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Rural Myth and Urban Actuality 

THE ANATOMY OF ALL BLACK AND NEW ZEALAND 
RUGBY 1884-1938* 

MUCH HAS BEEN WRITTEN about the mythology that was constructed 
around New Zealand rugby, but little effort has been made to distinguish between 
myth and actuality. Jock Phillips has examined the emergence of rugby in the 
context of a rural pioneering mythology in which the virtues of colonial 
egalitarianism and outdoor life were supposed to have produced a New Zealand 
male 'type' superior to its apparently sedentary urban counterpart in Britain. 
John Nauright extended this theme in a discussion of the way in which the success 
of the 1905 All Blacks was used to assuage contemporary concerns about urban 
physical deterioration and declining racial virility in the British Empire during the 
crucial years between the South African War and the Great War.1 

These accounts fail to address the disjuncture between image and experience. 
At no point do they embark on any rigorous analysis of the social and 
geographical origins of the All Blacks or consider the fabric of New Zealand 
rugby at the local and provincial level to determine the extent to which the 
myth of egalitarianism and rural rugby primacy coincided with the actualities 
of the New Zealand game. In the rural backblocks of an endnote, Nauright does 
state that: 'The majority of the 1905 All Blacks were from urban areas'.2 Phillips 
also acknowledges the rhetoric which encouraged rugby in an urban context as 
a means to maintaining the essential physical values of a more vigorous and 
idealized rural life,3 but this serves to enhance the rural ideal rather than challenge 
it. To analyse social class, Phillips draws on a sample of 44 Auckland players in 
1890 and 1893 and a single study of the game in Manawatu 1878-1910, 
suggesting that rugby players represented a normal cross-section of New Zealand 
society.4 Indeed, the closest one gets to unravelling the myth is a vague impression 
that the All Blacks, apparently representative of New Zealand rugby, were also 
representative of the balance between rural and urban society and a cross-section 
of the occupational strata. At any time before World War II this would suggest 
that they were largely rural, engaged in primary or industrial occupations and 
unlikely to have attended secondary school. 

This paper argues that the social origins and occupational profile of the All 
Blacks were quite different from that suggested by the myth. They were 
disproportionately urban, educated and employed in professional occupations. 
This is not necessarily to suggest that the broader pattern of New Zealand rugby 
— the game of school, club and province — can be deduced from the profile of 
the All Blacks. At the very least it reflects the way that the projection of the 
game into the public arena, and especially the rhetoric which accompanied it 
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overseas, was shaped around the All Blacks. The vast majority of those who 
editorialized and pontificated on the achievements of New Zealand rugby and 
contributed to its pioneering male mythology drew their inspiration from the 
performances of All Black teams either on tour or against Australian and British 
opposition in New Zealand. Indeed, much of the mythology that emerged in 
New Zealand was a product of the image of the All Blacks projected back from 
Britain. Such rhetoric, and much subsequent discussion of it, does not draw 
clear distinctions between the composition and mythology of the All Blacks 
and New Zealand rugby as a whole. 

The ideals, successes and mythology of the sports field have long been a 
component of moral, political and social debate — serving the objectives of 
politicians in their attempts to appeal to popular sentiment. Understanding the 
social reality behind the myths will further our understanding of these political 
and ideological strategies. It is apparent that the academic historiography of 
New Zealand sport has failed to define the boundaries of the myth and thus 
distorted its research agenda. A reading of the existing, fragmented work on the 
social structure of New Zealand rugby leaves a deceptive impression that the 
rural myth is not far removed from reality. While the preface to Phillips' A 
Man's Country? warns against the perils of generalization, and insists that the 
work is a study of ideas, stereotypes and images, rather than behaviour, it also 
states that 'the spheres of behaviour and consciousness constantly intersect... 

[T]he early stereotypes of the pioneer male had a basis initially in the 
experiences of pioneer men and, of course, the book would not have been written 
had I not believed that stereotypes, in turn, affect behaviour'.5 In terms of the 
myths and stereotypes of New Zealand rugby, this conception has manifested 
itself in work that is overly devoted to exploration of 'frontier' masculinity, 
contrasts with femininity and domesticity, a sustained focus on the nexus between 
identity, sport and emergent nationalism, and a not infrequent conflation of 
sporting themes with those of the Anzac legend. The apparent significance of 
these connections is further enhanced by Phillips' contention that rugby spread 
rapidly into rural areas and was securely entrenched as the 'national game' by 
the early 1880s — a situation 'confirmed' by his thrice misprinted claim that 
there were 50,000 — rather than 5000 — affiliated rugby players in New Zealand 
by the mid-1890s.6 

What is suggested here is the need for a research agenda devoted to more 
substantial studies of the urban dimensions of New Zealand rugby and the multi-
faceted relationships between sport, class, gender and community in its true 
cradle — the expanding cities and larger towns.7 This is likely to reveal a myriad 
of local and regional variations, contrasts and social tensions that provide rather 
more substance for the social historian than some of the established assumptions 
and generalizations. 

To unravel the All Black myth, something must first be said of methodology. 
This discussion casts its net rather wider than 1905 to examine the 446 All 
Blacks who represented New Zealand from the first tour to Australia in 1884 to 
the last pre-World War II internationals against Australia in 1938. It considers 
the clubs and provinces from which the All Blacks were selected, the nature of 
t h e i r n r r n n n t i n n e anH t h e e y t e n t n f t h e i r e H u e n t i n n in r e l a t i o n tr* t h e n a t t e r n c n f 
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rural/urban division, and occupational and educational profile of the New 
Zealand male population at various points during this period. It also considers 
some aspects of the origins, organization and expansion of club and provincial 
rugby as a base for All Black selection. Table 1 is a broad breakdown of the 446 
players who represented New Zealand 1884-1938.8 

Table 1: New Zealand international rugby representatives (All Blacks) 
1884-1938 

1884-1914 1920-1938 
All Blacks playing at home only 53 55 
All Blacks playing overseas only 93 103 
All Blacks playing at home and overseas 67 75 
Total 213 233 

Given the not unreasonable assumption that one of the greatest challenges in 
any representative career is to attract the attention of the national selectors in 
the first place, the data in the tables that follow are derived from the club, province 
and occupation of players when they were first selected for New Zealand. The 
possibility that players moved from clubs or provinces, and especially from 
rural to urban areas, specifically to enhance their playing prospects will be 
discussed shortly. Subsequent movements and changes in circumstance of players 
are not accounted for. Further, players are included irrespective of the number 
of appearances they made for New Zealand. These details are generally taken 
from the exhaustive chronicling of New Zealand rugby at all levels undertaken 
by Arthur Carman, Arthur Swan, Rod Chester and Neville McMillan.9 Their 
information was in turn derived from such sources as the registers of Births, 
Deaths and Marriages, various postal and trade directories, local and school 
histories and the rolls and rolls of honour of the New Zealand Expeditionary 
Force. Specific aspects of this biographical material will be discussed shortly. 
But first we must reacquaint ourselves with the myth. 

