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To Mum and Dad who had me,

To my sister Jodi who laughed with me,

To Stan who loved me,

To Jesse who came to me,

To Dylan, John and Lowanna who accepted me,

To my teachers who taught me,

To my bosses everywhere who fought for me,

To my colleagues around the world who put up with me,

To the many people who have shared their stories with me,

To the women of Afghanistan who inspire me,

To the unsung people whose stories may never be known but whose efforts have supported me,

To the young reporters around the world who agreed to be mentored by me,

To the critics, non-believers, and enemies who challenged me,

To Tonglam who brings clarity to me,

To the one great ocean without borders or judgement that connects every living person to me,

To you all,

Thank you.





The distant mountains

Are reflected in the eye

Of the dragonfly

– Kobayashi Issa (1763–1828)








Introduction Hope: Afghanistan

‘I feel so much pain. I feel angry. I feel devastated.’

That’s the voice of Khalida Popal, the former captain of Afghanistan’s women’s football team, who lived under Taliban rule before fleeing and settling in Denmark. She knows the devastation that is now unfolding for the current generation of female Afghan athletes.

It is 16 August 2021. I am in hotel quarantine at the Marriott at Circular Quay in Sydney. I am one of the lucky ones. In Afghanistan, all hell has broken loose.

Four days ago, I flew back into Sydney from the loneliest Games ever, the COVID-delayed Tokyo 2020 Olympics. Throughout, I had been keeping one eye on the Taliban making its way across Afghanistan, reclaiming province after province from the tottering democratic government America and its allies were abandoning. From each territory, hearing the Taliban was coming for them, women athletes would rush to Kabul to hide with relatives. But it was only a matter of time before the long-bearded men in flowing robes would ride into the capital with their weapons and brutal ideology, forever changing Afghans’ lives.

Stuck in my hotel, I flick between CNN, BBC and Al Jazeera, and check websites of local news agencies in and around the Middle East, trying to get a complete picture. As soon as CNN confirms the Taliban have reached the capital and overthrown the government, I call Khalida from my makeshift studio in room 1515. She, more than almost anyone, can paint a picture of what is now unfolding in her former homeland.

This is what I do. I am a journalist. When so many run from an emergency in fear, we want to run towards it. We are witnesses to history. We need to document significant moments in as complete a picture as possible. I am not here to swallow the political propaganda from any side but to put my feet in the shoes of those most impacted, to do what I can to share their stories, so that the world can know what is happening.

Khalida responds to my request for a Zoom interview. My TV screen shows allied forces packing planes and exiting quickly. This is a place they have occupied for nearly two decades, and just like that, they are gone. The locals have been left to fend for themselves against the militia born of the Pashtun areas of Pakistan and Afghanistan, who desire to impose the most austere form of Sharia law on all 41 million of the country’s inhabitants.

Who will forget the images of Afghan men and boys desperately chasing after a US military plane taxiing down the Kabul runway, some crouching on the wings? The would-be stowaways, clinging on with what little hope they have as the plane lifts skywards, one by one fall to the ground.

Hope had failed these men of Afghanistan. So too the foreign governments who had sold them a false promise. And the women?

‘I see women stuck there. I hear their voices, the shaky voices of women being scared and afraid… I feel helpless… It’s nonstop.’ Khalida’s voice is trembling. I send her interview to ABC News.

As the Americans, Brits, French and Australians pack up and depart, the sewage-filled moat around Kabul airport gradually thickens with Afghans begging to leave with them.

During moments like these, I do not sleep. I do not want to miss a single detail that may become a significant final piece in the jigsaw of understanding. My focus is intense. Work colleagues have described how I go into a zone that is calm and controlled, where I clearly lay out what everyone must do. My mother sees it differently. She thinks I need to find my panic button and switch it on. It infuriates her that I am not excitable. She thinks I’m mad, unnecessarily covering stories that may carry retribution. Not my husband though. Stan is a journalist too. He knows what drives us. Unlike me, he has been to Afghanistan and covered wars there. He knows the people, knows the landscape, knows the drama of a place that is so beautiful yet continues to be surrounded by mayhem and tragedy.

