
[image: Cover]


DRAGONS AND ALL BLACKS

Wales V. New Zealand – 1953 and a Century of Rivalry

Huw Richards

[image: Logo Missing]


This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Epub ISBN: 9781780574851

Version 1.0

www.mainstreampublishing.com



 

This edition, 2005

Copyright © Huw Richards, 2004

All rights reserved

The moral right of the author has been asserted

First published in Great Britain in 2004 by

MAINSTREAM PUBLISHING COMPANY (EDINBURGH) LTD

7 Albany Street

Edinburgh EH1 3UG

ISBN 1 84596 026 2

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who wishes to quote brief passages in connection with a review written for insertion in a magazine, newspaper or broadcast

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


To my parents, Stan and Sheila Richards, who were married in 1953, and to my goddaughter, Sydney Christina Wittstock McDonald, born during the writing of this book.


CONTENTS

Acknowledgements

Foreword by Bob Stuart

Foreword by Bleddyn Williams

Prologue 

Chapter 1 THE RED AND THE BLACK:

Rugby’s Special Relationship

Chapter 2 WHENCE THEY CAME:

(I) The All Blacks

Chapter 3 HOW THEY GOT THERE

Chapter 4 WHENCE THEY CAME:

(II) Wales

Chapter 5 THE MATCH

Chapter 6 WHAT HAPPENED NEXT

Chapter 7 WHERE THEY WENT:

(I) New Zealand

Chapter 8 WHERE THEY WENT:

(II) Wales

Chapter 9 FLYING KIWI, SINKING DRAGON:

The End of the Special Relationship?

Sources and Further Reading


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This book had its origins in a conversation and a dialogue. The conversation was with historian David Kynaston, author of WG’s Birthday Party, a vivid portrait of late Victorian cricket via a reconstruction of the 1898 Gentlemen–Players match. Discussion turned to which rugby match might prove comparably rewarding. David nominated Obolensky’s match – England’s victory over the All Blacks in 1936. I cited the passage of time (the conversation was in 1991) and explained that great match though it undoubtedly was, an English victory was not quite sufficient to inspire the commitment needed to write a book. A Welsh win over New Zealand, on the other hand . . .

The dialogue is with my longest-standing New Zealand friend Jamie Belich, now Professor of History at the University of Auckland, concerning the rugby relationship between our two nations, begun when we were both postgraduate students at Nuffield College, Oxford, and continued whenever the opportunity has arisen since.

The essential element in researching the book was the participation of the surviving players. I must plead guilty to occasional professional cynicism about the alleged camaraderie of rugby. The surviving players from the 1953 Wales v. All Blacks match showed me exactly what it really meant with their warm, willing reception of a writer who wished to delve into their memories. In particular thanks are due to Richard and Elsie White, who prolonged a stay in Auckland for another day in order to save me the long journey to Gisborne, and to Bill McCaw, who gave an interview only a few days after the death of his wife. John Tanner, Brian Fitzpatrick and Gareth Griffiths put up with being interviewed twice, while Bill Clark, Gwyn Rowlands, Bob Scott and Bob Stuart have all been prepared to enter into further correspondence. Thanks therefore to Brian Fitzpatrick, John Tanner, Richard and Elsie White, Allan Elsom, Bill McCaw, Peter Eastgate, Bill and Billa Clark, the late Bob Stuart, Bob and Irene Scott, Keith Davis, Kevin Skinner, Snow White, Stoker Williams, Gwyn Rowlands, Cliff Morgan, John and Pegi Gwilliam, Brian Sparks, the late Dai Davies and Glyn Davies. Thanks also to the late Sir Terry McLean, Don Cameron and Warwick Roger for giving freely of their memories of 1953 and Ron Waldron for talking about the trio of Neath forwards who played for Wales.

None of this would have been possible without locating the players first. Bob Howitt’s enormous knowledge of old All Blacks and unstinting generosity with his time, expertise and contacts made the New Zealand end of the book practicable, while Arwyn Owen, Rob Cole, Bleddyn Williams, Colin Bosley and Paul Beken were similarly helpful in tracking down Welsh survivors.

Other research was carried on at the National Newspaper Library, Colindale; the New Zealand Rugby Museum, Palmerston North; the British Library; the Bodleian library, Oxford; Swansea City Library; and Auckland University Library. Thanks are also due to the British and New Zealand National Sound Archives/Nga Taonga Korero for rushing through the copying and delivery of a recording of the entire match commentary which was both grippingly fascinating and an invaluable research tool. The Patio de la Cartuja in Seville provided an ideal environment for the bulk of the writing.

Once the manuscript was completed, Gareth Williams, Huw Bowen and David Scott gave up large amounts of time and mental energy to reading and offering invariably apposite suggestions as to how it might be improved. Kate Green, in spite of not having the slightest interest in rugby, proofread the manuscript. I owe all of them a debt for generosity far beyond the normal demands of friendship.

