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			Dedication

			To my wife Rachel. I dedicate this book to you! Without you my story wouldn’t be complete because you helped and keep helping me to be the man that I’m striving to be every day. Your kindness, love, care, honesty and support have helped me to push through everything life has thrown at me. Thank you for your unconditional love and for loving my perfect imperfections.

			To Nick and Keziah. Thank you for the gift of being your father. I hope one day you will look and see a father who was not perfect, but who loved you with the energy of a million suns and tried his best to set you up well for your own stories.

			To Liyema and Liphelo. Thank you for giving me more to live for. Your strength and resilience encourage me to keep going despite any challenges and obstacles in my journey.

			To my gran, aunt and mama. Honestly, I don’t know where I would be without you all. You taught me the definition of the word ‘sacrifice’. I will forever be living to make you all proud in everything that I do.

		

		
			A Note on the Title

			There are several reasons why this book is called Rise. The title refers to my journey from a township childhood to captain of a World Cup-winning Springbok team, and also to the progress that I am working to bring about in my beloved South Africa. Most of all, however, ‘rise’ is the English meaning of my mother’s name Phakama. She is no longer here, but I hope she would be proud of me.

		

		
			Prologue

			YOKOHAMA, JAPAN, 2 NOVEMBER 2019

			It’s not every day that the President himself addresses us before a match. Then again, it’s not every day that we’re playing in a World Cup Final.

			‘Many people did not believe that you would come to this hour of destiny,’ says Tata. Most people know him as Cyril Ramaphosa, President of South Africa, but to me he’s just Tata. The room we are in is usually a place of noise and energy; it’s where team meetings are held, where last night the coaching staff handed out our jerseys one by one with hugs and words of encouragement. Now it’s so quiet I could hear a pin drop. ‘But you are at that moment of destiny: for yourselves, as individual players, and for the country. Go out there on that pitch and play your hearts out. Play the best game that you have ever played.’

			Play the best game that you have ever played.

			His words stay with me as we file out of the room, through the hotel lobby and onto the bus. I smile at the fans held back behind roped barriers, cheering and clapping as we come past. Their presence, and Tata’s, remind me that back home the entire country will be watching. People of every race, colour and creed will for a few hours, all come together to will us on with every fibre of their beings.

			The bus wends its way through the traffic. Everyone’s got their headphones on, lost in whatever music they use to help get themselves in the right frame of mind for such a momentous occasion. The stadium appears to our left, a hulking stone monolith swarming with green and white: our fans and England’s, spectators buzzing with the excitement of being at the match of a lifetime, people who’ve dropped everything and spent small fortunes to fly halfway round the world.

			In through a side entrance, down to an underground area, off the bus and through the corridors to our dressing room, immaculately prepared by the logistics guys. We each have our own personal cubicle in which our kit is laid out, and on the big tables in the middle are trays of food: last-minute energy for anyone who wants it. A whiteboard in the corner has the warm-up times written on it, each one down to the minute: 17.09 kickers out, 17.14 hookers out, 17.21 props out.

			The physios strap us up: ankles, knees, wrists, shoulders, heads, wherever we need it. Our coach Rassie Erasmus – in the lucky white shirt that he’s been wearing ever since we played Namibia in the pool stage, five straight wins ago and counting – gives us one last team talk.

			‘To be in a World Cup Final is a big thing. You might have been in the Currie Cup final: that’s good. You might have been in a Super Rugby final: that’s great. But a World Cup Final – this is the one place where you can’t have a regret. If you don’t leave everything out there, you’ve wasted your whole lives leading up to this point.’ Coach Rassie pauses, careful as always to get his words exactly right. ‘If you lose a lineout, jump up and go and make the next tackle. If you miss a tackle, jump up and go and do the next cleanout. If you miss a high ball, go up for the next one. You don’t have the right to worry about your mistakes. If you worry about your mistakes, you’re cocky, you’ve got an ego problem. Because you’re not representing yourselves today. It’s not about you.’

			He looks at me, coach to captain. ‘You are fighting, Siya, for the next lightie in Zwide to not suffer like you suffered.’ A flash in my mind, no more, of a childhood during which leading my country in a World Cup Final seemed as remote and unlikely as walking on the moon. Coach Rassie turns to our outside centre Lukhanyo Am. ‘Lukhanyo, you are tackling for the boy who didn’t get the opportunities that you eventually got.’

