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Preliminaries


Glossary

Aotearoa … Maori name for New Zealand

bach … small, modest holiday home

haka … war dance, action song, challenge

hangi … earthen oven over embers and stones, Maori feast

hapu … sub-tribe

harakeke … flax

hui … assembly, gathering, meeting

iwi … tribe

kohanga reo … schools (nests) for Maori language and culture

korero … talk, speech, story

kumara … Polynesian sweet potato, traditional stable food

kupapa … Maori who fought with the British in the New Zealand Wars

mana … authority, prestige, honour, spiritual quality of person

manuka … common native shrub, ‘tea tree’

marae … ground in front of meeting house, village meeting complex

Maui … mythical hero in Maori folklore

nga, ngai, ngati … tribal prefix

OE … overseas experience

pa … originally fortification, now sometimes village

Pakeha … non-Maori, white New Zealander, usually not pejorative

patu … war club, also beat, defeat

paua … abalone, distinctive green and blue shell

pounamu … greenstone, jade

rangatira … chief

raupo … bulrush

section … house block

taiaha … long staff-like weapon of hard wood

tangi … funeral, mourning

taniwha … awe-inspiring, even frightening, water spirit

tapu … sacred, forbidden, unclean, taboo

te reo … the language

tohunga … priest, shaman, expert

tupara … double-barrelled shotgun

utu … payment, compensation, revenge

waka … canoe

whakapapa … genealogy, family chronicle

whakapohane … derisive showing of the buttocks

whare … house, dwelling


Allow me to introduce myself

I was born in Oamaru, New Zealand in 1949, a few days before Mao Zedong’s Chinese Communist armies swept into Beijing and the same year that Freddie Allen’s All Blacks lost 4–0 in South Africa. I grew up in Blenheim, before there was any Marlborough wine.

In primary school I tried to play softball because some of my pals were going for it. My father put a stop to that, so in summer I played cricket, where an ephemeral local fame came as a member of a Marlborough under-13 cricket team that won the South Island championship. At college I eventually made it into the first eleven, and after leaving school played senior grade cricket for the Wairau Valley club. Until I was a teenager, when everybody else started shooting up and shaving while I remained a pipsqueak, I made my Marlborough age group rugby team more seasons than I didn’t. That might not seem impressive as Marlborough was one of the weakest unions in the country: the combined team with Nelson lost 64–5 to the 1959 Lions. But it was also the gestation period of Marlborough’s best sporting years. A Marlborough rugby team of roughly my age peers, the likes of Alan and Ray Sutherland, David and Ross Neal, Jim Joseph and Brian Ford, would beat the French tourists in 1968 and win the Ranfurly Shield in 1973. Gary Bartlett was bowling very fast and Lance Cairns was emerging as an outstanding cricketer.

At Victoria University in Wellington I played in various lower grades, and began to work my way to more serious stuff. Many of us went to the pub after training. Some of us went to anti-South Africa rugby tour protests. I marched through the night to Wellington airport after the ‘battle’ of Willis Street in 1970 and played rugby that afternoon. The Auckland Weekly News had a picture of me about to be hauled out of the demonstration at the airport. A more senior officer told the policemen who had collared me to toss me back in. Some good liberal who may or may not have played rugby had the idea that rugby players against the tour should wear a black band on their arms, which I dutifully and painfully did.

It wasn’t disgust at rugby contacts with South Africa that stopped me playing rugby, but rather travel, involvement as a political activist and other siren calls of the late sixties and early seventies. Kitted out with my red corduroy flairs and army surplus greatcoat I moved to Melbourne, Australia in 1972 to pursue a postgraduate degree, but soon abandoned my stuttering academic career for revolutionary politics. There is a saying that if you remember the sixties you weren’t there. That’s nonsense, a handy depoliticized version of history which depicts the period as just hippies, sex, drugs and rock and roll. These were the years of the Vietnam War, the American Civil Rights movement, Paris 1968, women’s liberation protests and other struggles. For the next 25 years or so as well as working full-time for the party organization as a writer, organizer and public speaker, I had jobs on a car assembly line, as a cleaner in a sugar refinery, taking bets on race tracks, bottling wine and later and more long term in the City of London as a ‘qualified by experience’ accountant. I don’t regret my choices but I sometimes wish I’d played more rugby, if only to find and know my limit. This book may confirm that you can take the boy out of rugby but you can’t take rugby out of the boy.

In 1999 my brother Jim and I were talking about getting tickets for the Rugby World Cup (RWC) when he suggested that I go as a reporter for a small Wellington weekly magazine with which he was associated. Thus began my sports journalist ‘career’. In War Without the Shooting, his account of the 1996 Cricket World Cup in South Asia, Mike Marqusee describes himself as having the most motley set of press credentials. Mine were not much better. I took the work seriously but it was more hobby than second, let alone burgeoning, career. I kept the day job as an operational risk specialist in a major American investment bank.