Thanks are also due to colleagues at the Financial Times and FT.com – David Owen, Tom O’Sullivan, Adam James, Charles Morris and Peter Chapman – for humouring the eccentric and time-consuming enthusiasm of their rugby writer, while Peter Berlin and Pete Wyckoff of the International Herald Tribune were similarly tolerant of this project’s impact on their cricket coverage. Other rugby writers – notably Tim Glover, Rob Kitson, Ian Malin, Julian Guyer and Chris Hewett – were similarly helpful and encouraging. Martin Flanagan of the Melbourne Age offered invaluable advice, based on his own outstanding study of the 1970 Australian Rules Grand Final, on writing at length about old matches, while John Jenkins provided enormous assistance from his unmatched knowledge of the detail and statistics of Welsh rugby (and other) history.

Thanks for assistance taking a range of forms are due also to Peter Stead, Gareth Williams, Huw Bowen, Dick Holt, Tony Collins, Peter Lush and Dave Farrar, Graham Thomas, David Parry-Jones, David Scott, John Mehaffey, Greg Ryan, Len Richardson, Lloyd Jones, Grahame and Briony Thorne, Mary Scott, Oma Nepia, Bob Luxford and everybody at the Rugby Museum of New Zealand, Bryan Waddle, Dean McLachlan, Peter Sellers, Phil Minshull, Jamie and Margaret Belich, Mike Price, Steve Lewis, Alan Evans, Kamran Abbasi, Helen Elwell, Rob Steen, Steve Pinder, Eva Melly, Jane and Roy Elvin, Mark McDonald and Melinda Wittstock, Paul Geradine, John Nicol, Phil Melling, Brian Matthews, Paul Melly, Neil Levis and Jill James.

Thanks for the assistance with photos to Jen Little of Empics, Bob Luxford, Coxie and Marc Weakley, and to the late Sir Terry McLean for permission to quote from his book on the tour.

Particular thinks are due to Ashley Drake, whose confidence in and enthusiasm for this project as its initial publisher were immensely important. It is a matter of considerable personal regret that circumstances should have prevented his bringing the project to fruition, and of great gratitude that he should have enabled its placement with Mainstream, where Bill Campbell, Graeme Blaikie, Ailsa Bathgate, Becky Pickard and Lizzie Cameron have all demonstrated how the company has attained so prominent a place in British sports, and general, publishing.

Huw Richards

Walthamstow, London 

September 2005


FOREWORD 

by Bob Stuart

The 1953–54 All Blacks last year held their fourth reunion in honour of the fiftieth anniversary of their ‘Grand Tour’. It included the UK unions, France, Canada and the USA, comprised 36 matches and extended just in excess of five months.

It was wonderful to have 19 of the team together after 50 years and the following paragraph from the foreword to the reunion programme sums up the core team spirit:

‘The fact that the surviving players of the Fourth All Blacks are still eager to come together for a fourth reunion speaks volumes for the pride and character that was generated among the side. The fact that several widows of players who have passed on are keen to join in the reunion adds a special flavour to the celebrations.’

Tour memories took pride of place – ‘great moments’ were recalled in some detail. It would be natural to assume that any one ‘great moment’ would be an historical rugby victory. On the contrary, one such moment focused on the loss in the final few minutes to a great Welsh team at Cardiff Arms Park on 19 December 1953.

This historic match has been the subject of many books and analysed from every perspective – but refuses to be consigned to the bin of rugby history.

Huw Richards has revisited the match in this book, and I am sure it reflects his in-depth research with objectivity, fairness and a surprising degree of freshness.

In particular, he captures the unique rugby fellowship that has endured in a very meaningful fashion for fifty years between the two teams. He captures, too, the atmosphere of that great match at Cardiff. The mass rendering by 60,000 Welsh people of ‘Land of My Fathers’ is an awe-inspiring experience impossible to equal anywhere.

This is a book which, I am confident, will bring great pleasure to all rugby generations.

Bob Stuart,
Wellington


FOREWORD

by Bleddyn Williams

Many of the happiest memories from a lifetime watching and playing rugby have concerned New Zealand. I first saw the All Blacks as a 12 year old in 1935, proudly watching my brother Gwyn, himself only 17, play against them for Cardiff.

To watch New Zealand play was memorable in itself. To play against them, against the Kiwis in 1945, for the Lions on tour in 1950 and against Bob Stuart’s All Blacks in 1953, was a privilege. To lead club and country against them, and to win both matches, is fortune given to very few and means that 1953 ranks very high indeed among my memories. I am particularly proud that we achieved what we did without a coach. We had nobody to tell us how to play against New Zealand. We had to work it out for ourselves, based on the memories some of us brought back from the 1950 Lions tour and our own observations of the All Blacks’ earlier matches. In the Welsh match, we had also to cope with a period when we were reduced to 14 men, when Gareth Griffiths dislocated his shoulder, and had to battle for survival until he bravely came back on to the field.

Perhaps even more important than those memories are the friendships, lasting to this day, that came out of those matches. The surviving Cardiff players – there are now seven of us – meet every year on the anniversary of our match against the All Blacks. The fiftieth anniversary, in 2003, fell on the eve of the World Cup final in Sydney.