Throughout the nineteenth century, New Zealanders were strongly inclined 
to glorify a distinct, rural arcadia as counterpoint to the perceived ills of the 
city.10 Phillips also points to the battlefield experiences of South Africa and 
Gallipoli and the unparalleled success of the 1905 All Blacks as reinforcing the 
myth of a pioneering New Zealand male 'type' characterized by strength, 
determination, versatility, initiative and egalitarian mateship, underpinned by a 
gentlemanly morality. By contrast with the apparently sedentary, stratified and 
dispirited Mother Country these men came j'rom a land with shorter working 
hours, a higher standard of living and universal education. The climate was 
'brisk and breezy' and the cities, in so far as they existed, were small and 
spacious." George Dixon, manager of the 1905 All Blacks, was in no doubt as 
to the importance of the countryside in shaping his team: 'New Zealand is 
essentially a country whose people are fond of recreation, the conditions of life 
lending themselves to indulgence in outdoor exercise, but no branch of sport is 
followed with so much enthusiasm for its own sake as football. . . . [EJvery 
back-blocks township, no matter how remote from the centres of civilisation, 
can boast of its senior and junior team, and prides itself on the degree of prowess 
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achieved in rivalry with the footballers of adjacent back-blocks townships."2 

While some English commentators sought to explain rugby success through 
industrial imagery and the efficiency of the All Black 'machine', this held little 
currency in New Zealand. As Phillips observes: 'little is made of the All Blacks' 
use of specialised positions, which might have been seen as a perfect model for 
the modern division of labour; and the insistence on sheer physical strength and 
pioneer adaptability looks backward to a frontier past rather than forward to an 
organised, urban future'.13 New Zealanders had apparently risen above the sordid 
nature of urban commercial life and lived vicariously through All Black prowess 
forged in a frontier world. 

Above all, as Table 2 demonstrates, the supposed qualities of the All 
Blacks were enhanced by their sustained success on the playing field. 

Table 2: All Black playing record 1884-1938 

Of the 16 losses at home, six were to Wellington, two to Auckland and the 
remainder to international touring teams. Of those overseas, 14 were in Australia, 
one in England, three in Wales and five on the 1928 tour of South Africa. The 
magnitude of these performances and the interpretation of them provides a 
revealing contrast to the tone of humility and imperial deference which 
accompanied the negligible achievements of New Zealand cricket during the 
same period. While the successes of the 1924 'Invincible' All Blacks enshrined 
them as a component of emergent nationalism, the 1927 New Zealand cricket 
team to England were presented by their captain, Tom Lowry, as 'Britishers 
anxious to appear on the cricket map, [who] accordingly came home not to beat 
the best sportsmen but to learn the rules as England taught them'.14 

The sharpest focus for the sporting dimension of the pioneer myth came 
with the New Imperialism and xenophobia of the post South African War years. 
Longstanding fears of physical deterioration within a rapidly urbanizing Britain 
assumed obsessive proportions following the apparently abysmal performance 
of British troops in South Africa and the need to reject a high proportion of 
potential recruits as medically unfit. While the performances of colonial troops 
and later sportsmen reassured many that the Empire was secure on its frontiers 
if not in Britain, they also accentuated the sense of British physical inferiority.15 

As Nauright explains: 'In the wider context of British society in the Edwardian 
age, colonial successes gave British observers some hope for the British race. 
In the face of a potential war with Germany and of persistent fears of Asian 
population growth and expansion dubbed the "yellow peril", colonial fitness, 
maturity and originality were seen as virtues which could be exploited to help 
save the Empire in the future.'16 Thus the rural and provincial character of 

At home 
Overseas 
Total 

1884-1914 
W L D 
16 6 2 

109 5 2 
125 11 4 

1920-1938 
W L D 
26 10 2 

121 18 4 
147 28 6 
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colonial society became a desirable attribute rather than lingering as a mark of 
cultural philistinism.17 

The redemptive qualities of the pioneer were not confined to debates over 
the uncertain virility of a bellicose age. Phillips argues that the myth remained 
strong throughout the twentieth century: 'Whether it was the First or Second 
World Wars, whether the 1924 or 1963 All Black tours, New Zealand male 
success overseas was interpreted in terms of this stereotype of the gentleman 
pioneer, the natural aristocrat of the backblocks'.18 This is most apparent in the 
depiction of the 1924 All Blacks: 'The team is comprised of the best of New 
Zealand's youth and manhood, who have revealed to the Mother Country and 
its allies the high character so distinctive of its descendants — Sons of the 
Southern Seas. The New Zealand soldier on the heights of Gallipoli and on the 
flooded field of Flanders of 1914-1918 is the New Zealand Rugby footbal ler of 
1924, who is equally distinguished for gallantry, deportment and demeanour in 
Great Britain.'19The All Blacks responded to such billing by winning all of 
their 32 matches. 

It seems that the myth advanced as rural New Zealand rgflsated. The most 
revered rural All Blacks were an increasingly rare breed — farmer forwards 
such as Colin 'Pinetree' Meads (1955-1971) and Brian Lochore (1963-1970). 
As late as 1996, Lochore's biographer made the rural connection quite explicitly: 

Had he the choice, Brian James Lochore would have been a child of the 1870s and a 
young farmer of the 1890s, a pioneer breaking in the land with horse and plough, 
responding to challenge as it does not exist in the age of machine and high technology in 
agriculture. And if that meant being a 1905 All Black that would have been just fine with 
him too. Pioneering in farming and rugby would have suited him. Men survived on their 
will, their heart for the contest and on their skill and capacity to make things happen. 
They were good at what they did or they could not last. Come flood or drought, survival 
was still in their own hands or minds. Reputation was nothing, deeds everything. 
Relationships were communal and close. Beyond all, life was a challenge.2" 

The accuracy of this portrayal remains unquestioned among a wide section 
of the New Zealand public, media commentators and documentary makers. 
The failure of the All Blacks to progress beyond the semi-finals of the 1999 
Rugby World Cup prompted both a lament for the absence of 'hard men' in the 
team and a call for the 'back to basics' physical training epitomized by farm 
work — as a counter to the 'softness' of pampered, urban, professional players.21 

In truth, the rural player base never contributed a great deal to All Black 
success. Table 3 compares the percentage of population in New Zealand's four 
largest cities — Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch and Dunedin — with the 
percentage of All Blacks from the four related provinces — Auckland, 
Wellington, Canterbury and Otago.22 
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Table 3: Population in four main cities in relation to proportion of All 
Blacks from related provinces (%)23 

1881 23.32 1901 29.25 
1891 25.45 1911 31.52 

All Blacks 1884-97 66.25 1901--14 66.91 

1921 36.36 1931 
1926 38.48 1936 39.48 

All Blacks 1920-29 57.50 1930--39 58.90 

Even if one accepts the perennial, and not unjustified, complaints from smaller 
centres that their players struggle in the shadow of their 'big city' counterparts 
to attract the attention of the national selectors, there is no mistaking that the 
organizational and power base of New Zealand rugby was to be found in the 
cities. Prior to 1914 the All Blacks were more than twice as likely to come from 
the four main cities as from the rest of the population, and were one and a half 
times more likely during the inter-war period. 

