and

  forced him to stumble and fall into touch. A Springbok try had been prevented; and yet the hardcore Bloemfontein crowd rose to acclaim the first black rugby player they had ever seen.




  The French team had players of such flair – from Jo Maso, Pierre Villepreux and Claude Dourthe in the back line to the great Benoit Dauga and Walter Spanghero in the forwards. They tended

  to dash off witty nicknames like ‘The Flea’ and ‘The Butterfly’ to their swervy backs while, up front, they dished the dirt. We loved the heady contrast between their

  artists of the running game and their madmen of the scrum. In 1958, using such a combination, they had become the first team this century to win a series in South Africa.




  They were captained then by Lucien Mias whose approach to the decisive Test had always enthralled us. The night before the most important Test in French rugby history, Mias was, in his own

  words, ‘rotten drunk’. He was found weaving around the hotel lobby in Johannesburg by Denis Lalanne from L’Equipe.




  ‘But, surely, Lucien, you can’t be this drunk!’ Lalanne exclaimed.




  ‘Sure, sure, old man!’ Mias giggled. ‘Nothing could be surer. I’ve just drunk half a bottle of rum. My sinuses were horribly sore. I had to do something about it.

  Probably I’ll be sick in the night, but tomorrow I’ll play like a demon!’




  France, having drawn the first Test 3–3, were inspired by Mias to a decisive 9–5 victory, Lalanne wrote the next day that ‘Mias did more alone than the eight Springbok forwards

  put together. He took the ball in the line-outs; he burst through on his own with a series of dummy passes to the backs, tackled, shoved like a madman, yelled, had a hand in all the big movements,

  and performed such mighty deeds that the South African press, petrified with admiration, wrote that he was “the greatest rugby forward ever seen in South Africa”.’




  The Tricolores, in their blue, white and red, were as brilliant as they were brutal. They played rugby like no one else for, if the mood took them, they could be more skilful and more

  physical than the rest of us put together. The 1971 second Test showed the French piano-movers at their most unremitting. After Joggie Jansen had done his usual crash-tackle on Maso, forcing the

  Frenchman to be carried from the field, the Tricolors climbed into the Springboks. They held on for an 8–8 draw on the field and a narrow points victory in the bloodied ring of the

  scrum. But we didn’t mind. Rugby was more about violent contact than delicate passing. The French just did everything with a little more passion – and made us love international rugby

  all the more, especially when Bourgarel again stopped du Preez in full flight just a few feet from the try-line. We learnt our first French phrase through rugby during that tour – vive la

  difference, a curiously fitting saying in the country of ‘Separate Development’. On the rugby field, at least, we yearned to taste that difference.




  We wanted to play the All Blacks, the Wallabies, the Tricolores and, in 1974, most of all, the British Lions. The tour had been postponed, rescheduled, cancelled and saved so many times

  that we could hardly believe that the full pride had gathered in London. We had not forgotten the humiliation of 1969. Four Tests, two draws, two defeats and a million insults. Our welcome would be

  different – we would shower them with gratitude for we knew the odds they had overcome in pressing ahead with the tour. They had proved again that they were rugby family. But, still, you

  always longed to put at least one over a big brother. We wanted a whitewash. We wanted to win all four Tests.




  For two long years, politics had prevented any international sport in South Africa. We had many enemies, but we were encouraged to stay strong. We would be all right if we stayed all white.

  Sometimes it was hard, especially when apartheid seemed to stifle even our favourite sports. The government also upheld their ban on television. Although we read about it voraciously, we never got

  to see Top of the Pops or that month’s FA Cup final between Liverpool and Newcastle. We, too, suffered under apartheid. But, as our horizons slowly expanded, we imagined ourselves

  growing ever cooler, with our posters of Charlie George and Alice Cooper on the wall, and the sounds of Sweet and Grand Funk on the turntable. It became even more difficult to bear the thought that

  we were cocooned alone with the Afrikaners.




  But, with the return of the Lions, we were out of the wilderness. Even more than the All Blacks, whom the Lions had beaten 2–1 in New Zealand in 1971, the British would ensure that our

  contest would be regarded as a world championship decider. Once we had throttled the Lions, our mastery would be undisputed.




  In late May, the grass beneath our feet died and changed colour from shiny yellow to dusty brown. Another sun-filled winter settled across the Transvaal. I had just turned thirteen. Girls,

  especially those with long brown legs, were becoming even more noticeable to us than squat Afrikaans hookers. But every Saturday afternoon we forgot Nicola and Jennifer, Lucinda and Tracey, and,

  once more, through rugby, became as one with the Dutchmen. The Springboks were still our boys and, even if the Lions had fielded Ziggy Stardust at number 9, we would have wanted

  ‘Moaner’ van Heerden or Klippies Kritzinger to nail him.




  The Lions had some great players. We even tried a little Welsh lilt when we chanted their back-line names to each other – J.P.R. Wil-liams, JJ. Wil-liams, Phil Ben-nett, Ga-reth Ed-wards.

  Unlike Lions from the past, the 1970s generation were no longer merely fancy-dan boys. They had learnt the value of the scrum and the art of intimidation. Under Carwyn James, they had followed a

  simple rule against the All Black eight in 1971 – they always ‘got their retaliation in first’. They clobbered you first and asked questions later. They had become a little more

  like us.




  A month before the tour began, Syd Miller, the Lions’ Irish coach, admitted that ‘my attitude to the game is the same as the Springboks’. They have always based their

  philosophy on the importance of the scrum. Maybe it’s because I was a prop, but I also know that you cannot play rugby unless you have a competitive scrum. I remember preaching this at my

  club back in the mid-’60s. I told them it meant a lot of hard work, but that it would be repaid. It was. We paralysed everybody for three years. The point is that if you have a competitive

  scrum, all things are possible. Your half-backs can play Your wingers can run. You can do your miss-moves and your scissors and the rest. All because you are going forward. Equally, if you are

  going forward, the opposition has to be going backwards. So their half-backs are under pressure. Their loose-forwards can do nothing. Their backs are busy clearing up the mess. All they can do is

  defend. They are depressed psychologically, too.




  ‘This is where the All Blacks went wrong. All the New Zealand forwards wanted to run with the ball. No one wanted to work. Scrummage technique went out of the window. So when the Lions

  went there in 1971, with some very good scrummagers indeed, the New Zealand forwards were destroyed in the scrums at both provincial and Test level. The Springboks won’t make that mistake.

  Neither shall we.’