Those friendships extend to New Zealand – to people like Snow White, who propped against Cardiff; Ron Hemi, the hooker on the 1953 tour, who is sadly no longer with us; and Fred Allen of the Kiwi team. They reflect the wider friendship between Wales and New Zealand, based on shared memories and a mutual passion for rugby.

The sad part is that Wales’s rugby has not kept up with New Zealand’s. Of course, they have had the great advantage of the influx of islanders into New Zealand, bringing huge amounts of rugby talent. Their back division in 2003 was perhaps the best I have ever seen, an extraordinary combination of enormously gifted players. To play against the All Blacks is still rugby’s supreme challenge, one we in Wales sadly rarely rise to.

We no longer seem to produce great fly-halfs, or a sufficient number of players who combine physical power with ball-playing skills. Until we do, we will struggle. I am, of course, happy that our achievements of 1953 are remembered, and that they are recounted in this book, but would have been shocked beyond belief had anyone suggested at the time that we would still be waiting for another Wales victory after more than 50 years. Proud as I am of being Wales’s last winning captain against New Zealand, it is a distinction that I would very much like to lose.

Bleddyn Williams,
Cardiff


PROLOGUE

Saturday, 19 December 1953, 4 p.m.

Five minutes to go. Wales 8, New Zealand 8. The 57,000 crowd packed into Cardiff Arms Park had been subdued earlier as the New Zealanders dominated. Now, though, they were transformed along with their team. Wales, who had equalised only a few minutes earlier with a contentious penalty, pressed for victory.

Wales right-winger Ken Jones threw into a lineout in front of the double-decker North Stand between New Zealand’s 10-yard and 25-yard lines. ‘Up she goes,’ said radio commentator Winston McCarthy, his words heard simultaneously via crackling short-wave radio reception on the other side of the world in New Zealand, where it was the early hours of Sunday morning.

Wales won possession, which was worked rapidly back to scrum-half Rex Willis. He dive-passed to his outside-half, the mercurially darting Cliff Morgan, already under pressure from his marker Bill Clark, a lanky, whippet-fast flanker, as he moved fast to his left. Morgan dummied and, as the crowd’s roar mounted, chipped a cross-kick left-footed towards the opposite touchline, aiming for left-winger Gwyn Rowlands.

All Blacks winger Allan Elsom was there first, just inside the 25 and a few yards from the touchline, slightly ahead of Rowlands. The tall, powerful Elsom gathered but was tackled immediately by the Welshman. Down went the ball and as the two wingers scrambled for possession the battle was joined by New Zealand centre John Tanner and his opposite number Gareth Griffiths. It was won, though, by a fast-moving late arrival, the Welsh flanker Clem Thomas, a forceful, powerfully built figure wearing the number 15. Thomas gathered and his momentum took him towards the left touchline, closely pursued by Elsom. Just as Thomas looked certain to career into touch he turned, almost on the line, shrugging off the New Zealand winger’s attempt to grasp him around the shoulders.

Still there seemed no space. ‘For a moment everything stood still,’ wrote the New Zealand journalist Terry McLean. Then Thomas, ‘like a man in a slow-motion film’, raised the ball above his head before dropping his hands and kicking right-footed across the field, completing the movement just before the New Zealand full-back Bob Scott could smother it.

Cleanly struck, it soared across the pitch just inside the New Zealand 25. Waiting on the right were two men left isolated as other players had been drawn towards the scuffle on the left. Jones, an Olympic sprinter, and his New Zealand marker Ron Jarden. The fastest men on either side, the two best wingers in the world. A try seemed certain, but at which end? The ball struck the Arms Park turf and bounded high between the two fast-converging figures . . .


CHAPTER 1

THE RED AND THE BLACK:

Rugby’s Special Relationship

Jones, Jarden and the 28 players reduced to spectatorship as the wings closed in on Thomas’s cross-kick were 1953’s participants in rugby union’s special relationship – an intense, sometimes fractious, but affectionate and mutually admiring rivalry between two small countries from opposite ends of the earth who shared a national passion for the game. Both countries had other important relationships. New Zealand’s contest with South Africa was to reach such a pitch of passion in 1956 that, said one historian, ‘the whole country was worked up to the point where reason seemed to have fled’. Wales’s local rivalries, particularly that with England, were refuelled annually by the Five Nations championship.

The extent, though, to which this one mattered is summed up by two men present at their first Wales v. New Zealand match on 19 December 1953. The journalist Terry McLean, 40, had just begun a career as New Zealand’s most faithful chronicler of this (and every other) rivalry, an invariable presence at every meeting for the next 30 years. As the representative of the New Zealand Press Association, he sat in the press box in the South Stand alongside J.B.G. Thomas of the Cardiff Western Mail, feeding page after page of yellow foolscap copy paper through a typewriter ‘liberated’ from the New Zealand Army at the end of his war service as he sent a running report back to his employers in Wellington. Years later, McLean was to write: ‘Of all New Zealand’s relationships in sport, none had been quite so precious as that, in rugby, with Wales.’