			There are nods, murmurs of assent. Everyone agrees 100 per cent with what he’s saying. I’ve been playing rugby for 20 years – schoolboy, age-group, provincial, franchise, international – and I’ve never played for a team as united in its desire to win as this one. From the moment Coach Rassie took over 18 months ago, he looked not just for good players but ones who have a bit of ‘dog’ in them: men who refuse to give up, who go to the well for each other time and again, who always have each other’s backs. I trust each of them absolutely and completely.

			There are the forwards. Beast, the veteran campaigner with more than 100 caps: the sweetest guy off the pitch and a rampaging monster on it. Bongi, a coiled cannonball of spiky aggression who always brings the noise. Frans, the anchor at tighthead who puts in a huge amount of work without fuss. Eben, one of my closest mates: the enforcer, the dominator, the giant with biceps like bowling balls. Lood, so skilful for such a tall and rangy guy. Pieter-Steph, the silent assassin who plays at full tilt for 80 minutes without flagging or tiring in any way. Duane, a rock at the base of the scrum: mammoth in defence, and in attack the kind of guy who’d run through a brick wall if the wall didn’t step aside first through sheer terror.

			There are the backs. Faf, the heartbeat at scrum-half with his Eighties rocker hair and willingness to take on guys twice his size. Handre, the kingpin at 10: ice cool, never gets flustered, keeps us going forward with his pinpoint kicking. Damian, who’s hammered his way through the 12-channel in every match we’ve played, the hard-carrying bludgeon to the rapier outside him that is Lukhanyo with his lightning-quick rugby brain, a man who sees gaps and opportunities before they even unfold. Mapimpi, whose journey here has been even further and more arduous than mine, and who’s absolutely lethal, given a sniff of the tryline. Cheslin, the magic man with the dancing feet, the hotstepper who can conjure space from nothing. Willie, the glue at full-back who pulls it all together and helps keep the energy high.

			There’s the Bomb Squad: Malcolm, Kitsie, Vincent, RG, Franco, Flo, Herschel and Francois. Every other team has replacements, but we’ve got the Bomb Squad: a gang within a gang, the guys who come onto the field like an explosion, who fix things if they need fixing or just keep on smashing through if we’re on top. Every other team wishes they had the Bomb Squad; every other team fears them and what they can do.

			There are the guys who aren’t in the matchday 23: Schalk, Thomas, Kwagga, Cobus, Elton, Damian, S’bu and Warrick. They sit in the stands today, but they’re just as vital as any of us on the pitch. They’re the ones who’ve been playing the opposition roles in training, they’re the ones who’ve been studying the guys we’re going to come up against, and they’re the ones who’ve helped keep the squad morale high.

			And then there are Trevor and Jesse, who were injured in our first match and needed to be replaced, but who’ve been flown back out here so they can be with us for this, the biggest match of our lives. They walked into the hotel dining room when we were having breakfast this morning, and it gave everyone such a boost.

			We 33, we band of brothers: we hold each other’s hopes and dreams in our hands, and we will not let them go.

			Play the best game that you have ever played.

			An official appears at the door. Five minutes to go.

			Our cubicles are in strict order according to our shirt numbers. Five is Lood, sitting with his elbows on his knees and his head in a towel, blotting it all out so he can concentrate on what he needs to do. Seven is Pieter-Steph, leaning back against the wall and staring into space as he breathes deeply.

			I am six, and in Springbok folklore six is more than just another number. Six was the number Francois Pienaar wore when he became the first South African captain to win the World Cup in 1995; six was also the number on the back of Nelson Mandela’s jersey when he took to the field before and after that historic final. Mr Mandela is one of my heroes – I have his face tattooed on my back – so wearing this number is special to me, and I never forget that. I turn to the wall and begin to pray: thanking God for my talent and for the opportunity, letting Him take over my body and do His work through me, and asking not that we win but simply that we do ourselves and our people proud.

			These are the moments which make lives; the moments which years or decades down the road will burn as brightly as they do right now. It’s an inestimable privilege to be here. This is our Everest, a match just like any other and yet a match unlike every other, a match which every player fears and relishes in equal measure. I feel at peace.

			Two minutes.

			Studs clattering on the floor. We hug each other, moving from man to man, a quick embrace and on to the next one; small recognitions of how far we’ve come, how near we are to the ultimate prize, and how we would rather die than let each other down. Some of these guys I’ve known for a decade or more, others have only made it into the squad in the past year or so. No matter. Today of all days, we are brothers.