There is work to do. I send texts to people I know, and Twitter messages to those I don’t, lining up interview after interview, in the hope that those who hear them might be able to do something significant to stop the tragedy Khalida describes. There’s that word again, hope. It is a word I have a love-hate relationship with. Over and over, history shows us it is misplaced. Time and again, we revert to it. Hope is the cornerstone on which civilisations are built. The word itself sounds like a breath, without any physical form – hope – and yet it is our constant bedrock.

The former coach of the Afghanistan women’s football team, American Kelly Lindsey, is my next call.

‘Ask the question of the politicians that make decisions to enter in a country and make these fake promises and then leave it like this: what about the women of Afghanistan? The people of the world need to come together and just get them to safety. It can’t be about, “Do you have the right paperwork, do you have the right identity card, do you have a passport?” because I’m going to tell you, so many women in Afghanistan don’t have an identity.’

Kelly’s words are like a dart hitting a bullseye. How is it that the liberal democratic world can go into a country with a culture so unlike our own to ‘save them’ with slogans of freedom and equal opportunity, then abandon them at their greatest hour of need?

News travels fast. The sports world is highly connected. My number is shared with those in Afghanistan. This sets off a frenzied week of voice messages pinging through the day and night with people, in desperation and panic, asking for help. Their voices are haunting, most of them women with messages like this:

‘Day by day, the situation is getter harder, so I just wanted to check with you if there is any chance that you can help us to evacuate to any country, because we are in a very difficult situation without hope or any assistance.’

And another:

‘I think all Afghans are being threatened and sold out. And I don’t know who is playing their game. Because we are just ordinary people, just doing our job and getting our salary, and working for our country. Who is behind this? Who? Which country? Who doesn’t want us to live a good life? Or to improve our country, to live in a peaceful country?’

The messages keep coming.

In a little over a week, the Paralympics are due to begin. Does Afghanistan have a Paralympic team? Are they still in Afghanistan? Can someone help get them out? I scour Twitter again. I find the Chef de Mission of the Afghanistan team, who is living in London.

Arian Sadiqi’s interview is powerful, but he too is devastated, feeling helpless against the force of the Taliban and the retreat of the West.

‘I think words can’t explain what is actually going through their minds,’ Arian tells me.

Even connecting with his team of two athletes is difficult. Intermittent power failures, phone lines cut, the internet going down means communication is sporadic, frequently impossible. There are security risks too. When contact is made, what should be left unsaid? When interviews are broadcast around the world, the Taliban are watching and listening. They come knocking in the night. Family members are taken away, never to be seen again.

Arian forwards me a video message from one of his athletes, the first Afghan woman selected for the Paralympic Games, Zakia Khudadadi, who competes in taekwondo. Her history-making achievement is seemingly disappearing in front of her eyes.

‘With all the struggles I’ve been through, I am currently imprisoned inside the house,’ she says in a video she hopes to post to social media, which Arian has forwarded to me. ‘I cannot even go outside this house with confidence and with security to buy just a few things for myself, to train, to check on how anyone else is. My intention is to participate in the Tokyo Games. Please hold my hand and help me. Please, I urge you all – from the women around the globe, institutions for the protection of women, from all government organisations – to not let the rights of a female citizen of Afghanistan in the Paralympic movement to be taken away so easily.’

Zakia proves to be one of the most resilient people I have ever come across in a lifetime of criss-crossing the globe, meeting people from the backstreets to the halls of power. In the same way that little excites me, there are very few people I hold in awe. Zakia is an exception. She had to leave her parents’ home in Herat province weeks earlier, as that was one of the first areas to fall under Taliban rule. She had gone to stay with relatives in Kabul to be closer to the airport when it came time to fly to Tokyo – if she could fly to Tokyo. Now the Taliban are in Kabul.