I covered the Six Nations Tournament and All Black November Europe tours. For the 2007 RWC I managed, through my mother’s contacts in Blenheim, to get some work reporting for the Marlborough Express. I had a grand time going to the All Black matches across France. If you like rugby, cafés and cuisine, France in autumn with its high-speed railways is a great place for a rugby tournament. After we moved to Sri Lanka in 2008, I wrote about the New Zealand Black Caps visits and the Cricket World Cup in early 2011. The idea of returning to New Zealand for the 2011 RWC germinated. I began reading books about New Zealand and sport that I had collected but often not read. I followed New Zealand news websites. I booked plane tickets and accommodation. Press credentials were a major concern. Though their sports editor, Pete Jones, was prepared to back my application, the Marlborough Express had its own people as well as reporters from its Fairfax organization. Fearful of being way down the pecking order, I bought tickets for a number of games, but my credentials came through. I got work for the Sri Lankan Daily Mirror, the country’s largest paid circulation English language paper. This is not as motley as it might sound. According to 2008 figures, Sri Lanka has 103,325 registered rugby players, seventh in the world, after Japan with 122,598, and New Zealand at fifth with 137,835. They have lively school and club competitions. I would have readership. All the match reports in this book were written for the Daily Mirror.

Since I left New Zealand almost 40 years earlier, I have lived in Melbourne, New York, Sydney, London, Dublin, Colombo and a village in Kurunegala district of Sri Lanka. I’ve visited family in New Zealand for a couple of weeks every one to three years. On one visit my esteemed historian brother-in-law, Jamie Belich, described me as a Trotskyite investment-banking plantation owner, one of those colourful polemical embellishments that he conjures up when he thinks he has a good case to argue. On this visit I came as a bona fide sports journalist for the duration of the World Cup. I wanted to see a cross-section of games and venues, see family and travel to new places and old haunts. Thus I returned to rugby land.


Introduction to the print edition: RWC 2015 and other developments

Return to Rugby Land pivots around a trip made to New Zealand for the 2011 Rugby World Cup. The match reports and much of the daily anecdotal, travel and match analysis was written as the tournament progressed. The broader social commentary was fleshed out later. This took longer than I’d anticipated. I read and reread many books about New Zealand, history, rugby, and sport generally. I had to face the challenges of what to leave out. As well there were the trials and tribulations of building a house in Sri Lanka, and the writer’s own procrastinating habits. The book was finally issued as an e-book in the months leading up to the 2015 RWC.

At the 2015 tournament the All Blacks became the first team to win back to back RWCs and the first to win three tournaments. It might have been expected after 2011 that, like virtually every other RWC winner, the All Blacks would slump. All Blacks attest to the 2007 defeat experience helping make them for 2011. After the ‘relief’ of 2011 they set new goals that saw them winning 29 out of 32 games between those RWCs. In the past it has been said that the All Blacks often peaked between RWCs, but not this time. In 2011 the squad included nine players who had been through the traumatic defeat of 2007 (not to mention controversially the coaching team). In 2015 the squad included 12 veterans of 2011 (including six in the final run on fifteen). Two of that fifteen, skipper Richie McCaw and playmaker Dan Carter, survived from 2007. That was leavened with exiting new talent, making a squad whose average age was down from 2011 (just over 28), but still averaged 48 tests played.

Naturally World Rugby (WR) and the English RFU proclaimed 2015 as the biggest and best RWC yet. This time they could cite their preferred measures: TV audiences, ticket sales and above all income-generation. There were 90,000 at Wembley to see the All Blacks play Argentina. Indeed, overall the quality of rugby was up. England were such good hosts that they dropped out before the quarter finals. In the Guardian Rob Kitson did a superb piece, ‘Chasing the Chariot’, which explored the grassroots of rugby beyond Twickenham ‘HQ’, grappling with the received imagery of ‘posh schoolboys, affluent country types and City suits at play’. Later he described the RFU as ‘a lavishly upholstered basket case’. There was much hand-wringing about what the tournament would lose with England out, and to the extent that this was about damage to grassroots rugby and not just the profit and loss column, all but the most blinkered ‘anyone but England’ fan might sympathize (after of course a few gibes at England’s expense).

As in 2011 it was the WR suits who provided the downside. The seeding for pool composition was set three years earlier. Though the discrepancies in turnaround between games was not as bad as 2011, some tier 2 teams really got the short end of the stick. Notably Japan, who after their exhilarating upset victory over the Springboks, had three days before playing Scotland. WR simply hung referee Craig Joubert out on a gibbet for the crows after the controversy over his awarding a penalty against Scotland which allowed Australia to win their quarter final. Worse came from the citing procedures, an issue in 2011. The manner in which suspensions were handed out suggests that there remains considerable prejudice, including of the racial kind, embedded in WR. Inconsistency there was but the way it fell left little room to draw any but the harsher conclusions.

In the 2015 final there was no scraping home against the Australians. The afterglow of the All Black’s RWC victory was tinged by the knowledge that this would be the last RWC of a layer of players integral to a team that some people are saying may be the greatest of all time. Richie McCaw took a NZ honour but declined Key’s knighthood, leaving some of us hoping that it was for John Eales-like principled opposition to the whole royal show. Then he announced his complete rugby retirement to move on to being a helicopter pilot. The afterglow was really turned down when Jonah Lomu, the iconic Tongan–New Zealander winger, died far too young.

