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Abstract

Rugby, an intensely physical team game that emphasised the contribution of
players of disparate skills and strengths, was ideal for New Zealand’s early
European pioneers. It also suited the nature of the indigenous people. Rugby
club competitions and provincial matches provided a significant social fulcrum
and a means of playing out regional rivalries. Arduous, but ultimately
successful rugby tours to Britain and Ireland, brought Pakeha and Maori
together and helped to shape the young colony’s self-image. New Zealand’s
commitment to its national game became instrumental in rugby’s steadily

growing international popularity.

Although rugby had significant commercial appeal, it remained an amateur
sport in deference to its British originators. Nevertheless, New Zealand’s hosting
of the inaugural Rugby World Cup in 1987 coincided with the development of
global media networks. By the third Rugby World Cup tournament in 1995,
substantial commercial interest in the game meant that a transition to a
professional structure was inevitable. Rugby appealed to media conglomerates
needing new televisual product that would attract subscribers to growing pay-

TV networks.

Although the introduction of professionalism was a major commercial success,
the commercial imperatives imposed allowed rugby to be dominated by those
with the most financial and player resources. As a consequence, New Zealand’s
traditional advantages were diluted. This generated considerable tension
between New Zealand’s professional game and its amateur grassroots level that

has been rugby’s traditional base. While supplying the game’s players and



supporters, grassroots rugby has been the level of the game most vulnerable to

the negative impact of professionalisation.

To generate the income to adequately fund the game’s grassroots, it is critical
that New Zealand’s leading teams remain among the world’s best. However, the
professionalisation of rugby has made winning far more difficult than ever
before. New Zealand rugby’s challenge is to mitigate the commercial

imperatives that place it at a significant disadvantage in the international game.



Introduction

Swift transition from an amateur code to a fully professional game ensured
substantial change for rugby. By remaining true to its British public school
origin, rugby had been partially insulated from commercial pressures common
within major professional sports; yet, rugby had always been commercially
attractive. In Chapter One, New Zealand’s commitment to the game as an
arbiter of its place in the world gave rugby an enduring status and national
profile. The ability with which New Zealand played the game contributed to its
development as a major international sport. But while it was eager to retain close
links with rugby’s home unions, New Zealand’s prowess also challenged their

ownership of the game.

In Chapter Two, New Zealand’s hosting of the first Rugby World Cup in 1987
highlighted the game’s commercial potential. Planning, training and coaching of
rugby nations were influenced by the tournament’s four-yearly cycle. But it also
concentrated significant commercial interest in elite rugby. This led to the
International Rugby Board (IRB) taking advantage of the Rugby World Cup to
fund the game’s development. Nevertheless, adherence to rugby’s century-long
amateur code generated tension between the IRB, its member unions and leading
players. While remaining unpaid, the players’ efforts earned substantial income
for unions and the IRB. Ultimately, the development of media conglomerates
(alongside the game’s commercial appeal) was the catalyst for rugby’s inevitable

professionalisation.
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Failure to adequately prepare for transition to open professionalism undermined
the New Zealand Rugby Football Union’s (NZRFU) links with its players.! This
is the underlying theme of Chapter Three. The risk of losing players to a media-
led professional rugby league competition (and a rebel rugby corporation)
served to illustrate the players’ commercial value. The New Zealand, South
African and Australian (SANZAR) unions were forced to react quickly. Driven
by a need for programming to build subscribers to its pay-TV networks, News
Corp bought the televisual rights for new rugby competitions developed by the
three southern hemisphere unions. The SANZAR unions used the income that
broadcast rugby generated to pay and retain their elite players and to fund
development of structures to manage the professional game. But with live
televised broadcast of the game restricted to subscriber television networks
(combined with the rising cost of match-day tickets), access to top level rugby in

New Zealand became restricted to those who could afford it.

Commercial imperatives inherent within the professional game impacted upon
the representative nature of New Zealand’s provincial rugby unions. Chapter
Four describes how the concentration of player, management and financial
resources on the five unions chosen to host professional Super 12 franchises, led
to a major imbalance in the domestic game. Players (and coaches and
management) that wanted to advance their rugby careers transferred to unions
that promised a salary and a pathway to higher honours. Financially vulnerable
unions struggled to retain parity. Some were reduced to becoming feeder
unions, subservient to those with more resources. Competition for scarce
resources at this level of the game undermined its egalitarian nature. This also
affected the provincial unions’ ability to administer their amateur club

competitions, rugby’s traditional base.

1 Although now commonly known as the New Zealand Rugby Union (which the Union uses on a
day-to-day basis), the union’s constitutional title is the New Zealand Rugby Football Union (or
NZRFU). For consistency, this is the title used throughout this thesis.
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When the NZRFU failed to retain sub-hosting rights for the 2003 Rugby World
Cup, a major review underlined the professional game’s commercial pressures.
The review emphasised the importance of major income streams from
sponsorship and broadcasting for rugby’s development.  Chapter Five
demonstrates that professionalisation of rugby among nations with far larger
financial and playing resources significantly diluted New Zealand’s traditional
advantages. Centrally enforced constraints on the game, in particular those that
negated revenue equalisation, created significant tension for rugby nations based
in small economies. Some countries have little hope of competing effectively
without relying on the IRB’s financial support. In turn, the Board’s focus on
earning more income from the game increased the dependence of smaller rugby
nations on its funding. The IRB’s income maximisation objectives also preclude
New Zealand from hosting the Rugby World Cup, despite its longstanding

predominance in the international game.