  Springbok passion for the scrum had been undying since the historic 1937 tour of New Zealand when a former captain, Paul Roos, sent a telegram which conveyed the holy message in Afrikaans:

  ‘Skrum, skrum, skrum.’ With Boy Louw propping the scrum, the Springboks overpowered the All Blacks – and confirmed South Africa’s love for the

  prop-forward above all other players. If New Zealanders rated fast loose-forwards, Welshmen adored breaking outside-halves and Frenchmen pined for attacking backs, South Africans would have given

  up everything for a strong prop.




  It explained why the Lion we spoke of with most veneration was not Williams, Bennett, Edwards or even Willie John McBride. Rather, we were struck most by Ian ‘Mighty Mouse’

  McLaughlan, the awesome Scottish prop who had wrecked the All Black front row. We were also tickled by the idea that a prop could be named ‘Mighty Mouse’ – in the same way that we

  delighted in the fact that our favourite lock-forward was called ‘Moaner’ van Heerden. We were always a little less subtle than the British. We also assumed that our Moaner would

  swallow their Mouse.




  Syd Miller had also been a Lion in New Zealand in 1959, and he felt that even the All Blacks at home was an easier proposition. ‘The point is that the conditions [between Britain and South

  Africa] are so different. In New Zealand, the conditions are the same. The grounds are the same. The grass is the same. The mud is the same. The wind is the same. The rain is the same. The matches

  are all played at sea-level. A New Zealand winter is like a mild winter in Britain. Once you become used to the time change, you might as well be playing in Britain.




  ‘But not in South Africa. The whole set-up is different. The sun shines. The grounds are hard. The grass is different; it’s more wiry. The air is thinner and drier. The ball travels

  further and faster. It behaves differently. It bounces more. It does not sit still for the ruck. And just as the grounds are harder, the games are harder from the point of view of injuries and

  recovery time. A team tends to have more major injuries in South Africa. Tackiers hit you harder because they can get a more secure foothold and so drive in harder. Line-kicking is different.

  Place-kicking is different. Tactical-kicking is different. The ball moves in the air differently when one man goes to pass it to another. The hand ruck becomes more important than the ground ruck.

  And, of course, there is the overriding problem of altitude.’




  Like Miller, the Lions’ captain, Willie John McBride, had also toured South Africa with the losing 1962 and’68 teams. He had become a similarly uncompromising supporter of

  scrummaging. Miller and McBride were ‘The Ballymena Boys’, for they came from the same club in a town near Belfast. Northern Ireland, like South Africa we were told, was a troubled but

  much misunderstood country The Protestants of Ballymena were not unlike the Afrikaners of Bloemfontein. Syd and Willie John, like Colin Meads, were part of our culture. They were pure rugby

  men.




  As always, we followed the tour on the wireless. The exuberant commentaries helped concentrate our minds on smaller towns closer to home – from Potchefstroom to Pretoria. At least the

  Lions were more evocative. As they piled up win after win during their seven-match build-up to the opening Test, we loved the way our commentators called the best British players by their first

  names, nicknames and mere initials – as if humanising some wild man-eaters. Willie John, Gareth, Mighty Mouse, JPR and JJ were soon as familiar to us as our own ‘Moaner’,

  ‘Piston’ and ‘Klippies’.




  We also heard some new South African names when the Lions played the hard-tackling ‘Coloured’ Proteas and ‘Bantu’ Leopards. These were described as

  ‘Representative’ matches – although quite what they represented remained a mystery. But we were surprised when black players like Morgan Cushe and Thompson Magxala were described

  as potential Springboks.




  The South African side picked to slaughter the Lions in the first Test in Cape Town was, naturally, all white. But we were more concerned with our own persecution. Tommy Bedford had become even

  less popular with the Afrikaans elite by criticising both the structure and the inequality of the game. Unless we changed, he warned, the Springboks would be cast out in darkness. The selectors did

  not need an English-speaking rebel from Durban to give them advice. We groaned gloomily when Hannes Marais was called out of retirement to resume the captaincy. He was a quiet and seriously

  uncharismatic Afrikaner – and also a prop. It had never really been a contest, even though we kicked up a fuss about our need for an intelligent number 8 like Bedford to link up with our

  preferred half-back pairing of Paul Bayvel and Gerald ‘The Boot’ Bosch. Of course we needed the likes of Moaner and Piston as frighteners, but we didn’t want the Lions to think

  that they were just being mauled by a bunch of Boers. Yet Bosch and Bayvel were excluded, as was the mean-hearted Moaner – which was no way to confront a pack as powerful as the Lions.




  Our mood darkened further on the day itself. Newlands was cold and wet. We knew that Mighty Mouse and his sturdy front-row chums, Fran Cotton and Bobby Windsor, would enjoy a cheerful wallow. As

  on the 1969 British tour, the supposedly fleeter Springboks needed hard and dry fields to shine. Our excuses were safely stored –just in case.




  After ten minutes we were up the swampy creek. Despite playing into a gale, the Lions pushed the Bok pack yards and yards, scrum after scrum. Our SABC commentator spoke anxiously of Springboks

  ‘being strangled in the mud’. Although the score was 3–3 at half-time, he made it sound as if the match might already be over. It was – the unyielding Lions suffocated the

  Springboks. We were so overwhelmed at forward that we hardly saw any ball. The Lions eight – McLauchlan, Windsor, Cotton, McBride, Brown, Slattery, Uttley and Davies – destroyed us. A

  one-sided 12–3 victory for the Lions had been transformed into a psychological massacre.




  At the post-match function, Danie Craven did not try to disguise his disgust. The old rugby president was merciless. ‘I have to present a cap and a blazer to Chris Pope,’ he moaned

  as the young wing walked up to accept his colours. ‘He created a record by becoming the first Springbok ever to play for his country without touching the ball.’ Facing Peter Whipp,

  another English-speaking debutant, Craven sneered: ‘At least he did better than Chris Pope. He did touch the ball once.’




  Craven was just as hard on the new Afrikaans Springboks. Looking down on the lock, Kevin de Klerk, a hero of ours from the Transvaal, Craven remarked acidly, ‘He looks a big man here, but

  he wasn’t a big man on the field. As for Boland Coetzee, he is the old man of the team – and he played like one.’ No one was as cruel as an old Springbok.




  The South African selectors panicked. They used thirty-three different players, including twenty-one debutants, in the four Tests. In contrast, the Lions used only seventeen players, with one

  change forced by an injury to Gordon Brown. Even the emergence of our Transvaal icons, Bayvel and Bosch, meant nothing in the second Test. On the scorched turf of Loftus Versveld, the Lions’

  scrummaging was relentless. The Lions scored five tries that day, including two from JJ and an absolute heart-stopper from Bennett as he zig-zagged his way through half the Springbok team. South

  Africa’s biggest-ever defeat, 28–9, was mourned by an increasingly hysterical Afrikaans and English press. The entire country seemed on the brink of catastrophe.