Recent trends in New Zealand rugby suggest that possibly some caution is 
required here. If the stronghold of the game was in the cities, it is not unreasonable 
to suspect that earlier generations of rural and small town players would, like 
their modern counterparts, be obliged to move to the cities in search of greater 
recognition — thus masking their true rural identity. But again, the analysis 
does not substantiate this assumption. Of the 277 All Blacks who were selected 
from the clubs of the four main provinces, 169 were born in the cities, 27 were 
born overseas and seven cannot be traced. Of the remaining 74 players who 
were born outside the four main cities, but who gained representative honours 
from them, at least five were living in the cities by the time they attended primary 
school, another 16 by the time they attended secondary school and a further 12 
by the time they attended university. Of the remaining 41 players, for whom 
biographical details are not complete, it is reasonable to assume that a number 
moved to the cities early in life. Only seven of this group played provincial 
rugby before moving to the cities and gaining All Black selection. In short, 
there is little evidence of a masking of rural rugby pedigrees among All Blacks 
who were selected from the four main cities. 

When All Blacks from outside the four main provinces are considered (Table 
4) in the context of a broader definition of 'urban', the results are even more 
pronounced. The proportion of the New Zealand population in the 20 largest 
towns and cities increased from 35.5% in 1891 to 42% in 1911 and 53.3% in 
1930.24For the period 1884-1914 at least 190 of the 213 All Blacks (89.2%) 
were drawn from clubs based in these same urban areas. For the period 1920-
1938 the figure is at least 195 of 233 All Blacks (83.7%) 
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Table 4: Provincial origins of All Blacks 1884-1938 

1884-1897 1901-1904 1920-1929 1930-1938 
Auckland 15 27 21 10 
Canterbury 12 22 24 8 
Otago 8 22 25 12 
Wellington 18 18 22 13 

Total 53(66.25%) 89(66.91%) 92(57.50%) 43(58.90%) 

Bay of Plenty - - 2 
Buller - 2 3 1 
Bush - 1 
Hawke's Bay 1 1 16 7 
Horowhenua - - 1 
King Country - - - 1 
Manawatu 3 1 1 1 
Manawhenua - 1 -

Marlborough - - 1 1 
Nelson 1 1 2 1 
N. Auckland - - 3 -

S. Canterbury 3 4 4 3 
Southland 1 10 8 6 ' 
Taranaki 10 16 11 4 
Waikato - - 1 2 
Wairarapa 5 4 8 -

Wanganui 2 3 •3 1 
West Coast 1 2 2 2 

Total 27(33.75%) 44(33.09%) 68(42.50%) 30(41.10%) 
80 133 160 73 

Of the 26 All Blacks from Taranaki prior to 1914, at least 16 came from 
clubs based in or near New Plymouth. Of the 11 Southland players, ten came 
from clubs based around Invercargill — which at 15,858 was New Zealand's 
fifth largest urban area in 1911. All of the Wanganui players came from clubs 
based in Wanganui town, the Wairarapa players came from town clubs in 
Carterton, Greytown and Masterton, three of the four Manawatu players came 
from Palmerston North and five of the seven South Canterbury players were 
from Timaru-based clubs. This pattern altered only slightly during the inter-
war period. Of the 23 All Blacks from Hawke's Bay, 18 played for clubs based 
around Napier and Hastings, 13 of the 14 Southland players came from 
Invercargill clubs, seven of the 15 Taranaki players were from New Plymouth 
and all seven South Canterbury players were from Timaru clubs. Obviously 
some players overcame transport difficulties and the demands of work to travel 
to towns from outlying areas to play their rugby. But as with the city-based 
players, a closer analysis of biographical details, and especially of education 
and occupation, shows little evidence of a masking of rural identity among 
these olavers. Certainlv there is nothine to sunnort that asoect of the rural mvth 
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which highlights the greater vibrancy of 'country' rugby.25 

In terms of All Black teams overseas, the main city composition (Table 5) 
provides a sharp reply to those who idealized the 'men of the land' as representing 
a counter to the physical degeneracy caused by urbanization. 

Table 5: Main centre dominance of All Black touring teams (%) 

For the 1884-1897 period the proportion from the four main provinces would 
have been even higher. Canterbury and Otago refused to join the New Zealand 
Rugby Football Union (NZRFU) when it was formed in 1892, and their players 
were consequently excluded from the tour to Australia in 1893.26 The contribution 
of the main cities clearly receded during the 1920s — most notably in the 1924 
'Invincible' All Blacks. But the composition of these teams was still largely 
urban in that they drew players from larger provincial towns rather than truly 
rural areas.27 

A final distinction to consider, in light of the idealization of the 'farmer 
forward', is the urban/rural balance between All Black forwards and backs. 
Superficially there is a slight concession to the myth. For the period 1884-1914 
69.69% of the backs came from the main cities. This declined to 64.28% for the 
1920-1938 period. For the forwards the respective figures are 64.03% and 
50.46%. But of the 49.54% of inter-war All Black forwards (53 players) from 
outside the main cities, at least 23 played for clubs in major provincial towns. 
Of the 30 'rural' players, only 12 made more than ten appearances for the All 
Blacks — hardly an endorsement of the myth. 

Explanations for the apparent urban composition of the All Blacks, and New 
Zealand rugby in general, are not hard to find. One does not need to embrace 
the entirety of Miles Fairburn's colonial atomization thesis28 to accept that many 
small towns and country areas simply lacked the population and resources to 
sustain regular rugby of any standard. Moreover, these difficulties were not 
confined to the early years of rugby in New Zealand -— the 1870s and 1880s. It 
is clear that many clubs and even some provincial unions struggled for survival 
well after the turn of the century. Space does not allow for a comprehensive 
historical geography of New Zealand rugby, but suffice it to say that for every 
example detailed here there are numerous others to buttress it. 

