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For my wife Tallara and our beautiful kids, Nakylah, Aaliyah, Kobe and Zariyaa. I might lose games of footy, but always feel like a winner coming home to you guys.








FOREWORD

I coached Adam at Souths for three years – 2019, 2020 and 2021 – and Adam epitomised what all those Souths guys were about to me. They were all terribly loyal to the club; they all loved the club.

Adam was brought up in the South Sydney area, and loyalty was important. His family was here, his wife’s family was here, all his mates were here. He went to school in the South Sydney area and enjoyed a lot of success. He helped South Sydney win an NRL premiership. Adam basically did what every kid growing up in South Sydney dreamed of doing. South Sydney was his club.

When I needed to appoint a new captain for the start of the 2020 NRL season, following the retirement of Greg Inglis, and the enforced medical retirement of Sam Burgess, I was more than happy to appoint Adam.

I had Damien Cook and Cody Walker as excellent options, but I just knew what Adam meant to the area. There was nobody else in my mind who could do the job with the calmness he has, while he also had the respect of all his teammates.

Adam knows his game really well. He understands the game of rugby league. He is a guy who gets along with everyone, not somebody who goes looking for confrontation, and he cares a lot about his teammates, his family and his friends.

One of the first times I met Adam was when I coached him in the 2013 All Stars in a game against the Indigenous All Stars. He had just been awarded the Dally M Rookie of the Year the season before. He was a pretty understated guy who didn’t say much, but was also around a lot of high-profile players, some of the biggest stars in the game. Adam was roommates with Willie Mason – and nobody has to say anything around Willie, because he always does all the talking for you.

But Adam was great company. I still love being in his company now.

Allan Langer will always remain the biggest larrikin I know. Adam’s more reserved, but definitely has that larrikinism in him. He will never embarrass anybody, but definitely has that cheeky streak.

He was a guy who appreciated old-fashioned values and the importance of camaraderie. He loved a beer after a game. That was probably another part of South Sydney’s DNA. Club legends Sam Burgess and John Sutton lived that way. Adam came into that environment, was a part of it, and continued to live it.

I agreed to write this foreword because Adam means a lot to me. I really mean it. He never puts himself in front of anyone else, and will never think he deserves anything more than he gets. He’s a pleasure to be around, and someone you always feel comfortable with.

He is a brilliant goal-kicker who worked a lot on that part of his game. People will remember the sideline conversion he missed in the 2021 grand final against Penrith, but if I had my time over, and needed someone to take the kick, I’d throw the ball to Adam every time.

I often joked with him about always looking injured on the field. I once stood in the middle of the group at training and presented him with his own medical kit after he thought he’d broken his thumb in a game, only for the official diagnosis to come back as nothing more than a chipped nail. Maybe it was a bruised nail. But he was bloody tough. There was one night in 2019 when he played almost an entire game against Parramatta with a broken bone in his back.

I’ve had a long, long history at the Brisbane Broncos, and if Adam was ever going to leave Souths, I wanted it to be the Broncos. I knew if he had to move, the Broncos were going to be the best place for him and his young family. They’ve been good for him, and he has been good for them. Queenslanders know their football, they love their Broncos, and they were always going to appreciate Adam.

One of the first grand finals I watched on TV was Souths and Manly in 1968. I’d made the Warwick and District’s representative side. We played a game against a Northern Rivers team in New South Wales, and were returning up the coast when we pulled into the Miami Hotel to watch the Bunnies and Manly. Souths had so many great players, including Bob McCarthy and Ron Coote.

I returned to South Sydney as head coach for the start of the 2025 NRL season. I’ve worked at a lot of clubs over the years, but what stands out most about Souths – the oldest club in Australian rugby league – is the fact the players all want to be here, everyone’s equal, and there’s a real togetherness. There’s no doubt it’s a working-class club. A lot of the players have come from similar backgrounds to Adam.

Adam will make a great head coach one day. The game has been his life. He’s played rugby league since he could walk. He has an enormous amount of discipline. The only time I shake my head at him is when I see all his tattoos. Had Souths won the 2021 NRL decider, which we thought at the time would be Adam’s and my last game at the club, I’d promised him I’d get a rabbit tattoo. I’ll let him tell you exactly where that tatt would have ended up on my body later in his book.