Among the crowd was Clive Rowlands, a 15-year-old schoolboy from Upper Cwmtwrch in the Swansea Valley. Next time Wales played New Zealand, in 1963, he would be Wales’s scrum-half and captain. Six years after that, he was to be the coach on Wales’s first ever tour of New Zealand, and in 1987 he would manage the Welsh team who finished third in the first Rugby Union World Cup, also in New Zealand. He would also become president of the Welsh Rugby Union. Arriving in New Zealand as Wales’s coach, he was to say: ‘The greatest thing a Welsh rugby man can do is to play against the All Blacks.’

It was 65 years to the day since Welsh and New Zealand teams first met on the rugby field. On 19 December 1888, Llanelli entertained the New Zealand Natives, who were approaching the midway point of an extraordinary year-long odyssey encompassing 115 matches – including 8 of Australian Rules football – in New Zealand, Australia and Britain. A predominantly Maori team, their forerunning echoed Australian aborigine cricketers who had toured England 20 years earlier, also well in advance of a full national team.

Their pioneering was not limited to arriving first. They played in all black, with a large silver fern on their shirts. Five years later, one of their number, Tom Ellison – a man of parts, both the first Maori admitted to the legal profession and author of The Art of Rugby Football, the first New Zealand coaching manual – was the proposer of black with the silver fern as the national colours. In the same year, Ellison led the New Zealand Rugby Union’s first official touring team to Australia.

As the Natives’ team historian Greg Ryan has pointed out, they were the only touring team to face the full strength of British rugby before the rugby league schism of 1895 left union, in England at least, ‘a shadow of its former self during the first quarter of the twentieth century’. They also, Ryan notes, ‘set a familiar pattern for later New Zealand visitors by losing to the Welsh’, falling to Llanelli by 3–0 and Wales, in the international at Swansea, by 5–0. Victories over Swansea and Newport followed, but their final match brought a 4–1 loss and ‘rough treatment by the crowd’ at Cardiff. Playing all five games in ten days was in keeping with a ludicrously arduous schedule that fitted seventy-four matches into just under six months in Britain.

One Welshman, William Thomas, a Cambridge blue who had attended Llandovery College, was a member of the first British touring team to visit New Zealand in 1888 and there were eight in the squad who visited in 1904 and lost 9–3 to the All Blacks in Auckland. There is little doubt, though, that the true foundation date of the special relationship was 1905.

The first meeting between Wales and New Zealand, at Cardiff Arms Park on 16 December 1905, was, as the title of Welsh historian Gareth Williams’s book 1905 and All That implies, rugby’s answer to the Battle of Hastings – a crucial formative moment. It was recognised as such at the time. New Zealand journalist C.C. Reade wrote on the morning of the match: ‘The world’s championship in rugby will be decided in Cardiff today.’ For the first time, the best team in Britain – Wales was in the middle of its first Golden Age – was to meet a challenger from overseas, a New Zealand team that had laid waste the best of British rugby with 27 consecutive victories. In a unique and almost certainly unrepeatable set of circumstances, it matched two nations in search of an identity. Its outcome would provide a legend of foundation for both.

It is hardly surprising that New Zealand was still seeking an identity. It had broken from the rest of British-ruled Australasia only five years earlier, rejecting membership of the new Australian Federation. Dominion status was still two years away. The Maori wars were still a living memory. The new nation had shown the taste for political innovation which persists to this day. It was the first country to introduce women’s suffrage in 1893, following with state labour arbitration in 1894 and old age pensions in 1898. It was a dynamic, fast-growing society, its annual population growth of 23 per 1,000 between 1881 and 1921 the highest recorded for any country in this period. Yet in other ways it was deeply conservative. Far from striving to separate itself from a colonial past, it remained self-consciously, at times ostentatiously, British.

New Zealand’s population would never match politicians’ claims that it was ‘98.5 per cent British’ – nor, historian James Belich points out, could that of Britain. Yet that the claim was made was revealing. Belich argues that early twentieth-century New Zealand was ‘recolonial’ – politically independent but tied economically to Britain through overwhelming dependence on exports of dairy products and meat, and ideologically through a self-image as ‘Better Britain’, healthier and happier than the home country but still inextricably connected. Labour leader Walter Nash may have been speaking in part for himself when he told the departing 1953 All Blacks that they were ‘leaving home to go home’ – Nash was born in Kidderminster – but he summed up New Zealand attitudes for much of the twentieth century. Immigration rules discriminated in favour of the British and (from 1922) Irish.

That explosive population growth was from a narrow base – New Zealand had roughly one million people in 1905. Small nations struggle to make their mark on the world. Uruguayan football coach Ondino Viera once said: ‘Other countries have their history. Uruguay has football.’ Belich points out: ‘There are only two spheres in which New Zealand has been a superpower. One is the export of protein. The other is sport.’ New Zealand rugby, he asserts: ‘ranks in socio-cultural resonance with soccer in Latin America and cockfighting in Bali’.

