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   We owe it to our children and future generations to help them 
discover and understand the óeternal bondsô that exist between New 
Zealand and the European nations despite the vast distance that 
separates us on the globe. Almost 100 years ago, young, fit and 
adventurous New Zealanders have joined their French and United 
Kingdom equivalentsô by coming together in both the happiest of times 

- through our shared love for the sport of rugby, and the worst of times, through the death and 
sacrifice of war.  

    WWI took a terrible toll on all concerned and this documentary project hopes, by focusing on these 
young rugby sportsmenôs short lives, to provide an insight into the very real impact it had across New 
Zealand society, as well its legacy today. Our young people in particular are increasingly wanting to 
know and understand the historic sacrifices and achievements their ancestors made for them. For 
almost 100 years, names like Passchendaele, Messines, Flers, Courcelette, Havrincourt, Le Quesnoy 
and Bapaume have meant nothing to New Zealanders which is a tragedy. 

    The 13 All Blacks who lost their lives during the Great War no longer have a voice to tell their tale 
of what it was like to grow up in a new country on the brink of war. Now they can have that voice ï 
through this film. We will delve back into the late 1800ôs and early 1900ôs and examine each man, his 
personality, his rugby career and ultimately, the price he eventually paid for his King and country. A 
staggering 84 percent of the 59,981 New Zealand soldiers who were casualties of warfare in World 
War One occurred on the Western Front. More than 12,483 remain buried in the soil on the 
battlefields, with 4227 having no known grave, including these 13 sportsmen and soldiers. 

    War and rugby have been two areas that have provided an opportunity for New Zealand, France 
and other great rugby-playing nations to prove themselves on the world stage and today they 
continue to inform our growing sense of national identity. These two themes are personified in the 
death of the revered 1905 All Blacks captain, Dave Gallaher, who led the team in the very first test 
match against France on New Yearôs Day in Paris. He was killed in the early stages of the efforts to 
secure Passchendaele during World War 1 ï one of a total of 13 All Blacks killed in the Great War. 
Some of them are buried in war cemeteries ñrow on rowò but many have no known grave ï they 
simply lay in French and other far away fields where the poppies still grow. 

    New Zealandôs All Blacks left their mark right across Europe; A giant white chalk Kiwi engraved in a 
hillside in England above what was the training camp for soldiers entering the war; A town in Belgium 
that has incorporated a map of New Zealand into its cobblestone road; A sports stadium in Ireland 
renamed after an All Black killed in the war; A town in France with New Zealand street names and a 
marketplace called óPlace de All Blacksô; A coveted trophy now competed for each year between 
France and New Zealand, named after the 1905 ï 1906 All Black captain himself, Dave Gallaher. 

    Presented and narrated by a former All Black, Marc Ellis, and supported by historical photographs, 

film archives, 3D animation, rugby and military authorities, we will take a trip back through time and 

into the present with a return to each battlefield in Europe by our film crew. 

 



    We will enlist the professional services a renowned group of scholars and experts to inform our 

documentary, to ensure historical accuracy, and to provide contextual significance to our work. These 

individuals range in expertise from cultural scholars to military and rugby historians and authors. We 

also have the full backing and assistance of the New Zealand Rugby Union and the New Zealand 

Defence Force. 

    The expected audience for this film is a wide international one made up of individuals with a love of 

rugby, a passion for history or a sense of pride and nostalgia for their country. Our first goal is for a 

New Zealand national television broadcaster to show this series in 2011. The film will then be made 

available to European broadcasters. Our second goal will be to release a version for DVD distribution 

and simultaneously a book written by Christopher Tobin and Marc Ellis reflecting on his experiences 

during this filmmaking exercise. 

Creator and Co-Producer, Bruce Nixon, is a 44 year old New 

Zealand citizen who established Nixon Pictures in 1996. Emerging 

out of the pioneering process of helping setup a new regional 

television station in New Zealand; Family Television Network,  Bruce 

has worked as a Lighting Camera Operator, Writer, Director and 

Producer as well as a Production Manager and Operations 

Manager. Bruce then went on to freelance as a Director of 

Photography in 2002 and has since worked around the world on 

various documentaries and television programmes with some 

award-winning results. Bruce holds the title of Licentiateship of the 

British Institute of Professional Photography. He has concentrated 

on his interest regarding World War One military history which 

includes New Zealandôs involvement at the Battle of Passchendaele 

in 1917. That has led to this documentary series which has been in 

development since 2007. 

 

 
The 13 All Blacks we will pay tribute to are: 
 
Albert Downing  Died at Gallipoli, Turkey, 8 August 1915 
Henry Dewar    Died at Gallipoli, Turkey, 9 August 1915 
Frank Wilson  Wounded at Delville Wood, France, died 19 September 1916 
Robert Black    Died near Flers, France, 21 September 1916 
James Baird     Wounded at Messines, died France, 7 June 1917 
George Sellars   Died at Messines, Belgium, 7 June 1917 
Reginald Taylor   Died at Messines, Belgium, 20 June 1917 
James McNeece   Wounded at Messines, Belgium, died 21 June 1917 
David Gallaher    Wounded at Poperinghe, Belgium, died 4 October 1917 
Hubert Turtill    Died at Estaires, France, 9 April 1918 
Eric Harper    Died at Shunet Nimrin, Palestine, 30 April 1918 
Ernest Dodd    Died near Havrincourt, France, 11 September 1918 
Alexander Ridland   Wounded at Les Quesnoy, France, died 5 November 1918 

 
 

 

 

 



#I 

Albert 'Doolan' Downing 

was the very first All 

Black to die in the First 

World War, only one 

day before the next All 

Black to lose his life - 

Henry Dewar. These 

two big front-rowers 

would most likely have 

first met each other 

during the Ranfurly 

Shield challenge between Taranaki and shield holders, Auckland, in 1913. Downing had just joined 

the club having moved up from the Hawkes Bay and Dewar was enjoying success with the Taranaki 

side. That day, Taranaki ended Auckland's long run as shield holders, 14 - 11. Later that same year, 

they'd both be All Blacks and in two years time they'd be stepping onto a foreign shore only one day 

apart from each other, and making the ultimate sacrifice. 

     Albert was born on 12 July 1886 in the bustling Napier port region called Port Ahuriri. It also 

earned the nickname 'The Iron Pot' or 'The Spit'. In the early days Napier consisted of an oblong mass 

of hills (Scinde Island) almost entirely surrounded by water, from which ran out two single spits, one to 

the North and one to the South. Napier soon flourished though, and became a well established 

commercial centre with a growing port, servicing a wide area. Ahuriri is steeped in history. It was one 

of the earliest settled areas of Napier, and its shallow but sheltered waters offered safe mooring for 

sailing ships in the 19th and 20th centuries. Albert worked as a Storeman for the famous Ellison & 

Duncan company there. Port Ahuriri was Napierôs main port until the 1931 earthquake when port 

services were relocated to the current site at the Port of Napier. 

      Downing probably attended the local Ahuriri school which was established in 1858 and is still 

there today. We pick up his rugby career at the Napier Old Boys Rugby Club and then for Marist, 

representing Hawkes Bay from 1909-12. He appeared above provincial level for the first time in 1911 

when he played every game on a five match tour by a North Island Country  

team. Selection for the full North Island team followed at the end of that season and again the 

following year. This was in the series held annually where the best of the North Island would compete 

against the South Island's finest, a tradition that ended in 1965. North Island Country toured again, to 

the South Island, in 1912 with 'Doolan' Downing appearing in all four tour matches. The last tour 

game, against South Island Country in Wellington, had to be abandoned at half time owing to the 

state of the ground, a rare occurrence in New Zealand rugby but perhaps not that rare for Athletic 

Park!  

     Downing left the Bay and moved to Auckland, although whether this move was primarily for work 

or rugby we don't know... probably both. He found himself recruited into the Auckland Marist Club in 

1913 as a result of his strong playing abilities. (On May 14, 1910, the clubôs premier team made its 

debut and two years later strong recruiting meant that by 1912 Marist had a formidable side which 

was good enough to win  

the Auckland senior championship, winning eight of 10 matches). 

      By 1913 Marist had its first All Blacks: AJ (ñDoolanò) Downing. He was followed soon after by 

fellow Marist players, Jim (ñBusterò Barrett, who played a test match against Australia the same year. 

Downing had a successful tour, playing in 14 of the 16 matches including the test against All-America 

and scoring 6 tries. Two other All Blacks forwards who died in WWI played on that same tour with 

Downing - Henry Dewar and hooker, George Sellars. 

     In 1914 Marist had no fewer than four players in the All Black side which toured Australia, Downing 

and Barrett being joined by five eighths Jock McKenzie, who had transferred from Wellington, and 

Jack OôBrien, a fullback who was a club foundation member. Once more he had a heavy workload, 



appearing in all three tests and 10 of the 11 tour matches. Downing won high praise for his lineout 

ability. He played in the same team that year (1914) with yet another All Black forward to die in WWI - 

Jim McNeece. 

     Going back to his rugby roots, he was described by Hawkes Bay and North Island Country team 

mate Norman McKenzie as "an outstanding lineout forward with a wonderful pair of hands" Downing, 

6ft tall (1.83m) and weighing around 14 stone (89kg) was a top player whose standing would have 

been greater had he not played in a low key period of New Zealand rugby. 

     His level of commitment and passion for the game was reflected in a tattoo of the Ranfurley Shield 

he had on his arm! 

     Enlisting in the Army in 1915, Downing played twice for Trentham Military Forces, against 

Wellington and Auckland, before leaving New Zealand on 13 June 1915 with the Fifth  

Reinforcements, Wellington Infantry Battalion. He was onboard either SS Maunganui, SS Tahiti or the 

SS Aparima (HMNZT 24, 25 or 26). They all departed for the same  destination; Suez, Egypt, with 

Albert arriving on 24 July 1915. Downing may arrived on one of the first ships but it still meant that 

within less than two weeks later he would be dead, killed in action at Gallipoli during the assault on 

Chunnuk Bair, the first New Zealand rugby representative war casualty. His front-row All Black mate, 

Henry Dewar who may have even shared the same landing craft with Downing, wouldn't have even 

known his mate's fate as he was already preparing to take on the formidable heights of the peninsular 

in order to capture Chunuk Bair. He too would join Downing in death with 24 hours. 