For New Zealand to retain parity with far bigger rugby nations, it is critical that
it retains a winning All Black team. In Chapter Six, the NZRFU’s reliance on
income from broadcasters and sponsors to achieve this goal is revealed by its
preparation to renegotiate its broadcasting relationships. To strengthen its
position, the NZRFU sought to reduce its financial exposure to the domestic
game. It needed to be assured of the sustainability of its provincial unions. The
risk of being excluded from the new Premier competition led to unions lobbying
local government, businesses and communities to financially support their
applications. In effect, smaller communities for whom rugby is a significant
social fulcrum were asked to strengthen New Zealand’s ability to compete
internationally. Requests to fund major stadia upgrades ahead of important
infrastructure projects demonstrate the tensions between the elite game and

grassroots rugby.
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Professionalism opened a major divide between the game’s elite level and club
and provincial rugby. The game’s grassroots is under pressure to retain its
prominence and inherent cultural importance. It is also the level of the game that
provides rugby’s future players and many of its supporters. However, it is also
the part of the game that is the most vulnerable to professionalism’s incumbent
commercial imperatives. Addressing this imbalance is a major priority for the
NZRFU. While elite players no longer rely on grassroots rugby to support their
representative careers, the reverse is now true. Consequently, amateur club and
provincial rugby is struggling at a time when many communities are being called
upon to sustain the international game. This thesis delineates the unprecedented
challenges the game faces as a consequence of its professionalisation. It also
analyses the significant tension between needing to sustain the community level
of the game while also funding its ongoing development by maximising income

at the elite level.
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Chapter One:

Development of Britain’s Game for an Elite Few into
New Zealand’s Game for Many

Rugby’s founding myth is that it is a game derived from football. Its origin is
linked to the youthful exuberance of an English public school student, William
Webb Ellis, who in a game of football, picked up the ball and ran with it. Webb
Ellis” fellow students at Rugby School were quick to accept his lead - however
unintentional - and also took it upon themselves to pick-up and run with the
ball. Challenges to the accuracy of the myth revolve around the realisation that it
would be four years after his death that Webb Ellis was first mentioned as being
responsible for the new handling game (Smith, 1999: 19).2 Certainly there is a
degree of convenient symbolism about the story of Webb Ellis. However, what
rugby aficionados agree is that the name given the sport was appropriate; Rugby
School was the first to develop basic rules for the new game. Nevertheless, its
origin is further blurred by the opinions of sociologists who believe that rugby
was the forerunner of football, rather than the more commonly accepted origin
that supports the Webb Ellis story (Collins, 1997: 11). Neither explains how

rugby would become New Zealand’s national sport.

Notably, the long-time amateur ethos of rugby owes everything to its English
public school origins. In its earliest years within public schools such as Rugby

and Cambridge, sons of wealthy aristocrats and the upper and middle classes

2 William Webb Ellis was only first mentioned to have been responsible for the development of
the ‘handling game’ four years after his death in 1872 and almost 55 years after the first handling
incident occurred. In 1876, a former pupil of Rugby School wrote to the school magazine,
recalling how he had heard that in a game of football at Rugby in 1823, Ellis had caught the ball
(presumably in his role as goal-keeper) and instead of punting the ball forward as was the norm,
had chosen to run with it toward the opposing goal. Years later, a former pupil of Rugby School,
Thomas Harris, described Webb Ellis as “an admirable cricketer but (he) was generally regarded
as inclined to take unfair advantages at football” (Smith, 1999: 14 - 21).
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played rugby predominantly. This was an energetic, vigorous sport that was
played by healthy and strong young men during the period between attending
college and settling down to a life in business. With its attributes expounded by
the affluent, rugby exemplified the ‘muscular Christianity” common in the USA
during the same period. Vigorous team sports were extolled as an ideal
mechanism to train men to compete in the battle of life (McChesney, 1989: 52).
However, in Wales it was working class men, particularly miners that would
adopt the game as their own. There, rugby provided a focus for the new
immigrant population to South Wales from elsewhere in the British Isles (Smith,
1999: 50). For the working classes in the rest of Great Britain, soccer (aka
football) was already becoming the most popular team sport. It was a far easier

game to play on the cobbled streets of most cities and towns (Reason & James,

1979: 31).

Rugby: Colonial Relationships and National Development

As in Wales, the transportation of rugby to New Zealand was also due to
immigration, predominantly from Great Britain, as settlers arrived after 1840.
The new colonists brought with them the cultural and societal mores that saw
parts of New Zealand begin to resemble the homes of its British immigrants
(King, 2003: 24). This settlement programme paralleled the growth of organised
team games in Great Britain and Ireland. While immigrant ships regularly
travelled between Great Britain, Ireland and New Zealand, wealthy settler
families would send their sons (and daughters) back to the mother country to be
educated. On their return to New Zealand, they brought with them new games
or refinements to games already being played (MacDonald, 1996: 4). Not
surprisingly therefore it was the son of one of these families who should prove
an early catalyst for the expansion of rugby. On his return to Nelson in 1870, C J

Monro persuaded his peers to adopt the game that he had learnt while attending
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school in England (Stewart, 1997: 39). The first recorded game of rugby in New
Zealand took place in Nelson shortly after Monro’s return, during May 1870
between Nelson Football Club and Monro’s former school, Nelson College
(Macdonald, 1996: 8). Later that year, Monro organised the first inter-provincial
match, between players from Nelson and a Wellington team. Munro selected the
Wellington team while he was living in the capital with his Parliamentarian

father (Palenski, 1992: 13 - 14).

Gradually, rugby (with new refinements to the game brought back from Great
Britain and Ireland) took hold in other parts of New Zealand. In time, the game
would encourage new converts. Among them were followers of other team
games such as Victorian Rules, the forerunner of Australian Rules, Australia’s
national game (Knight, 2003: 19). In its earliest years, rugby suited the lifestyles
of many settlers. They would develop a society with less rigid class distinctions
and this was reflected in rugby’s popularity. In towns such as Nelson and
Wellington the game was played by insurance clerks, bank staff and postal
workers that had the time and inclination to play a rugged team sport. As road
and rail transport improved, the game expanded from the towns into the
countryside, leading to the growth of rugby clubs in farming communities. In
the years up to 1890, clubs and representative provincial teams multiplied as the
structure of the game in New Zealand started to take shape (MacDonald, 1996: 11
- 12) (Palenski, 1992: 17). At its base were the clubs. To form rugby unions to
represent geographic areas or provinces, clubs banded together to elect
management who would select the best players. Following inter-provincial
matches, a national team of the best provincial players would be chosen to

represent the entire country (Knight, 2002a: D3).