Rugby’s abiding place in New Zealand society and culture continues to cause debate especially when the RWC rolls around again. It is worth acknowledging the work of Chris Ryan. In 2011 I didn’t know about his ‘A Tale of Two Dinners’ article that describes the struggle between reformers and conservatives in NZ rugby in the years 1919–39, seeing in the triumph of the conservatives parallels to Belich’s ‘recolonial’ retreat from earlier innovation and independence. A paper ‘Cows in the Heartland’ for a 2015 RWC-related academic conference reiterates his earlier debunking of farmer/rural backbone and locates the more recent decline of rural rugby in broader social, economic and technological change rather than a trashing of the grassroots by professional rugby. Also out at the time of the 2015 RWC was Tony Collin’s Oval Game, an excellent socially located history of world rugby union and league.

Shortly after the RWC 2015 Bryce Edwards’ New Zealand Herald ‘Political Roundup’ did a piece entitled ‘The Left’s Problem with Rugby’. To be accurate the problem is not only with the ‘left’, but liberals, and arty and literary types. Some liberals and leftists certainly confirmed their wowser pedigree by opposing the temporary relaxation of the licensing laws so that bars and pubs could open in the morning and serve while the games were on. Edwards provides useful commentary on and links to various contributions about ‘bread and circuses’, ‘suffocating dominance’, ‘more important issues’, and agonising about being a ‘wet blanket’. One commentator even tries to claim there is a ‘silent majority’ against rugby, though her research is far from convincing. One interesting aspect was the fretting in and around the Labour Party at electoral disadvantage from not being seen to love rugby enough, something even put down to a 1981 syndrome.

In 2016 the website Spinoff.co.nz ran a list of 100 key non-fiction New Zealand texts. The list is interesting not least for some of its less obvious eclectic inclusions. But only three books relating to war are included, two of them on the New Zealand Land Wars (Cowan and Belich). Given the demonstrated character of the list I’m surprised that the Official WWII histories were not included, along with Mulgan’s Report on Experience. As for sport, only George Nepia's autobiography, co-written with TP McLean, makes it. Surely there should have been a place for Warwick Roger’s Old Heroes and one or two other sports books. This smacks of an abiding effete literary snobbery, and leaves me thinking that my contribution, written after 2011, is far from redundant.

Since RWC 2011 a number of books have come out dealing in some detail with the RWC and particularly the All Blacks victory. Beside the round-up books, often crashed out by sports/rugby magazines shortly after the tournament, there have been a number of autobiographies. Graham Henry’s Final Word and Richie McCaw’s The Real McCaw were published soon after RWC 2011. Jerome Kaino’s My Story came out before the 2015 RWC. Dan Carter’s The Autobiography of an All Black Legend arrived after the 2015 RWC. All of them add insight and understanding of the All Blacks quest for RWC victory, in ways I never could. In my opinion, the best written and most interesting of these books is The Real McCaw, perhaps at least partly because Greg McGee (Foreskin’s Lament, The Antipodeans) collaborated in the writing. You don’t have to be a King Richie acolyte to be impressed by the man. Henry’s account (‘recounted to Bob Howitt’) lacks the man’s dry and droll wit and is to my mind altogether too bitter and twisted about the 2007 quarter final refereeing, without addressing in particular the selection controversies. For my taste Carter (assisted by Duncan Grieve) doesn’t match up to his truly great status and descends into too much gee whizz look at what this modest country boy is doing now and Hello-style write-ups (of his wedding and an Elton John party). Gregor Paul’s Redemption: How the All Blacks Defied History to Win the World Cup details the All Blacks genesis from the 2007 quarter defeat, not without fresh insight and critical review. But Paul’s description of the 2011 tournament itself is quite light and barely looks at games that the All Blacks were not playing. None of these books make the attempt to critically analyse rugby in society or the issues of contemporary New Zealand.

Of course in the rest of rugby land some things, big and small, have changed. The French patisserie over the fence from my mum’s house in Palmerston North is now a north Indian tandoori restaurant. During my last visit I missed the morning coffee and croissants, but come evening and after the mandatory whiskey the tandoori was definitely no poor substitute. It would be remiss not to mention that in February 2016 Palmy was pronounced the Valentine’s Day capital of New Zealand. One of Eketahuna’s two pubs has shut down. The All Blacks have finally played a test in Samoa. I have been admonished that I can certainly no longer so cavalierly bypass New Plymouth, with its expanded and refurbished Govett–Brewster Art Gallery/Len Lye Centre. I have also been told that its Coastal Walkway should not be ignored, though in my own defence if I had taken all the coastal/bush walks I wanted to in 2011, I would never have seen any rugby.

More seriously, as part of a Treaty settlement Blenheim’s river is correctly Opaoa not Opawa and other local Maori names have been formerly recognized: Mount Robertson—Tokomaru; Pelorus Sound—Te Hoiere; Queen Charlotte Sound—Totaranui; and Cloudy Bay—Te Koko-o-Kupe.