Arian, the Chef de Mission, explains: ‘She is with extended relatives, a family of ten who are already struggling to put food on the table given the Taliban situation. She said, “Please advise me what to do.” I said, “What can I say? What can I do?” She said, “I am not losing hope yet. I still have hope that somebody out there will help.” ’

I send his interview to the ABC too, then call him back for an off-the-record chat.

Have you asked the International Paralympic Committee (IPC) what they can do? Yes, Sadiqi says: nothing. That’s not good enough, I reply. The president of the IPC, Andrew Parsons, is my next interview. What can you do? Very little, is his response. ‘Our influence is limited,’ he says. I just don’t believe that. What is the International Olympic Committee (IOC) doing? What is the Centre for Sport and Human Rights doing? What is the International Taekwon-Do Federation doing? And World Athletics, the governing body for Arian’s other Paralympian, sprinter Hossain Rasouli? Surely, combined, these organisations have all the access and contacts they need to help these athletes in such a time of need.

Governments around the world spend large sums of money hosting major sporting events controlled by organisations such as the IOC and IPC. The presidents of international sports bodies are often photographed with presidents and prime ministers of nations, who in turn enjoy their invitations to private boxes at mega sporting events. But what is the value of the relationship if, when at the time of greatest need, there is either no influence that can be brought to bear or, worse, an unwillingness to even try? At this moment, it appears sports authorities are failing their athletes.

I pass on as many contact names and numbers as I can, encouraging Arian to call them and suggest they face up to their responsibilities. He takes to Facebook to issue a plea for help on behalf of the women of Afghanistan. I edit a one-hour special edition of my podcast, The Ticket, to be aired on ABC NewsRadio. It focuses entirely on the women athletes and the lack of response from so many people who were happy to ride on the back of their success, yet so quickly dropped them in the heat of battle.

My friend Nikki Dryden, a human rights lawyer and former Canadian Olympic swimmer, rings me before the podcast has finished airing. She is the embodiment of the Nike sportswear motto ‘Just do it.’

‘We have to save these women,’ she says to me over the phone.

Almost immediately, Nikki teams up with two fellow human rights lawyers to kickstart a rescue mission. Together with Alison Battisson, who established the non-profit Human Rights for All, and Kat Craig, the founder and CEO of Athlead, a not-for-profit consultancy dealing specifically with sport and human rights, Nikki sets up a 24/7 tag-team operation run from their bedrooms-turned-COVID-offices in Sydney and London.

As women in Afghanistan reach out to me, I pass their details on to Nikki. Together, the trio of human rights lawyers coordinate the collection of the Afghan women’s details and applications for emergency visas, and devise exit strategies for them. Other sporting alumni become part of the group – former Socceroo captain Craig Foster, Olympic skier and independent member of parliament Zali Steggall, and Paralympic legend Kurt Fearnley. All use whatever influence they can muster. They leave sports governing bodies in their wake.

About 30 hours into this grassroots rescue operation, Nikki phones again, frantic. ‘We have no contact inside the airport!’ Even with emergency papers, which are starting to come through, the women are being beaten back into the sewage-filled moat around Kabul airport. The last of the military planes are being loaded for their final departure. ‘I know who to call. I’ll get back to you,’ I tell her.

‘Neil, it’s Tracey. Do you know anybody inside Kabul airport that can help get a couple of athletes out so they can get to the Paralympic Games?’

‘Yes, what do you need?’

Neil Fergus is head of Intelligent Risks, a company that has played a role in protecting athletes, dignitaries and heads of state at almost every Olympic Games in living memory, as well as advising on many Olympic bids and organising committees on security arrangements. Our paths first crossed during the intense security planning around the Sydney 2000 Olympics, when I worked for SOCOG, the organising committee, and he was executive director of security, risk and intelligence for the Olympic and Paralympic Games. Neil has experience working for the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, a good knowledge of the Middle East, and vital senior contacts inside the Australian army and the Royal Australian Air Force.