Adam’s school, Matraville Sports High, had success when he was there; South Sydney had success when he was there; and Brisbane had success when he was there. He knows what winning looks like. Adam is a winner.

Wayne Bennett





1 MEAN STREETS OF REDFERN

‘Hey, mate, I’ve just killed my missus.’

So said the man, ever so calmly, as he stood on the other side of the open window of his Redfern unit. Dad had finished work and had just arrived home in a removalist truck with a friend when he got the shock of his life. The man was just metres away, holding a blood-stained brick in his hand. His partner was dead inside. She lay on the ground in a pool of blood. She would have been in her twenties, maybe thirties. A sea of red was splattered all up one wall. Dad initially feared he would become the next victim, so he clenched his fist and told his mate to hang back. He had never been one to turn his back on a fight, and had even been known to start his share when growing up.

For a brief second, Dad wondered if there were more bodies tucked away behind the door in the same unit, or worse, upstairs where we lived, on the third floor. What was this guy’s motive? Was he drunk or high on drugs? Dad’s street smarts kicked in and he worked out the man was mentally unwell, and no longer a threat, but not one to be trusted because of the lack of remorse. Had the man lit a cigarette, his hand would not have shaken. He had no issues with Dad calling the police. Poor Dad is still haunted by that afternoon. ‘I can still see the image today,’ he often says.

Dad raced upstairs to our unit and locked the door. Mum was unsure what was going on. He passed our neighbour on the second floor, an ex-policewoman, who urged him to call the authorities. When the police arrived, one of the officers snapped at Dad when he stuck his head out the door to look down at the bloodbath he had discovered himself just moments earlier. Dad made it clear to the other officers he did not appreciate the attitude from the young constable. If they wanted a statement from him, Dad said, there was no way he was going to cooperate with the young officer who had added to his anxiety.

The man who was later charged was Indigenous, and there were a lot of family and friends who had hoped Dad would keep quiet about what he’d witnessed. They gathered around the unit block that first night, and when the matter later went to court, they sat in the gallery, eyeballing Dad as he tried to keep his cool while giving evidence.

He was the first on the scene, but wishes he had not been. What a truly awful situation to be in. Human beings are not naturally wired to see such atrocities.

The day after the gruesome discovery, Dad, Mark Reynolds, and Mum, Kim Reynolds, drove to Parramatta, about half an hour west of Sydney, to the government department to see if there was any chance of our young family being relocated – urgently – to another unit. Remaining in the home on Elizabeth Street in Redfern with a young family was too dangerous. It must have been so intimidating and tough and emotionally draining for Dad in the months that followed. But he stuck to his guns, and got on with his life.

‘If you tell the truth, no matter what, you can always hold your head high. If you look people in the eye and never lie, you will never get in shit for that,’ he would always say.

I would have been about five years of age at the time. Thankfully, I was not at home when the bloody drama occurred. I was too young to comprehend the brutality that had taken place just two flights of stairs beneath our two-bedroom unit. We were eventually relocated just around the corner to another public housing estate in Waterloo. Dad stuck to his story in court, and the man was convicted. Dad later heard through the grapevine that the man continued to struggle with his mental health, and not long after being released from prison was killed by a road train.

The man’s nephew would often come upstairs and play with me and my older brother, Wayne. His name was Patrick Fisher. You can only imagine how awful it must have been for a young kid like Patrick to go through something like that. While he never witnessed the gruesome scenes, Patrick would have lived with a heavy heart. He was Wayne’s age, but the three of us spent a lot of time together. Sadly, Patrick lost his own life in 2018 when he fell from the thirteenth floor of a unit while being chased by police. It was reported at the time that the police had come to his door when he’d tried to escape. There were a lot of headlines about the police chase at the time – and a lot of anger in the community.

South Sydney was a tough place to grow up. For those not familiar with Sydney, or New South Wales, or Australia, the area was working class, with a rich Indigenous history, and housing commission estates scattered throughout the old streets. Young professionals started to move into the area in the early 2000s and renovated run-down terraces, which helped drive up the real estate prices. The area was also home to the oldest, proudest and loudest rugby league club in the world, the South Sydney Rabbitohs.