: : u . , i >u« — 

1884 100 
1893 44.44 
1897 71.42 
1903 72.72 
1905 66.66 
1907 73.91 
1910 72.72 
1913 65.21 
1914 65.21 

1920 71.42 
1921 58.33 
1924 44.82 
1925 52.17 
1926 44.47 
1928 62.06 
1929 46.15 
1932 69.23 
1934 48.00 
1935 62.06 
1938 53.84 
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that must be made is one between initial enthusiasm and sustained interest. 
Phillips suggests that the expansion of the game into the countryside by the 
mid-1870s was 'remarkable' — as evidenced by teams in such places as Temuka, 
Greymouth, Rangitikei, Oamaru, Pirongia, Greytown, Hawera, Patea, Riverton, 
Rakaia and Waimate.2'' However a closer examination reveals that the subsequent 
careers of most of these clubs, and many others besides, were perilous — dogged 
by player shortages, erratic fixture lists, poor finances and public apathy. The 
idealism and boosterism that accompanied the foundation of new communities, 
and especially the desire to replicate the social institutions of 'home', was soon 
overtaken by the practical and time-consuming imperatives of development or, 
conversely, the failure of some towns to fulfil the expectations of their founders 
and promoters.30 

Taranaki, which provided the most All Blacks outside the four main provinces, 
was arguably better suited to the spread of rugby than many other areas during the 
late nineteenth century. The growth of the dairy industry from the late 1870s 
contributed to closer settlement and improved internal communications. The 
province also had a rail link to Wanganui, Manawatu and Wellington by the mid-
1880s, which allowed for greater flexibility in arranging inter-provincial fixtures.31 

But these were only relative advantages — and on a limited scale. Beyond the 
hinterland of New Plymouth, the roads linking Inglewood, Stratford and Hawera 
were of marginal quality.32 The growth of rugby was also much more than a matter 
of passable roads and regular trains. These were undoubtedly the means to an end, 
but they were nothing without personal inclination and economic practicality. 
Moreover, the dairying infrastructure was possibly as much an impediment as an 
advantage. Rollo Arnold suggests that aside from the effort required to transform a 
'bush burn' into a good playing ground, the constraints of the milking timetable 
also had a significant impact on the availability of players — especially when they 
were required to travel to 'away' games.33 

The Patea Football Club is a typical example of the problem inherent in 
Phillips' portrayal of rural expansion. The club was founded in 1876 and its 
activities peaked in 1885 with six matches against outside opposition — mostly 
nearby Hawera. But by 1887 Patea was unable to field a full team, by 1890 
there were no outside fixtures and public interest remained low throughout the 
following decade. The club was in recess 1898-1903, and although it revived 
1906-1909, it was again in significant decline by 1910.34 Similarly, the Kaponga 
club was founded in 1898 and affiliated to the Taranaki Rugby Football Union 
in 1900. But by the following year several matches were forfeited due to the 
absence of players — many Of whom were farmers. The club withdrew from 
local competition in 1902, was readmitted in 1906 and had three teams by 1908. 
But it was still struggling financially by 1914.35 

Similar patterns are evident in neighbouring Wanganui. There were five clubs 
in the area by 1878 and various fixtures were soon arranged against Manawatu 
and Taranaki club teams. But support for rugby receded during the early 1880s. 
A gloomy letter to the Wanganui Chronicle in 1883 said: 'It was disheartening 
to lovers of the game to see such a poor attendance of players of the club and it 
is to be feared that if greater interest is not taken in the game during the remainder 
of the season, Wanganui can never put a proper representative team in the field 
against any other district' ,36 Rather than strong clubs, the 1880s were dominated 
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by 'scratch' games sometimes involving a mixture of rugby and soccer rules 
and often characterized by disputes between advocates of the different football 
codes. While much-needed continuity appeared with the formation of the 
Wanganui Rugby Football Union in 1888, there were regular complaints during 
the 1890s that the Wanganui town teams were displaying a 'cavalier' attitude to 
country clubs. They seldom played in the country with a full complement and 
often defaulted at the last minute. A partial resolution was only reached in 1913 
when a country sub-union was formed at Waverley — a town which had earlier 
threatened to abandon the Wanganui union in the hope of better support from 
Taranaki.37 

Perhaps the most dramatic fluctuations in rugby fortune are to be found in 
Manawatu — again an area which was relatively well endowed with roads and 
rail links before 1914.38 The first club was established at Feilding in 1878, but 
only five of their Palmerston North opposition arrived for the first match. The 
subsequent history is one of numerous short-lived clubs and sporadic fixtures 
during the 1880s and continuing uncertainty as to the rules.39 After a period of 
relative prosperity, rugby was in serious decline by the late 1890s due to lack of 
players and public support. The Manawatu Rugby Football Union, founded in 
1886, was in recess 1899-1902. The Union oversaw a considerable boost in 
standards and the extent of its representative programme 1902-1905, but was 
again in decline by 1906. Despite repeated complaints from outlying clubs about 
neglect from the town-based administration in Palmerston North, there was not 
sufficient strength for any more than four senior teams by 1913. In that year the 
competition was abandoned with three rounds remaining due to the dominance 
of the Feilding club.40 From 1925-1933 Manawatu combined with the 
neighbouring Horowhenua union as neither had the playing strength to compete 
alone.41 

Fluctuating fortunes are equally apparent in the South Island. In Otago the 
game moved slowly into the interior during the late 1880s.42 There were clubs 
at Cromwell and Bannockburn by 1888 and Lowburn by the early 1890s — but 
all were struggling by the end of the century. The revival of the game was 
triggered by a dredging boom in Central Otago and the Vincent Rugby Sub-
Union was formed in 1907 to administer local competition. But the decline of 
dredging after 1911 contributed to a decline of rugby. In 1914 there was 
considerable difficulty raising teams, and the competition was abandoned by 
15 June.43 

In Southland, the first organized football game between Invercargill and 
Riverton in 1875 was played under Victorian (Australian) Rules. In 1878 a 
proposed game against Dunedin was postponed due to the need to learn rugby 
rules. The Invercargill club struggled for players during the mid-1880s and for 
most of the period 1898-1910.44 Likewise, the Riverton club was in recess by 
1891 and for most of the period 1899-1905. The formation of a Western Di stricts 
Sub-Union in 1905 went some way to reviving competition outside Invercargill, 
but by 1909 it too was encountering difficulties with a shortage of players. 
Many were simply not willing to lose wages for a day spent travelling to the 
extremities of the district — a situation that was likely to apply in many other 
parts of the country as well.45 

There is no need to take this account any further. Whether it is Buller, Poverty 
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Bay, South Canterbury or Waikato, the pattern of fluctuation is the same.46 

Certainly this is not to deny that there were a significant number of strong 
country clubs at various times. Nor should one forget that 'scratch' games were 
undoubtedly played by groups of men and teams not affiliated to any provincial 
rugby union. But if one accepts Phillips' characterization of rugby as the 'national 
game' in nineteenth-century New Zealand, with strength in rural areas,47 then 
the criteria for such a designation must surely be continuity'rather than 
fragmented coverage. Moreover, the fluctuations outlined above are based on a 
distinction between the presence of rugby or the lack of it, rather than the stricter 
definition of whether a club was affiliated to the provincial body. Although 
rural areas generally possessed a stable core of permanent residents, the size of 
many areas still meant that even small fluctuations of population around this 
base could signal the end of a rugby club. The departure or ageing of the rural 
rugby-playing population was not likely to be 'replenished' with the same 
consistency as in the cities. 