How a game devised for public schoolboys prospered so in this settler society remains a subject for debate. Jock Phillips has suggested that emphasis on physical strength fitted the values and occupations of a frontier society where hard physical work was the norm. It also happened to fit in very well with New Zealand’s distinctive take on Britishness. Belich argues that rugby is peculiarly British – cricket is essentially English and soccer universal – and asks rhetorically: ‘What better way to be Better Britain than by being better than Britain at the most British of games?’

New Zealanders proved to be good not only at playing but also at thinking about rugby – bringing to an elementally brutal game the sophistication and ingenuity that the supposedly primitive Maori had brought to warfare. New Zealand’s first recorded match, at Nelson College at the north end of the South Island, did not take place until 1870. Within less than a decade, forwards – still a milling, undifferentiated mass in the British game – were starting to take on specialised roles.

This specialisation enabled New Zealand’s great tactical innovation, the seven-man pack – complete with two-man front row – with the eighth man detached as supplementary half-back or ‘rover’. George Dixon, manager of the 1905 team, was to explain: ‘A man continually practised in one position will perform the work of that position better than another who plays here one moment and there the next. Seven men, properly packed, are quite the equal in pushing power of eight of equal individual weight, and the facilities for obtaining possession and quick heeling are infinitely greater.’ The New Zealanders, packing in a 2–3–2 formation, formed a wedge driving inwards to create pressure on the opposing hooker, while British teams, packing 3–2–3, merely pushed straight ahead.

The ‘rover’ – the position of 1905 team captain Dave Gallaher – was, reckons one historian, ‘the most controversial position in rugby history’. The rover put the ball into the scrum, while the scrum-half waited behind for it to emerge, allowing attacks to be launched much more rapidly. The controversy was over his positioning. Rhys Gabe, centre for Wales in 1905, explained: ‘When the opposition heeled, he performed the function of a scrum-half, but when New Zealand obtained possession, he remained still and was legally offside, being in front of the ball and not in a scrummage. Moreover he was guilty of passive obstruction, for the opposing scrum-half was obliged to run round him.’

The basic text of New Zealand’s rethinking and remaking of the game was The Complete Footballer on the New Zealand System, published by Gallaher and his vice-captain Billy Stead on their return home. Gareth Williams has written of this 322-page tome that: ‘Their penetrating discussion of the game – lines of running, angles of packing, miss moves, compiling statistics on different phases of play – brought a startlingly new technical dimension to rugby literature, raising it to a level of sophistication previously unheard of and rarely exceeded since.’

The All Blacks wrought greater havoc on Britain than any visitors since the Vikings. Devon, a powerful county side, were demolished 55–4 in the opening match of the tour. The tourists won all 23 matches in England, scoring 721 points against 15. England, who did not help their cause with a bizarre selection including eight new caps and five three-quarters, were beaten 15–0, as were Ireland. Scotland declined to award caps against such unknown opposition and demanded a £200 guarantee rather than a share of the gate money for the international match at Inverleith. This generated a monumental fit of pique when the All Blacks walked off with a four-figure profit from a bumper gate, but at least the Scots produced the first worthwhile resistance by a British national team before losing 12–7. It was not until the New Zealanders went to Wales at the end of their tour that they met opponents who matched them in talent and cunning.

Wales was also in search of an identity. This might seem strange for an ancient nation with its own language, but that nationhood was short on the signifiers most countries take for granted. Conquest by the English crown in the thirteenth century and formal administrative absorption, in what looks suspiciously like oedipal revenge on a father born in Pembroke, by Henry VIII’s Acts of Union, meant that it lacked institutions such as a parliament, a capital city or even the legal and education systems which underpin Scotland’s sense of self. As journalist John Morgan pointed out in 1961, ‘Selecting the rugby team is the nearest Wales gets to self-government.’ The 1888 Encyclopaedia Britannica entry ‘For Wales, see England’ richly deserves its notoriety but reflected both administrative reality and the frustrations felt to this day by the Welsh traveller abroad who feels constrained to explain that, no, he isn’t English and the apparently aberrant spelling of his name has a perfectly logical explanation.

Recent history had further confused the matter. Wales too had grown explosively, transforming itself – in places literally – out of recognition. In 1905, there were approximately two and a quarter million people in Wales – up more than 50 per cent in a little over 30 years. The population would grow by more than 400,000 in the first decade of the twentieth century. The balance of that population was changing. All of the growth was concentrated in the industralised south – Glamorgan, Monmouthshire and East Carmarthenshire. Coal and tinplate were both to reach their historic peak of employment and output immediately before the First World War.

In contrast to the other Celtic nations, Welsh experience has been marked more by immigration than emigration. While many of the people attracted to the industrial regions were Welsh, displaced from the rural counties, more came from outside, particularly the west country and other bordering areas of England. Incomers included the Hancock family, who furnished Cardiff with both beer and the invention of the four-man three-quarter line in the 1880s and Wales’s 1905 captain Gwyn Nicholls, described by Gareth Williams as ‘a west countryman by birth, but Welsh by adoption, inclination and location’.