  Four days later, three friends and I turned up at Ellis Park to see our red-shirted conquerors in the flesh. We were ecstatic to be part of a world record crowd for a midweek game of rugby:

  54,996 and the four of us. On a typically crisp Wednesday in early August, the Lions faced the South African equivalent of the Barbarians – the Quaggas, named after an extinct species of

  Zebra. South African rugby felt just as endangered.




  In Johannesburg, we’d hoped to show the best of ourselves to the world outside. But the Prime Minister had stepped in the week before. The Quaggas were refused permission to select a

  couple of coloured players. How could we convince anyone that we were not such old-fashioned baddies when, every step of the way, John Vorster and his cronies were intent on proving that we still

  lived in the dark ages?




  The Lions struggled against the Quaggas. We simmered with excitement, willing the black-and-white shirts to succeed where the Springboks had failed. The match had everything – fierce

  scrummaging, glistening back-line moves, drama and controversy. The referee, Ian Gourlay, had already allowed a disputed try by Andy Ripley for the Lions and rejected two Quagga tries. Yet, with

  less than five minutes left, the Lions were only ahead 16–13. We were delirious.




  But the Lions were resilient. Mike Gibson broke straight down the middle of the Quagga line and made valuable ground. We were certain that Andy Irvine knocked on but, in the gathering gloom, the

  ref had eyes less sharp than ours. He missed it and the ball bounced on and into Gordon Brown’s arms. He crashed over. Tries, even illegitimate tries, were now worth four points. The Lions,

  scandalously, were ahead 20–13.




  At the end, we wanted to storm the field with most of the other 55,000 – but we were too frightened. The noise was incredible, with boos and yells raining down in an orange shower of

  naartjies (tangerines) and plastic bottles of Fanta. The quickest spectator reached the referee first, bowling him over with a shoulder charge. On the ground, Ian Gourlay covered his head

  as the crowd swarmed around him. Gordon Brown and a few other Lions dragged him away towards the tunnel. It was one thing to attack a referee, and quite another to take on a Lion as hefty as the

  Scottish lock.




  The Chairman of the South African Referee’s Society, Wouter du Toit, was more disappointed with the result than with the reaction of the crowd. Despite Gourlay’s black eye and

  swollen cheek, du Toit declared that the crowd had been ‘justifiably incensed’ and that the poor ref ‘had been looking for trouble with his decisions’.




  South African fanaticism knew no bounds when it came to planning a comeback. For the third Test the selectors picked a huge line-up of men mad enough to think they could intimidate the Lions.

  Moaner van Heerden came in for his first cap – as did Gerrie Sonnekus, the Free State eighth man at, we gasped incredulously, ‘Fucking scrum-half!’ The Springbok management had

  completely flipped. They were attempting to batter the Lions – and you could not out-slug supreme sluggers like Willie John and Mighty Mouse.




  L’Equipe described the Port Elizabeth Test as ‘un combat de rue’, literally a street fight. Hunched over our crackling radios, we reeled back in horror at one

  of the most violent Tests in history. Moaner was in first, viciously raking JPR and hitting Bobby Windsor. Manslaughter followed as the Lions set about the Springboks. Although they never said the

  number aloud on radio, we whispered it to each other – ‘99!’




  In 1962 and’68, Miller and McBride had not won a single Test in South Africa. But they had learnt an Afrikaans lesson. You could never take a backward step against the Springboks, you had

  to fight them to the bitter end. The Lions did just that, with ruthless efficiency. Whenever the time was right, we read, McBride would bark the ‘99’ command and the Lions would start

  hitting, and hurting, their opponents. Early in the second half, a broken Moaner limped from the field, his left arm hanging at his side. The Lions were savage – yet they were also

  spectacular. They crushed South Africa 26–9, clinching the series 3–0, by eight tries to nil.




  Although the Springboks salvaged a contentious 13–13 draw at Ellis Park, when Slattery’s last-minute try was penalised, the damage had already been done. McBride’s magnificent

  Lions were unbeaten in twenty-two matches, heaping up 729 points against a paltry 207. They had destroyed us. Black South Africans were jubilant. We knew why.




  In the end we were less distraught than we were dazed. The long white days of certainty were gone. It seemed as if anything could happen. And it did. None of us was ever the same again.




  16 June 1976




  On an ordinary Wednesday afternoon, just before five, our shadows meandered up the long hill. Anderson Lane, on our bicycles, was a killer. But we pedalled on steadily. The

  small gang of us leant back in our saddles and steered our high handlebarred machines towards home. We were the dudes in Easy Rider, we were the peloton in the Tour de France. We

  were the cats already announcing which kittens we would try and kiss at Friday night’s party in some mom and dad’s furry garage.




  It no longer felt so bad that we had just played rugby against a Johannesburg school side who were bigger and harder than us. They had thumped us but, what the hell, there was another game on

  Saturday morning – and one next Wednesday and right through the rest of the winter. After three years of high-school rugby we knew that none of us was ever going to make it onto the Ellis

  Park pitch. We were preparing for other great things instead, from our first real hangover to our first real girl.




  As we climbed that dappled hill we also steeled ourselves. The unyielding tension of an All Blacks tour, our first in six years, was about to begin. In exactly five days, the Blacks were due to

  touch down at Jan Smuts Airport with a team which promised to be as testing as ever. We reminded each other that Ian Kirkpatrick, Syd Going and Bryan Williams were all returning – with new

  stars like Doug Robertson and Grant Batty in the back line and Billy Bush, Tane Norton, ‘Pole’ Whiting and Frank Oliver up front. The Kiwis, captained by Andy Leslie and coached by JJ.

  Stewart, were unbeaten over the course of three seasons, winning twenty-three matches on the trot while touring Australia, Wales and England.




  Since the Lions, we had played only four Tests, all against the French, two at home and two away The fact that we had won all four helped ease the pain and confusion of’74. But we were

  still in recovery, and fretting quietly that the All Blacks would do what they had always threatened to do – and win a series in South Africa.




  Colin Meads had spoken repeatedly about that Black fantasy. ‘If you’re ever going to play good rugby,’ he stressed, ‘you’ll play it in South Africa. The atmosphere

  demands it of you. The contest is hard physically – not perhaps as hard as against the French but consistently competitive in match after match. The sun throws its heat on your shoulders and

  there is always that feeling inside you, as an All Black, that this is what it has all been about, that this is South Africa and these are the players you most want to beat. What a tragedy if this

  experience is denied our All Blacks through activities quite divorced from the game of rugby.