The considerable mobility of rural workers, and the pre-industrial work 
patterns of the countryside, also posed problems for rugby. Analysis of the 1891 
Census reveals that seasonal workers — who were largely rural — constituted 
perhaps one-third of the adult male European labour force, and that more than 
half were itinerant for some part of the year. Further in this vein, it is estimated 
that between 1900 and 1922 only half of all miners and watersiders were resident 
in one locality long enough to be included in street directories. Of the -stable 
half, perhaps 70% remained for less than five years and 50% less than two.48 

This was especially true of young, single males — a significant component of 
the rugby-playing fraternity — and had obvious implications for regular and 
effective participation. 

Rural working hours also presented a barrier to playing regular rugby. The 
Saturday half-holiday, or any half-holiday for that matter, was still not standard 
for rural labourers after the turn of the century.49 Indeed, the desire for such a 
holiday was one of the first points delivered in evidence by the Canterbury 
Agricultural and Pastoral Labourers Union in their unsuccessful attempt to gain 
an award in 1907-1908.50 One of the few concessions made by the Arbitration 
Court when it finally rejected their claim was 'that whenever it is reasonably 
practicable each farm-worker shall be allowed a half-holiday on one day of the 
week, if he desires it'.51 Even then, it seems that the half-holiday was viewed by 
many workers not as an opportunity for recreation, but as a time for doing 
washing and other chores in order to keep Sunday free for rest and recreation.52 

This is an important distinction in that prevailing sabbitarianism ensured that 
organized rugby was not played on Sunday until at least the late 1960s. 

To some extent these factors also shaped rugby in the cities. There is clear 
evidence of both transience among the urban population and long working 
hours.51 As will be discussed later, these elements certainly determined how far 
players from different social classes could progress in the game. But at the 
same time, city rugby clubs were much better placed to absorb the impact of 
these obstacles. The simple volume of population meant that the clubs were 
better able to replenish the ranks of departing players. The cities also possessed 
a more diverse occupational base that undoubtedly left more people free on 
Saturday afternoons. Aside from the increasing concentrations of urban 
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professionals, and a larger community of relatively stable skilled workers, there 
were also increasing numbers who benefited from the extension of the Saturday 
half-holiday under the terms of the Shops and Shop Assistants Act (1894) and 
the Shops and Offices Act Amendment Act (1905).54 Thus the cities retained a 
significant continuity among their senior rugby clubs which was not evident in 
rural areas. Of the eight leading clubs in Auckland prior to 1914, six still held 
senior status in 1980. Of the nine leading Wellington clubs during this period, 
eight still held senior status in 1980. In Christchurch, only one of the nine clubs 
which appeared in regular competition during the late 1880s had ceased to exist 
as a senior club by 1980. In Dunedin, nine of the senior clubs in 1980 had a 
continuous lineage back to formation dates between 1871 and 1884.55 

Once some of the obstacles to rural rugby were overcome, the proportion of 
All Blacks from cities and larger provincial towns in fact decreased as New 
Zealand urbanized during the inter-war period. Opportunities emerged for a 
larger number of truly rural players. While the rural population decreased as a 
proportion of the total, it increased numerically in many areas. This, combined 
with better transport and communications, shorter and more regular working 
hours, farm mechanization and higher disposable income, surely assisted 
continuity in rugby and gave more players an opportunity to access the upper 
echelons of the game. 

The uneven relationship between various provincial towns and their hinterland 
is echoed in the uneven pattern of New Zealand inter-provincial rugby as a 
whole. Table 6 again points to the influence of urbanization and centralization. 

Table 6: Inter-provincial matches played 1875-191456 

1875-1884 1885-1894 1895-1904 1905-1914 Total 
Auckland 12 20 43 57 132 
Bay of Plenty - - - 3 3 
Buller - 6 30 36 
Bush - 4 23 19 46 
Canterbury 12 28 65 71 176 
Hawke's Bay - 36 48 45 129 
Horowhenua - - 12 34 46 
Manawatu 5 26 41 79 151 
Marlborough 2 17 17 38 74 
Nelson 9 17 29 18 73 
Otago 10 26 56 69 161 
Poverty Bay - 12 11 16 39 
S. Canterbury 1 14 27 33 75 
Southland - 11 45 59 115 
Taranaki 5 27 48 83 163 
Waikato 4 - 8 12 
Wairarapa - 21 56 68 145 
Wanganui 13 17 47 79 156 
Wellington 15 40 90 112 257 
West Coast - 2 4 27 33 
Total matches 44 159 334 474 1011 
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Although the frequency of inter-provincial matches expanded from the late 
1890s, an analysis of who played whom is revealing. Deployment of the 
geographical notion of 'distance decay' — the comparative decrease in frequency 
of contacts between the geographically closest rugby unions and those at greatest 
distance from each other — reveals that at least 50% of inter-provincial matches 
1880-1900 were between neighbouring rugby unions. A significant proportion 
of the remaining fixtures were against the second- or third-closest province. 
This did not alter over time. For the years 1920-1924 and 1936-1939,40-50% 
of inter-provincial matches were between neighbouring unions. Implicit is a 
relatively low instance of contacts between North and South Island teams at 
greatest distance from each other." The element of continuity necessary to define 
a 'national game' was not always evident in inter-provincial rugby. 

The distribution of inter-provincial fixtures was also far from even. The 
obvious point to note is that the most fixtures were played by Wellington — the 
province at the geographical and administrative centre of New Zealand. Aside 
from the other three provinces containing New Zealand's largest urban centres, 
Auckland, Canterbury and Otago, the most active provinces were Manawatu, 
Taranaki, Wairarapa and Wanganui. These are all in the lower North Island and 
their main towns were relatively well served by rail transport from the 1880s. 
By contrast, the least active provinces were the most isolated in terms of both 
internal and coastal communication — Buller and West Coast in the South Island, 
Bay of Plenty, Bush and Poverty Bay in the North Island. While the main towns 
on the east coast of the South Island were well connected by rail from the late 
1870s, coverage in the eastern and central North Island was limited. Following 
the conflicts of the 1860s, European penetration of the King Country and parts 
of Waikato was restricted until the late 1890s. The main trunk railway linking 
Wellington and Auckland was not completed until 1908.58 Although Maori were 
to become a significant force in New Zealand rugby after about 1910, it is 
evident that the expansion of the game in the North Island mirrored uneven 
patterns of European settlement. 