A privately sponsored British rugby team toured New Zealand in 1888.

Although the British won most of their 19 games, the New Zealanders learned

16



that there was little separating their players from the visitors. However, it was
the competitive team attitude and the development of team tactics to win
matches (rather than relying on exceptional individual skills) that impressed
(Palenski, 1992: 21). A famous visit to Britain and Ireland later the same year by
a team dominated by players of Maori descent demonstrated how quickly the
New Zealanders had learnt from the visit of the British and Irish team. Dubbed
‘the Natives’ (despite the inclusion of a handful of players not born in New
Zealand), the pioneering exploits of the team were a landmark in New Zealand
rugby history. The length of the 107-match tour was groundbreaking for the
times and had a powerful affect on the support and growth of the game in New
Zealand (Verdon, 2003a: 32). Included in the team was Tom Ellison, an
innovative rugby thinker and one of the first Maori to be admitted to the bar. On
his return to New Zealand, Ellison wrote a seminal rugby book, The Art of Rugby
Football, in which he argued for the compensation of players, noting the
imposition of asking working men to sacrifice earnings to play a game that

people paid to watch (Macdonald, 1996: 12 - 13).

For the English Rugby Football Union (RFU), Ellison’s comments verged on
blasphemy. Sensitivity to the possibility that players might be benefiting
financially from rugby was influential. Observing the money being drawn into
the management of rugby in working class northern Britain, the RFU was
concerned for the future of the amateur game. Up to this time, rugby had been
largely the domain of the British public school system (Stewart, 1997: 47).
Playing of the game for its own sake without direct financial reward was a factor
that remained of prime importance. Once students left school to run the family
business or enter a profession, rugby clubs became a means of mixing socially
with like-minded people from a similar class background. This feature of the
game, that the RFU wanted to maintain and foster, effectively excluded the

working classes.
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Generally, working class men had little time for rugby in its earliest days. The
demands of industrialisation consigned them to working 12-hour days, six days
a week. It was not until rugby had taken a strong grip throughout Britain as a
middle-class activity that workingmen discovered it. When a cogent structure
for staging rugby matches was introduced, it was the working class teams from
the north, honed by the physical nature of their mining and factory environment
that began to dominate. Due to circumstances that made it essential to earn an
income from whatever endeavour they entered, payment for high level sporting
endeavours was commonplace. Playing rugby was no different and it was just a
matter of time before the RFU would take exception.  But rather than a
reluctance to allow professional teams to play rugby, it was the desire to
discourage working classes from adopting the game that was the primary
motive.> When in 1895 the RFU threatened to suspend teams it believed were
professionally financed, a group of clubs formed the breakaway Northern Union
(Zavos, 2000: 202). Within three years, these 20 clubs had become 98 and with
them came the development of rugby’s offshoot and subsequent nemesis, rugby
league (Smith, 1999: 32 - 33). Defections to the Northern Union undermined the
traditional British game. RFU-affiliated club teams were reduced from 481 in
1893 to 244 clubs by 1903 (Ryan, 1993: 120). From its earliest origins, rugby
league was played predominantly on a professional basis, developing into a

popular game in its own right.

In New Zealand, the concern expressed in Great Britain towards financial
underwriting of the Natives tour in 1888 (a reflection of the difficulty of
organising national teams and major tours) stirred provinces into action.

Delegates from each province were called together and in 1892 the New Zealand

3 To put this in context, W. G. Grace, England’s famous cricketer, received £9,000 - an enormous
amount at the time - from the revenues of a testimonial match staged in his honour - and
continued to retain his amateur status (Smith, 1999: 33).
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Rugby Football Union (NZRFU) was formed (Verdon, 2002a: 11) (Ryan, 1993:
119).4 Among attendees at NZRFU'’s first annual meeting was the Wellington
delegate, Tom Ellison, who famously proposed, “that the New Zealand
representative colours be black jersey with silver fernleaf, black cap with silver
monogram, white knickerbockers and black stockings” (Palenski, 1992: 24). This
description, similar to the uniform worn by the Natives team of 1888, became the

standard uniform of the national team that as a consequence, would become

known as the All Blacks (Macdonald, 1996: 19).5

A level of national prominence, unprecedented for a New Zealand sports team,
was accorded the country’s first truly representative rugby team, chosen in 1903.
New Zealand premier, Richard John Seddon, addressed the team before they left
to tour Australia. “It behoves you footballers to uphold your country’s highest
reputation on the football field,” said Seddon (Palenski, 2003: 20). The attractive
style of game played by the New Zealand team drew large crowds to each
match. The New Zealanders registered record scores while also winning their
first ever test match, 22 - 3 over Australia; a testament to the development of
rugby in New Zealand and the inventive style of game the All Blacks chose to
play (Verdon, 2002a: 16). The natural ability of many players had already been
acknowledged during semi-representative offshore tours. A correspondent for
the Sydney Telegraph remarked upon the success of a team drawn from players
nominated by the Auckland, Wellington, Otago and Canterbury unions that won

all eight matches of a tour to New South Wales in 1884; “there was a natural

4 South Island unions initially held out due to their belief that it they were just as happy
continuing to owe allegiance to the English union. The Southland and Canterbury unions were
persuaded to join the NZRFU in 1894, with Otago, the union most willing to go its own way (for
which it was formally criticised for undermining development of the NZRFU), finally joining the
nascent national union a year later (Palenski, 1992: 22 - 25).