The Paralympic Games opening ceremony in Tokyo will happen on 24 August. As midnight on 22 August ticks over into 23 August, I get a WhatsApp message from Neil. The Paralympians Zakia and Hossain have now been joined by a larger cohort of Afghan athletes the team has managed to locate, including the women’s football team. They have been moving from one gate to the next trying to get on a flight to Australia with their emergency-issued visas.


12:00 am, NF: I’m waiting on the confirmation – comms have a got a little messy.

12:00 am, TH: Ok.

12:06 am, NF: The first info is all should now be through – but as link with ADF Ops Centre I’m waiting for confirmation no-one got separated or left behind.

12:07 am, TH: I cannot thank you enough. Thank you for everything Neil. I don’t know what to say.

12:09 am, NF: Okay – nearly all through and accounted for – unfortunately the 2 Paralympians got separated and haven’t been located yet. Need to send some urgent comms…

12:12 am, TH: Ok. If their phones aren’t dead would the Chef de Mission be of any use trying to locate them since he speaks Farsi?

12:15 am, NF: We’ve located them. Poor network making comms problematic. I’ve recommended 1RAF patrol goes and gets them… or if they won’t then one of our Afghan group needs to volunteer to go and retrieve them… standby.



I send a satellite photo of the gate they are standing at, which has been sent to me on a separate WhatsApp group message.


12:16 am, TH: That’s where they are, presume you have it.

12:19 am, NF: ADF has it – this is now going high risk. ADF worried why they didn’t follow the instructions and stay with the group.

12:19 am, TH: Shit.

12:45 am, NF: They’re still outside and too far back from the gate. They have to push on to the gate – it’s not safe for ADF to go out and bring them in.

12:47 am, TH: I have told Arian to tell the team to carry Zakia as though she has fainted – anything – to push through to the gate.

12:50 am, NF: [image: Emoji: Thumbs up.] Then he must stop calling them so the group inside can talk to them.

12:50 am, TH: On it.

12:51 am, TH: He’s told them and won’t ring them now.

1:09 am, NF: Just waiting for confirmation they are in [image: Emoji: Crossed fingers.] [image: Emoji: Crossed fingers.] [image: Emoji: Crossed fingers.]

1:09 am, TH: OMG

1:18 am, NF: They’re traversing the gate system.

1:18 am, TH: Phew.

1:19 am, NF: Almost there.

1:20 am, TH: Am standing by.

1:24 am, NF: Three layers to get through the perimeter and inside, but they are in it and weren’t rejected at the UK outer cordon so I expect ADF should now be moving to facilitate/receive them.

1:24 am, TH: Fan bloody tastic. Does Arian know?

1:26 am, NF: I don’t know. However I understand Nikki has been talking with him so he probably does by now.



The mission continues through the early hours of the morning, into the night, and into the following day. More calls are coming every hour from people needing help to leave.

The story emerges that Zakia, the Paralympian, had been close to exhaustion, about to give up. An ITV crew from London had been filming in the moat at the airport and captured video of her wiping tears from her face, weak at the knees. Teammate Hossain looked to be in a daze. Arian Sadiqi’s younger brother was there to support them, urging them forward.

Zakia and Hossein didn’t make it onto an RAAF plane. For a short time, there was confusion, then we heard they boarded a French plane to Paris before flying on to Tokyo for the Paralympic Games.

In their first interview following their escape, Arian Sadiqi organised for me to speak to Zakia and Hossain from inside the Paralympics athletes’ village while he interpreted and filled in the missing pieces.