  ‘It had been my greatest ambition as a player to go to South Africa and win a series there. For each of the two tours I made there, in 1960 and 1970, my whole training was geared to that

  end. To beat South Africa in South Africa! What a dream it was. I prepared myself with total determination. South Africa and the defeat of the Springboks was always in my mind. If I didn’t

  run up a hill five seconds faster than when I was preparing for an Australian tour, I was slacking on the job. I got angry with myself. On my runs I’d romance a bit, play imaginary games, go

  through imaginary tactics. South Africa and Frik du Preez were always there . . .’




  We yearned to hear such dreamy words. They soothed our sores. But, as Meads suggested, the All Blacks shared some of our suffering. The tour seemed fated to emulate the cancelled 1973 Springbok

  trip to New Zealand. The Anti-Apartheid Movements in New Zealand, especially HART (Halt All Racist Tours), were gathering strength. The friendly Kiwis were not used to such internal dissent. They

  were even more startled to see how their interaction with Springbok rugby had assumed global significance. Twenty-six African countries were about to withdraw from the Olympic Games in Montreal the

  following month –in protest against the All Blacks.




  Bryan Williams tried his best to justify the tour. ‘Apartheid gets me down,’ he’d told Paul Gifford in the Auckland Star the previous week. ‘Knowing that

  I’d probably be in the same situation as South Africa’s blacks is not a very nice thought. I do get depressed about it. But if you fight the problem by boycotts, by bullying someone, I

  think you get resented. If you go there, and discuss it with people, you do get communication.’




  We loved Bryan Williams, and could not wait to communicate that ardour to him again. We also tried to convince ourselves that he was right, that if the Afrikaners could swoon once more at his

  dark and radiant feet we might change the grim way in which the world stared at us. Life in South Africa, still, did not seem so bad to us groovy bikers. How could the world hate us so much when we

  shouted ‘Howzit, my china!’ to every black walker who gave us a wave? We were even buddies with some of the cooler black Tsotsis (delinquents) who hung around on our street

  corners. We still joked around in our old pal Maggie Thabang’s backroom – even if she just clicked her tongue in a toothless grimace when we asked her to call up the Tokolosh

  against the All Blacks. If only they looked a little deeper, we thought, people would see that there was more to us than apartheid.




  We’d neared the top of Anderson Lane when I saw the first of the helicopters. I remember pointing just as someone shouted, ‘Check the choppers!’ The leading helicopter was

  suddenly followed by another and then another and then two more. There were five of them, flying tightly together, banking away towards the south-west of a darkening sky. They were police

  helicopters. We could see them clearly silhouetted against the end of the day’s streaks of blue, red and yellow I thought how beautiful they looked as we watched them disappear amid a fading

  drone of sound.




  The surrounding streets were quiet. Our breathless chatter wandered back to the Blacks. We had a shimmering fancy that we might even get to see some of the Tests on TV After countless

  Commissions of Inquiry, the government had finally unbanned television. The SABC’s transmissions had begun in January There were two hours of programmes to watch daily, half in English, half

  in Afrikaans. A bilingual burst of Christmas/Kersfees every day Our parents had all splashed out on a set. In colour, naturally, as we were having none of that monochrome crap. With

  home-made programmes like Wilie-Walie and, more accurately, American imports like The Brady Bunch, we had at last hit modern times. ‘We’ve reached the twentieth

  century!’ we’d sigh as we stared adoringly at the Brady babes flashing their white teeth in the most glorious small-screen Technicolor.




  There was never really much news on television, just nodding heads telling us how wonderfully the country was doing despite the worst efforts of communist forces. It was so fucking boring. The

  radio was a little better, although it had already begun to drive me up the wall every morning just before seven. As my dad read the papers with one ear cocked to the news commentary, I fed our

  stealthy collie a couple more crusts of toast under the breakfast table. It was in such homely moments that I began to absorb how black and white everything sounded. ‘Separate

  Development’ was good, communism was evil. Our boys in the army were courageous, the revolutionary elements in neighbouring Angola and Mozambique were cowardly John Vorster was God’s

  envoy, Nelson Mandela was the devil. South Africa was right, the rest of the world was wrong. Even then, it seemed to belong more to the numbed pages of our Standard Eight English set-book. We

  loved Animal Farm, but sometimes it seemed as if George Orwell might have lifted his communist pigs’ ‘four legs good, two legs bad’ line straight from a SABC chant.




  But there were some interesting programmes on the English service, especially in the late afternoon and early evening. Then, reporters modelled themselves on their BBC counterparts. They spoke

  in carefully modulated tones, ‘the Queen’s English’ my mom told me, and presented programmes which were about everything from books and films and music to hat stores in London and

  cheese shops in Paris. Even though they rarely mentioned rugby, I listened to them with my mom and Maggie in the kitchen when I got home from playing sport every afternoon. At five o’clock,

  there was a magazine programme which took a ‘whirl around the world’ in sixty minutes. It made me feel casually sophisticated to take a swig of juice from the fridge and listen awhile

  as we waited for my sister and my dad to return for dinner.




  But the news was bleaker, and more localised, that particular Wednesday afternoon. Even my mother’s face was clouded as she saw me saunter into the kitchen. As she quietly said hello,

  Maggie also looked away.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ I remember asking my mother.




  She didn’t really know yet – except that there had been trouble all day in the township, in Soweto.




  ‘With the children,’ Maggie said softly.




  My mother explained the facts she knew. The few we heard were terrifying. The schoolchildren of Soweto were rioting. Some of them were younger than me. The township was burning. The police were

  trying to stop the fighting, but it was not yet over. They had had to shoot some of the black children. They’d had no choice. They were calling in more men all the time.




  I thought of the helicopters. My mouth felt dry There were more than a million black people in Soweto, and they were only fifteen miles away. There were other townships too, locations like

  Natalspruit and Katlehong which were even closer. The day had come. I longed for my dad to walk through the kitchen door with his bulging briefcase so that he could tell us that everything was

  going to be all right.




  When he did, it made no difference. We went to bed that night with the news that the townships were ‘quiet, but tense’. I no longer believed the radio. I could only imagine the

  worst. I hunkered down under the winter blankets and said a hushed prayer for my mom and my dad and my sister and Maggie and my friends and my dogs and myself. The night dragged by and, somehow,

  the sunshine made it easier to bear the next morning. I even listened more closely to the SABC comment. There had been no more reported deaths. But we turned to our newspaper for more precise

  details. There was only one decent morning paper in Johannesburg – the Rand Daily Mail, which my parents described as ‘liberal’. It was the one Transvaal newspaper which

  dared to criticise the government consistently, if mildly. Personally, I liked its pop music and rugby coverage. I still turned to the sports pages first, but I also began to read the front and

  inside sheets of The Mail. I began to understand a little more.