			Time to look each other in the eye. Time to believe. Time to go.

			I lead the team out of the changing room. An official with a clipboard ushers me along a corridor, with a cameraman filming as he walks backwards ahead of me. My studs are silent on the blue carpet. Behind me, the boys follow in a single file of single purpose; game faces on, minds and bodies primed.

			The official holds us at the mouth of the tunnel, the two teams alongside each other. The crowd noise is like thunder, rolling in great waves down from the stands. We’re given the signal and out of the tunnel we come. The trophy sits on a plinth ahead of us, and I don’t look at it, not for a second, not now. I clasp the hand of the young boy acting as our mascot, look up to the sky and give a quick final prayer. Vast sections of the stands are swathed in green: our fans, all on their feet hollering their support.

			We line up for the anthems. England go first, and then it’s our turn. ‘Nkosi Sikelel’iAfrika’ is one of the most beautiful pieces of music I know, but it’s more than that. With its words in five languages – isiXhosa, isiZulu, Sesotho, Afrikaans and English, one after the other – it’s so perfectly resonant for a team that has come together from all corners of our country. I close my eyes and sing as loud as I can, so loud that I want the stadium to shudder with the force of containing me.

			Nkosi Sikelel’iAfrika

			Maluphakanyisw’ uphondo lwayo.

			Our country in all its beauty. The blood orange of dawn in the Karoo and the long shadows over the desert scrub; the sudden green of fruit farms and vineyards in the lee of the Hex River Pass; the great slab of Table Mountain rising over Cape Town.

			Yizwa imithandazo yethu,

			Nkosi sikelela, thina lusapho Iwayo.

			Our country with all its problems. Scores of murders and rapes every week, and for every one that’s reported there are many more which remain hidden. An epidemic of violence which never seems to stop, no matter the women all across the land who marched in protest a few months ago because they’d just had enough.

			Morena boloka setjhaba sa heso,

			O fedise dintwa le matshwenyeho,

			O se boloke, O se boloke setjhaba sa heso,

			Setjhaba sa South Afrika – South Afrika.

			The millions of unemployed, some not just without jobs but without hope too. Entire generations lost to themselves and each other. Twenty-five years after apartheid, and still so much inequality remains. Gleaming towers of glass and steel squeezed next to shantytowns; tycoons in their limos and windscreen washers who pitch for pennies at traffic lights.

			Uit die blou van onse hemel,

			Uit die diepte van ons see,

			Oor ons ewige gebergtes,

			Waar die kranse antwoord gee.

			And despite all this we are a great people, we South Africans. We are a great people, and we are good people: kind, generous, passionate, fun-loving, open, talented, creative, driven, resilient, people who work hard in the week and on the weekends love nothing more than to meet with our friends and enjoy their company. History has battered our country time and time again, and still we endure.

			Sounds the call to come together,

			And united we shall stand,

			Let us live and strive for freedom,

			In South Africa our land.

			Many people see England as favourites. They walloped the All Blacks in their semi-final; we beat Wales in a tight match. The English press think their team’s got one hand on the trophy already. But this just gives us even more motivation. We are playing for more than they are. We are playing for more than they can possibly imagine. Last night, my wife Rachel and I wrote down all the things we’d like to do to help our country if we win today.

			Flames fire as the anthem ends. We break and take up our positions for the kick-off. Lives poured into funnels: all the training and matches, all the injuries and pressure, all the sacrifices and rewards, all the triumphs and disasters narrowed down to the next couple of hours. After that we will know, and there will only be the match that was played rather than the infinite number of possible ones that weren’t. The same equation, binary and ruthless, for each man: win and be immortal, lose and be just another of the nearly men.

			Play the best game that you have ever played.

			Jérôme Garcès, the referee, calls out. ‘White, ready? Green, ready?’

			Beast’s face is sheened with sweat. Mapimpi is hopping from foot to foot. Handre’s geeing everyone up. Oh, we’re ready. We’ve been ready a long time.

			A hush. A moment, so brief as to be almost undetectable, when the world slows its spinning and is held in suspension. Then the whistle, and the roar, and every pair of eyes on the pitch and in the stadium and around the world is watching the ball as Handre sends it tumbling end over end into the night sky.