From 1911, and particularly during the inter-war period, the NZRFU made a 
more concerted effort to address the needs of its more isolated constituents by 
organizing both North and South Island internal tours by teams drawn from the 
small provinces and internal tours by the New Zealand Maori team.5'' Many 
provincial unions were also divided into sub-unions wherein competitions were 
arranged between smaller groups of clubs rather than attempting to maintain 
distant links between town and country. But these arrangements did little to 
reduce the distance and difficult communications between many of these country 
clubs or solve the problem of a sporadic rural player base. Contrary to the myth, 
urbanization and centralization were the key determinants of continuity in New 
Zealand rugby. 

Since the urban origins of the All Blacks and the structure from which they 
came do not fit the rural myth, it will come as no surprise that their occupational 
profile is also nothing like the norm. Occupational classification is always a 
perilous process.60 But given the generally high public profile of the All Blacks, 
conclusions may be rather more precise for this sample than many others. The 
exercise is also well served by the biographical details compiled by Chester 
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and McMillan — who make an important distinction between occupation during 
a playing career and subsequently. Those for whom no reliable occupational 
information can be found are excluded from calculations rather than being 
included with 'Indefinite' or 'Other'.61 These constitute 29 of 213 players 
(13.61%) for the pre-1914 period, and 15 of 233 players (6.43%) for the inter-
war period. 

Given the broad range of the occupational categories used in the New Zealand 
Census (for example 'Professional' may describe the Governor, a solicitor or a 
minor clerk) and the likely flexibility of many of the occupational descriptions 
for individual All Blacks, the following Tables (7, 8, 9, 10, 11) cannot be used 
to make concrete assumptions about social class. Rather, they are used as an 
indication of broad occupational types which serve, if nothing else, to counter 
the assumption that the All Blacks were drawn largely from the primary sector. 

Table 7: Comparison of All Blacks 1884-1897 with 1891 New Zealand 
Census classification of occupational types for European male population (%)62 

20-25 years 25-45 years All Blacks 
Professional 4.62 5.75 32.35 
Domestic 2.04 2.63 2.94 
Commercial 18.39 22.94 17.64 
Industrial 33.33 26.15 22.05 
Primary 39.19 39.68 25.00 
Indefinite 1.39 1.53 -

Dependant 1.04 1.32 -

Table 8: Comparison of All Blacks 1901-1914 with 1906 New Zealand 
Census classification of occupational types for European male population (%) 

20-25 years 25-45 years All Blacks 
Professional 4.62 5.59 25.00 
Domestic 2.69 2.96 0.86 
Commercial 13.00 13.46 10.34 
Transport & Comm. 9.18 7.80 9.48 
Industrial 36.63 34.03 40.51 
Primary 32.44 36.65 13.79 
Indefinite 0.11 0.28 -

Dependant 1.30 1.23 

Firstly, there is a disproportionate All Black presence in the 'Professional' 
— or broadly white-collar — category. This is seven times higher than normal 
prior to 1900 and five times thereafter. Secondly, in the context of increasing 
urban industrialization, the All Black contribution to the 'Industrial' category is 
fairly consistent with the norm. But the most significant feature here is what the 
All Blacks were not. Particularly after 1900 their representation in the 'Primary' 
sector — mainly farmers and to a much lesser extent miners — was considerably 
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less than that for New Zealand as a whole. In short, the men of the myth were a 
decided minority. 

As a specific case, the 1905 All Blacks do not embody the rural values for 
which they were celebrated. Aside from Bob Deans, Jimmy Hunter, Billy Glenn 
and Jim O'Sullivan, all farmers, the majority came from professional or industrial 
backgrounds. Moreover, it is somewhat misleading to characterize Bob Deans 
as a farmer. He played for the High School Old Boys club in Christchurch and 
worked on the family property at Riccarton — very close to the centre of the 
city. Only after the 1905 tour did he assume management of his family's rural 
property at Homebush.63 

Table 9: The 1905 All Blacks 

Province Club Occupation 
Backs 
H.L. Abbott Taranaki Star blacksmith 
E.E. Booth Otago Kaikorai journalist 
R.G. Deans Canterbury Old Boys farmer 
G.A. Gillett Canterbury Merivale tramways employee 
E.T. Harper Canterbury Christchurch solicitor 
J. Hunter Taranaki Hawera farmer 
D. McGregor Wellington Petone -

H.J. Mynott Taranaki Tukapa tinsmith 
F. Roberts Wellington Oriental clerk 
G.W. Smith Auckland City meatworker 
J.W. Stead Southland Star bootmaker 
H.D. Thomson Wangnui Wanganui civil servant 
W.J. Wallace Wellington Poneke ironmaster 
Forwards 
S.T. Casey Otago Southern storeman 
J. Corbett West Coast Reefton baker 
W. Cunningham Auckland Ponsonby blacksmith 
D. Gallaher Auckland Ponsonby foreman 
F.T. Glasgow Taranaki Eltham bank staff 
W.S. Glenn Taranaki Waimate farmer 
W.S. Johnston Otago Alhambra -

W.H.C. Mackrell Auckland Newton printer 
A McDonald Otago Kaikorai brewery worker 
F. Newton Canterbury Linwood railway fitter 
G.W. Nicholson Auckland City bootmaker 
J.M. 0'Sullivan Taranaki Okaiwa farmer 
C.E. Seeling Auckland City -

G.A. Tyler Auckland City boatbuilder 

With changes to the nature of occupational classification in the Census, 
conclusions about changing patterns of All Black occupations during the inter-
war period (Tables 10 and 11) are a little less certain. 
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Table 10: Comparison of All Blacks 1920-1929 with 1926 New Zealand 
Census classification of occupational types for European male population (%) 

21-24 years 25-34 years All Blacks 
Public Admin. 
and Professional 8.06 8.17 28.66 
Domestic 1.31 1.78 2.66 
Commerce & Finance 14.15 14.70 23.33 
Transport & Comm. 13.85 15.88 7.33 
Industrial 25.36 24.41 12.66 
Primary Production 29.02 28.50 25.33 
Other 5.87 4.81 
Dependant 2.38 1.75 -

Table 11: Comparison of All Blacks 1930-1939 with 1936 New Zealand 
Census classification of occupational types for European male population (%) 