‘I remember messaging the British Paralympic Association,’ Arian said. ‘I ask them, “Please can you help us? Because our athletes are literally behind the British gate.” She forwards the message to the GB Paralympics secretary general. He contacted the British ambassador directly. Suddenly the gates were open, they were in.’

It was the first time I had seen Arian smile since the saga began.

‘I feel that goodness and happiness awaits us, the good life,’ Zakia said. ‘But we’d be much more happy to have our family next to us, because we are here and our hearts are there.’

Both athletes got to make history competing at the Games and have now settled in France. They carried the Afghanistan flag at the Tokyo Paralympic Games closing ceremony. It is another image I will never forget. What they had been through. How their lives had changed so irrevocably. What future now lay ahead?



Another group emerged from the Australian sport network – former cricketer and now commentator Mel Jones, cricket administrator Emma Staples, and University of Canberra sports integrity expert Dr Catherine Ordway – and managed to coordinate a months-long evacuation of the Afghanistan women’s cricket team. Twenty-two of them now live in Australia. With support from Cricket Australia and the England and Wales Cricket Board, they worked tirelessly to have the International Cricket Council (ICC) recognise them as a team in exile. They continued to train and play, hoping their sporting dreams would one day be realised.

After one too many negative headlines and three years of inaction, the ICC made an out-of-the-blue announcement in April 2025. A task force dedicated to supporting the Afghanistan women’s cricket team would be established, with funding to help them secure training facilities, coaches and mentors. It would be a joint effort by the ICC and cricket authorities in India, England and Australia. I couldn’t help but wonder how much difference a single question at a recent press conference might have made. In early March, just weeks before the IOC elected Kirsty Coventry as its first female president, I asked her during a ‘Meet the Presidential Candidates’ conference hosted by the International Sports Press Association (AIPS) whether she would advocate for the Afghanistan women’s cricket team given that cricket was making a return to the Olympic Games in Los Angeles in 2028. Coventry said she had a meeting scheduled with the chairman of the ICC, Jay Shah, in the next week and would raise it with him. She contacted me privately afterwards to say it was a ‘very insightful’ meeting, with a key part of the conversation focused on the Afghan women. I thanked her for following through on her promise but remained sceptical about any real development. Sports governing bodies have a long tradition of meeting often, saying much and doing little, with a few exceptions. Weeks later, the ICC’s publicly stated commitment both floored and thrilled me. You can imagine the impact on the players. If only I could have been a fly on the wall in that meeting between Kirsty Coventry and Jay Shah, two of the most powerful people in world sport given the offices they occupy and the influence they have.

The captain of the Afghanistan women’s team, Nahida Sapan, told me such a commitment from the powerful and influential ICC would reverberate beyond the team itself.

‘This is really big news – not just for me, not just for the Afghan women’s cricket team, it’s very big and very surprising news for all Afghan women.’

Teammate Firooza Afghan – who once famously put on her joggers and ran from her home into Melbourne’s CBD to confront the president of the Afghanistan Cricket Board while he was dining in a restaurant where her sister worked – said she was determined ‘not to cry’ at the announcement, because this was a day that each and every female Afghan cricketer deserved to celebrate. ‘But we couldn’t help it,’ she said, wiping away her own tears.

More than 100 Afghan athletes from numerous sports, as well as a few of their family members, now call Australia home. Neil Fergus and his colleagues at Intelligence Risks are still organising papers, sponsorships and evacuations from Afghanistan more than four years after my initial call. He jokes with me often about my initial request to help two Paralympians, which suddenly became a few more athletes, then dozens more, then more than a hundred and still counting.

‘These people were not soft,’ Neil says. ‘These people knew, in most cases, they had one chance at a future. And the last people that got on the last RAAF flight out of Kabul, a woman with a three-year-old child, her phone went flat right at the last moment. ADF circled that airport and found them and held the last RAAF evacuation flight to put them on board. That woman and her child are now on their way to rejoin her husband.’ Neil’s voice trails off. It is raspy as he finishes his interview with me. ‘That’s what Australians do,’ he says.