There was a lot of crime, a lot of broken families, drugs, fights, nights spent listening to the sirens, or seeing the blue and red police lights flickering through the blinds into your bedroom at all hours of the morning.

I once had a knife pulled on me at a bus stop while waiting to go to school. I had heard about this guy who had stabbed someone a few weeks earlier.

‘Give me your phone and wallet,’ he said, as he inched closer towards me.

‘Fuck off,’ I replied.

Whether it was good luck or good timing, a bus pulled up at that very moment. The punk ran off. I ran home even quicker to tell Wayne what had happened. Wayne rushed back to the bus stop, but the thief was long gone.

I was also bashed by half a dozen locals while sitting with a girl in Poets Corner Playground, just down the road from my house. I tried to shield her as the thugs kicked me in the ribs and punched me in the back of the head. It was not pleasant, but there were no broken bones. I made sure I got a good look at them, and thought to myself, ‘I’ll make sure I get revenge on at least one of them.’ And I did.

Despite knowing violence was only one corner, or one hour, or one bad reaction to drugs away, I loved where I lived – and absolutely loved every minute of my childhood. Everyone worked hard, and there was a real sense of community. People may not have had much, but they looked out for each other.



I was born at Royal Prince Alfred Hospital in Camperdown on 10 July 1990. It was a Tuesday, I weighed 3.2 kilograms, and no, I did not arrive on this planet with any tattoos. My parents, Mark and Kim, were as proud as punch. They already had a son, Wayne, who I mentioned earlier. The first night I arrived home from the hospital, I cried every hour. My first memory is kicking a football around the hallway of that Redfern unit with Wayne. If Mum was cranky and confiscated our ball, which was not uncommon, we’d roll some socks into a ball and pass and kick that around. If Mum was still cranky, we’d try to find the ball she’d originally stashed away. I don’t have too many memories of our time in the Redfern unit – who really does before they turn six – but I remember that hallway, and always having a ball in our hands.

I also remember spending a lot of time on the streets. If we struggled to sneak through the fence across the road at Redfern Oval, the home of the Rabbitohs, we’d walk down Elizabeth Street and gallop around Waterloo Oval. And if we could not be bothered walking to Waterloo Oval, we’d play on Evan Lane, which backed on to our home and ran parallel with Morehead Street. We’d invent games where we’d kick the ball through trees, or aim balls at telegraph poles, or try to make them land in garbage bins. There were a lot of older kids in the neighbourhood who were known to the police, and had even spent time in prison, but they also took it upon themselves to keep an eye out for us younger ones. The only rule Mum and Dad had in place was to be home, safely inside, once the street lights came on.

You quickly learned to have your wits about you when growing up in an area like South Sydney. I always felt more than comfortable walking around most parts of my neighbourhood. It was not uncommon to see people shooting up drugs, or used needles in the gutters. We used to walk past a building known as the ‘suicide units’. I had my share of mates turn to drugs, and even a few take their own lives.

Rugby league was my drug, along with beer. Dad handed me my first frothy one on Christmas Eve when I was twelve. After polishing it off in a plastic cup, I went to sleep for four hours. Mum thought I’d played too much sport and needed a good lie down. Footy kept me busy, and out of trouble, but it was not something I needed to help escape reality and the streets. There was nothing too painful in my life to run from. I was aware of what was right and wrong, and that was good enough for me.

Mum and Dad worked hard and always made sure we never went without. Dad grew up in Newtown, the inner-western Sydney suburb that has since become uber cool, but had a serious seediness to it in the 1970s and 1980s. Notorious crime figures ruled the streets. All Dad ever wanted to do was play for the local first-grade rugby league team, the Newtown Jets. He was a handy lock forward and second-rower who started out at the Newtown Hawks before joining St Peters. He played with Manoa Thompson, the father of Parramatta superstar Jarryd Hayne, Geordi Peats, the father of Nathan Peats, another handy rugby league player, and was once coached by Ron Merritt, the grandfather of South Sydney flyer Nathan Merritt. He played hard on the field but even harder off it.