In terms of some of the issues I took up there are certainly more contemporary, even sharper, examples. Just over the NZ summer of 2015–16 news flows have indicated that child poverty has likely worsened. In the last six years 156 schools have closed their swimming pools and increasing numbers of kids can’t swim the 50 metres safety minimum. Suicide rates, especially among young Maori males, are still alarming, and Waitangi Day still attracts the same ambivalence. New Zealand still has about the worst sexual violence stats in the OECD. Residents are still fighting insurance and compensation claims over the Christchurch earthquake. The recent furore about house prices and affordability, especially in Auckland, shows that it is no longer a question of the Kiwi family dream of your own house and a quarter acre but of ‘entering the property market’. And it shows again that too many people prefer fraudulent theories about boomer ‘intergenerational theft’ than addressing class in New Zealand. Foreigners are scapegoated for road accidents along with house prices. In 2015 the police admitted ‘unconscious bias’ against Maori though this hardly provoked the media storm that indignantly targeted Pita Sharples in 2011. The referenda about flag change, besides its descent into a corporate branding fiasco, leaves the question of why such a discussion can breeze along without more attention to more fundamental issues such as the monarchy versus republic. Return to Rugby Land is a snapshot but it is one that remains relevant.

One thing I could amplify on is the Prime Minister. In 2011 I didn’t know that John Key had claimed he could not recall what stance he took in 1981. Nor did I know that he had already dropped his trousers in the All Black changing rooms to show that Dan Carter was not the only one who could look good in his underpants. More lately, and this is the only news about New Zealand a lot of people outside the country ever see, there has been his propensity to pull waitresses’ pony tails and to accuse women MPs protesting the treatment of Australian detainees of supporting ‘rapists’. This goes way beyond puerile puppy stuff. But even more disturbing is that it makes no dent in his popularity, indeed may even be an essential white male pig settler part of it. His ‘gaffes’ seem to epitomize that, blended with an arrogant neo-liberal sense of impunity.

Now there is a new Super Rugby format including a Japanese and an Argentinian (but no Pacific island) team. And in a reverse confirmation of the pattern that if you win the RWC next year you are terrible, England have won a Six Nations grand slam. Before too long we will be back into the southern hemisphere tests and northern autumn tours. Another cycle culminating in the 2019 RWC in Japan. Can the All Blacks sustain their dominance and march on to Tokyo? That would be a really tough one. New goals? Fresh ideas? Whatever, it will not solve New Zealand’s abiding social issues.

Despite my best intentions it took me over four years to get back New Zealand, this time for a short family-centred visit. That made it easier for soppy nostalgia to dominate.  But small pleasures swell: seeing harakeke, cabbage trees, nikau and pohutakawa in bloom, the Manawatu gorge, Kapiti coast, a hangi. I didn’t go to England for the RWC 2015 and I didn’t make it to New Zealand to watch it either. Still there is 2019, for another New Zealand road trip spiced with watching the rugby.




Mount Lavinia, Sri Lanka, April 2016




Postscript: On 5 November 2016 Ireland beat the All Blacks in Chicago 40–29, their first victory in 108 years of matches, and halting the All Blacks record breaking 18 test winning streak. A month later Prime Minister John Key resigned. I’m a little surprised that amidst all the speculation about the hidden reasons for his unexpected resignation the All Black defeat hasn’t had more of an airing.




















Week 1


Wednesday 7 September

Singapore Airlines gets me into Auckland early. The television crews are already waiting. Not for me or the large number of French supporters on the packed plane, but for the New Zealand rowing team, who have done rather well at the world championships. Somewhat euphoric at arriving, I wonder if the French might erupt into a rousing rendition of the Marseillaise as the plane lands, but they are pretty subdued, tired out from their long flights from Europe. Either that or French coach Lievremont has scolded them and they are sulking.

My sister Barbara meets me. We pick up my rental car from a woman who lived 20 years in Queensland and who is, at least for purposes of winding up her work colleagues, backing the Aussies. On the counter in the rental agency her stuffed kangaroo is several times larger than its kiwi companion. The weather is clear and a little cool. The drive to Barbara’s home on the North Shore is easy. The harbours and suburbs look clean and uncluttered. Like the airport the roads are barely decorated with World Cup hoardings and posters. In contrast, for the Cricket World Cup Sri Lanka was festooned with bunting, billboards and ads featuring Sri Lankan cricketers (and the President).

No doubt rugby has a central grasp on the New Zealand national psyche, tied into the national self-image. Love it, hate it, indifferent, it shapes New Zealand social history and everyday life, whatever the historians don’t say and the poets lament. In the forties John Mulgan, man-centric author, wrote that if rugby represented a ‘wrong’ set of values, then ‘the majority of New Zealanders have a wrong sense of values for the whole of their lives’. Now, despite a greater variety of sport and leisure activity, rugby still tends to get the pick of the best athletes, unlike in Australia, where it competes against more popular codes. The RWC organizers’ slogan is a ‘stadium of four million’. But Barbara has warned me that neither she nor her husband Pete ever watch rugby, and indeed experiences of obnoxious behaviour and language has put her right off the game. Nevertheless she is quick to grab my spare ticket to the opening match. Just to see the opening ceremony, she claims, but it doesn’t seem to have been too much of an imposition for her to see the whole game. Her partner, Pete, is more interested in boating and fishing on the Manukau harbour.