      The Gallipoli assault began at 9.30 pm, 6 August 1915, and saw Downing in the 'thick' of it. The 

Auckland Mounteds , the Otago Mounteds and the Canterbury Mounteds all successfully took their 

objectives. At 11 am on 7 August, the Auckland Infantry Battalion attacked and lost 300 men in twenty 

minutes for a gain of 100 metres. The Wellington Infantry Battalion was ordered to continue the attack 

but their commanding officer refused to send his men 'to commit suicide'.  Enter Doolan Downing... it 

was early morning of 8 August, 'A' Company occupied the Turkish trench on the crest of Chunuk Bair 

and dug a supporting trench behind it. The Turks' dawn counter-attack saw the British battalions, with 

the Wellingtons, break and run, but according to a 'Lance Corporal Hill', it was after Downing had 

distinguished himself in a bloody bayonet charge. The trench on the crest was lost and the fight 

continued on the seaward slopes. Men dug trenches behind the original support line as it filled with 

dead and wounded. Turkish grenades were hurled back, and even stones were thrown. For 12 hours 

the Wellingtons, reinforced by the Auckland Mounted Rifles, fought off Turkish attacks. By nightfall 

Downing was dead and reportedly witnessed to have been 'blown to pieces'. The Otago Infantry 

Battalion and the Wellington Mounted Rifles replaced the Wellingtons. Throughout the next day, the 

Wellington Mounted Rifles desperately held on to a line just below the crest of Chunuk Bair. But by 

evening they had no more to give. Out of 3000 men, the New Zealand Infantry Brigade had 1700 

casualties; both New Zealand brigades were exhausted. The position on Chunuk Bair was taken over 

by two British battalions. On the morning of 10 August, a Turkish counter-attack panicked the raw 

British infantry, and the New Zealanders were recalled. But the effort required was too much for 

exhausted men and the Turks regained the slopes, so determining the fate of the Gallipoli Campaign. 

NZ withdrawal took place on December 19-20. 

     On the Chunuk Bair NZ Memorial, on panel number 17, is Albert Downing's name. However back 

in his home town of Napier in NZ, an unfortunate event has seen his name erased from memory as a 

combatant of the Great War. The original Great War Memorial and the role books were destroyed in 

the Napier earthquake of 1931, just a few years after the memorial was erected. The names were 

transferred to a new plaque on the former WWII memorial but somehow A. J. Downing has been 

omitted. Instead, there is engraved on the new plaque, a mystery figure; a character by the name of 

'C. Downing' of whom both the Commonwealth War Graves Commission and the NZ Cenotaph war 

records do not hold any reference to having existed. What has most likely happened is that the 'a' was 

misread as a 'c'. 

     Napier city though, is blatantly proud of the sacrifices that its citizens made during wartime. Even 

when the local Memorial Hall fell into disrepair many years ago and the Memorial Eternal Flame was 

extinguished, at the rededication ceremony, the Eternal Flame was relit by Napier's oldest soldier, 



World War I Veteran and former Mayor, Mr E.R. (Ron) Spriggs M.B.E. May future generations ensure 

that the eternal flame is never again extinguished. 

     As a footnote, the 'Canterbury' clothing manufacturer, who were a former All Black uniform 

supplier, has honoured Albert by releasing a jacket/jersey top called the 'Downing'. It can be 

purchased for £39.99. 

#I I  

Henry Dewar spent most 

of his life growing up and 

playing rugby in the 

lower half of the North 

Island, New Zealand. We 

know that he was born in 

Wellington in 1883, 

attended the local 

Berhampore School 

before moving to 

Taranaki in 1910. At this 

stage we don't know anything about his father, Alexander Dewar who wasn't mentioned as next-of-

kin, only his mother Lydia. His secondary schooling history is also a mystery. Henry left school and 

took up the trade of 'Ironmoulder' working for B. Harkness of Stratford. 

     Though an All Black from Taranaki, Dewar was a product of Wellington's Melrose club and played 

his first provincial rugby with Wellington in 1907. The following year he was in the Wellington team 

which beat the touring Anglo Welsh but suffered a setback that year by being in the side thrashed 24-

3 by Auckland in a Ranfurly Shield challenge. Known by the nickname, "Norkey," Dewar was strong 

and ruggedly built for those years at 1.79m and around 82kg. 

     In 1910 he joined the Taranaki Club side. Henry had the chance to avenge the shield loss once 

again in 1912 by playing Auckland but suffered a narrow loss of 6-5. However, a year later the 

Taranaki side finally ended Auckland's long reign as the Ranfurly Shield holders with a 14-11 win. 

Taranaki then went on to successfully defend the shield six times before losing to Wellington 12-6 at 

the end of the 1914 season. Good form for Taranaki won him a place in 1913 in the 'North' side in the 

annual interisland match. This interisland tournament had taken place since 1897, only stopping for 

two world wars and eventually coming to an end in 1965. 

    Taranaki was narrowly defeated by the touring Australians of 1913, but he had already done 

enough to win his All Black jersey, playing in the 30-5 first test win over the Wallabies at Athletic Park 

on 6 September 1913. This was a significant match in relation to this project as Henry played that day 

with two other All Blacks who died in WWI: Albert Downing and George Sellars. 

     That was followed by selection for the tour of North America in which Henry proved to be one of 

the most consistent performers again playing alongside Sellars. He appeared in 14 of the 16 matches 

including the 51-3 win over All America to give him the second of his test caps. After the game against 

the Olympic Club on 4 Oct, player, Jim Wylie, found his visit so enjoyable that he stayed in the Bay 

Area and later became a member of the OC helping to coach the players. Some critics have blamed 

these 'hammerings' for stunting the growth of the game in the States, but the USA bounced back to 

win the Olympics in 1920 and 1924. An unofficial match was played against Grand Pacific club, at 

Suva, Fiji Islands, whilst returning to New Zealand and NZ won, 67ï3. The Fiji team were comprised 

of Europeans. The 1913 All Black team was to be the last side to be selected until 1920. 

     After the tour Henry appeared in Taranaki's first four defences in 1914 against Wanganui, 

Manuwatu, Horowhenua and Wairarapa. Henry was by now nudging 30 years old and should perhaps 

have been winding down his playing days. But instead, he built on the experience he had amassed to 

produce the best form of his career. 

     These were difficult years. The clouds of the 1914-18 war were gathering over Europe and the 



International situation had its effect upon the domestic scene in New Zealand. The financial 

advantages available to the shield holders these days did not become Taranaki's lot in 1913-14. War 

broke out during Taranaki's Shield tenure, and although the Union played through the prescribed 

programme, the majority of games only just managed to pay expenses. Taranaki provided seven 

players to New Zealand teams in 1913-14. 

     And so, Henry's career came to an abrupt halt with the outbreak of World War I. He joined the 9th 

Wellington East Coast Mounted Rifles as a Machine Gun Specialist. The Wellington Mounted Rifles 

Regiment was formed on the 8th day of August, 1914 and was based at Awapuni racecourse, 

Palmerston North. Henry was promoted to Sergeant on 01 Sept 1914, which may have had 

something to do with the fact that he had served four years previous with the Wellington Naval 

Artillery Volunteers. When training was complete, he embarked onboard the 'Orari' vessel at 

Wellington on 16 Oct 1914 bound for Suez, Egypt. This ship which was one of 12 transports carrying 

the New Zealand Mounted Rifles and carried the most horses ï 730 in all. When conditions allowed, 

horses were led from their stalls and walked around the deck. The seven week journey to Egypt took 

its toll however and 25 horses from the Orari died. Henry arrived in Alexandria on 3 December 1914. 

After arriving with another 26 transports from Australia, the horses were unloaded ï some stampeding 

in the process. Camp was then set up and training in the desert began. Henry remained in Egypt 

before going to the Gallipoli Peninsula. His horse would have been left in Cairo as the terrain at 

Gallipoli was generally unsuitable for horses. 

    Dewar was one of the first to enlist in the NZ Expeditionary Force but, after captaining the 

Wellington Mounted Rifles team in several matches in Egypt, in 1915 he was among the many 

casualties in the Gallipoli disaster, dying a couple of months short of his 32nd birthday. 

     The NZMR Gallipoli landing was in support of the original attack on 12th May 1915. The 1st and 

2nd NZ Machine Gun Squadrons, who were equipped as per the Mounteds, and carried SMLEs 

(service rifles), supported the NZMR in all their tactical roles. Initially Vickers heavy machine guns and 

Lewis guns were carried, but later in the campaign the lighter and more portable 303 MK I Hotchkiss 

air cooled machine gun became the mainstay Mounted Rifles support weapon. 

     Henry landed at ANZAC Cove, Gallipoli, on 8 August 1915 and immediately received orders... One 

of New Zealand's epic stands on the Gallipoli peninsula was in the heat of August 1915 at Chunuk 

Bair, one of the three high points on the Sari Bair range. These were the main objectives of the 

ANZACs' offensive of early August 1915 when they tried to break out of the stalemate with the Turks 

in the Anzac sector. The NZ Infantry Brigade advanced up Chailak Dere and Sazli Beit Dere during 

the night of 6-7 August to capture Chunuk Bair. Earlier, their way had been opened by the New 

Zealand mounted rifles units and the Maori Contingent, which had captured key points guarding the 

valleys in daring night assaults. The attack had fallen behind schedule and the NZ'rs were still short of 

the summit when dawn broke on 7 August, sheltering at a position below Rhododendron Ridge that 

would become known as The Apex. In a mid-morning attack the Auckland Battalion suffered heavy 

casualties to reach the Pinnacle, 200 m from the summit. When ordered to follow suit, the Wellington 

Battalion's commander Lieutenant-Colonel William Malone refused to sacrifice his men in a futile 

attempt, insisting that the attack be mounted that night. In the pre-dawn darkness of 8 August the 

Wellington swiftly moved up Rhododendron Ridge on to the summit, which almost inexplicably had 

been abandoned by its Turkish defenders. When the sun rose, Malone and his men, assisted by 

some Auckland mounted riflemen and British troops who also reached the summit, engaged in a 

desperate struggle to hold off the Turks. This was when Henry entered the fray... The Otago Battalion 

and Wellington Mounted Rifles relieved the Wellingtons during the night of 8-9 August only to endure 

a similar ordeal all through the long summer day. They, too, were relieved during the night of 9-10 

August by two British battalions, which almost immediately succumbed to a massive counterattack 

launched by the Turkish commander, Mustafa Kemal. The summit was lost, that day being the only 

full day the New Zealanders held the summit of Chunuk Bair but they stemmed the Turkish flood 

down the seaward slopes of the hill. The Apex was held until the end of the campaign. 

    Sadly though, Henry was killed that historic day on the 9th August and probably had no idea about 

his fellow All Black mate's death the day before. Albert Downing, AB #176, had died during the same 



assault and was the first All Black to lose his life in WWI. 

     Of the 8556 New Zealanders who served on Gallipoli, 2721 died and 4752 were wounded. The 

campaign lasted about 6 months. Of the 632 graves in the Chunuk Bair cemetery, only ten are 

identified and eight of these are named to New Zealanders. Henry's name appears on panel No. 4 of 

the memorial which commemorates 852 New Zealanders who have no known graves. Most of these 

died on and around Chunuk Bair summit on 8-9 August. 

     Henry's mother, Lydia, died 10 years later on 27 September 1925, aged 77, and was buried in 

Palmerston North Cemetery. 