			Showtime.

		

		
			1

			Schoolboy

			I was born on the last day of apartheid.

			It was June 1991. On the 17th, the day after I was born, parliament repealed the laws underpinning the system which had for so long discriminated against black people and made us second-class citizens in our own country, confined to separate areas, separate public transport and separate schools. My birthday is also Youth Day, when we celebrate our young people in memory of the hundreds of children killed during the Soweto uprising of 1976. It’s pure coincidence that my birth date has such connections, of course, but every South African can find similar things in their own lives if they look hard enough: for our country is one where history is not buried in the past but being made anew every day, and each one of us is a link between the past and the future.

			I was born and brought up in a township called Zwide, just outside the Eastern Cape city of Port Elizabeth (usually abbreviated to PE or, as we called it in isiXhosa, iBhayi, but now officially named Gqeberha). It is a beautiful city full of colonial-era buildings in several different architectural styles: Victorian Gothic, Art Deco and Cape Dutch. Its people are friendly, the weather is great, and if you like tourism and sports you can’t go far wrong. But for us in Zwide, only 15 minutes away from the city centre, it may as well have been on another planet. We had no reason to go there, and even if we did, we usually didn’t have enough money for the journey, short though it was. For the first decade of my life, Zwide was all I knew: it was literally my entire world.

			It was a typical township, the kind of place that looks permanently half-finished. Traffic would weave around potholes deep enough to break axles, pavements were often compacted earth rather than tarmac. Some houses were made of stone or concrete and others from tin, which is a terrible material for building: in the summer it keeps none of the heat out and in the winter it keeps none of the warmth in. Some houses had walls or railings outside them, others made do with a few planks nailed together. Toilets were usually outside and often shared between several houses: sometimes the sewers ran in the open alongside the roads, and planks of wood would act as makeshift pontoons. Streetlights might sprout cables from the wiring box where people had tapped into it and were running the electricity off to their own homes. Shops weren’t always proper buildings with amenities and windows: often they were shacks or kiosks, and they’d sell things like cigarettes or sweets as individual items, rather than in their packets, as that’s all most people could afford. Cars often had one door a different colour than the rest: a quick cut-and-shut job with a welding torch. On garbage collection days the streets would be busy from dawn, with people going through the sacks for anything they could use or sell before the municipal workers came along.

			Our house had four rooms: a kitchen, a living room and two bedrooms. The kitchen floor was made from black and white blocks which didn’t stop the water rising through them when it had been raining heavily, the roof was always leaking, and the curtains were so thin that the house was light as soon as dawn broke. Four rooms might sound spacious enough, but not when you consider all the people who were living there. There were usually six or seven, sometimes more. It was cramped and we were always on top of each other. My bed was a pile of cushions on the floor, and most nights I could hear the rats running around and feel them as they scampered over me. If I got up in the night, I’d have to tiptoe round various sleeping bodies just to get to the door.

			My parents were both teenagers. My mother Phakama was 18 – for a long time I thought she was only 16 when she had me, but recently I’ve discovered otherwise – and my father Fezakele was 15. They weren’t much more than kids themselves. My mother was beautiful, bubbly and vivacious. She was the life and soul of things; she used to light up every room she went into, and she’d light up whenever she saw me, taking me round to all her friends. She lived with her own family, including two old men I used to call ‘grandpa’. They both loved me and would give me whatever money they had spare when I went round. I would visit whenever I could. She used to wash me at an outside tap in the yard when I was a small child, and sometimes my uncle would sneak up with a rubber snake and scare me. I’d scream and run stark naked at top speed all the way to my father’s house. My mother thought this was the funniest thing ever.

			It was decided very early on in my life that my father’s mother would look after me as my father was away working so much. He was a housepainter and he went where the work took him, often as far away as Cape Town, where he’d stay for weeks or even months until the job was done. This was a very common arrangement in Zwide, and many children were raised by their grandparents.