  Thousands of black schoolchildren, some of them half my age, had gathered early in Soweto on the morning of the sixteenth. They marched in protest against a government decision that they would

  be taught in Afrikaans. I reckoned that we might have marched ourselves if we’d faced the tedium of studying chemistry and trigonometry in bloody Afrikaans. Trust BJ. Vorster and the fucking

  Dutchmen. The police decided to cut off the students at the top of a dirt road, just in case they really meant to make good their threat of walking all the way into white Johannesburg. The black

  kids were singing protest songs and stamping their feet, causing small clouds of dust to rise around them. They waved their banners at the nervous lines of white policemen. And then they started.

  The children moved towards the police.




  They kept singing, making a haunting sound, as the police raised their guns in silent warning. As they walked, some of the older students bent down to pick up stones. As they sang, they began to

  throw them at the lines of blue. The police fired back. The first bullet killed a thirteen-year-old boy called Hector Peterson, a boy two years younger than me. Another black teenager lifted up the

  body and, crying, he began to run. The others ran with him, towards the police, their stones and songs soaring through the thin dry air. The riot lasted all day. When black parents returned to

  Soweto from work on the packed and swaying township trains, they saw the bodies. ‘It was like war,’ one man told The Mail.




  And the war continued, with the rioting being intense on some days and sporadic on others. It spread from Soweto, where 179 people were already dead, to adjoining townships and then down through

  the rest of the country, to isolated parts of the Free State and Natal and right across the Eastern and Western Cape. After a while, we became used to it. But I was shaken by those first days. It

  became harder to let my eye skip over the ‘Whites Only’ signs which encircled us. It seemed as if there was nothing I could do which did not involve staying on the strict white side of

  life. We were on one side of a smudged pane of a glass and ‘they’ were on the other. We kept going to the movies, eating in steakhouses, driving in cars, following the rugby, while

  ‘they’, blurred and smeared, watched and waited.




  Even when the All Blacks arrived the following week, the violence continued. John Vorster insisted that there was ‘No Crisis’. There were times when the All Blacks must have thought

  differently. Bryan Williams, Ian Kirkpatrick and two New Zealand journalists, Bob Howitt and Ross Wiggens, were amongst those tear-gassed in the middle of Cape Town when the police tried to

  disperse yet more rioting students. Tane Norton and Andy Leslie were then asked by a Durban mother, Lynette Phillips, if they would visit her son at Voortrekkerhoogte’s military hospital,

  near Pretoria. He had been on the border, ‘fighting the terrorists of South-West Africa and Angola’, when he’d stood on a landmine. The boy’s chest ‘looked like meat

  waiting for the braai [barbecue],’ his mother told the startled All Blacks. Leslie declared that ‘South Africa is at war’.




  In the middle of the tour, we were forced to endure a week-long ‘Veld School’ trip. The girls were taken to one batch of bush in the middle of nowhere while we were dumped in a

  military-style camp deeper in the empty Transvaal veld. We had grown used to turning up at school in army-style uniforms every Thursday for ‘Youth Preparedness’, as the

  education department coyly described our own chaotic marching drills. But it was nothing like the trauma we felt as we were yelled at by hulking Afrikaans army commanders who kept on surprising us

  all week. Each day’s running and crawling through the dust would be followed by bizarre night-time activities. We would either be cajoled into singing old Afrikaans rugby songs around the

  campfire or made to attend lectures about communism’s Rooi Gevaar (Red Danger) and rebellious girls who wore T-shirts carrying the number ‘69’. It was even worse when we

  taken out in open-backed trucks in the middle of the night. Small groups of us were left in complete darkness, miles from anywhere, and told to use our army compass and the stars to find our way

  back to camp. We were the kind of soft white suburban kids who could hardly drag ourselves from the next-door neighbour’s swimming-pool. How could they think of turning us into teenage

  soldiers? In the seething blackness of the bush, we were reduced to shivering wrecks, blinking back tears for our mothers and the Brady Bunch girls – whom we hoped wore the number

  ‘69’ on their tight red T-shirts.




  We even turned a little against rugby when the Afrikaans leaders resorted to their favourite oval ball metaphors to explain why they were tormenting us. ‘We whites,’ one of the

  evening discussion pamphlets read, ‘despite the fact that we are in the minority, are in a position of control. This is due to our discipline, unity and advanced technology. Yet few countries

  have so cosmopolitan a society, with so many ethnic groupings, as we do in the Republic of South Africa, We should never forget that there are so many obvious differences within these various

  ethnic groups that no signs of mutual harmony exist amongst these peoples. No Zulu would be prepared to live under a Sotho government, any more than Indians or whites would. The position in the

  Republic is thus, potentially, one of conflict – and a breeding ground for communist insurgency. We must be prepared. But South Africa has found the solution of thwarting the Russian

  expansionist ideals. That solution lies within her people as bearers of the Christian faith, basic humanity, and the recognition of the principle that separate development offers the only logical

  solution to the threat of cultural and racial conflict in our country. The struggle to gain the support of the population can, therefore, be compared to a rugby match. He who wins the scrum and

  controls the ball, scores the try. Gaining this support requires, on the one hand, strong action against the terrorist, and, on the other hand, a passing of maximum friendship and team support to

  our people as a whole. We need to work hard and stay strong for each other. Just like a rugby team. Just like a winning rugby team.’




  Two nights later, there was not even space for a scrummaging allusion. Instead, we were given a serious little tip to polish around the dying embers of our fire. I kept this one, too, for it

  made me think of Maggie Thabang rather than rugby ‘Today,’ that final pamphlet of our week read, ‘South Africa is experiencing a total onslaught. They are trying to get YOU! You

  are the youth of our country They are not interested in the older generation – you are the leaders of tomorrow. The communist says, “Give me a child between 0 and 6 and I will win the

  war.” They are not in a hurry – they want the whole world and they won’t stop anywhere. The insurgents will try to create chaos, as we saw in the Soweto riots. They were part of a

  communist onslaught. They used the youth, hoping we would panic, but our Prime Minister was too clever and, luckily, handled the riots. The so-called freedom fighters on our borders are not

  fighting for freedom, but for communism. This can be seen in urban terrorism. In Soweto there are hundreds of terrorists. You must be aware of them. Speak to your servant – she will tell you.

  If you notice something strange about her, don’t be afraid to tell the police. We must be spiritually prepared. We must be militarily prepared.’