This is a good place to start: not all New Zealanders like rugby. Although there are about 140,000 registered rugby players, it has been claimed that one in eight Kiwis play some form of rugby regularly. Women’s rugby, with the successes of the Black Ferns, suggests a broadening support. A Sunday Star*Times online survey published during the tournament has 51 per cent calling themselves rugby fans but 54 per cent also saying that rugby is granted too much importance. A survey in the same paper another day says rugby lovers are more physically aggressive, nationalistic and happier than rugby haters. Travel agents are said to have taken bookings from people fleeing the country for the duration of the RWC. One TV station has pronounced itself ‘Not the home of rugby’, though that may just be pique at the International Rugby Board (IRB) not allowing it a piece of the action. Players of other sports may resent rugby’s disproportionate funds and television coverage. It has been claimed that more people play cricket, netball, golf and, most unpatriotic and persistent of all, soccer. Allowing for those who follow and watch the game intermittently and selectively, there are still plenty of people who are not rugby pathetics.

Rugby has encapsulated all that is worst of the white settler male pig culture that is part of New Zealand history and society. It is a contact sport which some see as inextricably entwined with violence on and off the field. Some older men bitterly remember being forced to play a game they didn’t like and that didn’t suit them. Some abhor the associated macho buffoonery. Others find themselves insufficiently athletic. They might be no less rugged or competitive. They may prefer more individualistic pursuits. Some criticize the expense and the use of funds that could be used on pressing social needs. Some see it as a contemporary religion, an unmitigated opiate to divert the masses. I share some of all these views. There are times when it is hard to maintain affection for the game, and not just when your team is hopeless, as a lot of people found out during the 1981 Springbok tour protests. I try to be a bit self-conscious and explicit. Enjoying the game and knowing that the sport has the mark of the beast on it is a contradiction I live with.

Paul Gallico, the American novelist and sports writer, associates sports with adolescence. If that’s so, New Zealanders must be among the most juvenile people in the world. A ‘World Sporting Index’ produced in Britain in 2006 scored countries across 60 sports, with each sport treated equally. New Zealand was ranked ninth, the USA first and Australia second. When gross domestic product was accounted for, New Zealand came second, after beleaguered Cuba. By population ratio, second after San Marino. If Gallico is right it might help to explain a lot of things.

A brittle insecurity doesn’t seem far from the surface. In April, when the New Zealand Herald ran an investigation positing big losses on RWC investment, the usually equitable RWC chief executive Martin Snedden called it a ‘piece of junk’. The next month, Herald columnist Kerre Woodham wrote that ‘knocking’s really our national sport, not rugby… put on your party faces or push off’. This provoked Booker prizewinner Keri Hulme, who ‘loathes ALL team sports’ and doesn’t like spending money on ‘ephemeral crap’. As the reclusive Hulme has published little since The Bone People in 1984, Woodham patted herself on the back for getting the author’s literary juices flowing again. Others attacked Hulme’s latest effort and queried what she thinks is less ephemeral crap.

In the local journal of what-is-good-for-you, the Listener, an editorial pronounces that ‘Calls by the rugby-resistant to get a grip and relegate the event to a correct perspective will be comprehensively ignored, and rightly so.’ Our rugby has:

never even faintly approached the toxic competitive thuggery of the British obsession with football… and that if need be, we’re good losers, however much it hurts. Our love of the All Blacks is not an embarrassing weakness. Quite the contrary: it is a celebration of strong New Zealand ideals.

So if we can all take it on the chin, let’s face up to another home truth: the rugby world is small. Of the ten most populous states in the world only the USA (third), Russia (ninth) and Japan (tenth) are in the RWC tournament. Discussing Indian cricket, Ashis Nandy says ‘Cricket at this plane represents the hopes, ambitions, fears and anxieties of countries caught within and humiliated by the modern nation-state system.’ For small nations with few other opportunities to strut their stuff, sport becomes especially important. An English work colleague never tired of reminding me that rugby is a minority sport. The only exceptions are New Zealand, the Pacific Islands, perhaps Wales and among the white minority in South Africa.

The RWC is likely not the third or even fourth biggest sporting tournament in the world, either in participant base or audience. The Olympics and the soccer World Cup are the two giants. Surpassed by the Indian sub-continental cricket audience, the RWC follows or jostles with tournaments such as the World Championship in Athletics, the Winter Olympics and the European and African football championships. The IRB’s claims about live viewing appear to be pure fantasy. Actual viewing figures are likely to be lower than those for major golf tournaments like the PGA, Wimbledon tennis, and the cycling Tour de France. In 2007 the American football Super Bowl had three times the TV audience of the RWC final.

New Zealanders, Welsh and others have disdained the crowd at English headquarters, Twickenham. In the 1930s someone suggested that if you blew up the ground on a match day it would destroy any threat of fascism in the country. More apposite was the lament that the crowd was ignorant of rugby, interested mainly in the social occasion around the hampers in the west carpark. During the 1999 RWC I remember wondering if I was on the right train to Twickenham as I seemed to be surrounded by chaps wearing Barbour jackets with a Financial Times tucked under their arms, discussing their latest financial deals. Over the years, Twickenham has improved. And I will say one thing for them. They have an Invincibles bar/restaurant. Would Eden Park name a bar after the 1971 Lions or call a hospitality lounge the ‘L’Essai du bout du monde’ suite?