A female karate instructor, her husband and three children were some of the others Neil helped. Three times they were turned away from approaching the airport. The third time, the Taliban shot at their car. They were convinced to try one last time. Their three-year-old daughter passed out in the moat from dehydration. But they made it through. All survived. They have a new life in Australia.

Neil had a codename for the rescue missions: Operation Dust in the Eyes. The reference was not to the desert sands of Afghanistan but to the human emotion of seeing others facing near-certain disaster and jumping in to help them. There were many tears quietly shed throughout the operation, quickly wiped away as a team of individuals worked frantically and tirelessly to save the women of Afghanistan.

At times like these, national flags and anthems are irrelevant; this is about a shared humanity. This is what sport is all about. This is why I love sport – it is about people, places, culture, politics, power, influence, tragedy and celebration. Sport has it all.



‘You should write a book.’ I’ve heard it a million times. ‘Why?’ I always ask.

‘Because you’re…’ And then people will add one of a bewildering array of adjectives. ‘Scary’, ‘funny’, ‘an enigma’, ‘eclectic’, ‘a woman of perspicacity’. (Perspicacity? I don’t even know what it means.)

‘You are such a strong advocate for women,’ some say, although I have never thought of myself that way. ‘You’re a disgrace to women everywhere,’ I am often told on social media, because I treat transgender people the same way I’d treat anybody else. I’ve been told I am a communist, a North Korean sympathiser. More than two decades ago, a newspaper labelled me ‘the Holmes wrecker’. Some people still think it’s funny to remind me of it. I don’t.

Professionally, I’ve also had all sorts of labels given to me, from ‘lightweight’ to ‘award-winning investigative journalist’ – to ‘sports reporter’ by an ABC who seemed to think sport is only important when there is not enough ‘real’ news to fill a bulletin. After one lengthy interview with someone at the centre of one of the many sporting sagas I’ve covered, these two responses summed up the reactions I got: ‘Wow, you really went after him, that was great,’ and, ‘Nice to hear him being given a fair hearing.’

People see what they want to see and hear what they want to hear. I try hard to see not what I want or expect but what is there, without filters. I try to see through dragonfly eyes – with their 360-degree view as they flit from this place to that. This is the journey I’d like you to have with me in these pages.

At the end of hot days in the Snowy Valleys, where we spend a lot of our time, Stan and I go for a swim in the rock pools at the old goldmine in Adelong. Most days there is an iridescent blue dragonfly that hovers about a foot from me. Dragonflies have been around for about 300 million years. They have seen it all. Native Americans such as the Hopi, Zuni and Navajo believe the insect symbolises maturity and pure water. It seeks to know what’s below the surface and beyond the horizon. It strips away negativity and provides hope. For the Japanese, dragonflies symbolise agility, courage and strength. They are often described as the souls of the ancestors. The Chinese associate dragonflies with good luck, prosperity and harmony. They also believe they are linked to the souls of dragons or messengers from the spiritual world. All of this resonates with me. The rock pools I swim in are the same ones my great, great grandfather from Fujian province travelled to. He was a doctor to the thousands of Chinese miners in the area. When I see that blue dragonfly, I think of him. I think of his adventures. I think of my own. And I think of how my journey has helped me to see the world with 360-degree eyes.

This journey-in-a-book will not be conventional. Those who are familiar with my work will know I don’t walk down the street in a straight line. I hover here, dart there, join the dots, trying to see the bigger picture in which each of us plays a part. Repetition bores the hell out of me, and I don’t tolerate negativity. I’d rather look forward than back, and I relish any opportunity to dive into waters unknown. More and more we are challenged to see the world as a black–white dichotomy. Don’t be trapped into believing it. The world is full of colour, even in its darkest hours.

This is not a book about sport; it is a book that uses sport as a lens through which we can interrogate the best and worst of us, because sport is the only international language that is capable of breaking down barriers.