5 Ellison was chosen to be the captain of the first New Zealand team selected under the auspices
of the new union (Palenski, 1992: 22 - 24).
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affinity,” he observed, “between the climate of New Zealand and the robust

character of this outdoor sport” (Palenski, 2001: 30).6

Two years after the 1903 tour, the New Zealanders, captained by Boer War
veteran, Dave Gallaher, ventured to Britain for a seven-month tour, playing all
the four home nations (Chester & MacMillan, 1978: 22 - 31). Premier Seddon,
facing an election, again demonstrated the national importance New Zealanders
placed on the 1905 tour. In escorting the players from the ship that brought them
home to Auckland, Seddon likened the efforts of the team to the contribution of
revered Boer War veterans, Gallaher among them (Laidlaw, 1999: 21)
(MacDonald, 1996: 23). Losing just one game after a disallowed try in the first-
ever test against Wales (the leading British rugby-playing nation at the time), the
New Zealand team returned to a heroes” welcome and was subsequently dubbed
‘the Originals’ (Keith, 2003: 302). The team’s performance revealed the extent to
which New Zealand had adopted the game as its own. To combat the British
and Irish style of game, the Originals introduced innovative tactics and new
skills to rugby, from skip passes in the backs to swivelling at the hip as the ball
was passed, that have remained part of the game ever since (Reason & James,
1979: 51). Morrie MacKenzie summed up the team’s dedication to winning and
their frequently ingenious on-field performances in his 1960 book, All Blacks in
Chains. “Most British sides were baffled and bewildered by the systematic,
machine-like rugby of these Antipodeans with an infinite variety of brilliant
tactics and copybook moves. The scientific system of play, whose foundations
had been laid in primitive tin sheds at night ... had proved its surpassing merit

in the very home of the rugby game itself” (Verdon, 2002a: 17).

¢ Another correspondent for the Sportsman, bemoaning Australia’s poor performance,
commented that, “(rugby) will never become with us a leading game in the same sense as
cricket,” suggesting a perceived inferiority toward rugby that remained with the Australians for
almost 80 years (Palenski, 2001: 30).
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So it was that New Zealand entered history in the northern hemisphere.” At the
time, European New Zealanders, demonstrating in part the inferiority of new
world colonials, believed that they could offer but few major contributions to the
world, other than ability at rugby. Historian, Keith Sinclair, referred to rugby
players being at the head of a gradual “export of brains” and one of New
Zealand’s chief contributions to the world, ranking in importance alongside the
like of physicist Lord Rutherford, painter Frances Hodgkins and author,
Katherine Mansfield (Sinclair, 1988: 199). After the solitary loss by the 1905
Originals, it was another six years before the All Blacks would be beaten again,

this for the first time, by Australia (Chester & MacMillan, 1978: 48 - 49).8

Rugby, Nationhood and War

Such was the growing international prominence of rugby that matches of
significance continued to be played during WW1. Soldiers of the New Zealand
Division of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force serving on the Western Front
played a number of unofficial rugby tests, including four against France
(Pugsley, 2000: A14). In war, as in peace, rugby proved to be an integral part of
the New Zealanders’ lives. King George V presented an award to the captain of
a New Zealand Services team that won an inter-services rugby tournament
played at the end of WW1, as troops waited for ships to transport them home

(Palenski, 1992: 39). This was a fitting conclusion for New Zealand; they were

7 Although the British game was still feeling the affects of the loss of players to rugby league, the
success of the 1905 side staggered the British rugby public. The Originals were accused of
professionalism and of being sustained by magic Maori potions; some even suggested the All
Blacks shirts were made of eel-skin to prevent tacklers from gaining a fair hold! (Reason & James,
1979: 54).

8 Reports indicate that New Zealand was overpowered on the day by a superior Australian team.
However, a pattern of regular competition between the two Transtasman neighbours was
established and continues to the present day. Given the frequency of matches, the two teams
came to know each other well; even so, losses to Australia - where rugby league was gaining in
predominance alongside Australian Rules - were certainly the exception rather than the rule,
such was the dominance of the New Zealand teams (Chester & MacMillan, 1978: 48 - 49).

21



justly proud of their feats in war, confident that they were as effective and as
skilled as the best of any of their allies; and almost as important as their

satisfaction in the feats of their all-conquering rugby teams.

The first visit of a touring national rugby team to New Zealand after WW1 was
also the first by the South African team, the Springboks, in 1921. The tour ignited
a fierce rivalry between the two former colonies. However, the Springbok tour
had barely concluded before thoughts of New Zealanders were with the next
major tour of Britain and Ireland. Although the loss of two warm-up matches
(against an Australian state side and a New Zealand provincial team) did not
bode well, the subsequent success of the 1924 All Black team, not unlike the
Originals of 1905, became the source of rugby folklore and tremendous pride for
New Zealand. A Parliamentary Luncheon preceded the long trip across the sea
with farewell speeches from host, Governor General, Viscount Jellicoe, and
Prime Minister, Bill Massey (Masters, 1928: 5 - 11). During their 7%2-month tour
(including travelling time) the All Blacks, with inventive play and superior on-
field organisation, triumphed against all teams. It was only denied a
comprehensive clean sweep of the home nations when Scotland declined to play
the tourists due to a financial dispute that occurred during the 1905 tour

(Verdon, 2002b: 61) (Reason & James, 1979: 54).°

? Prior to the 1905 tour of Britain and Ireland, the All Blacks’ team manager and a NZRFU
representative in Britain negotiated a guaranteed appearance fee with each team. All agreed
except Scotland, due to its belief that an appearance fee reeked of professionalism. Instead, the
Scottish Rugby Union (SRU) offered the NZRFU the whole of the gate takings for the test, less
match expenses. However, as the tour progressed and the very real attraction of the All Blacks
became apparent, the SRU realised that as a result of its earlier parsimony, it would now incur a
significant loss. Recognising their error, Scottish union officials only agreed that the game should
go ahead with grim reluctance. Attendance at the match was 21,000, leaving the NZRFU with a
tidy profit. Consequently, the SRU declined to be involved in preparation for the 1924 tour,
taking away any opportunity for the All Blacks to claim a clean sweep of the home nations
(Palenski, 2002: 136 - 137). It was not until 1978 that an All Black team finally achieved a Grand
Slam of wins over each of the four home nations (McLean, 1979: 161).
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‘The Invincibles” as the 1924 tourists became known, returned unbeaten and as
heroes from a tour that created legends.'® Many were featured prominently on
collector editions of popular consumer items such as cigarette cards. Among the
team was George Nepia, a 19 year-old Maori All Black from the small East Coast
province. Nepia played all 28 matches in Britain and Ireland, five lead-up
matches in New Zealand and Australia and four more after leaving London, in
France and Canada (Masters, 1928: 196). His exploits and ability ensured that
Nepia became an early icon for the game. As a demonstration of its growing
presence in the world, New Zealanders could measure their country’s
international prominence with satisfaction due to its contribution to the war
effort and the prevailing strength of its rugby team; in fact, it had taken the game
of the British middle and upper classes and made it the national game of all New

Zealand. 11

Not unlike the years of WWI, WWII failed to dampen New Zealand’s enthusiasm
for its national game. The connection between rugby and the international image
of New Zealand had become as synonymous as is soccer with Brazil and cricket
with the West Indies, in embodying the character of a nation (Rowe, McKay &
Miller, 1998: 121). Rugby clubs had multiplied in many regions throughout New
Zealand and formed the backbone of urban and provincial communities. They

were a logical recruiting ground for prospective conscripts for the war effort.