Once, Welsh rugby clubs, New Zealand provincial centres, county cricket grounds and the likes of the masses who filled out Madras (Chennai) cricket ground were known for their knowledge and appreciation of good play no matter who executed it. But things are going the way of Twickenham west carpark. On RWC opening night there are more than three times as many people at ‘party central’ as at the game. In the grounds Mexican waves are started when someone thinks things have gone a little quiet. Just as you are about to make a pithy comment about the game to your neighbour, you have to leap up and wave your hands in the air. Snatches of music are blasted out at the slightest break and in some grounds (such as Murrayfield in Scotland) crowd sounds are pumped through the address system. All this scripting and regimenting stymies the crowd’s efforts to create its own presence and inhibits spontaneity, individual wit, and ‘disrespectful’ and ‘unseemly’ outbursts. The crowd should roar on cue, but heaven forbid it should run, naked or not, on the pitch, throw its empties, or start a bonfire with its programmes. They are needed as extras for the TV spectacle and should be diverted, but the fear of the mob is never far from the big money organizers’ minds. It may not be as obvious as at more tribal football matches in Europe or at Indian cricket matches, but it is there in rugby as well. 

In the afternoon we head out to activate my bankcard at a local branch in a shopping mall. I’m surprised that the tellers are in an open plan area, not stuck behind plate glass. Crime can’t be as bad here as other places. For other shopping, such as a chilly bin and thermos flask, we head to a block of suburban warehouse outlets, which are heavily oriented to the Kiwi outdoor/DIY culture. Less charitable folks, like my wife and daughter-in-law, shake their heads at this impulse to buy ‘boy’s toys’. It’s one of those Kiwi bloke boxes that I tick. In my case we are also looking at a dose of ‘Be Prepared’ and How to Survive in the Bush, on the Coast, in the Mountains of New Zealand by Flight Lieutenant B Hildreth. You never know when you might break down on a backcountry road. I want a corkscrew for opening bottles of wine, but learn I don’t need one: unlike in Europe all the wine here comes in screw top. My trip preparation and planning is up to the standards of Gallipoli. The evacuation, that is, not the landings.

Back in Mairangi Bay village the lingerie shop has completely devoted its show windows to black underwear. Tastefully done, no Silver Fern nipple covers to give the IRB copyright lawyers something to grab hold of. The obsession with black goes way beyond buying All Black replica kit, which is just as well given the cost of an All Blacks jersey. One suggestion is that people wear black so as not to be mistaken for a tall poppy. Kiwi-born, Australia-based rugby writer, Spiro Zavos has claimed that black is a utilitarian pioneer colour because back then you had to make your own soap and do the washing yourself. Actually it was most often your mother, sisters or wife who did that. Much earlier, English puritans wore black as a sign of sober propriety (as against licentious Morris dancers who wore white). Zavos is equally off target with his claim that the All Blacks’ colours foreshadow the ‘Black Power symbol’, considering the history of sporting contacts with apartheid South Africa.

A Colombian woman ambassador once said New Zealanders dress like they are going to a funeral. More than 80 per cent of Kiwi women think they look better in black, according to a survey commissioned by the detergent brand Persil. An exhibition on the theme is opening in central Auckland’s Britomart. Persil has launched a new detergent especially for black clothes. I wouldn’t be surprised to see All Black forward coach Steve Hansen on television singing:

Someone’s coach better get to know

What someone’s coach really ought to know,

Persil washes blacker.

Regrettably, not everyone is on message. A correspondent to the New Zealand Herald describes black as ‘oppressive, threatening and ugly’, and suggests that the high rates of depression and suicide may be the result of the ‘overwhelming presence of black in homes and in clothing’. One hopes that she was cheered a little by the sight of All Blacks player Ma’a Nonu’s orange boots.

~

Barbara and I have a boozy evening, reminiscing about our childhood in Blenheim and in particular our old weatherboard and corrugated-iron roofed home. No 8 Carvell Street was a California bungalow built in the 1920s, with a central hallway and the kitchen, washing room and toilet at the back. A garage stood beside the house and behind it a shed with coal and wood boxes and a chopping block. Originally a coal stove in the kitchen was used both for hot water and cooking. Beside the stove hung the ‘strap’, no longer used for sharpening razors. No naughty seats for us. An exasperated ‘wait until your father comes home’ could signal a visit to the bathroom and its utilization. 

In the fifties a fridge and electric stove were installed. An older gas ‘califont’ backed up the water heating system which often creaked in winter when mud-caked children needed to be washed. The washing room bore the stamp of transition as well. In one wall there was a food safe. There were big stoneware washing tubs. We got a washing machine with roller wringers on top. There was a gas point, only used when we were making lead fishing sinkers or my mother was bottling. The shelves in the washing room were filled with bottles of apples, peaches, apricots, stewed tomatoes, raspberry jam, marmalade and even homemade spaghetti in tomato paste.

The section was not quite a full quarter acre but it was big enough for us and we also had the street to play in. Keeping the grass strip out on the street in front of your house mown was a sign of respectability. The long grass in other parts of the street was a great place to play ‘war’. The council came by and cut this grass from time to time and then it was time to build tepees out of the grass and manuka tomato stakes. During droughts the grass was cut for animal feed in the Wairau and Awatere hinterland.