Dad was never afraid to speak his mind, and loved a beer, but will be the first to admit the drinking became even heavier after that discovery on Elizabeth Street. He loved watching the Jets at Henson Park. He was there the day, in 1978, a scrum collapsed and John Farragher, playing for Penrith, broke his neck and later became a quadriplegic. He remembers Chris Dawson, the Jets player who was charged years later with murdering his wife as a result of an investigation by journalist Hedley Thomas’s The Teacher’s Pet podcast. Dad would go on to make the Jets’ SG Ball team in 1983, but the club folded because of financial pressure, and he was denied the chance to wear the famous blue and white club colours.

In many ways the Jets were a bit like the Rabbitohs because of the way they gave their working-class communities hope, and were often viewed as the underdog. The final crowd at a first-grade game for the Jets was 8972, which is still read out as the official attendance whenever the team plays at home in the NSW Cup during the winter. In 2024, when the Jets won the NSW Cup, their former president, Barry Vining, celebrated the victory while watching the game on TV in his lounge room before he dropped dead from a heart attack. John Singleton, one of Australia’s most successful entrepreneurs, who still loves his Jets – and a man who loved Barry – quipped in the Sydney Morning Herald: ‘What a way for Barry to go.’ Newtown’s president Barry Cotter said of the news at the time in the same newspaper article: ‘I spoke to the family this morning, and Barry literally leapt to his feet to celebrate the win, then had a heart attack and died… I said to his daughter [Jamie], “If that’s the way you’re going to go, I couldn’t think of a better way.” ’

Dad did a lot of furniture removalist work in a truck, and always told me about the day he had to deliver a bed to Kerry Packer’s palatial home at Palm Beach, on the most northern tip of the Sydney peninsula. Kerry was one of the most successful and richest men in Australia. Giant Dobermans greeted Dad at the door when he pulled up. He had a giggle when he laid eyes on a giant mechanical bull in a cage in Kerry’s backyard. Apparently, the late media mogul loved his rodeos. Dad also learned Kerry loved to give generous tips to furniture removalists.

Mum was heavily involved with St Peters football club when she met Dad. Plenty of her family are life members. She was the ‘good cop’, much calmer, much quieter and clearly tolerant. It was her family who encouraged Mum to get driving lessons from Dad, who owned a Ford Escort, but never got around to telling Mum – or her folks – he never had a licence. They went on their first date when they were only sixteen, and three years later Mum had Wayne. Her parents were strict, but had no issues with becoming grandparents at such a young age. Mum, the eldest of five girls, applied for a housing commission unit because of her low income, and when she was given the green light to live at Elizabeth Street, Dad insisted they pay market rent. They did the same thing when they moved to Waterloo, where they remained for thirty years.

They married in 1994, Wayne and I were the ring-bearers, but the honeymoon was put on ice because footy was due to be played at St Peters the next day. Mum and Dad always had their priorities right. I barely spoke in my first few years, which prompted Mum to take me to a speech therapist. The specialist told her to relax, and said it was a case of me not being able to get a word in around Wayne and Dad.

I was not even four when Mum and Dad registered me to play my first game of rugby league, which was two years up in the under-6 age group. St Peters, of course, was the go-to club. The very first trial game was in Macquarie Fields, which was in the Campbelltown region, in south-western Sydney, and I ran the length of the field for a try with my first touch. The socks came all the way up to my thighs, I hurled grass at other players rather than try to tackle them in defence, and cried every time I was tackled, not because I was hurt, but because I thought I’d disappointed Wayne and his mates. For a good little bit I was convinced you had to score off every play. By the time it came to playing in my own age group, I had two years’ worth of experience on the others, and good hand-eye coordination.

When St Peters failed to field a team in my age group a few years later, Dad found out one of the neighbours was coaching a side in the Balmain competition, so I joined the Leichhardt Juniors. I played with Aaron Woods, who went on to play for New South Wales and Australia, Junior Roqica, who played a handful of games with Cronulla and Fiji, and Pat Politoni, who was still running around in the Queensland Cup in 2024. I enjoyed my time in the Balmain competition, and developed a huge soft spot for the Wests Tigers, the NRL team that was the result of a forced marriage between Balmain and the Western Suburbs Magpies. Some of my favourite players when I hit my teens were Benji Marshall, Shannon Nevin and Joel Caine, all Tigers players. And it was no coincidence they were all goal-kickers, like myself.