This new fast-growing Wales of the southern coastal plane and valleys was urban, industrial and predominantly English-speaking. The proportion of Welsh speakers in Wales dropped below 50 per cent around the turn of the century. By 1913 there were 234,000 coal miners, around one-third of the total Welsh workforce. Fast-growing Cardiff was described by a French visitor in 1905 as ‘ce petit Chicago’. This was not a world amenable to traditional signifiers of identity such as the Welsh language.

While soccer predominated in the north, it arrived late in South Wales. Cricket was there before either code of football. The Arms Park and St Helen’s, Swansea, were cricket fields before they ever saw a rugby ball and, as in New Zealand, most major rugby grounds also staged the summer game. Cricket, though, continued to insist on social stratification, with its separation of amateurs and professionals. Wales, like New Zealand, tends to impatience of pretension, deference and conventional social distinction. An exclusive game elsewhere in Britain, rugby adapted to local circumstances to become inclusive in Wales. It was, as Gwyn Alf Williams put it, ‘the only field on which it was possible to be simultaneously Welsh and a gentleman (normally a difficult undertaking), where doctor and lawyer could ruck happily together, shoulder to shoulder with miner’.

Not every Welshman enjoyed rugby football. As late as 1901, the Western Mail, showing a characteristic grasp of the national psyche, argued that the majority of the population were: ‘Too puritanical. They look upon sport as degrading and football especially is to them an abomination.’ In 1893, one Michael Craven, speaking in Swansea, complained – not without some justification – that rugby was the ‘twin sister of the drinking system’. The last of the great religious revivals, led by Evan Roberts in 1904–05, claimed 100,000 converts including Jenkin Thomas, who shocked a congregation that had not previously associated Kenfig Hill RFC with diabolic possession by proclaiming, ‘I used to play full-back for the devil, but now I am forward for God.’

There was little doubt, though, who had the better tunes. Kenneth Morgan wrote of the Edwardian Welsh that ‘[they] may well have been a musical nation, perhaps a religious one as well. Beyond doubt they were, and have remained, a sporting nation with a fierce commitment to national success.’ Rugby, with six Triple Crowns and only seven defeats in forty-three internationals between 1900 and 1911, was the unmatched source of such success.

How good a match it was on 16 December 1905 is open to debate. Matches of this magnitude, considered merely as spectacles, tend to disappoint. Dixon recalled: ‘It was not a great game . . . Keen, strenuous and intensely exciting, yes. Brilliant, no.’ Yet it transfixed a crowd estimated at 47,000, ‘the biggest rugby assembly hitherto’. To the Lyttelton Times reporter it was ‘an Homeric contest of skill, endurance, pace and sheer brute strength – the hardest, keenest struggle I can ever remember’. Townsend Collins, ‘Dromio’ of the South Wales Argus, would recall it as one of the three toughest matches he saw in more than half a century of rugby reporting.

Whatever doubts Wales had about the ‘rover’ – and Dixon reports that the crowd ‘showed a degree of bitterness’ towards Gallaher – it was quite prepared to adopt New Zealand’s weapon in order to slay it. Wales, too, played with seven forwards and a ‘rover’ – Cliff Pritchard of Pontypool. It had also, unprecendentedly, staged two practice sessions before the match.

For 25 minutes, Wales’s scrum-half Dicky Owen ignored Pritchard. Then Wales were awarded a scrum in midfield about midway between the New Zealand 25 and halfway. Wales won the scrum and Owen, with outside-half Percy Bush, centre Nicholls and wing Willie Llewellyn outside him, broke to the right, dragging the New Zealand cover with him. He then reversed direction with a pass to Pritchard, running to the left of the scrum. Owen was to recall ‘realising that, barring accidents, a try was almost certain’. Pritchard swerved to the left and passed to centre Rhys Gabe, who sent wing Teddy Morgan in from 20 yards. The try was a triumph both of pre-planning – plotted at the second practice session – and of the ingenuity and skill needed to devise and implement such a plan.

There was no further score, but it is neither Morgan, the scorer, nor Owen, the progenitor, who is remembered from this match. In the final few minutes, New Zealand centre Bob Deans, at 6 ft tall and 13 st. 4 lb christened the ‘Goliath of the backs’ by the Welsh press, was brought down at the Welsh line after a run of about 30 yards. The Scottish referee, John Dallas, ruled that he had not scored. End of matter, in one, narrow sense. Only the beginning in another.

Deans, who died only three years later, was to state that he had grounded the ball six inches over the line, but that Welshmen had dragged him back and moved the ball before the referee arrived on the scene. New Zealanders have made much of a written ‘confession’ by Teddy Morgan to 1924 All Blacks captain Cliff Porter that, as the man who had made the tackle, he knew Deans had scored.