Down the fence line by the garage lay old disused butter churns, and behind it an apricot tree and a walnut tree in which we built tree huts. Under that walnut tree we had ‘campfires’, cooking sausages, damper and jacket potatoes in the embers. On the other side of the house a trellis divided the front garden from the back. The front was a lawn and the mandatory flower garden. The lawn was a place for playing cricket, rugby, bull rush, and after a heavy frost for pulling small sledges about. The trellis hid the washing line and the vegetable garden.

Old Mrs Perry next door had to put up with us crawling through the hedge to retrieve balls and every so often breaking her windows. We also broke windows in our own house, but for that the strap was never brought out. There were priorities when it came to your kids learning sport, but the heavy emphasis my father placed on playing cricket shots along the ground was surely reinforced by aversion to this expense.

Barbara, nine years younger than me, can’t remember the fireplace in the living room or sitting in front of it on cold winter nights, fresh out of the bath, having boiled eggs and soldiers or home-made vegetable soup. For history and important issues of responsibility getting it right is essential, facts should be checked as best they can. Memories are often selective, coloured and tilted. The mundane and repetitive slips away, leaving the highlights, good and bad. A good yarn with a few embellishments may better deliver a message. A myth can enlighten and conceal, reflect what a society is and what it wants to be. You can admire the prodigious memory feats and beauty of a Maori whakapapa, but like written history it is told from a particular standpoint, selectively and with purpose. Because they pretend otherwise academics are often worst on this score. One man’s factual and truthful objectivity is another’s tendentious propaganda.

Much can be said about nostalgia. We don’t find it hard to retrospectively rework the past. Nostalgia can be like love, intense and blind to the blemishes, crowding out less favoured recollections, giving false comfort that once we were happy and successful, our lives uncomplicated, as compared to our present altogether more mundane or bleak prospects. It’s like mateship, strong and comforting, ephemeral and superficial. On this trip I’m going to have to keep all this in mind.

Next morning Pete says that the two of us drank three bottles of wine. Barbara protests that the first bottle only had a wee bit in the bottom.


Thursday 8 September

Today the New Zealand Herald has a ‘New Zealand’s Public Enemy List’. Top is the Australian player Quade Cooper who has indulged in some unmanly conduct towards All Black skipper, Richie McCaw, in the last year. These acts of lese-majesty are up there with that Aussie prime minister putting his wombat paws on the Queen. Second are possums, who somebody (probably an Aussie convict) introduced into New Zealand and which are now gobbling up our native birds and forest. Environmentalists debate whether the best slogan is ‘The only good possum is a dead one’ or ‘The only good possum is in Australia’.

Preventing an Australian clean sweep of the Public Enemy medals are Alain Mafart and Dominique Prieur, the French secret agents who sank the Rainbow Warrior right here in Auckland harbour, murdering a Portuguese anti-nuclear activist. Using those accents of theirs, they may also have seduced a few locals. That puts them right up there with the Yank soldiers who charmed our girls while we were away fighting Germans and Italians. Not that our boys were chaste choir boys, but we all know that what goes on tour stays on tour.

Stephen Jones, the British rugby writer, is fourth on the list. Jones can comport himself as the John Bull of British rugby, and also enjoys winding up Kiwis. The Chappell brothers, of underarm bowling cricket fame, are next and then the All Black coach is given a ‘pending status’ in the last slot. A surprise omission is Wayne Barnes, the Englishman who refereed the 2007 RWC quarter-final.

About a quarter of New Zealand’s population lives in the Auckland metropolis, a city I really don’t know. A cricket tournament and a rugby trip or two in my youth, and the airport and a few nights here and there with family since sums up my experience. In particular I am underexposed to the more Polynesian and less ‘nice’, yet every bit as vital, inner and southern suburbs. It is the largest Polynesian city in the world. Besides the cities I have lived in, I probably know better Paris and the old West Berlin. Auckland reminds me of Sydney.

I’ve heard dire things about Auckland’s public transport system, but it’s the middle of the day and the bus run into Queen Street is easy. Auckland, or at least Queen Street, is cosmopolitan, young, an even mix of Pakeha/whites, Polynesians and Chinese/East Asians, some South Asians and even the odd African. Significant numbers look similar, perhaps of mixed race, but it might be that they all dress alike. There is a very New Zealand high proportion of outdoor and sports shops in comparison with department, shoe and clothing shops.

I find the media accreditation desk in what looks like the coat check stand of one of the theatres in the Aotea Centre. I soon have my media pass to drape around my neck and the bag with sponsor goodies. Very low key, with no journalists and ex-player pundits milling around, meeting and greeting. Later I learn that they are in the media lounge in the Cloud, the NZ$9.5 million refurbishment of Shed 10 on the waterfront.

The radio stations, newspapers and television are full of the RWC, with the radio stations focusing on the party planned for the wharf area at the bottom of Queen Street instead of the opening ceremony and match. In general the buildup has a rather New Zealand quality. Yes, we are looking forward to it and we are a bit excited, but we are not going to make a big fuss quite yet. When it starts we’ll get into it.