10 However, their efforts and those of the Originals were allowed to over-shadow the success of
the Natives team. It had toured Britain and Ireland before the Northern split had considerably
weakened many of the teams that the Originals and Invincibles played (Ryan, 1993: 120).

1 For Nepia, the years of the Great Depression shortly after, brought an end to his All Black
career. Although his exploits on the field had made him famous, farm life during the depression
was difficult and Nepia chose to supplement his meagre earnings by joining a professional rugby
league team in London during 1935, effectively banning him from rugby. Years later, Nepia
returned to New Zealand and played twice more for his home province of East Coast during the
1947 season. He played his last first-class match during 1950 aged 45, against Poverty Bay, in a
team captained by his son, George junior (Male, 2000: 14).
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Rugby again provided a backdrop to war.1?> Instead of travelling to South Africa
for a scheduled tour in 1940, many All Blacks headed instead for North Africa,
dressed in khaki battledress rather than NZRFU standard issue black blazer and
grey trousers (Palenski, 1992: 62). The celebrated words of New Zealander John
Mulgan, an Oxford Scholar and soldier for the British Army, written during the
war but published in his Report on Experience two years after his death in 1945,
summarised the extent to which rugby and war had been integrated into the
psyche of the New Zealand male (Macdonald, 1996: 60) (Evans, 1972: 1). “Rugby
football was the best of all our pleasures,” wrote Mulgan. “It was religion and
desire and fulfilment all in one. Most New Zealanders can look back on a game
which they played to win and whose issues seemed to them a good deal more
important than a lot that has happened since. This phenomenon is greatly
deprecated by a lot of thinkers who feel that an exaggerated attention to games
gives the young a wrong sense of values. This may well be true, and if it is true,
the majority of New Zealanders have a wrong sense of values for the whole of
their lives. But to be frank, and since we live in a hard world, and one that has
certainly not in my time got any softer, I found in wartime that there was a
considerable virtue in men who had played games like professionals to win,
(rather than) like public schoolboys and amateurs, for exercise” (Palenski, 1992:

131).13

12 One match in particular was staged in the desert between New Zealanders and South Africans
shortly before the battle of El Alamein. Despite the impending battle, Field Marshall
Montgomery ordered the game to go ahead as a means of creating a diversion for enemy
reconnaissance aircraft. Montgomery hoped that the German pilots would conclude that no
major offensive was planned if games of football were taking place (Macdonald, 1996: 59).

13 Playwright, Greg McGee, echoed Mulgan’s insight into the game years later in his famous New
Zealand play, ‘Foreskin’s Lament’. A former All Black trialist, McGee argued that rugby (in the
form of club, provincial and international matches) dominated society in New Zealand in a way
that was all encompassing, suffocating and certainly disturbing. With the play, McGee
highlighted the common tendency for New Zealanders to recall history as based around the
famous matches, itineraries and key characters of the rugby tour or matches being played out at
the time. These appeared to be considered just as important, if not more so, as the other more far-
reaching issues of the day. Although a controversial play at the time, due to its coarseness and
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Despite the prevalence of attitudes inculcated within Mulgan’s elite British
education, he had little use of rugby as exercise alone. For Mulgan and his peers,
not unlike war, rugby demonstrated a critical and intensely competitive
battlefield where winning was the only option. It seemed appropriate that at the
conclusion of WWII, rugby was used as a means to embrace the contribution of
the Commonwealth in the defeat of the Nazis. A New Zealand army team,
known as the Khaki Kiwis, was picked for a 38-match tour of Britain, France and
Germany before any of the soldiers had returned to New Zealand. The team
included former prisoners of war and just one current All Black, Charlie Saxton,
who doubled as captain and coach (Mirams, 2004a: B16). But the aims of the
tour, outlined by the general officer commanding the 2nd New Zealand Division,
Bernard Freyberg, were irresistible; to help revive interest in rugby in Britain; to
aid services charities; to benefit New Zealand rugby; to play bright, open rugby
with the winning of the game the least important factor (Palenski, 1992: 64)
(TVNZ, 2004).14

Rugby, Race and Political Division

Tours of Ireland and Great Britain as New Zealand continued to bring rugby
back to its place of origin - and reciprocal tours in New Zealand of British and
Irish teams - were times of immense national importance. However, it was the
tours and matches between the All Blacks and South Africa’s national team, the
Springboks, that represented the extreme test for the nation, not just on the rugby
field, but socially and culturally. A New Zealand sports writer once commented

that, “New Zealand and South Africa are the only two countries in the world

the raw nerves it struck, Foreskin’s Lament was summed up memorably by fellow playwright,
Mervyn Thompson, as a play about “the state of the nation” (Neill, 1995: 10).

4 Freyberg, a British officer with close New Zealand family connections, was knighted following
WWII, and became New Zealand’s Governor-General in 1946 (King, 2003: 413).
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where rugby is ‘lived” not merely played,” such was the importance the game
had in both countries (Richards, 1999: 9). Both saw each other as hardy
pioneering nations that valued physical prowess exemplified as much in playing
rugby as in taming the land. National fervour for rugby was so strong that it
was generally believed that world rugby standards were regularly set by South
African and New Zealand teams (Colquhoun, 2003: B4). = However, despite
being connected by a passion for rugby, the racial and cultural dynamics of the
two countries were markedly different. This led to spiralling tension,

particularly in New Zealand, whenever the nations met on the rugby field.