#II I  

Frank Wilson, as well as a 

rugby player, was a 

superb all rounder. As a 

pupil of the highly 

regarded Auckland Boys 

Grammar School, he 

excelled in cricket, tennis, 

swimming, gymastics and 

was one of Auckland's 

fastest track sprinters. He 

was also a talented 

musician and a lover of 

flowers! He carried on his study at Auckland University and became a School Teacher. Making the 

most of his University time, Wilson played rugby for the side. Frank captained his Auckland university 

team in 1914 in the series that was to become known 14 years later as the Gallaher Shield (Premier) 

Championships, named after the captain of the 1905 'Originals', David Gallaher, who also lost his life 

in WWI in 1917. The Varsity Club was established in 1888 and historical records at University of 

Auckland record there was a rugby club in the 1890's, but it had to be unanimously resuscitated 

annually... and new colours had to be chosen to give the thing a fresh start... upon in 1906 when the 

Council agreed to the students' suggestion of heraldic blue and silver. A couple of fellow Auckland 

University Rugby Club members, soon to also be All Blacks signed up for active service in WWI; John 

Victor Macky, two years after Wilson joined. By this stage Wilson had been dead for almost a year. 

Macky survived the war. William MacKail Geddis followed Wilson to Gallipoli two months later. He 

was also promoted to 2nd Lt as was Wilson. Geddis survived the war. 

    Wilson was brought into the Auckland side in 1906 as a 21-year old because of his rare pace. He 

played for the union in 22 matches up until 1910. He played when Auckland was in the midst of the 

first great era of the Ranfurly Shield and was involved in nine of the defences. In 1907 Wilson played 

against fellow 'First XIII' All Black, Jimmy Ridland, who in 1910, debuted with Wilson in their first All 

Black game in Wellington. Ridland was the last All Black to die in WWI, only six months after leaving 

New Zealand's shores in 1918. Wilson also would have played against Henry Dewar and Reginald 

Taylor of Taranaki during a Shield challenge in 1910. Both Dewar and Taylor however weren't All 

Blacks until three years later. As fate would have it, Wilson and Taylor were to sail on the same ship 

to Egypt in 1915 and fight at Gallipoli before being split up and sent off to the horrors of the Somme in 

France where Wilson died. Taylor lasted another nine months before dying at Messines, Belgium in 

1917. Dewar had preceeded them both in getting to Gallipoli and in death. He died the second day he 

arrived, on the 9th August 1915, just one day after his mate as fellow All Black, 'Doolan' Downing was 

killed - the very first All Black to die in WWI. After playing for the North in the 1909 interisland match 

he was called into the All Black side to tour Australia in 1910 when a number of original selections 

were forced to withdraw. He earnt selection in 1910, debuting in the warm-up match against 

Wellington.As with his life, Wilson's involvement with the All Blacks was to be all too brief. He played 

in the preliminary match before the boat journey across the Tasman, drop kicking a goal in the 26-17 



win over Wellington. He was chosen for the opening match in Australia against New South Wales, but 

late in the match twisted his knee and was put out of the tour and the game itself for good.  

    14 August 1915... Wilson and Taylor sailed off on the one month journey to Egypt on board either 

the vessel 'Willochra' or the 'Tofua'. Whichever one it was, they were both together as they were with 

the 6th Reinforcements. One can just imagine the discussions about rugby they had together.  After a 

short period of training in Egypt, Wilson was transported to Gallipoli to see out the latter part of the 

campaign. The Gallipoli experience of 1915 however has overshadowed New Zealand's enormous 

contribution on the Western Front between 1916 and 1918. It was on the Somme that the majority of 

New Zealanders were killed including Wlson, or wounded during the First World War. And it was here 

that New Zealand experienced its worst days in military history in terms of loss of life. The Battle of 

the Somme was New Zealand's first major engagement on the Western Front. It took a huge toll on 

the 15,000 members of the New Zealand Division who were involved. Roughly one in seven of the 

division who fought on the Somme was killed, and about four in every ten were wounded. The New 

Zealand Division came under the command of Lieutenant-General Rawlinson, who commanded the 

British 4th Army. One of fifteen divisions available to Rawlinson, the New Zealand Division was 

tasked to capture the village of Flers.  

    New Zealand's Somme experience began on 11 September 1916 when the artillery went into 

action along with a new 'secret weapon'... The tank made its very first appearance in the war. There 

was much optimism from British HQ as to the destruction these machines would achieve and on that 

day they did assist greatly in the advancing the front line another 2km, even though on most 

occassions the troops ran ahead of the ungainly tanks that could only manage 2 miles an hour! 

Wilson's Battalion was assigned to the southern flank of Delville Wood and was able to consolidate a 

position high on the ridge. The tank effort however in High Wood, just to the north-west, was a failure 

due to the impossible terrain. The Germans were eventually pushed out by the London Territorials but 

not without huge losses in manpower. By the end of the day, the British Prime Minister's son, 

Raymond Asquith, had been killed and the future Prime Minister, Harold MacMillan was wounded. 

The majority of the tanks were either destroyed or immobilised but they had had they effect on the 

Germans, some witnesses describing how 'Jerry' bobbed up and down in their trenches not knowing 

what to do until the tanks were on top of them. The original bulge in the lines at Delville Wood had 

been straightened, ready for the mid-September push. By midnight on the 14th, the New Zealand 

Division was in place in their trenches around High and Delville woods, about six km north east of the 

French town of Albert. Morale was high, but the soldiers did not know what to expect. The Somme 

would be a very different battle from the one Wilson had fought at Gallipoli in the previous year. Here, 

poison-gas shells, relentless artillery fire and a highly professional opposition took a physical and 

psychological toll.  The New Zealand Division went over the top at 6.20 a.m. on 15 September. All the 

hundred-odd field guns attached to the New Zealand Division opened fire along the 1000 yards of 

trench line, which was the infantry's first target. About 6000 of them saw action that day, and although 

nothing went quite to plan. A bloody struggle involving rifle, bayonet and grenade ensued and the 

previously impregnable Switch Line was seized. Battalions of the New Zealand Rifle Brigade seized 

the trench lines around Flers, with the assistance of two tanks. It was an expensive victory, like so 

many in this war. Some 1200 men of the division were wounded or missing, and about 600 were 

dead. Among the casualties were 52 members of the Pioneer Battalion (which included the Maori 

Contingent) who were building vital communication trenches under heavy artillery fire. At the time, it 

was the single worst day in New Zealand's military history in terms of loss of life, but in the following 

year, it would be surpassed by the horrors of Passchendaele. The gains made on 15 September were 

not the breakthrough that the Allied command had hoped for. While the New Zealanders had 

achieved their objectives, English troops on both flanks had not. Consequently, on the 17th 

September, the New Zealanders were exposed, and German resistance centred on a communication 

trench, part of which was known as Goose Alley and part as Drop Alley. The next day, both exposed 

flanks were covered by the London 8th Regiment and the 55th Division. Our casualties at this stage 

were over 3000. On the 19th (the day Wilson was wounded and later died) the rain was very heavy. 



Stretcher bearers were struggling in the mud everywhere. Heavy bombardment by the Germans took 

his life, but not after being wounded and enduring the four hour journey it took by stretcher to the 

Flers A.D.S through the churned up landscape. The Battle of the Somme was officially declared as 

being over by General Haig on 19 November 1916 with more than 1,000,000 casualties on both 

sides. More than 2000 New Zealand bodies lie buried on what was once the battlefield of the Somme, 

including that of All Black, Frank Wilson. He was buried in Dernancourt, a village 3 kilometres south of 

Albert. The Communal Cemetery is a little west of the village, and the Extension is on the north-west 

side of the Communal Cemetery. At the Armistice, the Extension contained more than 1,700 burials. 

#IV 

Robert 'Bobby' Black is 

another young man who 

proves to be rather 

difficult in uncovering 

his past. He was born in 

the small town of 

Arrowtown near 

Queenstown in the 

South Island of NZ and 

seems to have moved 

to Dunedin where we 

know he attended 

Otago Boy's High. No doubt Robert played rugby for the school before heading off into the workforce 

as a Bank Clerk. He then played for the Dunedin Pirates club based at Carisbrook Park and in 1911, 

made the first of his 12 appearances for Otago - the same year the famous Dunedin Railway Station 

was built. His speed and quick acceleration made him an asset as a first five eighths. Two top 

performances for the South Island in 1912 and 1914 (he emerged as a speedy first-five from the 

Buller province) won him a place for the All Blacks' tour of Australia in 1914. He had been spending 

time in Westport playing for the White Star Rugby Club, which was founded in 1898. Strong trial form 

saw him win selection on the 1914 All Black tour of Australia, where he played six games, including 

the only test being the 22nd test match for the All Blacks and the last test between NZ and Australia 

before the war broke out which then ended what seemed a very promising rugby career for Robert. 

The captain for the 1914 tour was Richard Roberts who joined Black in the Great War. Roberts 

survived however and went on to captain the 1921 Taranaki team that famously kept the touring 

South African team to a scoreless draw. Robert played in six of the matches on tour including the first 

test and scored three tries. But by the time the side had returned war had broken out and after his 

early enlistment, he had the chance to reappear in first class rugby briefly in 1915 for what proved to 

be the last time.  

     He enlisted in the Otago Mounted Rifles and emabarked with 10th Reinforcements Otago Mounted 

Rifles, D Squadron on 4 March 1916 from Wgtn aboard the 'Willochra'. Transport HMNZT 47. 

Destination was Suez, Egypt. Embarkation that day involved 2 ships and totalled 1832 men. The 

'Willochra' brought the first wounded soldiers back to NZ from the Gallipoli campaign on 15 July 1915. 

Also onboard that trip was Cpt Donald Simson who ended up founding the Returned Services 

Association (NZRSA). After leaving New Zealand, Robert was transferred to the Canterbury Infantry 

Regiment. On the 21st of September, 1916, aged only 23, he became one of the many casualties of 

the Battle of the Somme. Robert was involved in the build-up to capturing the French town of Flers, 

near Longueval. That day the 1st Canterbury Regiment distinguished itself by taking a portion of the 

trenches at Flers. They had a stand-up fight with bombs, killed 250 of the enemy and sustained 150 

casualties. Winter was fast approaching, it was freezing cold and the rain had set in turning the 

trenches and surrounding land into thick mud. Robert was about to witness the British 'secret weapon' 



in action for the very first time... General Sir Douglas Haig, decided to introduce the tank to the war. 

However they quickly became bogged down during this offensive and were largely ineffective.  

     The Battle of Flers-Courcelette, on 15 September, was the first time that the New Zealanders were 

sent over the top on the Western Front. It was also the first time New Zealand had deployed an 

infantry division on operations overseas. The 15ï16,000-strong New Zealand Division was made up 

of three large infantry brigades (12 infantry battalions plus support personnel), and was part of the 

British XV Corps, which was at the centre of the attack and responsible for the capture of Flers. The 

attack was successful. The New Zealand Division managed to capture part of the Switch Line west of 

Flers, while the 41st Division advanced 3,500 yards in the centre at Flers. On the left flank, the 

Canadian 2nd Division captured the village of Courcelette, and the British finally (after two months 

trying) captured all of High Wood. Although its contribution was hailed as a success by newspapers at 

home, the New Zealand Divisionôs role in the Battle of the Somme was a bittersweet ñvictoryò. They 

had achieved their objectives, but their three-kilometre advance and the capture of eight kilometres of 

ground had cost the hefty price of 7,048 casualties. Robert's battalion, suffered casualty rates of 

about 90%; they went in with 230 people per company and came out with something like 30! The 

division spent the next 23 days on the Somme, a very long period of time - one of the longest times of 

any divisions that were there on the Western Front. 