			There have been many important people in my life over the years, people who have guided and shaped me, but none more so than my grandmother. I called her ‘auntie’, and without her I wouldn’t be here. That’s not a figure of speech. She was always there for me, no matter what else was going on: always positive, loving, supportive and protective. She carried herself well and always made sure she looked good no matter the circumstances, not because she was vain but because she wanted people to know that the Kolisi family had standards. For a while she worked at the Shatterprufe glass factory in PE, which gave us a steady income, and she’d help out other people when she got paid. Like most of Zwide’s residents, she did the best she could for as many people as she could. For such a poor place, there were very few beggars in Zwide: people looked out for each other and gave what they could, even if it wasn’t very much. There’s a lot less inequality when no-one’s got a lot to start with. When someone had a job and was earning steady money, they’d often help other people out, knowing that one day the tables might be turned. The help came by way of food as much as it did money: there’d be large communal pots of meat and vegetables with a side of mielie pap (maize porridge), and whoever was hungry could take their share. Jobs were hard to come by and easy to lose: for those who worked at a factory and didn’t make it into work a few times because the bus service had broken down or they needed to look after a sick family member, good luck persuading their boss to keep the position safe for them.

			My grandmother eventually lost her job at Shatterprufe, though it may just have been that they were reorganising rather than anything she had or hadn’t done. She started cleaning other people’s houses, but the money was neither as good nor as regular as it had been before. I did what I could to help: I was selling alcohol and vegetables on the street, and sometimes making bricks too. I can’t have been more than eight or nine. Sometimes we didn’t have enough money for my school fees, even though they were only R50 – three dollars – each year. Once, when we didn’t have enough money to buy me a new pair of shoes, I wore my aunt’s shoes to school, and the other kids teased me about it for months. We were certainly too poor to afford toys. I used to use a brick and pretend it was a car. It was the best thing ever. And I spent as much time with my grandmother as I could when both of us were at home. No matter what the week had brought, Sunday was our day together. She’d take me to church and Sunday school, and I loved those times so much: not just because I was with her, but also because the singing was so beautifully joyous and because everyone dressed in their best clothes and made a real effort.

			But she was also getting older, and so she could work less and less, which of course meant that sometimes we didn’t have enough money for food. When she went to visit friends, she’d bring back whatever food they’d given her, whether it was biscuits or bread or anything like that, and give it to me. When times were hard, she’d go without food for days on end in order to ensure that I ate. Even if it was just a teaspoon of sugar, that was better than nothing, and she would make sure I had it rather than her. I used to see her struggling, but she never cried and she never took anything for herself unless there was enough for me too.

			Even so, hunger was a big part of my childhood. During term time, I knew I’d get at least one meal each day at school. Sometimes it wasn’t much – powdered milk and a thick slice of white bread smeared with peanut butter, perhaps a plate of chicken with rice or samp (dried maize kernels) – but it was better than nothing. Outside of term time, I didn’t even have that safety net. When there was no food in our house, I would hang out at the neighbours’ places and ask for food. They’d give whatever they could, sometimes allowing me to keep my pride – and more importantly my family’s – by getting me to fetch something from the store and then giving me food as a reward.

			But there were many times when even this wasn’t enough. It’s hard to explain hunger, proper hunger, to people who’ve never experienced it. Hunger is not just being hungry, the brief sensation of discomfort which lasts only a few hours until the next meal. Being hungry is easy and commonplace. Hunger is different. It’s all-consuming. It was all I could feel and all I could think about. My stomach seemed to twist in on itself, and the more I tried to ignore the pain there the worse it got. My lips felt dry, and licking them made a difference only for a second or two: then they were parched and cracked again. I had no energy so sleep sometimes came easily, but that only hid the hunger rather than cured it, and in the small hours I’d jerk awake involuntarily and the agony was worse than ever. I’d drink lots of water to fill my stomach and trick my body into feeling full. If there was any sugar around, I’d spoon that in to make the water taste sweeter and to give me some calories, but if there wasn’t then I’d just go without. I’d feel light-headed and dizzy, as though my thoughts would fly clean away, but those thoughts were simply replaced by more of the same: where can I find food, what can I see that’s even vaguely edible, what would I do if only I could get to eat, when will this pain stop? It wasn’t always as bad as this, of course, but nor was this uncommon, and once I’d experienced it, I’d never forget it.

			Eventually, my grandmother couldn’t work at all. She would forget stuff: I’d walk into the kitchen and she’d be just staring into space as if she didn’t know where she was. Sometimes she’d vanish and not come back for hours or even days. It wasn’t uncommon for older people to disappear suddenly, and for some of them that was the last time they were ever seen. To this day, I don’t know what happened to them: whether they just got confused, wandered off and couldn’t get back home, maybe got hit by a car or something. When my grandmother got really bad, I’d have to wash, feed and sit with her the whole time, so much so that I couldn’t go to school for a while. She’d say things that didn’t make sense and there was nothing I could do: just be with her and hope she understood that I loved her as much as she did me.