From the time rugby evolved in South Africa as an expression of Afrikaner
pioneering, non-whites were not treated as the equals of whites, on or off the
rugby field (Laidlaw, 1973: 187 - 189). As a consequence, from the first years of
contact between the two countries, non-white All Blacks were not welcome on
tours to South Africa (Barrow, 1981: 119).1> However, this contrasted with the
contribution that Maori had made to international rugby, dating back to the
Natives tour of 1888. In fact, one of the central national activities other than war,
to which Maori contributed was rugby. For New Zealand men, Maori and
Pakeha, playing and following rugby brought them together on many levels
(King, 2003: 387). Nevertheless, the unease that many New Zealanders had for
sporting contact with South Africa was insufficient to alter the NZRFU's view
that its contact with South Africa was good for rugby. The All Blacks” 1949 tour
to the republic continued this pattern.1® Despite the involvement of the Maori

battalion in WWII, Maori - and other non-white New Zealanders - were left

15 The laws that cemented South Africa’s apartheid system were progressively enacted in the
period up to and including the election of South Africa’s National Party in 1948. To New
Zealanders, this was unknown or irrelevant, although over the next twenty years this attitude
would change (Richards, 1999: 13).

16 This was first major rugby tour to take place following WWIIL. Such was the national

importance of the tour that the All Blacks had three farewells - one from the governor general, a
state farewell in Wellington and a civic farewell in Auckland (Richards, 1999: 18).
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behind, as the NZRFU acquiesced to the request of the South African Rugby
Board (SARB) for a whites-only team (Macdonald, 1996: 85).17

The comparatively prosperous post-war years of the 1950s and early 60s
reinforced the centrality of rugby within New Zealand culture (King, 2003: 431 -
450) (Macdonald, 1996: 132). With the growing importance of rugby, the need to
retain a winning record was paramount. Legendary stories of the commitment
and dedication of leading players were increasingly commonplace. What’s more,
the All Blacks now had the growing pressures of the tradition and public
expectations established by previous winning teams to uphold. In matching this
and within the context of fairly stolid 1950s New Zealand, the All Blacks” rugby
prowess became synonymous with tough, uncompromising forward play
coupled with aggressive defence, rather than the outright attack and innovation
of earlier eras. However, it was a style that proved formidable and the New
Zealanders were unrivalled by any team, apart from South Africa (Laidlaw, 1973:

78).

When South Africa toured New Zealand in 1956, the series generated an
unprecedented level of national fervour (despite protests against South Africa’s
apartheid regime and all-white team selection policy). It concluded with a
famous test in front of a record crowd of 61,200 spectators, most in standing-only
areas, at Auckland’s Eden Park that sealed the series for New Zealand (Chester &
McMillan, 1978: 198). Some years later, Ces Blazey, a senior rugby administrator
during the period and later, the Chairman of the NZRFU, admitted that the 1956

series “reached a degree of importance greater than it should have been”

17 The South African Rugby Board (SARB) was the ruling body for rugby in South Africa and
enforced apartheid in the game. Also operating was the South African Rugby Federation (SARF)
for Coloured players, a South African African Rugby Union (SAARU) for Bantu players and the
South African Rugby Union (SARU), a staunchly multi-racial organisation. Unlike the other
three organisations, SARU didn’t accept apartheid in sport. Its numbers far outweighed those of
SAARU and SARF and was consistently attracting defectors from both (Laidlaw, 1973: 188).
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(Palenski, 1992: 163). More than anything, this reflected the extent of nation-

wide public interest in the tour.

The evolving relationship between government and the NZRFU regarding links
with apartheid South Africa became a prominent feature of the political
landscape. In 1967, New Zealand insisted that future tours of the republic would
only be on New Zealand’s terms (Laidlaw, 1973: 190). The All Black team that
toured South Africa in 1970 included Maori and Pacific Island players in its
midst. Nevertheless, general unease about sporting relations with South Africa
had grown dramatically by the time of South Africa’s 1981 tour to New Zealand.
Just eight years earlier and with support from a growing anti-apartheid
movement, the Labour government forced the NZRFU to cancel a planned 1973
tour by the Springboks when it withdrew visas for the team. The tour would
have followed a Springbok tour to Australia in 1971 that had proceeded despite
opposition from many organisations. Significant disruption at the last test of the
tour was followed by the severing of ties by the Australian Rugby Union (ARU)
with SARB (Unattributed, 1985a: 54.3).18

According to historian, Michael King, the decision in 1973 of Labour leader,
Norman Kirk, to withdraw the Springboks” visas ranked in importance alongside
the government’s decision to withdraw the last of New Zealand’s troops from
Vietnam and its sending of a frigate to Moruroa Atoll in protest against French
nuclear testing there (King, 2003: 462). However, after Kirk’s death in 1974,
Labour lost the 1975 general election. Robert Muldoon’s National government
stood back from influencing the NZRFU’s decision to tour South Africa in 1976
(Richards, 1998: 124 - 133). Although SARB was forced by the NZRFU to

18 South Africa had toured Australia on four occasions - 1921, 1937, 1956 and 1971 - and had
never lost a test. After the 1971 tour, the Springboks would not be invited back to Australia until
after the dismantling of apartheid and the introduction of a new political order in the early 1990s
(Unattributed, 1985a: 54.3).
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welcome teams chosen on merit rather than colour, the Muldoon government’s
failure to prevent the tour in turn ignited an international outcry. Effectively, the
NZRFU’s decision and government inaction led to African athletes and others
boycotting the 1976 Montreal Olympics due to New Zealand’s presence (Sinclair,
1988: 317). Other nations boycotted the Commonwealth Games two years later
and African athletes refused to compete at any athletic meetings that also
included the celebrated New Zealand trio of Dick Quax, John Walker and Rod
Dixon (Palenski, 1992: 166). The perception of New Zealanders that their nation
was well regarded overseas, largely as a consequence of its rugby prowess and
its contribution to the allies in major war efforts, was sorely tested by the

international condemnation of rugby ties with apartheid South Africa.