Welsh opinion is more impressed by Rhys Gabe, who said he was the tackler. In a broadcast in 1935, the substance of which he reproduced in the 1953 match programme, he remembered that Deans had attempted to struggle forward rather than simply grounding the ball, and asked why he needed to do this if he had scored. He recalled asking Deans this question when the New Zealander claimed after the match that he had scored, and that ‘there was no answer’. David Parry-Jones, in his biography of Nicholls, cites a rare neutral opinion – a spectator from Yorkshire who felt that it was not a try. Others have suggested that the incident may have owed more to subsequent newspaper hype than real doubt over the referee’s decision. J.J. Stewart, an eminently fair-minded New Zealand analyst, points out that Gallaher and Stead make no mention of it in their account.

As Gabe was also to write: ‘The longer this incident recedes into antiquity, the more nebulous becomes the truth about it.’ That, of course, is much of its importance – that like many great debates it defies resolution. It meant that both countries took something from their meeting in 1905. Wales had the affirmation of victory over a uniquely challenging rival. New Zealand had a sense of injustice and of martyrdom, accentuated by Deans’ early death. McLean described it as: ‘The greatest event in the history of New Zealand rugby because it provided a basis, a starting point, a seed of nationalism upon which all aspects of the game were to depend in succeeding years.’

As such, it has mattered more to the losers. Almost every one of the 1953 All Blacks recalled knowing of the Deans incident from an early age. Brian Fitzpatrick, second five-eighth at Cardiff in 1953, recalls: ‘I was brought up on stories of the “disaster of 1905” and the other All Black teams who followed them.’ When New Zealand broadcaster Peter Sellers, exultant at New Zealand’s 13–0 lead over Wales at half-time in the Christchurch Test of 1969, proclaimed to the press box: ‘I’ve been waiting for 64 years for this day’, nobody required any further explanation, even though he was considerably less than 64 years old. It was, to historian Keith Sinclair, ‘the Gallipoli of New Zealand sport’. While Cliff Morgan remembered the Deans story as ‘a close third behind the Lord’s Prayer and the Welsh National Anthem in my early education’, this was a minority experience in Wales.

Deans’ was not the only hard-luck story to emerge from the 1905 All Blacks visit to Wales. Cardiff might have beaten them but for an aberration by Bush, who, very much like Toulouse’s Clement Poitrenaud in the Heineken Cup Final 99 years later, delayed a routine in-goal touch-down only to be betrayed by a rogue bounce and the opportunism of All Black George Nicholson. Swansea were denied by an extraordinary drop-goal from Billy Wallace, kicked 40 yards into a swirling wind – under 1905 scoring values worth four points to three from a try by Swansea ‘rover’ Frank Scrine. One Welsh writer, John Billot, has asked if the 1905 All Blacks were really that good, arguing that one defeat and two near-defeats in five matches with only six tries to four against is not, by New Zealand standards, a remarkable record. Against that it must be remembered that they were right at the end of an immensely demanding tour – Gabe found them ‘keyed-up and ill at ease’ when visiting them at their hotel. Dicky Owen, a shrewd and demanding judge, reckoned them, ‘By far the best team I ever played against – or am ever likely to. They were veritable giants.’

Differences in style and emphasis that went beyond scrummage formation were also emerging. Gallaher and Stead did not rate the teamwork of the Welsh much higher than that of the other home nations but were impressed by their talent and imagination. British critics were unanimous in acclaiming the seamless combination of the New Zealand 15. It is possible to overemphasise this contrast. New Zealand has produced ample rugby genius, while the best Welsh teams have combined as smoothly as All Blacks. Nicholls was to write: ‘In an ideal Welsh game, you really see fifteen great chess masters working in partnership and without consultation, each man knowing instinctively not only the best thing to be done, but that all the other fellows know it also, and are falling, or have fallen, into their places accordingly.’ This has never been quite the clash of South Sea Stalinism and anarcho-Celticism that the more extreme stereotypes would have us believe.

Yet as with most stereotypes there is an element of truth. As Gerald Davies, the most perceptive of great players, has written, Wales and New Zealand differ ‘only in the way they imagine the game’. The key word in the Nicholls quotation is ‘instinctively’. Welsh rugby has always prized the instinctive creator and the diminutive deceiver, the individual capable of the unexpected. It is a matter of tastes, of aesthetics and – for a country whose formative rugby challenge was finding an answer to the fact that their English and Scottish opponents were generally prosperous and well fed, and therefore larger and stronger – a matter of practicality. The 5 ft 3 in. tall Owen would have been no match for most opponents in trials of strength, but more than compensated with ingenuity and imagination. Observers from more austere rugby cultures, New Zealand included, have argued that this taste is sometimes indulged at the expense of efficiency.

New Zealand has normally played a more collective and calculated game that British critics have been wont to decry as mechanical or joyless. McLean’s is the definitive rejoinder: ‘To get 15 men of a team into positions where they are efficiently performing the needed tasks of handling, passing, running and backing-up is not a mechanical exercise – it is a sublime art.’