			One day she walked into the kitchen, smiled, gave me an affectionate slap on the cheek, and fell over. It happened almost in slow motion, and I caught her as she fell. I put her down on the floor and she just lay there, totally still. I didn’t know what to do. There was a pastor living next door, so I ran to get him and practically dragged him back to the house. He knelt by her body and felt for a pulse, just like people do in the movies, and he told me she had passed. There was no doctor, no ambulance. She’d had a hard life, like pretty much everyone in Zwide, and so her death came as no surprise to any of the adults there. There was a lot of death. ‘Weekends are for funerals’: that’s how the saying went. There was a funeral every weekend, often more than one. Everyone was welcome at a funeral, and you didn’t have to dress nicely. The number of people at your funeral was a measure of how much you were loved in the community.

			The choir from my grandmother’s church sang at her funeral, which reminded me of her and all the happy Sundays we’d spent together. My aunt, uncle and cousins were all there, but my dad wasn’t: he was working in Cape Town, eight hours’ drive away, and since he didn’t have a cellphone, no-one could get hold of him and tell him what had happened. No-one really paid me much attention, even though everyone knew I’d been her favourite. It was one of those times when as a child the adult world seems a total mystery to you, a different planet with its own laws and language and way of doing things.

			After my grandmother died my aunt raised me, and she did a great job. She didn’t take any attitude from me: if I didn’t do chores then I didn’t get fed, simple as that. But I still felt that the one person who’d loved me unconditionally had gone, and without her, Zwide could seem an even scarier place than before. Neighbourhoods like this are always plagued by crime and violence, and Zwide was no exception. Along with the hunger, the violence is one of my strongest and most visceral memories of my childhood.

			People fought, all the time. Men fought with men, men beat women – my mother and other women in my family were subjected to violence – and men and women beat children. People were angry, sometimes they were drunk, and when everyone is prepared to resort to violence at the drop of a hat then it becomes totally normal, that was just how it was. Often I’d be woken in the night by screams and shouts outside, and when I went to the window I’d see brutal beatings happening in the street. Sometimes it was my dad, and the sounds of him crying and screaming used to go straight through me and chill me to the bone. When a man screams it’s a very specific sound, a very animal sound: it’s not just pain, but shame and humiliation too. I heard that sound from my dad time and again in my childhood, and there was never anything I could do to stop it or help him.

			The police never got involved, of course. Crime, punishment, retribution, justice … they were all done by Zwide people inside Zwide’s boundaries. That’s where it started, and that’s where it ended. There was an occasion in the Oom Cola Tavern – the place where I ended up watching the Springboks win the 2007 World Cup Final – when a man beat up his girlfriend for going out without him. He kicked her, smashed her face against the wall and then dragged her out of the bar by her hair, and no-one intervened. There were hundreds of people there, and not one of them did or said a thing.

			Only when something was seen as affecting the whole community did people take action. There was one guy who’d been in a gang but had got out of it and got his life together. He was working, he had a job, he was doing well for himself. Then someone saw him wearing a new pair of shoes and just presumed he’d stolen them or bought them with gang money. It was at a time when the community had had enough of gangsters, and all they knew was that this guy had a reputation and a flash pair of shoes. They didn’t know he’d gone straight, and even if they had known they probably wouldn’t have cared. They set on him with rocks and stoned him to death. His mother was watching, and even that didn’t stop them. I saw a girl of about 11 or 12, not much older than I was at the time, pick up a rock and throw it at his head, just like everyone else had done. I watched this man as the life went out of him: I saw him pass from life to death, I saw the moment the last breath went out of him.

			It was at a time when I was starting to hang out with some kids who were a bit older than me, and doing what they were doing: drinking, smoking weed, sniffing petrol. We’d squeeze five rands’ worth out of the pump, shake it up in a plastic bottle and inhale the fumes. I was only eight or nine, thinking I was tough and just wanting to fit in. If I’d gone much further down that path, I could have ended up a tsotsi, a young criminal, and from there you only have two real options: jail or death. Or both.