     Longueval, where Robert's name is engraved, is a village approximately 13 kilometres east of 

Albert and 10 kilometres south of Bapaume. The Memorial itself is situated on a terrace in Caterpillar 

Valley Cemetery, which lies a short distance west of Longueval, on the south side of the road to 

Contalmaison. Commemorating those officers and men of the New Zealand Division who fell in the 

Battles of the Somme, 1916, and whose graves are not known, the Memorial takes the form of a 

screen wall behind the Great War Stone, with sheltered seats at either end, and consists of eleven 

panels of Portland stone. On ten of the panels are inscribed, in alphabetical order under their 

Regiments and ranks, the names of over 1200 soldiers of the New Zealand Division; and on the 

centre panel is carved the New Zealand fern leaf badge. Interestingly, in 2004, the Labour 

Government of NZ removed an unknown NZ soldier's body from this very area and brought it back to 

Wellington where he is now entombed in a national monument.  A staggering 84 percent of the 

59,981 New Zealand soldiers who were casualties of warfare in World War One occurred on the 

Western Front. More than 12,483 remain buried in the soil on the battlefields, with 4227 having no 

known grave, including All Black number 211 - Robert 'Bobby' Black. 

#V 

James Baird at this stage 

early into researching this 

project proves to be one of 

the more challenging 

characters in terms of 

background details. But 

what we have uncovered so 

far helps to paint a picture 

of a very young man from 

the suburbs of Dunedin, 

New Zealand, who was 

dedicated to any task given to him, be it working in a machine shop, stepping up to the call of the All 

Blacks at late notice, or taking up arms against adversity. James was listed as being a machinist prior 

to enlisting into the army. Caversham's (a Dunedin suburb) male workforce was characterised by 

skilled tradesmen with British origins. They brought with them strong craft traditions and ideas about 

the organisation of work. There was a strong correlation between these skilled workers and Protestant 

religious identification. They played a major part in the development of unions and the rise of labour-



oriented political parties on 'the Flat'. James would have worked amongst the tangled clutter of the 

south-west end of the Hillside Workshops. 

     To play just three first class games and for one of them to be a test would be an impossibility in 

modern rugby. But in the early part of the 20th century the sort of career Otago's James Baird had in 

representative rugby was not all that uncommon. In 1913 Baird made two appearances for Otago, 

having previously entered senior club rugby with the Zingari-Richmond club based in Dunedin the 

previous season at the age of 18. Clearly he was a centre of considerable promise but the 

circumstances which led to his one test cap in what proved to be his last match were fortuitous. He 

was brought in as a late replacement for the 1913 test at Carisbrook against Australia when the 

original choice, South Canterbury's Eric Cockcroft, was forced to withdraw late with injury. Travel 

being much more difficult around New Zealand at that time, Baird thus received a callup because he 

was the closest player on hand. He and another 19 year old, Bill Francis were to become the only 

'teenagers' to ever play a test for the All Blacks in history. Alex McDonald, the NZ skipper, was the 

last of the Originals to play test rugby. Baird obviously played satisfactorily at least for the All Blacks 

won comfortably 25-13 and he was selected again for the next test in Christchurch which NZ lost 5-

16. This was not only the first ever test played at Lancaster Park, but also NZ's first test loss at home! 

However James found himself having to have to withdraw from playing with a hand injury & also 

missed the next test at Eden Park which he was selected for.  

     That ended Baird's rugby for the 1913 season and in 1914 he was unable to play any rugby 

because of illness. World War I then broke out. Six of the All Blacks who played in this 1913 series 

were killed in the First World War. The First World War 1914-1918 was perhaps the most devastating 

single event to affect the people of southern Dunedin in the study period. New Zealand as a nation 

suffered the highest per capita casualty rate of any country involved in the war. Otago was particularly 

hard hit. Its population was older and had a smaller proportion of eligible men of recruiting age. 

Nonetheless Otago was expected to provide the same number of men as the larger provinces to the 

north. This recruiting burden fell largely on urban Dunedin, including its densely populated southern 

suburbs. The Otago Infantry Regiment was also involved in some of the worst fighting of the war. The 

'unlucky Otagos' suffered more dead than any other New Zealand regiment. Ironically, James would 

have trained with the Otago reinforcements at another Dunedin sports ground, Tahuna Park, not far 

from the one he played his only All Black test at in 1913, Carisbrook. 

     James embarked onboard the HMNZT 66 'Willochra' on 16 October 1916 bound for Devonport, 

England via Cape of Good Hope. He eventually arrived in England 9 weeks later on 28 December 

1916. Quite remarkably, Dave Gallaher's brother, Henry Gallagher (he left the 'g' in his name) was on 

the same ship. One wonders if they knew each other... Henry died 24 April 1918 during the German 

spring offensive. On June 7, 1917 at 3:10am New Zealand and Irish divisions fought alongside 

Australian and British counterparts at the Battle of Messines Ridge in Flanders, Belgium. The battle 

was considered one of the few outright Allied successes on the Western Front in WWI, but the losses 

were no less significant. The NZ division suffered 3,660 casualties (killed, missing and wounded) and 

the Irish 4,102 (498 killed). Of the 700 Kiwi soldiers killed, three were All Blacks: George Sellars, 

James (Jim) McNeece and Reginald (Reg) Taylor. All Black numbers 182, 199 and 202 respectively.     

The fourth All Black to die as a result of that battle, James Baird, died from wounds later on in France 

on the same day in June. The other story that exists seems to suggest that he did in fact die in 

Belgium (Messines) but was buried just over the border in France. Most likely, James was wounded 

during the exchange of artillery fire on the 6th and moved to the casualty clearing station in Bailleul, 

with the intention of then moving him to the base hospital at St Omer. Whatever the case, James was 

aged only 23 when he died. Too young some would argue to be an All Black but most would agree - 

too young to die. He was buried at the Bailleul Communal Cemetery Extension, which is a town only a 

few kms over the border between Belgium and France. As the ANZACs took the town of Messines 

itself as a result of the battle, the Irish took the town of Wijtschaete just a few kilometres further round 



the ridge. Just recently the Irish national rugby team had a minutes silence prior to a test match to 

remember their fallen players 90 years on. 

#VI  

George Sellars was born 

in Auckland, 1886 

although he changed his 

birth date to 1887 (as 

one year younger) when 

signing up for the war. 

He attended the Napier 

Street School before 

being apprenticed to a 

Mr G T Nichol as a 

shipwright in Auckland, 

in whose employment he remained until he enlisted into the NZ army in 1916.  

    A renowned tough guy, recognised as a hard man in a time when all forwards were expected to 

have plenty of steel in them, he was the third son of Captain Edward Sellars and grandson of the 

famous Capt Daniel Sellars of Tauranga. Daniel was son-in-law to well known trader John Faulkner 

who built  

trading ships. His Grandfather's relative - another George Sellars, skippered many vessels including 

many that either sank or were damaged such as the  'Rowena' which nearly came to grief off the port 

of Tauranga in 1876 when it collided with the 'Vincent'. He also managed to lose the vessel 'Ida 

Zeigler' in 1868 off Napier when it sank in a storm. 'Ida Zeigler' was a well known ship which brought 

many early New Zealanders to these shores over 8 years. Another famous ship, the 'Zealandier' 

which he was in charge of, struck the 'Ellen Lamb' during a starboard tack.  The Ellen Lamb was cut in 

two and sank within minutes, drowning 8 men and the captain. He also captained the 'Bombay' in 

1865 which lost its mast off the north of New Zealand and was towed to safety by a warship. The 

district of Bombay (Sth Auckland) took its name from this ship which brought immigrants (400 people) 

to NZ from Downs in England. So shipping was in the blood of the Sellars men through and through 

and George Jnr was no exception. 

    George had established himself in the Ponsonby seniors as a 20-year-old, in 1906, but such was 

the competition for Auckland places that he was not to break into the team until 1909, the great 

Ponsonby side, one of five men in the pack who had been, or would be, All Blacks. He also played in 

the first officially recognised Maori All Black teams in 1910. 

     Like Dave Gallaher, the 1905-06 'Originals Captain', he was a stalwart of the Ponsonby rugby club. 

Unfortunately a fire in 1920 destroyed most of the club's historical records. 

    Once Sellars cracked the side he was a first-choice selection. Sellars became an All Black on the 

1913 tour of North America. No national team having been selected since 1910. Interesting to note 

here that he paired up with two other First XIII All Blacks to lose their lives in WWI; Doolan Downing 

and Henry Dewar. The All Blacks backs were supplied with a torrent of ball throughout the tour which 

they turned to good advantage, the team scoring 156 tries. All 23 players made it onto the score sheet 

at some stage with Sellars finishing near the bottom, only managing two tries. Despite the odd-length 

halves (30 or 35 minutes were the norm), dirt fields and tightly-blown balls, which told against good 

goal-kicking, the All Blacks won every match with plenty in hand. 

    He played 29 times in all for his province, in addition to gaining higher honours with North Island in 

1912, and further New Zealand Maori selections in 1912 and 1914. Sellars played 15 matches for the 

All Blacks, including two tests. A sure selection but unavailable for the 1914 tour to Australia, Sellars 

continued to turn out for Auckland (when Eden Park was brand new) until he joined the army on May 

30th, 1916, at Trentham in Wellington. 

    Sellars boarded the troop ship ss 'Devon' on 25th September 1916, bound for Devonport, England, 



where he would have carried on with more training at the New Zealand 'Sling' camp in Bulford. After 

that was finished he travelled to France on March 1st 1917. 

     Young Sellars kept himself busy in more than one respect upon entering the land of young 

attractive French women. Unfortunately, as a direct result he found himself contracting VD and ended 

up in a 'segregation camp' for a whole month! 

The day he was discharged from the camp, he joined the regiment again on April 25th and five days 

later marched out to Division, joining the 1st Battalion, Auckland Regiment on June 2nd. There he 

made ready for the advance on the small German-held town of Messines in Belgium. 

    George Maurice Victor Sellars was killed only five days later during the battle of Messines on June 

7, 1917, while carrying a wounded comrade to safety. He was the first of three All Blacks to lose their 

lives in a fortnight during the offense and defence of Messines; 1913 wing forward Reginald Taylor 

was killed on June 20, while Jim McNeece, a forward in the 1913 and 1914 teams, died of wounds 

one day later. The same day as Sellars was killed, another 1913 All Black, James Baird, died of 

wounds received at Messines.  

    George's body was apparently never recovered, however it was recorded on his casualty form that 

a Lt McArthur buried his body. Anyway, his name is recorded on the memorial at Messines, erected to 

bear witness to New Zealand's share in the Battle. Erected by the New Zealand Government, it is a 

white stone obelisk surrounded by a small terrace and garden in a woodland setting. It stands on the 

south-western outskirts of the village of Messines. 128 New Zealand casualties are buried in the 

cemetery. 

#VI I  

Reg Taylor was born and 

raised in Taranaki, 

spending most of his 

childhood in and around 

Inglewood which at the time 

was the centre of the very 

large and prosperous 

surrounding dairy country. 