When I was twelve, I switched to the Juniors’ bitter rivals, the Leichhardt Wanderers, before returning to the Souths competition with La Perouse. Dad convinced my mate Nathan Peats to follow me back home, and even offered to drive him to each game, and we’ve been great mates since. We regularly played ‘21’, which was a kicking game where two players stood either side of the goalposts, and if you kicked the ball over the posts and it bounced once, you got one point, but if you drop-kicked it and it bounced, you would get two points. Peatsy and I spent so many hours playing that game. To this day, Peatsy is one of the few blokes who would have been rated a bigger pest than me when starting out in the NRL at Souths. A highlight was making my NRL debut with him in the same side.

I also played for the Alexandria Rovers and Kensington United, all in the South Sydney competition – it was the only time in my life I was happy to bounce from club to club.

After attending Newtown Public School, I went to Matraville Sports High, which is probably where I started to realise I might have a future in rugby league. It helped that I played in a very, very good side. We won the Arrive Alive Cup, the Waratah Shield, and had players like Ben Jones, Sandor Earl, Martin Kennedy and Arana Taumata, guys who all went on to play in the NRL. At one stage, sixteen out of our first seventeen at Matraville were playing in the Toyota Cup, or what was otherwise known as the NRL under-20s competition. I played schoolboy football for New South Wales, but missed the chance to represent the Australian Schoolboys. Dad was so upset after I missed out one year during a tournament in Darwin, he approached what he thought was a selector in the pub one night and jobbed him. It ended up being a local barman who’d never heard about the game of rugby league. Dad was only too happy to leave a handsome tip that night.

And to think all I wanted to do when growing up and playing rugby league was to be like Wayne. Wayne was a handy footballer himself, a decent five-eighth, and featured in the South Sydney junior representative sides. He played in the same age group as Eddie Paea and Eddy Pettybourne, two players who featured in the NRL. He was fast but very skinny, could cut blokes in half when he tackled, yet he remained the only person I knew who managed to injure both hamstrings at the same time while warming up for a training session. Wayne remains one of my best supporters, is a good family man and a great brother.

After leaving school – I never actually sat for the HSC, or Higher School Certificate – I started a job at Leichhardt Council, working in street maintenance. The 6 am starts allowed me to finish early and train with South Sydney in the evenings. One person I will always have a soft spot for is the late Bobby Richter. Bobby drove the truck I worked in, but was very old school, and I loved listening to his stories. He commuted from Penrith every day, was disciplined, and never late. We’d cut lawns, clean drains, head to the pub almost every day for a counter lunch – when a schnitzel and chips and schooner would set you back around $10 or $12 – and laugh. We were always laughing. The banter was first class. I always respected my elders, but was never afraid to return serve when it came to teasing or geeing up someone, no matter their age. It was never nasty – usually full of expletives, but I never crossed the line.

My favourite prank was smearing sun cream under the door handle of the truck, which would always irritate Bobby. Bobby had lost part of his big toe in a mowing accident, so I took great joy in drawing a big toe where it was meant to go on every pair of Bobby’s thongs. It sounds so childish when I put it in words, but boy, it kept us all entertained.

We spent countless hours in the front seat playing cards, more often than not euchre or 500, while Bobby always wanted to know how I was progressing at Souths. He was genuinely interested, and hoped I would go all the way. We were both from blue-collar suburbs, and despite the age gap, the conversation was effortless. Cancer got him in the end; it was a bloody shame he passed before I made my NRL debut, but I will never forget him. He helped me come out of my shell and feel natural around new and older company. Leaving high school for the real world isn’t easy for anyone, but those years working on the council helped me prepare for what life was going to be like in a blokey and much older environment at the Bunnies.