By 1981, protests had become focused on the principle that South African
sporting teams should be selected on non-racial grounds. In absence of
acceptance of this principle, growing numbers of New Zealanders believed that
the proposed rugby tour should not proceed (Hutchins, 1997: 93). But the idea of
non-white Springboks remained anathema to the Afrikaner-dominated rugby
union. Worse still, and in an election year, the Muldoon government appeared
willing to allow the tour to go-ahead in order to generate public support for its
strict law and order policies (Unattributed, 1981a: S1.2) (Unattributed, 1981b:
S1.3). Such was the level of feeling against the tour, each match saw grounds
encircled by barbed wire and uniformed police as a deterent to would-be
protestors. This proved insufficient when the Springboks’ second game, against
the Waikato provincial team, was abandoned after protestors broke through
barbed wire barriers and invaded the ground (Cameron, 1981: 92 - 100). When
the Springboks finally left for home after an extraordinary series of match-day
riots, the NZ Herald printed what it termed the “final score’: 54% against the tour
and 42% in favour (Unattributed, 1981c: S1.1). The cost of policing the Springbok
tour was estimated to be $NZ 3.7m (Unattributed, 1981d: S1.1). Subsequent
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cancellation by West Indian leaders of a tour by New Zealand’s cricket team to
the Caribbean was followed by the prospect that New Zealand athletes would be
boycotted by African and Asian nations at the next Commonwealth Games in
Brisbane in 1982 (Unattributed, 1981e: S1.1) (McLean, 1981: S1.1). Years later,
Prime Minister Jim Bolger, part of Muldoon’s government in 1981, admitted that
the tour had been a mistake. It had “reached into - and often divided - families,
friends and communities throughout New Zealand, perhaps more than anything

else in our recent history,” said Bolger (Thomas, 2003: 58).17

Despite the unprecedented social upheaval of the 1981 Springbok tour,
invitations to tour South Africa continued to be sent to the NZRFU; resolute as
ever, the NZRFU went ahead with planning for the All Blacks” scheduled tour of
South Africa in 1985 (Palenski, 1992: 167). Labour Prime Minister, David Lange,
was reluctant to be as forthright as his Labour predecessor, Norman Kirk, had
been in 1973.20 Instead he attempted to pressure the NZRFU to cancel the tour
itself (Unattributed, 1985b: S1.8). However, it was the actions of two Auckland
lawyers, concerned at the disruption that the tour would cause, that led to it
being called off. As rugby club members, they were linked to their province and
to the NZRFU and therefore were distinguished from mere followers of the game
(Unattributed, 1985c: S1.2). The case they presented to the High Court argued
the tour would defeat the NZRFU’s intention to foster the development of rugby.
Initially the case was turned down, a decision that was overturned by the Court
of Appeal, thereby returning the case to the High Court (Unattributed, 1985d:
S1.1). The hearing of the substantive action to consider whether the NZRFU’s

19 The 1981 election became dominated by the impact of the Springbok tour as well as
expectations encouraged by the National government’s “Think Big’ programme of major capital
investment. National won, but only just. Subtracting the Speaker of the House, the Government
had a majority of one.

20 The decision of Prime Minister Muldoon to call a snap-election in mid-1984 proved the final

downfall of his government, bringing David Lange’s Labour party into government in an election
landslide (Sinclair, 1988: 318 - 320).
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decision to tour complied with its own objectives of promoting, fostering and
developing the game, took place as the All Blacks were due to leave. Because it
was obvious that the action would not be decided before the All Blacks left New
Zealand, the plaintiffs applied for an interim injunction (Unattributed, 1985e:
S1.20). The injunction was granted, effectively cancelling the tour (Unattributed,

1985f: S1.8).

The decision was welcomed across the Commonwealth and reduced any
likelihood that New Zealand’s hosting rights for the 1990 Commonwealth Games
might be affected (Unattributed, 1985g: S1.8). In South Africa, the Appeal Court
ruling was considered a blow as severe as its expulsion from the 1964 Olympic
Games in Tokyo and the country’s subsequent loss of membership of the
International Cricket Conference (ICC). Asked leading Springbok, Naas Botha,
“If they (the All Blacks) do not come, who will?” (Unattributed, 1985h: 51.3). In
contrast, the president of the South African Council of Sport, Frank Van der
Horst, declared that, “We, the oppressed majority of South Africa, thank the
people of New Zealand and the rest of the world in assisting our struggle for

equality in South African sport” (Unattributed, 1985i: 51.3).

After a hastily organised All Black tour to Argentina that replaced the cancelled
South African tour, a group of senior players started secretly organising a tour to
the republic. In 1986, a team known as the Cavaliers left to play a series of
matches in South Africa without the knowledge of the NZRFU, but with the clear
involvement of SARB. The South African union helped in the tour’s organisation
and in the hosting of the players.?! Clubs and provinces were annoyed that key
players had abandoned their teams for two months despite their previous

support of the players’” welfare. The team returned to New Zealand amidst

2l SARB took the opportunity to organise the tour around invitation matches to be played in
Britain (Palenski, 1992: 170).

31



controversy and claims that huge sums had been paid to individuals to tour
(Verdon, 2003b: 20).22 The NZRFU barred all of the team from participating in
the next two All Black tests, allowing new players to stake claims for positions
(Turner, 2002: 129).22 The government questioned the NZRFU’s lenient
treatment of the team’s manager, Colin Meads, (who retained his All Blacks
selector role for the 1986 season) and a spokesman for the Supreme Council for
Sport in Africa said the players should be stood down for the remainder of the

season (Unattributed, 1986a: S1.1) (Unattributed, 1986b: 51.20).