~

In the evening I get a ‘homecoming’ treat: roast lamb with the full works, followed by pavlova. My nephew, niece and niece’s boyfriend join us. This nephew has quite recently done his ‘overseas experience’ (OE) and wants to go again. The big story of his travels was that he had everything stolen in South America, but it turns out not to be quite as dramatic as his mother told it. He had the good sense to keep passport, cards and money about his body. It was his friend who lost everything. I’m keen to talk about the great OE. I’m one of the minority who left and never came back. John Mulgan, author of Man Alone, talked of a ‘sad restlessness’ among all New Zealanders, adding that those who go overseas ‘are a queer, lost, eccentric, pervading people who will seldom admit to the deep desire that is in all of them to go home and live quietly in New Zealand again’. I see something but not that much of myself in that description.

I understand why scientists and writers like your Rutherfords and Mansfields may leave for career or artistic fulfilment. Their achievements become a source of pride and assuage New Zealand anxieties about being inferior. In London, Kiwi professionals and temps have forged a good reputation. Kiwi nannies are often a privileged layer, enjoying conditions that are the envy of East European and Asian carers. Not only can we ‘hold our own’ but we’re better (British). Some propose to make a virtue of this, to create a ‘Kiwi mafia’ across the world, agents of influence for their little homeland. As far as I know this hasn’t yet transmuted into plans for migrant labour to supply a large part of the country’s foreign exchange as it does for places like Sri Lanka and the Philippines.

Reasons to get out have been well rehearsed: isolation, smallness, provincialism, ‘cultural cringe’. The interesting question is why so many do their OE and then return and appear to happily settle down. Duncan Fallowell in Going as Far as I Can, citing academic Peter Munz, asserts that ‘though almost every young New Zealander of any education or affluence or ambition goes travelling to see the world, they are not transformed by the experience, and return home and carry on with the addition only of a set of foreign photographs’. This, like much of what Fallowell writes, I don’t like. His tone is one of supercilious, rancid, high-Tory elitism. His focus is on old architecture, especially theatres, and excursions into the less salubrious end of the gay scene. He never seems to talk to anyone who doesn’t love Larry Olivier, Vivien Leigh and Karl Popper, which must cover the overwhelming cross-section of the population. Some young New Zealander travellers flat with each other, drink Steinlager together and keep a jar of Marmite handy. But even they usually work with non-Kiwis, visit sites and make the pilgrimage driving on the wrong side of the road to the Munich bierfest or the running of the bulls at Pamplona. Most are a lot more broad-gauged than this.

These days it is increasingly hard to get visas for longer stays. My dinner companions suggest that the money running out (and a student loan still to be paid) is a good reason to come home. I’m not convinced. I never felt homesick in the way some clearly do for the land and lifestyle. That New Zealanders have long been among the most avid book readers in the world—Auckland’s Unity Books which I visited this afternoon is a fine, discerning bookshop in which only the small sports section is dumbed down and perfunctory—may be linked to the OE phenomena. Reading about and taking an interest in the rest of the world is no bad thing. What the world war veterans talked about was not the horrors of combat but the ‘best time of their life’ in the places they visited. From a trip to see the streets of the Monopoly game, the OE has fed on itself, becoming a rite of passage, following changing trade patterns and easier communication into Asia and Latin America. New Zealanders are often positively cosmopolitan in their knowledge and interests. One visitor during the New Zealand 1990 150-years celebrations noted that ‘there is none of the stifling parochialism of Middle America’. I’ve been in that part of the world; some of those folks think New York is ‘overseas’.

Returning to New Zealand has never been quite the dumbing down experience suggested either by metropolitan snobs or some of the country’s own conflicted literati. Most Londoners spend little or no time appreciating the Tate Gallery or going to the opera. Often like is not being compared with like by both the proponents and critics of a New Zealand lifestyle. One of the contributors to Michael King’s collection, Pakeha: The Quest for Identity in New Zealand, Christine Dann, writes that ‘I still find it hard to imagine why young Kiwis would want to swap such beautiful variety and potential, with all its laid back lifestyle opportunities, for a cramped, cold, expensive flat in a cold, grey, smelly, foreign metropolis.’ She adds that many travellers don’t have the time or the money to see the concerts, sports and sites they might want. But there are cold, damp, smelly flats in Wellington and Dunedin, and the crowded, anarchic, hand-to-mouth existence is part of the adventure. A lot of Kiwis earn more in the City of London than they would at home, not only coughing up for their preferred variety of indulgences, but making a big dent in their student loan. Aside from the lifestyle preferences Dann expresses, isn’t this a bit like our white settler forebears comparing an impoverished Maori whare to a Georgian mansion, rather than to the slums of east London or Dublin?

Huw Richards, author of A Game for Hooligans, a history of rugby union, recasts New Zealanders as the world’s greatest travellers. Travel, involving far away and exotic places, has always been part of the historically short antipodean migrant experience. Certainly it has become easier. In Colombo, Sri Lanka, I have frequented two hotels where a century or so ago two forebears stayed en route to and from ‘home’ in Britain. Colin Meads played rugby passing through as a junior All Black. Our soldiers transiting through were ticked off for being too matey with the natives.

John Mulgan perhaps didn’t fit in anywhere: New Zealand, England or special operations in Greece. Not fitting in is not a death sentence unless you let it overwhelm you. I’m not sure I ‘fit in’ anywhere anymore. Not New Zealand where I grew up, not our village in Sri
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