  We were fifteen years old and, in just over two years, we would begin our stretch of military service. The dreaded army had been on my mind for years, and the more I thought about it the more I

  realised how closely I associated it with rugby. Every Saturday afternoon, as we waited for the rugby on the radio, we would hear the SABC’s Forces Favourites, a programme of

  messages and songs for our boys in the army. Heartbroken soldiers and their sweethearts affirmed their love for each other through rhyming messages and jokes about short hair and long days while

  choosing Elvis records like Love Me Tender and 40 Days. I would be hanging around for the latest Transvaal match against Griqualand West or, more excitingly and more rarely, a

  Springbok Test while I listened glumly to Forces Favourites, knowing that our compulsory stint in the army had been increased from one year to two.




  By the time the All Blacks arrived in June’76, I was so pissed-off with the whole military malarkey that I felt like smashing the radio against the nearest wall every time I heard those

  fucking favourites of our forsaken forces. I would have given the All Blacks a series victory on South African soil if it meant avoiding that train which would take me away for twenty-four months,

  perhaps even to the shadowy war on our borders with South-West Africa or Angola.




  I’d also become disenchanted with some of my own previous rugby heroes. Jan Ellis, the great Springbok flanker who had survived the 1969 tour and the Lions of’74 to produce scalding

  performances against the French, the Wallabies and the All Blacks, let us down. He had been chosen to captain a multi-racial side against New Zealand in Cape Town – one of the

  ‘Representative’ games which was supposed to convince the world how much we had moved ahead in eradicating the colour bar in sport. Ellis’s South African Invitation XV included

  eleven whites, two blacks and two coloureds.




  But old Jan declined the opportunity. At first it was announced by the South African Rugby Board that he had flu, but Ellis himself was more candid in the Sunday Times.

  ‘Multi-racial sport anywhere else in the world is okay,’ he said. ‘I have played against and socialised with Fijians, Maoris and all other kinds – but that was in Europe.

  When in Rome, you do as the Romans tell you. Here in South Africa, the same thing holds – and I am a white South African.’




  Cuthbert Loriston, the president of the Proteas’ Rugby Federation, was as damning of those whites who did play in the Invitation side as he was of Ellis. ‘For three hundred years, we

  coloureds have been treated by the whites as sub-human. For the convenience of international rugby relationships, it has now pleased some of them to treat us as equals. But when the need of

  convenience is no longer there, we shall go back to our life of sub-humanity.’




  Of course, despite such head-spinning strife, I still managed to lose myself in the rugby. I thrilled to the sounds and sights of the Haka, restored to the New Zealand ritual in South

  Africa for the first time in decades. Fifteen big men in black roared of war and death and monkeys as they slapped hands and arms and thighs before, with one long scream, they leapt into the air as

  one. I rocked and reeled as the Springboks and the All Blacks shared the first two Tests – 16–7 to South Africa in Durban and 15–9 to a fanatical New Zealand in Bloemfontein.

  Hunched over the radio, I was as tense as I’d ever been as Morne du Plessis’s Springboks dug out bruising clinchers in Cape Town and Johannesburg – inching and kicking their way

  through 15–10 and 15–14 nail-biters. The All Blacks were left raging with frustration at the refereeing decisions which went against them – crucial verdicts which even Danie

  Craven derided as ‘mistaken and unfair to New Zealand’. But at least we had won 3–1 again, even if the All Blacks’ J.J. Stewart remarked bitterly, ‘We outplayed South

  Africa and South Africa outkicked us. So, okay, it’s a kicking game. Goodbye, rugby. Let’s all go surf instead.’




  We couldn’t think too much about surfing, and not just because it was four hundred miles to the nearest whites-only beach. On 21 September, exactly three months since the All Blacks’

  arrival, the Rand Daily Mail reported on the findings of the country’s Christian Institute. Since 16 June, the student riots’ death toll had passed 300. Some 5,200 people had

  been arrested in connection with the ‘disturbances’. More than 900 people were detained without trial. The police used eighteen different types of torture against the detainees. At

  least three people were known to have died in their custody. They also had forty-six new security laws to call upon as they cracked down on the townships.




  The Afrikaans director of the Institute, the Reverend Beyers Naude, called upon Christians across South Africa to ‘exercise their moral responsibility by giving material care to detainees

  and their families’. But Naude was even more forceful when, in his introduction to the report, he asked, ‘Has South Africa now reached the point where it could be called a police

  state?’




  I turned instead to the sports pages. Another rugby season was ending. But, in the spring of’76, a different kind of winter had already begun. The All Blacks were leaving that evening, but

  my eye lingered over another sentence, a line in which an unnamed black sports leader observed coldly: ‘They have the guns, we have the masses . . .’




  19 August 1981




  ‘Good Evening. All three members of the banned African National Congress accused in the Sasol Two/Booysens treason trial were sentenced to death in the Pretoria

  Supreme Court this afternoon. Passing sentence, Mr Justice Charles Theron said that, from their evidence, the accused, Bobby Tsotsobe, Johannes Shabangu and David Moise, had emerged as very

  intelligent people. They should have known that their actions could have caused the deaths of innocent people. Nevertheless, Mr Justice Theron said that they had committed their deeds with

  premeditation and with total disregard to the safety of the public. He said he had no alternative but to impose the utmost punishment.




  ‘In New Zealand, the Springbok rugby team have arrived in the town of Nelson. Their manager, Professor Johan Claassen, reported that the players were in good spirits despite their

  narrow loss in last Saturday’s first Test in Christchurch. According to Professor Claassen, the team were welcomed warmly in Nelson and have already begun preparing for this Saturday’s

  match against Nelson Bay. They are also due to attend their first mayoral reception in New Zealand tomorrow evening There have been no new reports of demonstrations? [SABC News]’




  New Zealand was being torn apart. Cities, towns and even families were split in two as the battles between police and protestors became increasingly brutal. A placid country was riven with

  violent division. New Zealand, because of us, had become a mirror of South Africa.




  We, however, were more inured to images of repression and resistance. I was in my third year at university and every week I would attend another mass meeting of black and white students. The

  songs and the slogans, the marches and the martyrs became part of an everyday backdrop. We were even more accustomed to the sight of P.W. Botha wagging his finger in defiance on television and to

  the distant rumble of army trucks. It would be wrong to say that we had become blasé, for our feelings were as raw as they were tangled, but we no longer had that slightly glazed look of so

  many New Zealanders who had taken their first smack in the face.