			It was rugby that saved me. Sport was part of my life for as long as I can remember. I started out playing soccer: like every kid I wanted to be a striker, but soon enough I was moved back to defender and then to goalkeeper. I loved playing goalie, especially in street soccer when I’d dive all over the place and not care that it was hard, compacted earth I was landing on. We’d play tournaments – well, that’s what we called them, though they weren’t exactly the World Cup – against the kids from another street. The prize money was five rand (thirty cents), and for that we’d buy a whole heap of vetkoeks, pieces of dough bread filled with sausage, cheese and polony. We used bricks for goalposts and could get quite a crowd. Nine times out of ten the tournaments ended the same way: someone would break a window, we’d all scarper, the adults who’d been watching us would run after us, and we’d all get smacked.

			But it wasn’t long before rugby was my thing. In fact, my very first exposure to rugby had been during the 1995 World Cup, when I was just four. It wasn’t the game itself that caught my eye, but rather the haka, the traditional Maori war dance performed by the All Blacks before their matches. To me, it was just another cool dance with lots of chanting, thigh-slapping and eye-rolling, and I’d practise it with my friends in the day and perform it for my dad when he came home from work every evening.

			For obvious historical reasons, lots of people think that rugby is very much a white sport in my country, but that’s not the case: there are thriving black rugby clubs all over South Africa, and especially in the Eastern Cape where I lived. There was Spring Rose, which boasted both Solly Tyibilika and Mzwandile Stick: Solly ended up playing eight times for the Springboks, and Mzwandile would be a brilliant sevens player before becoming the Springboks backline coach and helping us win the 2019 World Cup. There was Home Defenders, where my dad had been a pretty decent centre. But Spring Rose and Home Defenders were both too far away for me to get to when I also had to go to school every day, so instead I went to the African Bombers, who were based at Dan Qeqe stadium only a few streets from our house.

			The African Bombers had been going more than 40 years, almost since the start of apartheid, even though of course there’d never been any prospect of any players going on to play for South Africa. Ironically, their colours were green and gold, same as the Springboks, though that was where the similarity ended. The Bombers were run on a shoestring, and it showed. There were places where the pitches were more stone and thorns than grass, the scrum machine looked as though it was a long-dead carcass picked clean by the birds, and loose wires dangled from the floodlights. There wasn’t enough kit to go round, so on matchday when we’d finished our game we’d just peel off our sweaty jerseys and give them to whoever was playing next. It was the same at all the schools, and even as a small kid I told myself that one day when I made it, I’d buy each team their own separate kits.

			The first training session was hectic. The coach was called Eric Songwiqi, and I was terrified of him. He shouted and swore a lot, and if I didn’t do what he told me to then I’d know about it. But I think even then I could tell the difference between adults who yelled because they didn’t care about me and adults who yelled because they did, and I knew Coach Eric fell into the latter category. He wanted us to get better and play well, and he knew that some tough love was needed to make that happen.

			I finished that first session exhausted, bruised and bleeding, but I walked home on cloud nine. It was the most awesome thing I’d ever done. From that first session I never looked back, and I never smoked weed or sniffed petrol again. I’d go to the club every day after school: I even did my homework at school after class so it was all finished and I could stay at the club as long as I wanted. We’d train Monday through Thursday, and after our training was done I’d hang around and watch the older age-groups do their sessions, all the way up to the senior 1st XV. Friday was the captain’s run, when teams would just do some light preparation and the coaches would stay out of it, and Saturday was matchday, when hundreds of people would come and watch.

			If there was a job which needed doing around the club, I’d do it. I became the water boy for the 1st XV, crouched by the side of the pitch as these huge men – at least they seemed huge to me back then – sprinted, tackled, rucked and mauled just a few feet away. At half-time, I’d hand out the bottles and listen to how they spoke urgently about what they needed to do in the second half, hear how they panted for breath and saw how they wiped sweat off their brows with the backs of their hands. The rough concrete stands in Dan Qeqe stadium were full on matchdays, and these men I was standing with were the crowd’s heroes, if only for that afternoon. I dreamed that one day I could be one of them.

			For all the material things the Bombers lacked, they had everything I needed. When I was there I felt safe: there was no danger, nobody would hurt me. There were roles, there were rules, there was trust. I felt that I belonged there, with a ready-made group of friends united in their love of the game. And I felt accountable. If I missed training for some reason then people would come and look for me, not just to check that I was okay but also to remind me that a no-show was an act of disrespect to the team, to my teammates and to myself. If I wanted to play, I needed to train. I couldn’t just turn up when I felt like it. Training sessions weren’t just about fitness and skills, they were also about bringing the team together and fostering a sense of camaraderie and kinship. I began to realise that although I was learning my academic lessons in school, I was learning my life lessons with the Bombers.