What they had in common was already more important. Gareth Williams’ description of rugby as ‘a pre-eminent expression of Welsh consciousness, a signifier of Welsh nationhood’ applies equally to New Zealand. To pinpoint exactly when this became true is as impossible as establishing exactly where Deans did ground the ball, but the best guess for both countries is on or around 16 December 1905 – each consciousness informed by acute awareness of the other, both as the other country most passionate about the game and as joint custodian of its greatest cause célèbre.

Little matter that, had any world championship taken a tangible form, it would have been stripped from Wales by the first Springboks a year later, nor that the next meeting between the full strength of Wales and New Zealand would not be until 1924. Indeed, infrequency of contact may have contributed to the strength of the affinity. The relationship between Wales and New Zealand was conducted to a marked degree through the agency of rugby.

New Zealanders were not yet the great travellers they would become. As late as 1953, the reminiscences and observations of those who returned home after a spell in the UK were considered worth a few paragraphs even in a big-city paper like the Auckland New Zealand Herald. Wartime servicemen apart, All Black teams were the only New Zealanders the average Welshman was likely to encounter.

There were Welshmen in New Zealand. During the 1924 All Black tour, New Zealand’s great first five-eighth Bert Cooke was fêted at Llanelli, his parents’ home before they emigrated in the 1890s. Cooke’s ancestry was reflected in his play – in 1953 the veteran New Zealand expert Norm McKenzie likened him to Cliff Morgan. Peter Jones, the youthful 1953 tourist who was to win a permanent place in New Zealand mythology three years later with a spectacular long-range try against the Springboks, had a Welsh father. Terry McLean told with a smile the story of his father waiting for the result of the 1905 match with a Welsh workmate who swore that he was now a New Zealander. When the score arrived, he reverted to older loyalties and disappeared into town on an epic bender. Two of Wales’s chosen back row in 1953, John Gwilliam and Glyn Davies, had relatives in New Zealand.

Yet we know little, beyond anecdote, of the New Zealand Welsh. The World Bibliographical Series volume on New Zealand lists ethnographic studies of the Irish, Jews, Danes, Italians, Dutch, Chinese, Pacific Islanders, Asians, Indians and Yugoslavs. Belich cites work on the Scots, Irish and Norwegians. There is little or nothing on the Welsh. Researchers are hampered by the fact that they were invariably aggregated with the English for statistical purposes, so we don’t even know how many they were. What is clear is that they were heavily outnumbered by the other British nations – drawing on the estimates by Canadian scholar Donald Akenson, Belich suggests that around 2 per cent of white New Zealanders between 1860 and 1950 were Welsh, compared to around 50 per cent English, 21–24 per cent Scots and 16–18 per cent Irish.

This could paradoxically have deepened New Zealand’s affection for the Welsh. For the average New Zealander, be they English, Scottish or Irish, other large ethnic groups took the tangible form of the bloke down the road who disagreed with you about politics and went to a different church. The Welsh, by contrast, will have been for the most part an imagined community – this strange, rather fantastic society 12,000 miles away in which people loved rugby just as much as New Zealanders did. Distance really may have let enchantment.

While the second All Blacks did not visit Britain until 1924, there were visitors in the interim: the New Zealand Army team of 1919. The First World War was another vital formative experience for New Zealand nationhood. There was no doubt that New Zealand would participate – as it would again in 1939, when Prime Minister Michael Savage would say, ‘Where Britain goes, we go’, and automatically declared war alongside Britain. Even so, Sinclair suggests that the 100,000 men – around 9 per cent of the population – sent to the war were the ‘first identifiable New Zealanders’ because they had the chance to learn what made them different from the British, Canadians and Australians they fought alongside. Self-knowledge came at a high price – 17,000 died and a further 41,000 were wounded.

Even at this casualty rate, there were sufficient survivors in Britain in 1919 for a New Zealand Army team to be entered in the King’s Cup, alongside the British Army, Australian Expeditionary Force, South African Forces, Canadian Expeditionary Forces and RAF. They duly won this proto-World Cup, beating the British Army – known as the ‘Mother Country’ – in the final, and also beat the French Army. These matches were part of a 38-game programme spread across Britain and France, including 13 games in Wales. The Welsh national team led by Glyn Stephens of Neath, whose son Rees would play for Wales against the All Blacks in 1953, were beaten 6–3 at Swansea. The Army team had scoreless draws with Cardiff and the Newport suburban club Pill Harriers, enormously powerful during this period, and lost 4–3 to a Monmouthshire side led by 45-year-old George Boots, who had played against the 1905 All Blacks for Newport.

The 1924 All Blacks left for Britain under strict instructions ‘not to lose to Wales’. They did not – nor did they lose to anyone else, winning all 30 matches. They encountered Wales at its lowest point before the 1990s, its rugby reflecting the state of industrial communities which would lose more than 300,000 people – cancelling out the Edwardian boom – between 1921 and 1935. Between 1920 and 1933, 127,000 jobs – almost half of the workforce – were lost in the coal industry, while pay was cut savagely for those who remained. The Welsh Rugby Union’s annual income was halved. Seventy Welsh internationals cashed in their skills by signing for
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