At this stage of early 

research we don't know 

what his father, Thomas 

Taylor did or if Reg had other brothers or sisters. He attended Inglewood school and played rugby for 

the Clifton club based in Waitara. It was from this club he gained attention to his fine playing skills as 

he went on to represent Taranaki. Reg, a vigorous footballer in the much debated wing forward 

position, was an outstanding member of some strong Taranaki sides between 1910 and 1914. He 

was a rugby hero in the Taranaki province. He earned two test caps in 1913 against the touring 

Australian team. After playing for Taranaki (with Henry Dewar - another All Black who died in WWI) in 

two closely fought Ranfurly Shield challenges against Auckland in 1910 and 1912, Taylor had a 

leading role in the 1913 match when Taranaki ended Auckland's eight year, 23-match reign with a 14-

11 win. Taylor then played in all seven of the successful defences made by Taranaki in 1914 before 

the shield was lost in the last match of the season to Wellington. Also in the 1913 season Taylor had 

been in the Taranaki side which lost narrowly to the touring Australians. He then won selection for the 

All Black side to play against Australia in the last two tests of the three-match series. After the first test 

the main All Black players had gone off for their tour of North America. So both of Taylor's 

appearances were for a second selection despite carrying official test cap status. Taylor marked his 

debut by scoring a try in the 25-13 win in the test in Dunedin, but the match a week later in 

Christchurch in which he also appeared was lost 16-5. 

   These were difficult years. The clouds of the 1914-18 war were gathering over Europe and the 

International situation had its effect upon the domestic scene in New Zealand. The financial 



advantages available to the shield holders these days did not become Taranaki's lot in 1913-14. War 

broke out during Taranaki's Shield tenure, and although the Union played through the prescribed 

programme, the majority of games only just managed to pay expenses. Taranaki provided seven 

players to New Zealand teams in 1913-14. New Zealand played a home series against Australia and 

toured California - the last All Black side to be selected until 1920. During the war the ranks of senior 

clubs were greatly depleted, but efforts were made to keep the clubs intact and to keep junior rugby 

active. Records show that the headquarters of the Union moved back and forth between Stratford and 

New Plymouth several times during this period. Unfortunately the books and records of the Union 

were destroyed in a fire at the Stratford Borough Councils office in 1914. Also in 1914 Taylor was in 

the North side for the interisland match but was not included in the All Black side named immediately 

afterwards for a tour of Australia. 

    The outbreak of World War I brought Taylor's career to an end. Taylor left New Zealand in 1915 to 

serve in the war and in 1917 in Belgium, aged only 28, he was killed in action, one of 13 All Blacks 

who perished in WWI. Taylor sailed to Egypt with a young 'Alexander Aitken' of Otago. Aitken was 

also in the 6th reinforcements, Otago Infantry and went on to fight in Egypt and the Somme before 

being wounded and returning to NZ. He was to become regarded as the greatest living 

mathematician! During the war he astounded his fellow soldiers by his ability to memorise, amongst 

other things, the numbers on their rifles. While serving in the Otago Company at Armentires, the 

platoon book was destroyed. Aitken recited the names and numbers of all members of his platoon. 

The root of Aitken's genius was also his curse. Aitken's memories of the war did not fade and his 

horrific recollections of the battle of the Somme lived with him as real as the day he experienced 

them. He wrote of them near the end of his life, aged 68 in "Gallipoli  to the Somme". It is believed 

these hauntings contributed to the ill health he suffered, and eventually led to his death in Edinburgh, 

Scotland in 1967, aged 72. 

    Back to 1915 - Taylor's ship arrived in Egypt while the Gallipoli campaign was still in full-swing. 

News of the two 'First XIII' All Blacks that were killed a week prior to his leaving New Zealand; Doolan 

Downing and Henry Dewar were most likely on his mind, particularly Dewar. He was also a Taranaki 

player who played with Taylor during 1910 - 1913. Oddly though, Taylor didn't play alongside Dewar 

in the first All Black test against Australia in 1913, and Dewar didn't play in the second or third tests 

alongside Taylor. The reason was that Dewar had left for the USA tour with the main All Black team. 

Taylor was brought in for the other tests as a member of the 2nd 'official' All Black team to play the 

Australians. After a period of training in Egypt, Taylor was transported to Gallipoli to see out the latter 

part of the campaign. Taylor survived Gallipoli, unlike Downing and Dewar, and went on to Europe 

and the horrors of trench warfare at the Somme in 1916. Another Taranaki soldier in Taylor's 1st 

Battalion, Wellington Regiment (Taranaki Company) was John Gildroy Grant. He was to survive the 

Somme and Messines, and go on to win a Victoria Cross at the battle of Bancourt Ridge in 1918. 

Grant was born in Hawera the same year as Taylor - 1889. Unfortunately he was declared bankrupt in 

1927 and turned to alcohol. 

    After surviving France in 1916, Taylor regrouped with the other New Zealand divisions in 1917 and 

prepared for the successful assault on the Belgian town Messines. The Germans had a firm grip on 

this stategic area upon the ridge overlooking the allied trenches that hadn't really moved much since 

the beginning of the war. Taylor wouldn't have got much sleep the morning of the 7th June in 

anticipation of the assault. He would have witnessed the massive detonation at 3am of 19 mines that 

had been laid under the German lines. The result was an estimated 10,000 Germans killed and 

thousands more rendered completely dazed. Still, the assault that soon followed was a brutal affair. 

Chances are Taylor didn't see his fellow All Black mate, George Sellars, die while carrying a wounded 

comrade to safety, or All Black Jim Baid get wounded (later to die that day) but like the fourth All 

Black there - James McNeece, he managed somehow to survive the day. McNeece lasted another 

two weeks before dying at Messines... the day after Taylor was killed. No doubt during that time they 

comforted each other in their grief. 



    While the New Zealanders established the necessary infrastructure at Messines which included 

digging communication trenches, laying tram lines and repairing trenches, they were constantly 

shelled by the Germans who by this time were regathering after being displaced. Reg Taylor was 

killed during one of these assaults and was buried at Underhill Farm Cemetery. 'Underhill Farm' and 

'Red Lodge' were the names given to two buildings on the north-western edge of Ploegsteert Wood. 

They were occupied by dressing stations and the cemetery which they used, is close to the farm. The 

cemetery was begun in June 1917 and used until January 1918. It fell into German hands in the 

spring of 1918, when it was used under the name of "The Military Cemetery at the foot of the 

Nightingale Hill". The cemetery was recovered in September 1918 and used again for Commonwealth 

burials until October. There are 190 Commonwealth casualties of the First World War buried or 

commemorated in this cemetery. 

#VII I  

James (Jim) McNeece 

was a Southern man, 

born 1885 in Invercargill, 

NZ, to his Irish born 

parents, James Snr and 

Miss Flinn. He was one 

of four siblings - three 

brothers and one sister. 

His father was a 

gardener in Ireland and 

subsequently, when he 

arrived in NZ in 1877 

onboard the 'Wiltshire', he went on with gardening trade in Temuka and Geraldine before settling in 

Invercargill and marrying Miss Flinn in 1883. In 1893 he was appointed storeman for J.H. Kirk & Co 

and then in 1899 he purchased a lodging house called 'The Retreat'. James' father spent time on the 

local council and was an active member of the Ancient Foresters Order (which was a flourishing 

Freemasonry society in the 19th century).  

    James was educated at 'Middle School' which opened in 1873 and was the first school to be 

established in Invercargill. When he wasn't playing rugby in his later years, he kept himself fit and 

busy as a farmer. It's not clear at this stage if he married or had children. Rugby quickly took its hold 

of James at the local club named 'Waikiwi' which is still in existence today with its red and black 

colours. He grew as a tall, strongly built, athletic all round forward who became an All Black towards 

the end of his career and after a somewhat erratic representation in Southland sides. Despite his size, 

speed and lineout out jumping and goalkicking ability he played only 10 times for Southland during the 

1905-13 seasons. His brother, Alex, also a talented footballer and a three quarter, by contrast played 

32 times for Southland over much the same period. The brothers were together, though, in one of 

Southland's best performances in the early years of the 20th century: the 13-8 win over Australia in 

1913. James was also in the Southland side beaten in 1908 by the touring Anglo-Welsh. McNeece's 

effort in Southland's win over the touring Australians finally gained him national recognition. After 

playing for the South in the interisland match he was included in the All Black side which played the 

Australians in the two tests following the departure after the first test of most of the country's leading 

players on the tour of North America. There was some criticism of the omission of McNeece and 

another Southlander -  Jimmy Ridland from the North American selection. Ridland was an All Black in 

1910 and was also one of the 'First XIII' - sadly losing his life in the last week of the war. Interesting to 

note here, that four of the 'First XIII' All Blacks killed, all played together at some stage: McNeece, 

Taylor, Downing and Black, between 1913 and 1914. Taylor was also to die the day before McNeece 

- at the same location in Belgium! Even with the return of all those players McNeece was again in the 

South Island side in 1914 and retained his All Black place for the tour of Australia. Playing as side 



rower or breakaway in the old 2-3-2 scrum formation, McNeece was a big success in Australia, 

playing in nine matches and scoring two tries and appearing in all three tests. This however was to be 

the last rugby test match for more than six years, as the outbreak of war saw many players leave for 

overseas duty. Not all rugby stopped during WWI. Representative games were played at home and 

matches were also played between service teams from the various allied countries. McNeece was 

also a capable cricketer and was a Southland representative in that sport, too. 

    Joining the army and heading off to Europe in late 1916, McNeece joined the NZ Division in early 

1917 which was based at Etaples, France. During the time it had been established there shortly after 

Gallipoli, it was steadily being brought up to full strength and recuperating after the battle of the 

Somme. It is unlikely that McNeece saw any action until June 1917. His Battalion, 2nd Otago 

Regiment, was heavily involved at the battle of Messines in which the NZ'rs were successful in 

capturing from the Germans who had maintained a hold on this strategic little Belgian town for two 

years. Finally after the defeat of Gallipoli, NZ tasted a fine victory. Just before this event, it is most 

likely that McNeece witnessed the largest non-nuclear man-made explosion in history which occurred 

in the wee hours of the 7th June. Along the 16km front, the British forces had tunnelled under the 

German lines and laid an staggering 454,000kgs of explosives! The simultaneous explosion killed an 

estimated 10,000 Germans and rendered many of the remaining soldiers completely dazed. Despite 

this however, the next 5 hours was spent in ferocious battle conditions with the town eventually falling 

to the NZ'rs at 0730hrs for the price of 16,000 casualties. It was reported that the NZ'rs then cut the 

trouser buttons off the German prisoners (7000) in order to keep their hands occupied while being led 

away. McNeece would have spent the next two weeks at Messines working to set up the necessary 

infrastructure while the Germans indiscriminately launched counter attacks and regathered 

themselves, however that wasn't to be. Instead, he was wounded on the morning of the attack of the 

7th and was taken to a field hospital over the Belgian/French border. Exactly two weeks later on the 

21st June, James 'Jim' McNeece succumbed to his injuries and was buried in the small French 

cemetery of St Sever, Rouen. He wouldn't have even been aware that his old rugby mate and fellow 

All Black, Reginald Taylor, had died the day before back at Messines while working on the 

communication trenches. 