  The time difference meant that pictures from New Zealand were usually beamed back to the SABC in the early hours of match days. At three o’clock on a Saturday morning, I’d usually

  just rolled in from a long night of drinking in some dingy club where bands like Corporal Punishment, the Safari Suits and the Asylum Kids played songs like Darkie, A South African in

  Paris and Policeman. I had only a short time left in South Africa. There were only so many university courses I could take before the men in brown uniforms would wait no longer.

  I’d already decided that when the last call-up came, I would leave the country.




  With the drink swirling round my head it sometimes felt as if my heart would crack in those small dark hours. Even then, at the height of my resentment, I knew how much I loved the country I

  pinned my forlorn hopes on the sudden breakdown of the South African Defence Force. But we knew it wouldn’t happen for years. Sometimes, especially at three in the morning, it felt like it

  would drag on forever. I would leave and never be able to return.




  I’d open another beer and think of everything I would miss when I was gone. It made a change from yelling at my parents about everything I hated in ‘the apartheid State’. For

  starters, I loved quite a few people around me. I was no longer sure how I would ever say goodbye to them. I loved the old white house where I lived. I loved the way the landscape changed as you

  travelled through the country. I loved the way that even the most harsh and desolate places, like the Transvaal and the Karroo, were beautiful. I loved the sun in winter. And, when I was determined

  to be sentimental, I’d think of all the Springbok rugby teams I had followed since 1969.




  I’d reach for the television. I couldn’t help myself. For all my denunciations of the tour, I was still a sucker for the green-and-gold shirts. The Springboks against the All Blacks,

  as always, was unmissable rugby. I had to watch. But, amid the barbed wire and riot police, the baton charges and the flour bombs, it was impossible to forget apartheid.




  There had been many moments of shame since the All Blacks’ 1976 tour. Under Danie Craven, the rugby authorities claimed that the sport had become ‘fully integrated’. There were

  countless failed attempts to organise both legitimate and ‘rebel’ rugby tours – and between 1976 and 1980, the Springboks only played one match, against an ageing ‘World

  XV’, led by Willie John McBride, in Pretoria in 1977. Yet the desperation of white South Africans to have any form of international rugby did not run as deeply as their refusal to accept

  political change. Apartheid beat rugby almost every time.




  Yet there were some glimmers of difference. A multi-racial tour of Britain by the South African Barbarians in 1979 showcased a shiny blend of fine black and white players – from Errol

  Tobias, ‘Turkey’ Shields, ‘Pompies’ Williams and Soloman Mhlaba to Divan Serfontein, Rob Louw, De Villiers Visser and Gawie Visagie. Guided by the articulate management of

  the former Scotland international Chick Henderson, the Barbarians opened the way for South Africa’s return to world rugby in 1980. Under Nelie Smith, rugby’s first professional coach,

  the Springboks beat an Argentinian-dominated ‘South American Combination’ called the Jaguars, Bill Beaumont’s British Lions and Jean-Pierre Rives’s France in rapid

  succession.




  Then, in May 1981, preparing for New Zealand, they made history by selecting Errol Tobias as the first coloured Springbok in two home Tests against Ireland. I remember how the paper fluttered

  when I read the news. Nelie Smith and his selection panel had stunned us all. After all those years where the idea of a non-white Springbok had been an almost treasonable offence, Errol Tobias

  would be the first to crack the green-and-gold mould.




  We were ridiculously agitated on the afternoon of the Test. Even though, with my dad, we were in place in front of the TV an hour before the game, I had to snap on a snatch of Forces

  Favourites just to make me mad again. I had turned twenty the month before and it seemed easier then to be angry It was better than being nervous. A few messages to the boys on the border and

  a burst of the Village People’s In the Navy put me back in my normal bad mood. There was a ritual exchange about the state of the country between me and my father. But he was the

  wiser man. He opened a few more beers and we all calmed down. I couldn’t believe it. Errol Tobias was about to run onto the Newlands pitch as a Springbok.




  ‘Let’s hope he does really well,’ my dad murmured. And we all started to panic again. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck it. What if he had an absolute stinker? What if he missed every tackle

  that came his way? What if every time they passed the ball to him he dropped it? What if everyone refused to pass to him and he failed to get a single touch all afternoon? We could just imagine how

  the Afrikaans papers would eat him alive as their excuse for Sunday breakfast. He would never get another chance again – and we would be back where we had always been, in a whites-only

  wilderness.




  The poor guy. If we were so worried about him, how was he ever going to find the strength to move one foot in front of the other, and quickly enough so that he could fool the doubters into

  thinking that he could actually run onto the field in a Springbok shirt? Could he be that brave? Could he be that cool? Even when he was playing out of position, as a centre, alongside the

  prodigious boot of Naas Botha? Naas hardly passed the ball to anyone, whatever the colour of their hair, preferring to kick it the length of the field instead. So how would Errol even get a sniff

  all afternoon? We acknowledged the greatness of Botha’s kicking. We were less sure how an often dazzling coloured fly-half from Boland would be able to translate his unpredictable jinks and

  side-steps into the play of an international centre – especially if he was petrified and nobody passed the ball to him anyway. It would be a long afternoon.




  But then, suddenly, they were running onto the field. Tobias’s legs moved smoothly beneath him, his head held high, if tilted a touch to the left. The cameras zoomed in on him. He was a

  shy man. Yet he seemed even more reserved, even a little shrunken, as the enormity of the moment pressed down on him. We were quiet too, absorbing our history as it unfolded before us.




  It was almost breathtaking in its intensity, at 3.28 on a Saturday afternoon in the autumn of 1981, to see a dark skin inside that Springbok shirt. It seemed eerie, too, that South Africa wore

  white that day; not in honour of the past, or Tobias’s breaking of history, but in deference to the emerald green of Ireland. And then, at last, it came down to a game of rugby. The whistle

  blew and we all settled quickly – even Tobias. We cheered and clapped his and every other Springbok move. I knew I had been misty-eyed at times. But, remembering my apparently misanthropic

  role in life, I quickly reverted to being hard and cynical all over again. South Africa, with fourteen white men and one coloured, had won 23–15. So fucking what? It was only a rugby match.

  Where would Errol Tobias awake next Monday morning, I sneered? He would not wake in a city hotel or a suburban bed. He would be back in his coloured township. What would rugby have changed?




  But, then, the post-match replays whirred by again. We jumped once more and punched the air and shouted with the commentator, ‘Ja, Errol, Jaaaaaaa!’ as we saw how his

  rock-solid display had included one especially luminous break which opened up Newlands and sent Rob Louw over for a brilliant try.