I don’t have much to add to the record about being Australia’s first female presenter of a national sports program – the ABC’s flagship Grandstand – and the reaction from what at the time was an overwhelmingly male audience. And I don’t believe in revealing other people’s secrets – they are not mine to tell. Rather, this is a candid telling of the key people, places, events and ideas that have most influenced me. I hope it’ll help you see how I think about the world, and why sport has been central to it.

Sport was a natural fit as a career for me, although somewhat accidental.

As a kid, I was perfectly happy not talking – perhaps not an obvious qualification for a broadcaster. It’s not that I didn’t like to, I was just happy in silence. I still am today. On the other hand, I was always an observer, viewing life – including my own – from a distance. My mother was also the first to identify another characteristic unusual in my profession: she always told me when I was a kid, ‘Don’t ever lie, Tracey, because what you think is written all over your face.’ I know it. Often, I can tell by the reaction on other people’s faces that they can see what I am thinking. After watching some of my coverage of the Vancouver 2010 Winter Olympics, somebody even contacted me to say they’d noticed I wasn’t too enamoured with one of the guests I was talking to. They were right. The guest was not my choice but was forced on our coverage. I’ve tried hard not to be that obvious, but hey, this is me.

Mum did indulge something else that turned out to be a lifelong characteristic. Although my family was not religious at all, she taught me a little goodnight prayer to say as she tucked me in: ‘Now I lay me down to sleep,’ followed by ‘God bless –’ and I was supposed to say, ‘Mum, Dad and Jodi.’ (Jodi is my younger sister.) But my list was a little longer. I blessed the ants and the butterflies, the flowers, the fairies, the angels, the gardener, the ladies selling fruit out of their baskets on the streets, the man on the bus, the waves at the beach – everything I could recall from my world.

Mum would try to interrupt, ‘Okay, that’s enough –’

‘But I haven’t finished yet,’ I’d say, and keep going.

I have the same approach to my work in sports journalism. A game or match doesn’t happen in isolation. It is one point in a long journey that neither starts nor finishes when the whistle is blown. Whenever I can, I like to have a long-form conversation that draws out of my guest a complete story, going to places rarely explored, to gain a thorough understanding of who they are and why. I always hope that at the end of the conversation my voice could just as easily be completely omitted, edited out, documentary style. Former world heavyweight champion and Olympic boxing gold medallist George Foreman once said to me after an interview, ‘Hey lady, are you a psychologist? I feel like I’ve just got off the couch.’ Thankfully, he was laughing about it.

A Buddhist monk (whom we will meet again later) introduced me to the term re-cognising. Not recognising but re-cognising: always seeing everything as though for the first time. Over almost four decades, I have looked at our world afresh again and again through the prism of sport. Make no mistake: I am not a sports reporter. I have no interest in scores, injuries and start lists. At tomorrow’s press conference for whichever international tennis tournament is being played, you will hear players asked the same five questions that were being asked when Billie Jean King and Margaret Court were playing half a century ago. Round and round on the same boring loop they go. That has never been my thing. I always wanted to go deeper, often through the element of surprise.

Throughout my career, I have resisted the temptation to follow the lead of the loudest voice in the room. I try to look beyond passing bandwagons, to see what’s going on behind the scenes, who is pulling the strings, what are the motivations driving the media coverage and the developing narrative. Living, working and raising kids in other countries has given me a front-row seat for some of the world’s major political and social shifts. That unique position means my perspective is often at odds with the mainstream, which is trapped in a specific country or a particular sport. I must have been a salmon in a past life, since I’ve spent most of this one swimming upstream in the telling of a story, against the current of a media narrative. It’s often said that we shouldn’t mix sport and politics – I think the complete opposite.