21--24 years 25-34 years All Blacks 
Public Admin. 
and Professional 6.08 7.95 27.95 
Domestic 1.93 2.14 2.94 
Commerce & Finance 15.99 15.19 29.41 
Transport & Comm. 9.45 13.76 8.82 
Industrial 25.66 26.70 20.58 
Primary Production 34.30 29.41 10.29 
Other 4.70 3.78 -

Dependant 1.89 1.07 -

Analysis of the numerous sub-orders of the 'Public Administration & 
Professional' and 'Commerce & Finance' categories, indicates a marked increase 
in the number of white-collar All Blacks. Reasons for the decrease in the 
'Industrial' category, significant in the 1920s, are not immediately apparent. 
One possibility is that some potential recruits from this category had been drawn 
to the markedly blue-collar Rugby League code. As to the 'Primary' sector, the 
dramatic increase in All Blacks during the 1920s can in part be attributed to the 
considerable success of the Hawke's Bay, Southland, Taranaki and Wairarapa 
provincial teams and specifically to such farmer All Blacks as the Brownlie and 
Donald brothers and George Nepia. As noted earlier, the fact that this goes 
against the trend to urbanization points to improved transport and 
communications which reduced distances within New Zealand. But this relative 
glut of 'farmer All Blacks' did not continue in the 1930s. At its peak it was no 
more than proportionate to the population as a whole — and well short of its 
mythical proportions. 

To make more sense of the All Black occupational profile requires a much 
broader analysis of who could play rugby in New Zealand in the first place and 
the level at which they were able to play. In terms of playing at a local level it is 
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necessary to trace both the spread of the Saturday half-holiday and changes in 
the nature of work. In terms of joining a provincial touring team, the ability to 
obtain work leave is significant. This required a flexible employer, and no doubt 
discouraged some of the self-employed. In terms of touring overseas, the field 
was surely confined to those without dependants — irrespective of the flexibility 
of employers. While New Zealand often found ways of circumventing rugby's 
strict amateur ethos to compensate its players,64 this can hardly have altered 
many of the basic obstacles to participation. 

Education is the final factor that sets the All Blacks apart from any normal 
cross-section of the New Zealand male population. 

Table 12: Secondary schools attended by All Blacks 

1884-1914 1920-1939 
Auckland Grammar School 6 13 
Christchurch Boys' High School 5 14 
Christ's College 5 3 
Gisborne Boys' High School - 1 
John McGlashan College - 1 
King's College - 2 
Maori Agricultural College - 3 
Mt Albert Grammar School - 3 
Napier Boys' High School - 3 
Nelson College 2 6 
New Plymouth Boys' High School 3 5 
Otago Boys' High School 7 7 
Palmerston North Boys' High School - 1 
Sacred Heart College - 4 
Southland Boys' High School 3 9 
St Andrew's College - 1 
St Patrick's College 2 6 
St Stephen's School 1 -

Te Aute College 4 2 
Timaru Boys' High School 1 9 
Waitaki Boys' High School 1 4 
Wanganui Collegiate School 6 3 
Wellington College 5 14 
Overseas 2 -

Totals 53 (24.88%) 114(48.« 
District High Schools 6 21 
Technical Colleges 1 14 
Other* 3 1 

* 'Other' refers to three players who were university students at the time of 
their selection. From this it can be assumed that they had some form of secondary 
education. 
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At least 53 of the 213 All Blacks prior to 1914 (24.88%) attended those 
institutions regarded as New Zealand's 'elite' boys secondary schools. Two 
others attended British public schools. Eight others, and possibly more who 
cannot be identified, obtained secondary education in district high schools and 
technical colleges. For the New Zealand male population as a whole the 
secondary enrolment was little more than 3% of the eligible age group in 1901 
— increasing to c. 11 % by 1911. During the inter-war period, secondary school 
attendance increased to c.21% by the mid-1920s and c.25% by the mid-1930s. 
The comparative All Black figures are 61.25% for the 1920s and 70.83% for 
the 1930s. Again, the majority of these players — and 48.92% of all inter-war 
All Blacks — attended the elite boys' schools. At a conservative estimate, at 
least 25 players (c. 11 %) during the inter-war period were university students at 
the time of their selection — to say nothing of several others who had been 
university students at some stage. Male university students constituted no more 
than 3%, and probably less, of the adult male population during the inter-war 
period.65 

Figures alone, even of this magnitude, do not adequately reflect the vital 
contribution of the elite boys' schools to the development of New Zealand rugby 
— especially during the inter-war period. The role of these schools in conveying 
a moral and physical rhetoric akin to that of their British public school 
counterparts is well enough known. That it briefly reached obsessive proportions 
during the Moascar Cup era of the early 1920s, merely reinforces the extent of 
devotion to the task.66 In short the schools provided encouragement, coaching 
and playing opportunities to potential All Blacks that were simply not available 
to the vast majority who did not attend. 

In all respects the All Blacks stand in stark contrast to both the mythology which 
enveloped them and the normal cross-section of New Zealand society that some 
have assumed that they represented. But what does this really tell us about the 
development of rugby and its place within the broader fabric of New Zealand 
social history? We await a detailed social history of the game at all levels. But the 
themes of this paper may provide some indication as to the approach that is needed. 

The dominance of main-centre players in All Black teams surely tells us that 
they were not an aberration but part of a coherent structure. While New Zealand 
society maintained a significant rural component throughout the period under 
discussion, this was not matched by the relatively incoherent structure of rural 
rugby. The social history of New Zealand rugby therefore needs to begin with 
the clubs and players of city and town. Thus the analysis is centred in an 
environment where social divisions and tensions were more pronounced than 
was the case in rural areas. This is not to suggest that there was a pervasive rural 
egalitarianism in New Zealand.67 But it is surely the case that where rural rugby 
clubs did survive, the smaller population allowed rather less scope for social 
discrimination when assembling teams. By contrast, the limited work done so 
far presents clear evidence that residential and class segregation in towns and 
cities was mirrored in the divisions between sports clubs.68 

The distorted educational and occupational profile of All Black teams also 
indicates that the hierarchy of sporting ability and ambition is crucial to 
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understanding sporting participation. It is easy to take the multitude of players 
and teams from a particular locality, stir them into a statistical melting pot and 
produce a series of broad conclusions about the fluctuating pattern of white- or 
blue-collar participation over time. But it is more significant for future research 
to look for shifts in class participation at each level of the game — club, province 
and national team. The further one progressed through the representative ranks, 
the greater the time commitment to playing, training and touring, and the greater 
the need for flexibility in employment in terms of both work leave and disposable 
income. The occupational and educational profile of the All Blacks suggests 
either that New Zealand rugby as a whole was far more elitist for far longer 
than previously thought, or that obstacles to participation — other than the 
whims of the selectors — increased the further a player wished to progress in 
the game. In either case, one is again left to ponder its designation as an egalitarian 
'national game'. 

