AMERICAN ADVENTURE
FORMER BULLS FORWARD RIEKERT HATTINGH ON HIS JOURNEY
TO AMERICA AND HIS DREAM OF PLAYING FOR THE USA EAGLES

How has the return to training been
going amid the Covid-19 pandemic?
There is no real, physical team training at the
moment. The Major League Rugby season was
cancelled in March, when we were only five games
in. They announced the dates in September and
we are allowed to start training as a team only
in mid-February. As soon as the season was
cancelled, most of the foreign guys tried to get
out of the country before they closed the borders.
There are a couple of us who have moved here
permanently. A few of us have tried to play touch
rugby once or twice a week and have been doing
some of our own exercising.

first two years while also playing. It is definitely
an adjustment and a learning curve. But I had
a similar role when I came over to the US for the
first time when I was with the Ohio Aviators
in 2016 and coached the forwards with Jamie
Macintosh. Being a captain, coach and mate
is a challenge sometimes.

organised for me to go back to the Bulls. I played
for them at U21 and Currie Cup levels and was
part of the Super Rugby squad. But they screwed
me around a bit, I didn’t feel I was getting a fair
opportunity. When I was offered the chance to
play professional rugby in the US with the Ohio
Aviators, I took it.

How did the opportunity to play
permanently in the US come about?

Then how did you get involved in the
Bermuda Tens?

It’s a long story. I played for the Bulls U19
team straight out of high school in 2013. I got
a contract with the Lions for my U20 year but
I didn’t sign it because having to travel from
Pretoria to Joburg every day became too much.
I wasn’t enjoying the set-up there because we
were training in Hillbrow and there was no space
for the juniors to relax between training sessions.
An agent approached me and promised he could
get me a move to Saracens if I went overseas to
play club rugby until the end of the year, but that
promise didn’t come through and I was stuck
without a contract. That's when I met up with
Brendan Rams, who had played for the Austin
Huns in the US the previous year. Rams was going
to play for Austin and asked me to join him. That
was before there was a professional league in
the US but I packed my bags and went over with
him. Two of the coaches there were Scottish and
arranged for me to go to Glasgow, but I couldn't
get a visa because I hadn't played Test rugby
or earned 15 Super Rugby caps. I’d returned to
South Africa and started training with Tuks while
waiting for my visa. Pote Human, who was Tuks
coach at the time, made a few phone calls and

Our backline coach at the Aviators was Paul
Holmes, who has been putting the tens series
together. I’ve stayed in contact with most of
the Ohio guys because I had the best time there.
When talks came up of entering a team in the
tens series the Ohio Aviators director of rugby,
Tom Rooney, asked me if I wanted to play and
I agreed without hesitation. I have never played
tens before, only a bit of sevens at club level.
I think it is a good combination between sevens
and fifteens. You can have your bigger boys, like
me. There is enough space for us to create
something but not so much that the bigger
forwards can’t play.

Are you still targeting a place in the
USA Eagles squad next year?
I was in the USA squad and was meant to go
into their training camp last year, but picked
up an infection in my knee after last year’s MLR
final. I have chatted with US coach Gary Gold
and I would have been in the squad if we had
played Test rugby in November. I just need to
keep doing what I am doing and enjoying my
rugby and the opportunities will come.

It happened so quickly. I remember we were
about to fly to New York to play. They had just
started talking about Covid and its impact, but
nobody really knew what was going on. I started
having a conversation with the team, asking
them if they were happy to travel and they
were. A day later, everything was shut down.
It was very frustrating, because we’d had a bit
of a rough start to the season. We had nine or 10
new signings and most were injured in our warmup games, but they were all set to come back in
the following two weeks. So we basically played
all five of our games with a second-string team.

How have you adjusted to captaining
the Seattle Seawolves?
I have been part of their leadership group since
year one in 2018. In my first year I had a couple
of bad injuries so I ended up transferring to more
of a coaching role. I coached the forwards for my
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Despite the circumstances, was it
frustrating to see the MLR season
called off when it was?