			In Grade 6 I played for my school, Ntyatyambo Primary, against Emsengeni Primary, where Coach Eric was a teacher. We lost badly, something like 50–0, but after the match Coach Eric came over and said he’d seen something special in me. I just laughed. We’d shipped 50 points without reply, I’d played in boxer shorts as we couldn’t afford proper rugby shorts, and he’d seen something special in me? I certainly didn’t think I’d played any better than anyone else. To this day I don’t know what it was that he saw, but then again that’s one of the things that makes a teacher special, that they can spot things – talent, skill, attitude, potential – in a child which neither the child nor most of the adults around them have noticed. Either way, I’m very grateful, because that match set in process a chain of events that would change my life.

			Coach Eric asked if I would switch schools and come to Emsengeni, where he could help develop me and keep an eye on my progress more easily and completely than he could if he just saw me at the Bombers. He meant for me to start at the beginning of the next academic year, but I was so keen that I’d moved within a week. My favourite place at Emsengeni quickly became a small lawn running between the classroom blocks with a pair of large trees at either end, where we’d play informal games of rugby during break time: it was a lot softer underfoot than the actual pitch, that was for sure.

			Coach Eric moved me around a bit to see which was my best position. He started me at prop, because at the time I was a chubby little thing with sticky-out ears: the other kids nicknamed me ‘Shrek’. Then he shifted me to wing, but that didn’t last long, mainly because I was the slowest wing in the history of all rugby. Eventually he put me in the back row, which I loved and which was clearly my best and most natural position.

			I needed a father figure and Coach Eric fulfilled that role, no doubt. He took me everywhere I needed to go and fed me when he could. He was the first positive male role model I’d ever had: someone with a good job, a sense of responsibility, and most of all a caring nature. Now he wasn’t a pushover, not by any means. If I stepped out of line he’d come down hard on me. But the crucial difference was that I actually listened to him, as I wanted to gain his approval. And even though he went out of his way for me, he never did so at the expense of anyone else. He never played favourites. He was always there for any child who needed him, whether at Emsengeni or the Bombers. As the old saying goes: ‘In 100 years’ time it won’t matter what car I drove, how big my house was or how much I had in the bank: but the world may be different because I was important in the life of a child.’

			Under Coach Eric’s tutelage, my play came on in leaps and bounds: so much so that when I was 11 I was selected for the Eastern Province Under-12 squad at a provincial tournament in Mossel Bay. We did a couple of training sessions at St Alban’s Prison in PE, which even for a township boy was an eye-opener. It was – and still is – one of South Africa’s most infamous prisons, a brutal and vicious place which took only the most dangerous offenders and was notorious for prisoner abuse, overcrowding and gang violence. I’ve no idea who thought it would be a good idea to make us run the gauntlet of these prisoners to get to the training pitch: they were behind fences, of course, but they were also shouting abuse and jeering, which to us kids was pretty intimidating. It was probably a cost-cutting exercise or something.

			The trip to Mossel Bay, almost five hours’ drive away, was the first time I’d ever been outside the PE area. I couldn’t remember ever having been as excited before. Every mile in the bus was something new and special to me, heading west on the N2 motorway with the sea always on our left: the surf town of Jeffreys Bay, the bungee jump site at Bloukrans Bridge, the twin headlands that flanked the estuary at Knysna. There were two other guys from the Bombers with me, Phaphama Hoyi and Zolani Faku – Phaphama played in the backs and Zolani was a hooker – but most of the other kids I’d never met before, and with the white kids there was a big language barrier: they didn’t speak isiXhosa, and the only English we spoke was slang we’d picked up from TV shows or elsewhere. But we were just kids goofing around, so it didn’t really matter what language we used. There was a guy called Nick Holton on the bus, and he and I hit it off right from the start. He was at a school in PE called Grey Junior, but he wasn’t at all snobbish or offhand. Before coming to South Africa his grandparents had run a farm in Zimbabwe and he’d spent a lot of time hanging out with the black kids whose parents worked on that farm, so he was pretty chilled about sitting with the three of us. In any
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