Because of my dark complexion, and growing up with a lot of Aboriginal friends, people would often think I was Indigenous. I remember the Indigenous kids used to get group photos at high school, and me being asked more than once why I never joined them. Friends even used to tell me I ‘sounded’ Aboriginal. My best friend, DJ Reilly, was Indigenous, I was surrounded by Indigenous culture, and I married an Indigenous girl, Tallara. So did my brother, Wayne, whose wife is from Moree, in far northern New South Wales.

Racism was never an issue. Alcohol and drugs destroyed a lot of Indigenous families, but they ruined just as many white Australian families, Italian families, Asian families, Pacific Islander families and Lebanese families. You had a sense of belonging, being surrounded by so many Indigenous friends. Jokes about skin colour were a regular thing – frowned upon now, but we knew no better back then. Kids, black or white, understood if a barb was coming from a loving or nasty place.

I had a huge soft spot for Indigenous art, and above my bed in Brisbane to this day I have a beautiful piece by Brad Turner. I was very good at drawing as a kid, which partially explains my love of tattoos, and I briefly flirted with the idea of becoming an actual tattoo artist. That profession now pays almost as well as being an NRL player, and without the headaches of being bashed for eighty minutes every week.

I loved listening to Eminem and Tupac. Maybe I could relate to the lyrics that focused on growing up in tough neighbourhoods. I loved Pokemon, the Jetsons, cheeseburgers with extra gherkins – even though I cannot stand the sight or smell of gherkins now – and pepperoni pizzas from Domino’s on a thin base (did I mention I now personally know the company’s long-time boss, Don Meij, through rugby league).

I am not a religious man, but loved going along to the occasional Friday night at the local Hillsong Church, in the hope of meeting girls. I loved Jessica Alba, fast cars, the movie Gone in 60 Seconds. My first set of wheels was a Mitsubishi Lancer, which was bought for me by Dad. I loved golf, a game I was introduced to by Harry Azar, who used to own the cafe beneath Redfern Oval, which featured photos of Harry with celebrities and Souths players before and after training. I now have a golf handicap of seven, but made a pact with myself to get below five, which I will do once I finish up in rugby league. I loved basketball, and despite my height, was selected for a representative program which was aligned with the Sydney Kings. I was also a state representative in discus. Yes, little old me. But I will stop now because it sounds like I’m bragging.

Aside from family, my biggest love will always be rugby league. And South Sydney will forever remain a huge part of my life. Dad marched in Sydney after Souths were kicked out of the NRL competition. Souths were given the flick at the end of 1999 because of their poor finances, and their refusal to merge with rival clubs. Officials wanted to strip the competition back from twenty teams to fourteen. There were all sorts of talks going on about whether Souths should merge with other clubs for the sake of continuing to exist. I remember hearing the story about the late Kerry Packer, who was then one of the most powerful men in Australian media – and someone I referred to earlier – organising a meeting with Bunnies’ patriarch George Piggins and the Sydney Roosters billionaire owner Nick Politis, about a potential union. Given the long bitter history between Souths and the Roosters, getting George and Nick in the same room was the equivalent of asking US President Donald Trump and North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un to come together for a coffee date. It was never going to work. Nor was News Limited’s hopes of getting Souths to merge with the Cronulla Sharks, or even the Canberra Raiders. The Sydney Morning Herald wrote about Alan Jones, another prominent media man at the time, inviting George, lawyer Nick Pappas and News Limited boss John Hartigan to his Newtown complex in late 2000 or early 2001, and explaining why that marriage would be a good fit. The Raiders, who were owned by News Limited at the time, even wore a darker shade of green so any possible merger with Souths would seem more seamless.

‘We were all in this to the death – compromise was never part of the equation,’ Pappas told the Sydney Morning Herald.

That same story even referenced the Balmain Tigers, another popular Sydney club, and how their boss at the time, the legendary Keith Barnes, sounded out George and Souths about joining forces, to which George responded: ‘Keith, when have you ever seen a red and green tiger?’ George and Souths dug their heels in and went it alone, even though it meant the National Rugby League would banish them from the game.