#IX 

David Gallaher would 
have been among the 
most imperishable 
legends of All Black rugby 
because of the fact that 
he led the first landmark 
national team, the 
"Originals" on their 
extraordinarily successful 
tour of Britain and France. 
He was not only the 
leader but a key player in 
the controversial position 
of wing forward and as 
one of the team's tactical masterminds. But the status of immortality that Gallaher occupies in New 
Zealand rugby became even more assured because of his early death. While serving as a company 
Sergeant in WWI, Gallaher, not quite 44 years of age, died from wounds near Passchendaele, 
Belgium in 1917. The great rugby writer Terry McLean said of him "In death, he acquired a mystique. 
His grave became a shrine." A great-nephew of Dave Gallaher said "all that's good about a New 
Zealander. He just rolled his sleeves up. He led his men in the battle in the war, and he led his men in 
the battle on the field."  Gallaher, the inspiring rugby captain and one of the deepest thinkers on the 
game in his era, was Irish-born, in County Donegal, who came to New Zealand with his parents as a 
child onboard the SS Lady Jocelyn in 1881. They left a very young infant called James Patrick behind 
(naturally, he was born on St Patrick's Day). What happened to him remained a mystery until 2006 



when the aforementioned genealogical center established he died aged around six. It seems likely he 
was poorly from birth and the family knew he might not survive the voyage. The family's emigration to 
New Zealand was a disaster. His father became very ill, the shop business they had planned fell apart 
due to the death of a rich sponsor and his Mother was forced to support the family as teacher. She 
later died of breast cancer, forcing Dave to leave to work in Auckland in the 1890s. He became a 
departmental head at Auckland Farmers Freezing Company (AFFCO) and a stalwart member of the 
Ponsonby Rugby Club. He lived at 43 Lawrence St, Ponsonby. 
    The family name was originally spelled Gallagher and Dave became annoyed with people 
continually either mispronouncing or misspelling it because of the 'g'. So after his return from the Boer 
War and shortly before departing on the 'Originals' tour he dropped it all together. The two examples 
of his signature spelt both ways are in his war records. 
    He was in the Ponsonby side which won the Auckland senior championship in 1897 and between 
1896 and 1909 he played in 26 representative matches for Auckland. He was in the side which played 
the first Ranfurly Shield match against Wellington but his record at provincial level was not extensive. 
    In January 1901 he joined up to serve in the Boer War, giving his age as 24 rather than the 27 
years he was. It was a habit which was to follow him around - for the 1905 All Blacks 'Originals' tour to 
the UK and France he gave his age as 29 when he was 32, when he joined up for WWI he put his 
birth date three years forward, while his headstone at the Nine Elms Cemetery records him as 41 
whereas he was, in fact, a few days short of his 44th birthday when he died. In South Africa he saw 
nearly one and a half years service in Transvaal, the Orange Free State and the Cape Colony, first as 
a corporal and later as a squadron sergeant major in the 10th New Zealand Mounted Rifles. Because 
of his service in the Boer War, as a corporal in the Mounted Rifles, he missed all of the 1901-02 
seasons in New Zealand. His brothers, Henry and Charles, also fought in  South Africa. 
    Dave was clearly a forward of uncommon ability, strength and tactical awareness. He was big for a 
forward of that era at 1.83m tall and 84kg in weight. In his early career he was a hooker in the 2-3-2 
scrum and after playing for the North Island in 1903 it was in that position he was chosen for the 1903 
tour of Australia. By then Gallaher was nearly 30 but that tour was to be the start of an Illustrious three 
or four seasons in the national side. He played his first four matches as a hooker but for his final four, 
including the test, the first ever played by New Zealand, against Australia he was moved to wing 
forward. 
    In 1904 he played the test against the touring British in Wellington. It was this test that Eric Harper, 
another of the 'First XIII' All Blacks to die in the war, made his debut. After appearing for the North 
Island again in 1905, Gallaher was made captain of the 'Originals' team for the tour of Britain and 
France. Eric also joined the tour. 
    The appointment as captain however did not meet with universal acceptance and, indeed, Gallaher 
had not even been captain, or in the team, on the preliminary tour of Australia. 
There was a considerable anti-Auckland bias in other parts of the country and it was because of the 
stirrings of an antagonistic element within the team that on the boat trip to Britain, Gallaher resigned 
his post, as did the vice captain Stead. Despite the protests of team manager George Dixon that the 
New Zealand appointments of both men could not be challenged a vote was held among the players 
which confirmed the two leaders even though the result was far from unanimous. But Gallaher and 
Stead soon put aside any parochial factionalism and under their leadership the "Originals", the first 
team to be known as the All Blacks, became an incredibly successful unit. Some huge scores were 
posted and the history has turned the one defeat, the 3-0 loss in the international against Wales, into 
a cause celebre because of the non award of a try to Bob Deans. 
    Starting in the test against the 'Originals' on the England side was John Raphael, a centre who 
went on to captain Great Britain against Argentina in 1910. He died of wounds he received on 
Messines Ridge on the day the battle began - June 7, 1917. 
    Though the position of wing forward, in which Gallaher specialised, caused some concern to the 
British he was one of the side's leading players, making 26 appearances in all and of the five 
internationals missing only that against Ireland because of a leg injury from the Scottish game. He 
apparently kept up to date with the score however by telegram from his hospital bed, in the care of a 
doctor named Savage! If he had played he would have been the only Irish captain on the field! The 
captain in green was an Englishman recruited by Ireland called Basil McClear, who almost made the 
English team. 
    That Gallaher was an outstanding leader was beyond dispute. The Originals were a team well 
ahead of their time in terms of preparation, planning and tactical execution. He was a tough minded 
man but some of the criticism he endured from the British over his wing forward play did irk him. His 
last Test was as captain of the "Originals" on New Year's Day 1906 against France in Paris. 
    After the tour Gallaher played only occasionally, devoting himself to selecting and coaching, in 



which he was eminently well qualified. Gallaher's last game of rugby was unplanned. As selector-
coach of an injury-beset Auckland team in 1909, he turned out against Marlborough at Blenheim; 
Marlborough won 8-3. He selected Auckland sides from 1906-16 and was a national selector from 
1907-14. For many years he coached the Auckland Grammar School in the ethics and practice of the 
game. 
    Gallaher married Ellen Ivy May Francis, sister of fellow All Black A H Francis, in Auckland, 10 
October 1906. They had one daughter, Nora, born in 1908. She remembered her father as 'a jolly 
man'. 
    Into recent times, though, he has continued to have a profile for in 1922 the Auckland union 
introduced a trophy for the province's club champion side named in his honour, the Gallaher Shield. It 
has been a fitting memorial to one of rugby's first great thinkers and to the first in a line of illustrious 
All Black captains. His profile was enhanced in 2005 when the Letterkenny RFC, the club closest to 
his birthplace in Ramelton, County Donegal, decided to name its ground the ñDave Gallaher Memorial 
Parkò and unveiled a plaque at his birthplace. Members of the 2005 All Blacks, led by captain Tana 
Umaga, attended the unveiling. 
   Following the death of his youngest brother, Douglas, in France in 1916, Dave, at the age of 40, 
signed up on 25th July but put his date of birth down as 1876 - three years younger! He enlisted as a 
Corporal with the NZEF and was promoted to Company Sergeant-Major. The force reached 
Devonport, Plymouth on 2nd May, where he reverted to rank of Temporary Sergeant and was 
dispatched to Sling Camp, Bulford, for further training. Six days later Dave left for Etaples in France 
as a full Sergeant. 
    On June 26 1917 his unit went in action in the Third Battle for Ypres, fighting around La Basse 
Ville. Conditions were deplorable. After returning to rest camp, late in August the battalions began 
intensive training for Passchendaele. On October 1, the Auckland battalions marched through what 
remained of the town of Ypres and on the evening of 3 October  were camped at what is now St 
Julian-Langemark, preparing for the next morning's battle. His battalion was part of the second wave 
of New Zealand's attack, stepping over the first wave at 8am and tasked with continuing the attack 
behind the advancing artillery barrage as far as Ravebeek. 
    He was fatally wounded early in the morning of 4th October 1917 as the successful push to take s' 
Graventafel Spur took place. In drizzly rain, he had advanced through the deep mud of a small river 
and up the slopes ready to take over from the leading battalions for the second stage of the attack. A 
strong westerly wind chilled him to the bone and he waited for his orders. It was as he took over that 
his men came under heavy fire from a German stronghold named Korek, situated on the highest point 
of 's Graventafel ridge, and Dave Gallaher became one of the 330 New Zealanders to lose their lives 
in what is known as the Battle of Broodseinde.  
    It was very shortly after the "step over" that Dave Gallaher was wounded in the head. He was 
evacuated from the battlefield to an Australian Advanced Dressing Station on Abraham Heights, some 
700 metres from where the New Zealand Memorial now stands at s`Graventafel. Later he was 
transferred to the Third Australian Casualty Clearing Station near Poperinge which was little more 
than a tunnel attached to one of the trenches. As he lay dying on a pallet in the station, a Catholic 
priest was administering to the soldier lying in the pallet next to Gallaher's. The soldier's name was 
Edward Fitzgerald. The priest asked if he knew who his neighbour was, and when Fitzgerald said he 
did not, the priest said, "That is Dave Gallaher, Captain of the 1905 All Blacks." The ex-All Black bore 
a large mark on the side of his head. It could have looked in better times like the kick by a horse shoe. 
It was evident he was dying. 
    His grave is at Nine Elms Cemetery and is frequently visited by everyone from All Blacks beginning 
with the 1924 Invincibles. More recent visits took place in 1991 and 2000. 
    Of the nine Gallagher brothers, six had joined up for service in the war and three lost their lives - 
Dave, Henry and Douglas. Henry Fletcher Gallagher b. 1 Jan 1881, killed in action 24 April 1918 and 
Douglas Wallace Gallagher born 7 August 1883 wounded in action at Gallipoli Peninsula 4 May 1915 
and killed in action Laventie, France  3 June 1916. Another brother - the twin of Henry - Charles 
Canning Gallagher came back from Gallipoli with a bullet (shot in back) lodged near his spine and 
died in 1950. Douglas and Charles enlisted in Western Australia. David was one of 14 siblings in total. 
    In 2000, the Dave Gallaher Trophy was created to be contested between France and New Zealand 
when they first meet each year and recently the new Letterkenny Rugby Club ground in Ireland has 
been named the 'Dave Gallaher Memorial Park'. 
    Another member of the 1905 "Originals", Ernest Booth wrote of Gallaher, "Dave was a man of 
sterling worth ... girded by great self-determination and self control. He was a valuable friend and 
could be, I think, a remorseless foe. To us All Blacks his words would often be... 

...'Give nothing away: take no chances.'" 



 

#X 

Hubert Turtill shared a couple of 

things in common with the 

'Originals' All Black captain, Dave 

Gallaher; they were both born 

outside of New Zealand and were 

All Blacks in 1905. But that was 

where the similarities ended. 