The NZRFU'’s relationship with SARB was in tatters (Howitt, 1986: 14 - 17).
Invitations to tour South Africa continued to be sent to New Zealand but none
would be accepted until after the dismantling of apartheid in the early 1990s
(Palenski, 1992: 170). Eventually, New Zealand became the first official test
opponent for post-apartheid South Africa in a one-off test in 1992, marking the
tirst visit of an official All Black side since 1976 (Williams & Harding, 2000:
137).24 In the intervening years, a new international competition, the Rugby
World Cup, had been introduced by New Zealand and Australia and
subsequently adopted by the International Rugby Board (IRB).?> Excluded from

22 This was corroborated years later, when Fred Allen, All Black coach from the 1950s, confirmed
he had been offered $NZ 150,000 to coach the team. He declined the offer due to his belief that
the tour was ill-conceived (Johnstone, 2002a: B10) (Verdon, 2003b: ibid).

2 The new, young team was dubbed the Baby Blacks and surprised many by winning the
subsequent test against France, but lost its next match, against Australia, by a point.
Nevertheless, players that would dominate rugby in New Zealand for years to come, including
future All Black captain, Sean Fitzpatrick, later the team’s first captain in the post-professional
era, were introduced during that series (Turner, 2002: 129 - 130).

2 [t was during a three test series in South Africa in 1996 that New Zealand eventually overcame
history and beat their long-time rival in a series played in the republic (Verdon, 2002a: 198).

% The IRB was formed in 1886 as a consequence of a quarrel about a decision made during a
match between England and Scotland two years earlier. Scotland agreed to concede the match if
England would join the suggested International Board on equal terms with the three other home
unions. England agreed to this on the proviso that it should have a weighted representation as
its overseas affiliates swelled its numbers playing the game. The final weighting was set by
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the first two events in 1987 and 1991, South Africa’s return to the international
rugby fold was completed when it was awarded the hosting rights of the 1995

event.

Local and Provincial Rugby

New Zealand’s rugby achievements on the international stage were a logical
extension of the rivalries being played out between regions and provinces.
Throughout New Zealand, rugby clubs developed as a social fulcrum within
provincial and suburban communities. Significant social events were regularly
hosted at rugby club venues, from weddings to community fund-raising gala
days. In some instances, clubs were an extension of school loyalties; for example,
students of New Plymouth Boys High School dominated the teams of the New
Plymouth Old Boys club in Taranaki. Others were drawn to clubs that were
dominated by rugby players of one particular religious persuasion; for example,
Marist rugby clubs with long histories in Auckland and Wellington, still have a
strong Catholic following (Fougere, 1989: 115) (Knight, 2003: 146 - 156).

Club matches were fiercely competitive. This was reflected in the close rivalries
and traditional clashes between teams representing suburbs, regions, towns, and
villages. Clubs that represented farming communities in particular, dominated
the social life of smaller regions. The majority of players would stay with the
same club throughout their rugby career, with some players starting as early as
six to eight year olds in ‘midget’ rugby grades. Consequently, many All Blacks

became just as closely associated with their club teams as they were with their

arbitrators that confirmed England would have six seats on the new board and Ireland, Wales
and Scotland would have two each. It was not until 1948, after England had given up two seats
in 1911 and two more in 1948, that New Zealand, Australia and South Africa were introduced to
the board and granted one seat each. Ten years later, these countries were provided two seats
each. France was admitted as the eighth member of the Board in 1978 (Stewart, 1997: 44). Even
s0, the IRB remained heavily in favour of the five home unions right up until 1987 (Gray, 2002b).
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provincial side. Club players that were selected for provincial and All Blacks
teams would add tremendous kudos and pride to a club (Johnson, 2003: B22).
The listing of each provincial player’s club team in match-day programmes
fostered the importance of club allegiance. In turn, All Black test match
programmes would list the province that each player represented. It was
common for All Blacks to return home from long tours and be back training with

their club or provincial teams 24 to 36 hours later (Palenski, 2001: 169).

Such was the importance attributed to national selection it was common for clubs
to provide financial or in-kind support for their All Black players. Most were
required to take leave without pay from their jobs, or hire managers to run their
farms or businesses during overseas tours or rugby tests in New Zealand; clubs
helped out in their stead (Palenski, 2002: 165).  In turn, All Blacks would be
expected to make themselves available for various club duties such as end-of-
season photos with lower grade teams.?®  An amateur operation, clubs were the
grounding for rugby players of all skill levels. Teams competed for the right to
call themselves the best club in their grade or within a region. The popularity of
club rugby coincided with some of New Zealand’s most successful seasons on
the international stage, particularly in the 1950s and 60s. Clubs and provincial
rugby were the foundation planks for the game (Gray, 2002a: D4). The farming
communities of provinces such as Canterbury, Taranaki, Wairarapa and Waikato
for example, produced renowned players such as Don Clarke, Brian Lochore,
Stan and Colin Meads, Brian ‘Jazz’ Muller and Stan Hill. Each became famous
for their fitness, commitment, strength and prowess in club, provincial and

international rugby.

2% A case in point is the author’s Eltham club primary-age rugby team accompanied by Eltham
All Black, Brian (Jazz) Muller, in a 1973 team photo.
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Within each province, the club competition would lead into pre-season games
prior to the start of inter-provincial rugby matches. Each of the 30 rugby
provinces would generally play between eight and twelve regular fixtures each
season against traditional and neighbouring rugby rivals. Many were based
around contests for the Ranfurly Shield that required the holder of the Shield to
play a series of visiting teams at its home ground. Often, Shield challenges
became dramatic struggles, some contributing to national folklore as leading
teams and players sought to demonstrate their supremacy over one another
(Palenski, 2002: 186). Provinces hosting the Shield for any length of time
prospered, as local fervour would boost crowds at matches, contributing to
inexorable increases in income for the local rugby union, hoteliers and
accommodation providers. Many of the traditions that developed during the
earliest years of the Ranfurly Shield continue into the present day (Knight, 2002b:
10).27 However, due to the somewhat lassiez faire approach to staging provincial
matches throughout a season, it was virtually impossible to identify the season’s

best provincial team.

It wasn’t until 1975 that the NZRFU eventually approved the launch of a national
inter-provincial competition (Romanos, 2002a: 147).28 Initially, a national