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RUGBY FOOTBALL IN NEW ZEALAND

A Short History of the Playing of the Game in the
Dominion.

(By “THE VETERAN.”)

Now that the 1924 New Zealand team have successfully finished their
tour of England, Ireland, and Wales, it is a fair thing to review things gener-
ally, as far as the playing of the game in the Dominion is concerned. The
fact that the team have beaten in succession the international teams of
England, Ireland, and Wales—as well as all the other teams that have been
pitted against them—makes it hard to realise that the first time a football
was kicked about in New Zealand was in the year 1868—a few years over
a half-century ago. There are men still living to-day who took part in
those early matches or were spectators of the play in them.

A HYBRID GAME.

But the game even then was not in any way in keeping with the code
introduced by William Webb Ellis, on the playing fields of Rugby School,
in 1823, when, in defiance of the then accepted rules of football, he picked
up the ball and ran with it, There were in New Zealand, in the late sixties,
many who had played the Association game and the Rugby code at the
public schools in England, before coming to the colony, and for a while the
football played in New Zealand was of the hybrid variety—Rugby with an
Association ball, and with special rules drawn up to suit the occasion when
a match was arranged.

THE RESPONSIBLE MAN.

The late W. L. Rees, a well-known barrister and solici*or, and in after
years a member of Parliament, with a record of having made the longest
speech on record in a ‘‘ stonewall ” debate, was the man mainly responsible
for the introduction of football into New Zealand. With two lads, in 1868,
the late W. P. James and Charles Bunny, the former a magistrate at the
time of his death, and the latter a Masterton lawyer—Rees got a ball kicked
about for the first time on the Basin Reserve in Wellington, and the same
year he captained an Auckland team in a match against a sailor fifteen
from H.M.S. Rosario, then lying in Auckland Harbour.

That was the beginning, but-the actual start of the playing of Rugby
football in Wellington was in 1871, two organised teams from the Wellington
Football Club and the Armed Constabulary meeting one another. The
match ended in a draw, neither side scoring.

Auckland’s first organised match was in 1872, the contesting sides being
Auckland and the Thames Goldfields. There were on'y ten players on
each side, and the game ended in & draw. The Aucklanders scored a try,
but tries did not count those days.

THE GAME SPREADS.

Then the game began to spread. In the Taranaki and Otago Provinces
it was adopted with enthusiasm, and in Canterbury there was a little colony
of British old public-schoolboys, whose services were much in requisition
for coaching purposes. It was one of the best signs of all that the school-
boys, who were much in need of what they might regard as a national game;
took to it at once, and manifested a great desire to play it well and scientific-
ally. It appealed also to the Maori lads in the colony, and in‘every pah of
any pretensions could be found a Rugby football, or its substitute—a bladder
confiscated from the last-slaughtered pig or bullock.
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RARE ENTHUSIASM.

We were enthusiasts in those days—as long as it was something we
could get our boot to we would kick it, and there were many vacant spots
in and around the cities and their adjoining suburbs where we could indulge
our bent to its full. T have even known lads who played by moonlight,
and when there was no moon to place lighted candles on the posts of the
fences surrounding the ground. Most times they could only tell where the
ball was by the rush of the players in a certain direction. That by the way,
and as an indication of the enthusiasm for the game when we were boys.

THE RUGBY BOOM.

The Rugby hoom had begun. Between 1872 and 1876 great progress
was made, the quality of the play improving all over the country. The
next development was the commencement of the Interprovincial Tours,
which have since become such an important feature in the playing of the
game. Auckland set the ball rolling, and in 1875 the club that had been
formed in the Queen City sent a team on tour through the Colony, playing
matches against Wellington, Canterbury, and Otago. They deserved better
Iuck than what came their way—considering that they were the pioneers
in a great adventure. In the whole of the matches they played they were
defeated.

In 1876 and 1877 respectively Canterbury and Otago toured through the
North Island, and in 1879 Wellington surprised its friends by defeating
both Canterbury and Otago in a couple of matches played in Christchurch.
The game, however, in these early days was on the tedious side.

IMPROVEMENTS IN THE PLAY.

The first decided improvement came from Canterbury, and was in
the direction of short and well-judged kicking into touch. The next im-
provement was in Otago and Auckland, where the introduction of the speedy
back, and the adoption of passing tactics, gave the game an element of
excitement it had previously lacked, and made it more attractive to spectators.
But it was Wellington, at a slightly later period, that made the greatest
improvement of all in the early development of the game by the introduc-
tion of fast open foryard play.

THE NEW ZEALANDER A QUICK LEARNER.

The New Zealander has a ready talent for assimilating new points,
and adapting them to himself and his play, and it goes without saying that
as a result of the frequent interprovincial matches, the improvements in
one province speedily hecame common to all.  Thus was effected the process
of evolution that brought the New Zealand game to a higher standard
of perfection, but the improvement, by dint of strenuous rivalry between
the Rugby Unions, has been going on in a more or less marked degree ever
since.