  Tobias kept his place for the second Test in Durban, which the Springboks won 12–10, And he was selected, too, for the New Zealand tour. On 22 July 1981, we finally saw him wear the green

  and gold, in a number 10 jersey, when he played in the opening match at Gisborne against Poverty Bay Tobias shone again that day, catching the eye from the moment he scooped up a horrible pass from

  Barry Wolmarans and, without breaking stride, sliced through a gap and passed to Edrich Krantz who flew across the touchline. South Africa won 24–6 and Nelie Smith smiled his lopsided smile

  and asked the crowd of pressmen from New Zealand, Australia, South Africa and England: ‘Not bad for tokenism, gentlemen?’




  But by mid-August the tour had soured for Tobias. Without any hope of replacing Botha, he was consigned to the dirt-trackers. As the only coloured Springbok he was also forced to bear the most

  searing public attention in New Zealand, from demonstrators and supporters alike. He became more and more withdrawn, a sad symbol for a bleak tour. But Tobias was not the only miserable South

  African. The vitriol against the Springboks made the 1969 British version seem more like honeyed acclaim.




  The second match of the tour, on Saturday, 25 July, was to be held in Hamilton. Waikato versus South Africa. Instead, cementing the pattern for the rest of the tour, it turned out to be New

  Zealander against New Zealander. Ten minutes before kick-off, at 3.20 in the morning Johannesburg time, the perplexed SABC studio announcers welcomed us to their screening of the first Saturday

  match. The reason for their confusion soon became apparent.




  At one end of the stadium, to the left of the players’ tunnel, a large crowd pressed against the wire fence. Those in front wore crash-helmets. They moved curiously together like a

  multi-legged helmet-headed insect, searching for an opening. Sometimes they hesitated, as if uncertain which set of legs were taking the right turn. And then, the crowd parted, dividing itself into

  separate sections, about twenty-five yards apart. The helmet-heads in each group lowered and charged. The fence gave in without even a sigh. They were through. ‘Three hundred and more,’

  our SABC man sighed.




  At first they all sat, as if in search of a prize at that weekend’s Waikato Musical Chairs. Then, those on the outside of the ring stood up and linked arms. The crowd jeered. After five

  minutes, a heavy-visored file of riot-police trotted onto the field. The crowd cheered as they took up position along the halfway line. Plaintive ‘We Want Rugby!’ pleas turned into

  louder ‘Off! Off! Off!’ chants. Four more police units jogged across to join their boys in the middle. Together, they approached the Anti-Apartheid loop. Rugby-mad Kiwis roared –

  and then groaned as the police stopped a few feet away from the circle.




  A man with a loudhailer warned the protestors that they faced arrest. Three stragglers decided they had had enough and walked towards the touchline. Another fifteen minutes passed, taking us a

  full twenty past the scheduled kick-off. All thoughts of stumbling drunkenly to bed were banished. I sat bolt upright, as if a great big screw had been driven through my hazy head. Orange flares,

  let off by the demonstrators, curled slowly across the field.




  The police hit upon a plan. They would forcibly remove each protestor. After ten minutes they had led away twenty-five people – some of whom departed with a cop on each arm while others

  fought frantically for their freedom, none more so than a matronly Maori woman whom five strapping policemen struggled to drag away. The Afrikaans commentators noted her ‘fierce

  defiance’ with laughter. Five minutes later, a white van drove over the muddied grass and various policemen emerged with boxes of white arrest forms. There were procedures to follow –

  first of which was to abandon the game and then to take down the name of each demonstrator. ‘Unbelievably tragic!’ the SABC voice echoed, believing that, like the game, the tour was

  about to be cancelled.




  But it had become a matter of principle, as much for the police and rugby men as the protestors. ‘I feel as though I could kill someone,’ Colin Meads seethed after the Waikato

  abandonment. ‘Those bastards [the demonstrators] should wear uniforms to identify themselves, so we can recognise them in the street.’ We could only imagine what Pinetree would do if

  given a chance to lay his huge hands on those who had dared put political protest before a game of rugby After the humiliation of Hamilton, the police were also determined to reassert their

  authority. They revealed their main reason for calling off the game. They’d received a threat that a terminally ill man was prepared to crash a plane into the main stand. With the buzz of a

  light aircraft overhead, they had not been willing to take the chance of multiple death. But, from then on, they asserted, they would seize control of the rugby pitches of New Zealand.




  At every match, helmeted protestors and baton-hammering riot squads smashed into each other. Helmets were dented, heads were cracked, noses were broken and faces were cut. Suggestions were made

  that the tour could be counting fatalities rather than just casualties. But, as in South Africa, neither side was prepared to back down. The struggle continued.




  Off the field, the first Test in Christchurch was predictably bloody – but the police curbed the time seventy protestors spent on the muddied pitch to minutes rather than hours. Wedged

  together in a tight phalanx, the ‘Red Squad’ pushed the activists back. It was the most impressive scrum of a cold but sunny day, accompanied by a willing team of back-line boys who

  swept up the demonstrators’ dropped brass tacks and nails and pieces of glass. The Test which followed was a more tense affair, which the All Blacks won 14–9. But Nelie Smith refused to

  blame the loss on the fact that, for ‘reasons of security’ they had been forced to spend the previous night sleeping on local squash courts.




  We knew that Smith and Claassen were probably, like most of rugby’s top brass, Broederbonders (members of ‘The Brotherhood’, the secret Afrikaans organisation which

  controlled the country). But they seemed pitiful when skewered and grilled on the New Zealand press conference barbie. They were like two meaty chunks of lamb to the kebab, turning on a spitting

  spat of questions about apartheid. Again and again, they were asked how they could justify not only the continuation of the tour but the policies of their government. ‘We’re just here

  to play rugby,’ Claassen would grunt, his face becoming hard and sullen while Smith’s half-smile looked queasier by the minute. They wanted to forget about apartheid. Rugby still

  mattered more than anything to them.




  We were disappointed in their reluctance to play South Africa’s captain, Wynand Claassen, in the opening Test. Apart from being a tough and bright number 8, he personified the best of New

  Afrikanerdom. Qualified as an architect, like Tommy Bedford, Wynand Claassen spoke grandly about music and painting and the need for South Africans to open their minds as much as their hearts. He

  had played rugby in France and forged a friendship with the All Blacks’ captain, Murray Mexted. In his absence, the Springboks looked rudderless in Christchurch. There were rumours that

  Wynand’s leanings to the left counted against him.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
WINTER COLOURS

CHANGING SEASONS IN WORLD RUGBY

DONALD McRAE

7

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

York - Sydney

A CBS COMPANY





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
WINTER COLOURS

CHANGING SEASONS IN WORLD RUGBY

DONALD McRAE

F

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London- New York - Sydne

A CBS COMPANY