Instead of playing an illustrious 

rugby career as an All Black, 

Turtill went on to rebel against the 

NZRU after playing just one test 

and joined the 'dark side' or 'Pro-Blacks' as some called them amongst other things. But despite being 

virtually forgotten as a former All Black and often 'tacked on' as the 13th All Black to die in WWI, Turtill 

regained recognition as a formidable athlete and then as a battle-hardened soldier who almost 

survived the war. 

     Hubert was born in Mile End, London in 1880. When he was just four years old, his parents sailed 

to New Zealand for reasons unknown. His nickname, óJumô, was bestowed on him while he was on 

the trip. As a child he was somewhat plump and Jum came from the common nickname for an 

elephant, Jumbo. But Turtill soon shed his baby fat and as a footballer had a fine, athletic build.  A 

capable fullback in the first decade of the 20th century for his Canterbury club, Turtill played 18 

matches between 1902 and 1905 - quite possibly alongside fellow 'First XIII' All Black, Eric Harper, 

who was later to join the 'Originals' team and die in Palestine only 21 days after Turtill was killed. 

Hubert was also in the South Island side in each of the 1903 and 1907 seasons. After appearing for a 

combined Canterbury and South Canterbury selection against the touring Australians in 1905 Turtill 

was included in the New Zealand team for the only international in Dunedin. Though New Zealand's 

leading players were by this time on their way to Britain for what became celebrated as the "Originals" 

tour, the match in Dunedin has always carried full test status. Despite being heavily depleted the New 

Zealanders beat Australia in that match 14-5. Turtill, who had been considered unlucky not to have 

made the British tour, was one of New Zealand's best players against Australia, but that was to be his 

only All Black match. 

   After the 1907 interisland match he joined what was to be known as the "All Golds," on their 

trailblazing and historic tour of Britain. Officially known as the Professional All Blacks, the team was 

dubbed 'All Golds' by an Australian journalist, in a derogatory sense at first, but the name stuck and 

now appears as an honourable entry in the annals of rugby league football. The tour started in 

Australia when the All Golds played under rugby union rules and won three matches against New 

South Wales. The England leg of the tour comprised 35 matches in almost five months. Turtill played 

in five of the internationals in Britain and then in 1908 played, as captain, against Australia. It remains, 

after 100 years, one of the most, if not the most audacious and spectacularly successful pioneering 

sporting adventures of any New Zealand sports team. Turtill embraced a game most of them had 

never seen, let alone play. He set out not even being familiar with the rules. At the end of his 49-

match, 10-months tour he had test series wins over both Great Britain and Australia and earned the 

right to regard himself as being a part of the first world champions in the fledging code to become 

known as rugby league. If the venture had failed, all those involved faced the certainty of having their 

sporting careers ended in disgrace and vilification. All 28, including the contingent of eight amateur All 

Blacks, four of them famed 1905-06 'Originals', were banned for life by a vengeful and in damage 

control New Zealand Rugby Union, from ever participating again in rugby union at all levels, and all 

went to their grave with that stigma still attached.  



    Despite the NZRU's strenuous efforts, the centennial rugby league 440-page book, The KIWIS 100 

Years of International Rugby League, released earlier in April this year, reports that 18 members of 

the 'Originals' applied to Albert Baskerville (the NZ 'father' of international rugby league), to go back to 

England and 140, of the then 400 first class union players in New Zealand, expressed an interest in a 

game none of them had ever seen. Newspaper Editorials were scathing and in total support of an 

amateur game. Wellington's Evening Post referred to 'the pro Blacks - a contingent of the New 

Zealand professional footballers - are to sail for Australia, where they are to engage in combat with 

other leopards who have changed their spots'. Yet it was the tour of the Originals that hastened the 

introduction of league into both New Zealand and Australia. True they had established New Zealand 

as a rugby union force with their imperious march through Britain, causing much pride and excitement 

in their homeland. In reality, England had not recovered from losing Yorkshire and Lancashire to 

Northern Union, the dominant counties at the time of the great schism of 10 years earlier. The All 

Blacks only encountered real opposition in Wales. The Originals had generated 13,000 pounds for the 

NZRU - yet many came back penniless, out of work and very disenchanted with their financial 

treatment. Why else would 18 of them apply to go back with Baskerville? That only four of them were 

selected was due to a number of reasons, not the least being some could not afford the 50 pounds 

deposit, lineout leapers were not required and forwards had to be more mobile than was often the 

case in rugby union. In all eight All Blacks were in the team. Smith, Johnston, McGregor and Mackrell 

were the rugby union Originals who returned to England and the other four All Blacks were Wrigley, 

Cross, Watkins and Hubert 'Jum' Turtill.  

    On the way home from the UK, the All Golds stopped off in Australia, in April/May/June, for a 10 

match schedule including three tests against Australia. Sadly, Baskerville caught pneumonia in 

Brisbane on the final leg of the tour and died in hospital on 20 May 1907, at just 25 years of age. Six 

of his teammates brought his body back to Wellington where he was buried. Before the All Golds 

dispersed a benefit match for his widowed mother was played at Athletic Park on 13 June, 1908, 

before a crowd of 8000 interested spectators among them a number of officials from the New Zealand 

and Wellington Rugby Unions. His mother received 300 pounds from the game. Thus played was the 

very first game of rugby league in New Zealand. These Professional All Blacks were too successful, 

because within two years 11 of them were in England playing for professional clubs. One was Turtill, 

who in 1909 returned to England, his country of birth, with his wife, Mabel Edith (nee Hancock) 

formerly of Christchurch and his young son Alan. There he joined the famous Lancashire club, St 

Helen's, for whom he played until the outbreak of World War I. His profession was listed as a 

Hardware Merchant's employee/licensee. 

    Being a Lancashire lad now, Turtill wasted no time in heading off to fight the Germans. It's clear 

that owing to him having two service numbers, the first being T6959 and the second being 426516, he 

was part of the early Territorial Force (TF) Field Company - the 422nd Coy who in November 1915 

was merged into the 55th 2nd West Lancashire Division. Turtill was a Royal Engineer. The RE's were 

responsible for all manner of technical support such as establishing coordinates for ground fire, 

delivering chemical warfare, underground mining and transport infrastructure.  

    It's likely that Turtill fought in France as early as October 1915 before the formation of the 55th 

Division in November 1915 when his service number was changed to 426516. The 55th Division saw 

action at Hellencourt and Bretencourt, before the 1st battle of the Somme took place. Names like 

Guillemont, Ginchy, Ribemont, Flers-Courcelette and Morval became home for Turtill while he 

struggled to exist in the muddy trenches. Then in 1917 he travelled up to the Ypres salient where he'd 

remain for most of the first half the year and had a comparatively quiet time, if being surrounded by 

enemy on three sides and under constant artillery fire could be described as quiet. After somehow 

surviving the battles of Pilkem Ridge and Menin Road Ridge, Turtill was relieved by the 39th Division 

and travelled south to an area near Cambrai where he would witness a massive tank attack by the 

Germans. It was now 30th November 1917. The British practically melted away in the onslaught and 

Turtill was removed for further training at Bomy, near Fruges. In February 1918, Turtill's 55th Division 



relieved the 42nd (East Lancashire's) in the front line at Givenchy and Festubert. Here he faced 

numerous strong enemy raids in March. Early April was much quieter: it was the calm before storm - 

the great German spring offensive! The Battle of Estaires and the defence of Givenchy began on 9th 

April. All we know about Turtill is that he was killed by shrapnel from a shell burst - probably instantly. 

He was 38 years old. The Defence of Givenchy was to become the single most famous action that the 

Division fought. "It was afterwards publicly stated by an officer of the German General Staff that the 

stand made by the Division on April 9th and the days which followed marked the final ruination of the 

supreme German effort of 1918". 

    Hubert Turtill is buried at Brown's Road Cemetery, near Festubert, France. His wife and son soon 
moved back to New Zealand. His son, Alan, lost his life in WW2 in Libya, North Africa aged 32. He 
was a Captain with the 21st Battalion New Zealand Infantry. His father would have been no doubt 
very proud of him as would his son been of his father. 
 

#XI  

Eric Harper, from a prominent 

Canterbury pioneering family, 

was an outstanding sportsman 

who excelled in at least four 

different pursuits. His 

Grandfather, Henry Harper, 

who was the first Anglican 

Bishop of Canterbury, probably 

set the family's mountaineering 

passion in motion way back in 

1857. Eric's uncle, Leonard 

Harper at the age of 20, made a visit with Henry, his father, to Kaiapoi and heard from the chief Tainui 

that óafter the battle of Kaiapoi when Te Rauparaha had raided the South Island, certain Maori had 

fled up the Hurunui River to the West Coast and settled there. Leonard persuaded Tainui to allow his 

son Ihaia and two other Maori to guide him across the ranges, and promised not to publicise his trip. 

This became the first successful crossing of the Southern Alps by a European. In Leonard's footsteps 

followed Arthur Harper, his son, in becoming another of New Zealand's celebrated pioneering 

mountaineers, explorer and naturalist. It was Eric's cousin, Arthur, who took him under his wing and 

introduced him to the world of mountaineering. Eric helped make many important discoveries in the 

Southern Alps. He was the first to the 6,500ft Denniston Pass in 1908 and had the honour of a creek 

being named after him! In 1913, Eric climbed the challenging 2280m peak of Mt Davie in the 

Waimakariri valley along with fellow climbers Arthur Harper and George Denniston. The New Zealand 

Alpine Club was founded in 1891, but went into recess around 1896. Arthur Harper modelled the club 

on the Alpine Club of England, where climbing first developed as a gentlemanôs amateur pursuit. The 

New Zealand club was the only other alpine club in the world to require a qualification for 

membership, and to exclude professional guides. (Note: Arthur's Pass was named after Sir Arthur 

Dobson who in 1864 made the first crossing - not Arthur Harper.) He attempted to revive the now-

defunct Alpine Club in 1914, but the restrictions he imposed on membership, as well as the onset of 

the First World War, meant that it did not function effectively until the 1920s. 

     Eric's father was George Harper, the 5th son of Bishop Henry Harper and one of 15 siblings. He 

was born in England and educated at Eton. George married Agnes Loughnan in 1871, Christchurch 

and proceeded to have 10 children. George was a lawyer and was the head of the relief commitee in 

Christchurch during the great depression. He was knighted by the First Labour Government and died, 

at the age of 94, in 1937. He is buried with his parents and siblings in the Anglican section of the 

Barbadoes St Cemetery. His tombstone has the words: óMuch experience is the crown of old men and 

the fear of God is their gloryô. Agnes, and several of the coupleôs children, are buried among the 



Loughnans in the Catholic section. For reasons unknown, Eric and his younger brother (and possibly 

an older brother) attended St. Patricks College in Wellington between 1889 - 1892. His athletic skills 

beginning to stand out with success' during the annual sports days; Recorded in the Wellington 

Evening Post, November 12, 1890: "The St. Patrick's College Picnic and Sports Event, saw a 13 year 

old Eric Harper take 1st prize in the High-Jump with a jump of 4ft 31/2 in. He did however have a 

handicap of 4in." He won his first national track title in 1901 in the 440 yards hurdles with a time of 

62.6s and in 1902 won the 880 yards in 2m 2s. 