RUGBY UNIONS FORMED—AND THE FIRST OVERSEAS
TEAM.

As time wore on, and the eighties came along, Rugby Unions were formed
up and down New Zealand, and the game was thoroughly organised. Still,
in the early eighties our players did not rate themselves too highly, and it
was with much trepidation that a visit from New South Wales was talked
about. It came off in 1882, the texm from Sydney being led by 1. Raper,
and was constituted as follows :—Backs: V. C. Barry, H. M. Bayliss, W.
Flinn, H. B. Fligg, G. W. Graham, M. H. Howard, W. J. ¢t. Mann, and
G. W. Walker ; Forwards: G. C. Addison, €. Hankins, R. B. Hill, A. H.
McClatchie, C. Jennings, 1. Raper (captain), G. S. Richmond, and R. W.
Thallon. But, although the New South Wales team was a rveally good
combination, they lost more matches then they won in New Zealand, and
our prowess as a Rugby country was further exemplified by the New Zea
land team that toured New South Wales in 1884. They had a great time,
winning the whole of the ten matches they played, and scoring 167 points
as against 17 by their opponents. W. V. Millton (Canterbury) was the
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captain of the team, which comprised the following players —Backs: R.
Davy, J. Dumbell, H. Roberts (Wellington), J. Taiaroa, H. Braddon (Otago),
G. H. Helmore (Canterbury), T. Ryan, and J. A. Warbrick (Auckland) ;
forwards : W. V. Millton, E. B. Millton, J. R. Wilson (Canterbury), T. 0’Con-
nor, J. Lecky, G. Carter (Auckland), P. P. Webb, H. Udy (Wellington),
G. 8. Roberston, J. Allan, and J. O’Donnell (Otago).

THE FIRST ENGLISH TEAM.

The next outstanding event in the history of New Zealand football
was the visit of the 1888 English team. Though not a thoroughly repre-
sentative English side, it was a strong travelling team, and was expected
to carry everything before it in New Zealand. The names of the players
composing the team were as follows :—Backs : J. T. Haslam, A. Paul, H. C.
Speakman, Dr. H. Brooks, J. Anderton, A. E. Stoddart, W. Bumby, J. Nolan,
and W. Burnett ; forwards : R. L. Seddon (captain), C. Mathers, S. Williams,
T. Banks, H. Eagles, A. J. Stuart, W. H. Thomas, T. Kent, A. P. Pinketh,
P. Burnett, A. J. Lang, Dr. D. J. Smith, and J. P. Clowes.

Although they did not win all their matches, they marked a new phase
of the development of the game. Prior to their visit the New Zealand
footballer imagined it was illegal to heel the ball out of the scrummage,
but they were convinced by the Englishmen that such methods were fair.
The tour was not very old before the New. Zealanders were almost as expert
at heeling the ball as the Englishmen were themselves, and the other fine
points were as quickly picked up.

A TALE OF JACK TAIAROA.

Here is a case in point : Jack Taiaroa, a great Maori half-back, was
captain of the Hawke’s Bay team in their match against the Englishmen.
Stoddart, said to be the finest wing-three-quarter of those days, was thrown
into touch about a yard from the corner flag. The Englishmen knew all
.about Rugby—the New Zealanders didn’t, and in this case as in many .of
the other fine points of the game, we learnt our first lesson from those clever
players from . Yorkshire and Lancashire. Stoddart bounced the ball in
play, jumped in the field after it, and fell over the line—a try.

‘Taiaroa came rumbling up the field: ‘ What game this, England ?
The. Englishmen were cheerfully taking the ball out for a kick at goal.
Taiaroa was never an orator, but he made a few remarks and he looked like
appealing to his war god. All the tricks his ancestors had played on the
British troops during the war had never equalled this; but he.learned that
it was all in the game. '

_ In the second spell the play was carried to the spot where Stoddart
had shown the native how Rugby things should be done. Taaroa was
bumped into touch. He knew what to do, for he had seen England’s best
do it. He performed the bouncing act and took the ball over the line—
a try. Jack’s smile as his team went out for the kick at goal illumined. the
whole ground. It was not only the beam of the victor, but of the man with
new knowledge. It was a smart and wonderful trick he had learnt. * My
word,” he said, amid the roars of delight of his team and the amusement of
the Englishmen as he went out for the kick at goal, “ This is the best game
I ever played.”

THE GAME LEAPS AHEAD. )

This English team played nineteen matches in New Zealand, winning
thirteen, losing two, and drawing four. They did not meet a New Zealand
representative side, but they played two matches against the South Island,
winning both. Taking the scores right through the tour, they were very
close, and New Zealand congratulated herself on the showing her players
had made against the Englishmen. }

Prior to their visit, there had been passing amongst the backs, but
there was no system. These Englishmen taught us to pass with & purpose,
and our back play went up in leaps and bounds as & ‘¢onsequence, The
heeling-out of the scrummage I have referred to, and another fine feature
of their play was the cross-kick. To. my mind the Rugby game in New
Zealand made a big advance as a result of this tour.
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