In turn, these social divisions point to a complex struggle for control between 
traditional and reformist elements within the game — particularly in the decade 
before 1914. Len Richardson and Geoff Vincent have shown that the ideals of 
English amateurism, in terms of both gentlemanly sporting conduct and a 
vehement opposition to any remuneration for players, lost much in their 
translation from Britain to New Zealand.69 The values of many players and a 
significant number of administrators were more akin to the pragmatism that 
gripped the industrial north of England and eventually spawned Rugby League. 
Despite the myth of a unified 'national game', 35 of the All Blacks discussed 
here (7.84%), and an unknown number of club and provincial players, embraced 
the professional game after its arrival in New Zealand in 1907.™ 

Finally, an awareness of the urban base of New Zealand rugby must lead to 
a revision of some stock assumptions about the role of the game in defining a 
New Zealand masculine 'type'. With varying degrees of mirth or devotion, 
many have been drawn to Phillips' depiction of nineteenth-century 'frontier' 
rugby, and the scrum in particular, as some sort of substitute for the female 
company that was supposedly denied the men of the backblocks: 

The scrimmage [sic] was rather like an organised hug; and it certainly provided a good 
deal of direct physical contact between team members. This was a society where there 
was a shortage of women, and where those who did marry very rarely did so before their 
late twenties. It was also a world where men were thrown together for long periods in 
intense relationships but where the taboo on homosexuality was strong. One possibility 
is that men starved of physical contact with other human beings were able to find it in 
rugby. This is not to say that the game was latently homosexual. It is simply to claim that 
most human beings need the affirmation of touching other people, that colonial men 
could frequently not obtain that affection from women and they turned for support and 
intense fellowship to other men, and that rugby provided one place in which the tensions 
of their situation could be relieved.71 

Such a cliched generalization misses the point that the game of city and town 
was conducted in an environment where the gender imbalance was hardly a 
factor. For those of rugby-playing age — even if liberally defined as under 40 
— the gender imbalance which peaked during the goldrushes of the 1860s was 
lessening by the 1870s and scarcely evident in the main centres by the time 
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rugby started its more significant growth in the 1880s.72 Certainly it could be 
argued that strictly prescribed gender roles and pre-marital etiquette had as much 
of an impact on urban as rural males — assuming that such etiquette was not 
honoured more in the breach. But the more provocative claim for rugby cannot 
be sustained. 

Questions must also be asked of the related idea that the appeal of rugby to 
New Zealanders lay in its very physicality — as a game which embodied the 
physical virtues needed by the pioneer to tame his environment.73 Firstly, there 
is something a little incongruous in the notion that those who exerted themselves 
in physical work would seek further punishment on the sports field.74 Secondly, 
while it is likely that physical values were a greater part of the fledgling and 
relatively unstructured game of the 1870s when such things as rules, team s'izes 
and duration of the game frequently varied, this clearly misrepresents the rapidly 
expanding game of the late 1880s in which rule changes shifted the emphasis 
from brute force in prolonged forward exchanges to a dependence on skill in 
open play. Many contemporary observers saw the tours of both the British and 
New Zealand Native teams in 1888 as confirming the development of a faster 
brand of open running rugby.75 Further, it is important to remember that 
distinctions between 'rough' play, 'hard' play and 'vigorous' play are more than 
mere semantics. The NZRFU and its provincial affiliates legislated with 
increasing pedantry as to what was and was not acceptable on the field. Social 
historians of sport should not lose sight of the changing rules of the sport they 
are studying. Thirdly, although there is ample rhetoric to suggest that the physical 
aspects of the game were considered desirable for those deprived of an 
invigorating rural existence, it seems that this was as much an assertion of virility 
as a foreboding of the perils of a world without rugby. Much of the rhetoric is 
couched in terms of the ills that would befall the idle. Thus one must wonder 
whether the promotion of rugby as a 'manly' and 'national' game was more a 
product of embracing positive features of an emergent national identity or an 
essentially negative reaction derived from prevailing fears of physical and moral 
degeneration. 

Whether or not New Zealand rugby was in fact an overly physical game, it 
was certainly perceived as such by many overseas observers. Thus the standard 
account of the all-conquering 1905 All Blacks and their successors needs to be 
balanced with the heated criticism that these teams encountered for their 'over-
vigorous' and apparently obstructive play — particularly from their controversial 
wing-forward.76 Earlier breaches of conduct by the Native team, the sending of 
an Anglo-Welsh team to New Zealand in 1908 (essentially to strengthen the 
fragile amateur ethos of rugby in the dominion) and the long gaps between the 
1888, 1905 and 1924 New Zealand tours to Britain suggest that British 
perceptions of New Zealand rugby were less than idolatrous.77 John Mulgan, 
reflecting in 1945 on rugby and the formation of New Zealand character, also 
paid tribute to an ethos that would have sat very uncomfortably with the elite 
who controlled the game in Britain: 'I found in war-time that there was a 
considerable virtue in men who had played games like professionals to win, 
and not, like public-school boys and amateurs, for exercise'.78 Given that the 
Edwardian athletic ideal stressed the interdependence of a healthy body and a 
healthy mind, and the need to cultivate esprit de corps on the field, criticism of 



RURAL MYTH AND URBAN ACTUALITY 65 

New Zealand rugby cannot be glossed over in favour of a monolithic focus on 
reactions to the purely physical meritsjrf the All Blacks. Future discussions of 
the links between rugby, imperialism, nationalism, fitness and health must take 
more account of conflicting ideologies. 

The standard interpretation of a nexus between rugby, masculine identity and 
emergent national identity in New Zealand does not paint an accurate picture of 
the often fragmented and contested nature of rugby prior to 1914. This is not to 
deny that many contemporaries — especially politicians — made much of 
pioneering mythology and the role of the All Blacks in projecting this image of 
New Zealand to the world. Yet the existing scholarship has been too much 
inclined to embrace these assumptions and continue to seek validation for them 
in the fabric of New Zealand rugby. By this means the rural myth has tended to 
gather momentum because it is assumed to be an approximation of actuality. As 
Keith Sinclair observed in 1950 of New Zealand history in general,79 there is a 
need for a generation of pedants in sports history who are prepared to look 
closely at the nature of sport and sports clubs before embarking on 
generalizations. Ultimately their work will produce a better understanding of 
the prevailing mythology of rugby by enabling us to place it in sharper relief. 
Rather than assuming that it is an approximation of actuality, more emphasis 
must be placed on the factors that allowed the myth to survive despite the 
actuality. 

GREG RYAN 
Lincoln University 
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