     As a 22-year old Eric entered the Canterbury side in 1900 from the long established Christchurch 

club. He played regularly for the province until 1905, making 14 appearances in all, and for the South 

Island in each of the 1902 and 1905 seasons. One game during 1900, Christchurch had to play 

Kaiapoi in the playoffs, who had only a few seasons previously been at the top of the championships. 

So at lancaster Park, before a record crowd, the match ended in a draw, 6 all. It was a hectic game. 

Playing again on the following Saturday, before a still bigger crowd, the score was, with ten minutes to 

go was again 6 all. Christchurch then scored at the corner flag, and Eric Harper converted with a 

beautiful kick. They won 11 - 6. Eric, in his era, was big for a back at 1.80m and around 80kgs and his 

physique and pace equipped him well for the three quarters, where he was equally adept as either a 

wing or centre. His brother Cuthbert represented Canterbury 1906 and was also a prominent athlete. 

After playing for a combined Canterbury, South Canterbury and West Coast selection against the 

touring British side in 1904 he made his test debut as a centre in the one-off international at Athletic 

Park. Eric became a member of what was to be known as 'The originals' All Black team. One 

description of his playing style was recorded as "Eric Harper is a fine centre three quarter. Sure with 

his kicks, a good tackler, plenty of pace, a 'potter' of goals, and a place-kick." The All Blacks won 9-3, 

but Eric received only mixed reviews for his performance. He was overlooked for the 1905 side's 

preliminary tour of Australia and only added to the touring party for Britain and France after that. Eric 

had only a moderate tour after suffering an early injury and played only four of the first 17 matches in 

Britain. He went on to play 10 matches in all but with injuries taking their toll was included in the side 

for the international against France. He scored two tries in this match to add to the four he had scored 

in earlier appearances. In the match against Cheltenham he also showed himself to be a competent 

goalkicker by converting three of the four tries. Back in New Zealand, the post offices would run up a 

flag on Sunday mornings to indicate to the communities that we'd won again. It had a huge impact. 

     He earned the nickname 'Aristocratic Eric' amongst the team due to the way he always 'stood-out' 

and his social background. At the various formal dinners during the tour, Eric was one of the few who 

wore a full dinner suit, whereas the others wore just ordinary suits. During a visit to a local theatre one 

evening, he managed to land a part in the show - as a soldier! But despite his social aptitude and flair, 

he didn't really fit into the Originals as a valued player. Some argue that this may have been due to 

the fact that he was a 'Southern man' and was one of the minority. The 'powers to be' continually 

selected North Island players over Eric, even though when he did play, he scored tries! Eric played 

only three of the first 13 tour matches and two of these were on the wing. He would not even get to 

play against Ireland when Dixon and the tour committee would play Mynott, a first-five-eights, even 

though the Taranaki man had never played as a three-quarter before. 

     Eric also chose not to go on the American leg of the tour where they were to play an exhibition 

match in New York. Instead he returned to New Zealand via Suez. In the end, Eric (along with fellow 

All Black Billy Glenn) were among those who played less than half the matches during the 1904 tour 

against Britain, although neither is recorded as having suffered a significant injury. Eric was 28 by the 

end of the tour, a relatively advanced age for a player in those times, and played no more first class 

rugby.  Money seems to have been an issue for some of the players on tour. Though most books 

about the tour do not mention it others report that each Monday Bob Deans, Jimmy Hunter and Eric 

Harper (Jim O'Sullivan and Billy Glenn may also have been involved), all from wealthy backgrounds, 

each contributed two pounds into a fund for tour members who needed it. He remained involved in the 

game and had a spell on the Canterbury union management committee. Eric also wrote a few articles 



for the NZ Herald newspaper after his return. Looking back, there was only one 'professional' man in 

the Originals team and that was Eric. Before he enlisted in 1817, his occupation was Barrister and 

Solicitor. He worked in his father's legal firm. (His father, having previously been bankrupt). Eric was 

married to B. A. S. Harper and lived at 8 Kilmore St West, Christchurch. The house stood until 1998 

when it was demolished to make way for the Grammar School. He had two children, Frederick 

George and Anne. Eric also spent three years of voluntary military service prior to WWI and he was 

rejected for enlistment in July 1916 due to varicose veins but had an operation in September! 

     The other Harper sons however, wasted no time in joining the war effort. Both Robin and Gordon 

had enlisted and were soon in the Middle East taking on the Turkish army. 

     Eric initially joined the 26th reinforcements, Canterbury Mounted Rifles. Even though he was 

nearing middle age, Eric still answered the call of duty listing himself a year younger than he really 

was... but not before having grieved over his little brother's death;  

    His younger brother, Gordon Gerald Harper, born 1885, had enlisted with the Canterbury Mounted 

Rifles as early as October 1916 and saw action at Gallipoli. He was wounded during the beach 

landing at Suvla Bay in August that year and was hospitalised in England. He received a D.C.M and a 

commission to 2nd Lt for services while in charge of machine guns at Gallipoli. After recovering he 

went to Egypt where he was part of the Yeomanry Cavalry. He died on 12 August 1916 from shell 

wounds received while fighting at Romani alongside his brother Lt Robin Harper. Robin carried him off 

the front line personally. Gordon is buried at Cairo War Memorial Cemetery, Egypt, Ref M:133. He 

had described the experience of the desert conditions in a number of letters home... "I had to set up 

the guns in the moonlight amongst gruesome objects of all kinds. The ground was covered with 

helmets, boots, swords and dead men... as the day advanced the fearful heat wave descended on us 

and our drinking water soon gave out... many collapsed in the middle of this prostration the Turks 

were announced. The men were swaying about as they tried to mount the guns on the horses, for 

escape was the only thing to attempt... I fell off my horse and for some hours men kept pouring well 

water over me... as the fierce sun went down we mounted our horses and rode home very thirsty and 

feeling quite sorry for ourselves." 

    Eric's embarkation date was 31 May 1917 from Wellington aboard the vessel 'Moeraki'. He was 

bound for Suez, Egypt, via Melbourne. Eric had also, like his brother Gordon, joined the Canterbury 

Mounted Rifles Regiment with the rank of Trooper. Having survived a full year of fighting in the desert 

against the Turks, bad news arrived from the battlefields of Europe that the Germans had broken 

through the French lines - the great Spring Offensive had begun. Eric's regiment had also just been 

forced to retreat from attempting to capture the fortress of Amman. It was 28 March. It was cold and 

wet by now and the Turks had reserves pouring in along with the Germans about to inject their own 

elite soldiers. Eric retired to the Jordan Valley. They had suffered 1346,000 casualties and spirits 

were low! As the situation in France was looking dire, many seasoned troops were pulled out to serve 

there and fresh but inexperienced Indian divisions arrived to fill the gaps. By April, the move to take 

Damascus continued but not before a plan to assault the fortress at Es Salt, where the local Arabs 

pledged to join them if they did so. Before this happened however, Eric's regiment quickly attacked 

the forward Turkish positions at Shunet Nimrin, just north east of Jerusalem, then their progress was 

held up. Eric died that day, 30 April 1918, aged 40 years, joining not only his younger brother but his 

captain from the 1905 Originals, Dave Gallaher, and 11 others who had played for the All Blacks after 

1905, among the fallen.  

     While Eric's body was recovered and buried by officiating Chaplin Rev A. McDonald at Es Salt 

near Nirim, 10 miles NE of Jerico, his name is also engraved on the Jerusalem Memorial, Israel. We 

are still trying to establish if his grave is marked or not. 

 

 

 



#XI I  

Ernest Dodd was born in 

Wellington, 1880, 16 

years after his 

grandparents Richard 

and Mary Dodd arrived 

from Bath, England, to 

setup a new life as 

brewers in Dunedin. At 

the age of  24, Ernest 

married Edith Violet 

Wills in 1904 and had 

two children -  Clifford and Lorna. Sadly, Edith died in 1909 from septicemia aged 27. A few years 

later, Ernest remarried to a Francis Ruby Bolton and had a son, Kenneth Jack. Again, sadly, his 

second wife died in 1914 of turberculosis aged 26. After Ernest's death, Clifford went to live with the 

Wills family of Eastbourne and Lorna lived in an orphanage. It's unknown what happened to Jack but 

a man appeared on the doorstep of Clifford's house many years later claiming to be a half-brother! It's 

possible that he was raised by the Bolton's. Prior to WWI and enlistment, Ernie's profession was a 

Clerk for the New Zealand Shipping Company, in Wellington. 

     He was a hard working front rower forward, or hooker, in the old 2-3-2 scrum formation and was 

the first member of the Wellington College Old Boys club (COB) to become a New Zealand 

representative. The college club has an interesting beginning; A meeting in 1897 chaired by the 

Headmaster, Joseph Firth, who was to become the first club president, decided to form both a rugby 

club. He was affectionately known as 'The Boss' being almost 2 meters tall and over 90kgs - a keen 

supporter of rugger! And so, Old Boys Football Club was born. 'The Boss' taught the boys of 

Wellington College to play rugby. He and rugby players, using picks, shovels and wheelbarrows, 

manually dug out a clay bank to form the No 3 ground, still in use as a Club pre-season training 

ground. No doubt, a young and excited Ernie Dodd was there swinging a pick and dreaming of rugby 

matches to come. Firth óbelieved in the virtues of manliness, toil, and duty in preference to ease and 

pleasure, and transmitted to his pupils abhorrence of slovenliness, sneaking, and all things mean and 

unworthyô. Many of these values were seen as necessary to equip young men for the challenges of 

fighting in a war. He would have influenced Ernie's values that saw him eventually step up to the 

Kingdom's call. Voluntary cadet groups existed in many schools, including Wellington College, prior to 

1909 when the Defence Act introduced compulsory military training. This act required all boys aged 

between 12 and 14 to undergo 52 hours of physical training each year as Junior Cadets. Initially, this  

training was supervised by their teachers, although this was dropped in 1912. Many of the more than 

1600 college old boys who served overseas during the war had learnt to handle a gun, salute and 

march in formation on the playing fields of the school. Students were even awarded merit certificates 

in bayonet instruction. 

     1898 saw the first club game played although the score was never officially recorded. They played 

the Wellington 'Melrose' team which could well have included Henry Dewar, another of the 13 All 

Blacks to die in WWI. That first season the Junior COB team played seven matches, won three, drew 

one and lost three. A commendable result for a new team with many young players, including Ernie 

Dodd. The Third Grade team included R. J. Seddon, known as Dick. He was the eldest son of one of 

New Zealand's most famous Prime Ministers, 'King Dick' Seddon. Dick Junior left to go to the Boer 

War along with Dave Gallaher, the 1905 'Originals' captain and was later killed in the Great War. A 

very junior (by 9 years) Bernard 'Tiny' Freyberg, was at the college during Ernie's time. Freyberg was 

to become one of NZ's most honoured soldiers - a VC winner, Division Commander and eventually 

Prime Minister. Both Dodd and Freyberg ended up playing rugby in the same team in 1907 for COB!! 

     Reviewing the 1900 season, one sports writer commented: "The Old Boys were a source of 

surprise to many, the members of the team all being considered rather young for Senior 