It led to two years in the rugby league wilderness, which featured plenty of public marches where thousands of fans took to the streets, wearing their beloved red and green, and even a lengthy court battle. The Federal Court eventually ruled Souths had every right to return to the NRL, and they were back for the start of the 2002 season. Rusted-on Souths fans will never forget those times, the epic David-versus-Goliath battle, and forever be proud of the courage and fight shown to stand up to the system. In many respects, regardless of who their team is playing, Souths supporters still like to think of their beloved side as outsiders who will always try to punch above their weight.

To help raise money while out of the competition, Souths played a game against the US one night at Redfern, and I was there, on Dad’s shoulders, watching players like Nathan Merritt, Buddy Gordon, Scott Geddes, Joven Clarke, basically my rock stars. I can remember the atmosphere, the fans on the grandstand roof, and the constant smell of sausages and onion and cigarettes and stale beer and muscle ointment.

I won a premiership for South Sydney in 2014. The club had not won one in forty-three years. My final game for Souths was the 2021 grand final, when I had the chance to level the score against Penrith late in the game, only to narrowly miss. The ball started right of the posts and stayed right. How many times had I landed that same kick as a kid at Redfern or Waterloo Oval? Family and friends were stranded at home in New South Wales because of COVID. It was an awful way to bow out of a club so close to my heart. I will come back to that Sunday night later in the book.

I live in Brisbane now, and was blown away by the welcome I received from the Broncos faithful after I signed with them for the start of the 2022 season. It is true what people say about Queensland being much slower paced than Sydney. I will remain in Queensland once I retire, with Mum and Dad in the process of joining me north of the Tweed. Real estate prices in Sydney continue to skyrocket, with even well-paid footballers struggling to compete on the open market, which only adds to the appeal of remaining in the Sunshine State. The one thing I will never get used to is the humidity, with the heat leaving me in a pool of sweat some mornings when walking from my front door to the car. Developers are no doubt forever pressuring the government to get their hands on public housing back in Sydney, with the block where I grew up no doubt worth a fortune if it ever went to auction. I often find myself driving around the old streets whenever I get back there, and once noticed a little poster in the window of my old place, which read, ‘Save Waterloo, No Demolitions’. The government has long wanted to demolish and redevelop the local public housing estate, but I would hate to see such a giant part of my childhood wiped out.

Dad’s key message was to not only tell the truth, but to always look after your own – and be respectful. Mum always wanted me to have fun and be grateful for what I’ve got. Wayne was always at me about making the most of your chances. I only hope my four children can one day look back and admit they had as much fun as I did growing up. I always wanted a big family, and to start one when I was young. I loved the idea of playing sports in the backyard with the kids, and exchanging presents at Christmas parties while cooking up a feast for the relatives and downing a few cold ones.

Tallara and I went to school together at Matraville. We used to communicate via the old MSN Messenger. Her family was involved with the La Perouse rugby league club, but she never knew her father, and for the first dozen years of her life thought he was alive, only to discover he had died the day she was born, on Christmas Eve. It was a few days before his body was discovered. The unanswered questions about her father and his whereabouts meant Tallara battled plenty of demons later in life.

Tallara was raised by her mother and grandparents, and we lived with them after becoming parents ourselves as teenagers. When not changing nappies, I’d be training, working, or sneaking in a beer at the local Chifley RSL, and listening to stories being told by the locals, including Howard Warner, the proud father of brilliant cricketer David Warner. Tallara and I had our first daughter, Nakylah, when I had just turned nineteen, followed by Aaliyah, Kobe, our only son, and little Zariyaa. Four kids is tough work, but we will never complain. Rugby league has provided the type of financial security that is not afforded to many other families.

Tallara deserves a lot of praise. Wives of professional sportspeople are the unsung heroes and become ‘sporting widows’ between February and October most seasons. They do the grunt work behind the scenes and receive no accolades. It was a big decision for her to leave Sydney. We have a house in Brisbane, but Tallara and the kids are home – and South Sydney will always be in the blood.





2 FALSE STARTS

I was eighteen and earning a whopping $8000 a season when there was talk about me making my NRL debut, three years before the real thing. It was the autumn of 2009, I had started well in the Toyota Cup, the national under-20s competition, and I was told to be on standby for the round four clash against the New Zealand Warriors in Auckland.

Craig Wing was a popular Souths player at the time, a premiership winner, well-spoken, even a Cleo Bachelor of the Year, but someone who had also undergone a string of off-season surgeries that summer, including running repairs on his hernia, hip and Achilles tendon. Wing had missed the opening couple of games of that season, and coach Jason Taylor did not want to take any risks. He even gave ‘Wingy’ a hit-out in reserve grade, just to be safe. He had been limited to eleven games the previous year because of injuries. There was a lot of media focus on Wing and whether he was happy at the club. Wingy later told the Daily Telegraph about his first year back at Redfern: ‘Last year, I was depressed. I felt worthless. I certainly went through a tough time there. That’s why it’s so good to be coming back and finally getting on the field.’

Exactly when Wingy would be back on the field is where I came into the conversation. He was due to return against Newcastle in round three, but Souths wanted a contingency plan if the 29-year-old’s fragile body failed to hold up. Wingy was a halfback by trade, but now the club’s first-choice hooker. Souths were prepared to start Issac Luke at hooker, and if Wingy was not right, they needed someone to fill a vacancy on the bench.

I played against the Knights on the Central Coast in the curtain-raiser, and all I had to do was get through the game to remain in the picture the following week. For whatever reason, there were no nerves or pressure when it came to what potentially awaited me in the next seven days or so. Was I truly ready for the NRL? What if I played poorly? Did I even have a passport to fly to New Zealand? There was none of that catastrophising at my end, but also no reason to get excited.

As it turned out, I broke my thumb that very game when going in for a tackle on a Knights player. My thumb had jammed into his elbow, and it caused some pretty serious damage. I didn’t even realise at the time that it was broken, and finished the game. The physio strapped it up, and it wasn’t until the throbbing pain started afterwards in the sheds that I suspected something was amiss. I went for scans which later confirmed the break. My thumb – and my chance to debut in first grade – were both put on ice.

Wingy made a successful return to the NRL, but would break down with injuries later that season before announcing he was cutting short his contract at Souths to play Japanese rugby. He had been linked to Parramatta, with a return to the Sydney Roosters, and even the English Super League, but there was a lot of money to be made in the rival code. Wingy is often remembered as a Roosters player who won the premiership in 2002, but it is easy to forget he started out at the Bunnies before they were kicked out of the competition.

The second time I had the chance to make my NRL debut was also cruelled because of injury, although this time I did a proper number on myself. It was the start of the 2011 season, I had graduated from the under-20s, where we had lost the grand final to the New Zealand Warriors in my last game, and I was training with the full-time squad for the first time that summer. Souths had some big names then, including popular Englishman Sam Burgess, a personal favourite of the club’s part-owner Russell Crowe; John Sutton, who to this day is the club record-holder for most games – his record of 336 club games will never be broken; and Chris Sandow, a pint-sized but tough halfback from country Queensland.

Chrissy was one of the most naturally gifted halfbacks the club had seen, a cheeky bugger who was always happy to give plenty of lip to teammates and rival players. He grew up in Cherbourg, an Indigenous community about three hours north-west of Brisbane, and was quickly embraced by the South Sydney faithful because of his larrikin ways. But Chrissy also hated any sort of fitness drills, especially running. The year he made his first Prime Minister’s XIII team, he nearly fainted in the middle of Redfern Oval. After returning home to watch a few of his mates play in the local grand final, Sandow reported for training, but could barely keep up with some of the biggest names in the game.

‘It was pretty tough out there, but seeing the likes of Darren Lockyer, Billy Slater and Cameron Smith running and pushing you along gave me a boost,’ Sandow told the press at the time. ‘I still feel like I’m going to spew now, but I might wait until I get underneath [the stadium]. I had a few [beers] with the boys after they won the grand final back home, but it was nothing too serious.’

One thing Chrissy did love was any game or drill involving a ball, and if there was a contest to be had that involved kicking, he would be the last man standing. He was a little bit shorter than me, but always walked around with his chest puffed out, and forever signed autographs for the Redfern kids who never got sick of watching him practise goal-kicking from the sideline. He was just a great guy to be around.

That first pre-season we pushed each other hard, which
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