People, politics, power, psychology – that’s what I love, and there is no better place to see those things played out every way, every day, than in the world of sport. It is dynamic, ever changing, both local and global, frustrating and beautiful. It is an emotion. It is a community and a culture. For some, sport really has replaced religion. It is also a business – and therefore can be the corruption of all these things.

Sport has been a particularly powerful lens through which to examine our attitudes to race and gender, and the media is the perfect vehicle to explore them. Racism is a disease we have not found a cure for, one which still threatens to destabilise our world. On gender, though, we may have turned a corner. When I started in what was a heavily male-dominated sports media world, while there was a degree of resistance (and still is in some parts), most of the experienced, talented men I worked with were happy to give invaluable advice when I asked. Men such as ABC Sports Editor Peter Longman, who was my producer at Grandstand, facilitated me exploring new ways of telling sports stories, encouraging me to use my own voice, giving me the space and time to grow my storytelling style, having my back when controversies arose.

And of course, now we are seeing more women’s sports on screen. The FIFA Women’s World Cup in 2023 got media attention across the board, in a way that had previously been reserved for Men’s World Cups only. And I was no longer the only female broadcaster on the coverage: the number of women has grown significantly as former women players now also commentate alongside the men.

For more than a decade, I have mentored young journalists and broadcasters from around the world. Many of them ask how I got here. The answer is simple: chance, a sense of adventure, a need to explore, an interest in all people and all cultures. Plus, I love what I do, which is why I have no problem working 18 hours a day or longer, for weeks on end. My family has grown used to it, and our kids learned from an early age to be self-sufficient; they had to be. I don’t look at what I do as a job; it’s a lifestyle choice. And it’s a choice I’m glad I made.






Part One First Stories





Dad

Adelong is magical.

It sits at the bottom of the Snowy Mountains, somewhere between the apple-growing town of Batlow, Gundagai’s Dog on the Tuckerbox, and the nearest city, Wagga Wagga.

When the sun starts to shift from the north, sliding into the south and turning winter into spring, the creek is clear, cold and full of the melting snow from a hundred or more kilometres away. It makes music as it runs over the rocks where the goldmine used to be. It’s where my great, great grandfather and his mates worked back in the 1850s after arriving on a boat from China.

In the autumn, the red, yellow and golden leaves fall from the hundreds of Chinese elms. You can watch them flutter down into the creek, washing downstream and disappearing into who knows where, just like the men who brought the trees here.

The day in 2021 that I returned from the COVID-impacted Tokyo Olympics and was escorted by the Australian Army from Sydney Airport into hotel quarantine at Circular Quay, I got a call saying my dad had had a stroke around 4:00 am and was in intensive care. Before he’d gone to bed, he’d packed his car with his tent, his billy can and his fishing gear, so he could get up early for the drive from Sydney to Adelong, back to the country he loved. He never made that trip.

This morning, I sat by the creek and listened to it for him. My dad, a surfer and sailor, loves the water. He loves the outdoors. He spent little of his life inside. Almost all of my memories of him involve long car trips into the country – in whichever country we were in – to go camping in search of the elusive perfect wave. He and I both like the quiet. We have no need to talk. We can just sit and be.

Right now, it’s the spring of 2024, and it’s my own bag that is packed and ready for a trip of a different kind that I will make to be with my father. I’m waiting for a call from one of the nurses at the home where my dad lies bedridden as he waits to draw his final breath. They’ve told me he doesn’t have long left. I’ve come to his place to get what I need before heading four hours back up the road to Sydney to sit with him as his breathing becomes slower and his eyes a little sadder. He’s not afraid of dying. He knows there is nothing left to live for. He told his nurses he didn’t want any more pills. He just wanted some fruitcake.

Last week, I told his older brother, my uncle Stork, that Dad wouldn’t be around much longer, so if he wanted to see him, now would be the time. He and his wife, Sue, made the long drive down from their home on the Gold Coast. They hadn’t seen Dad since before his stroke. The sight of my dad was going to be a shock: everyone remembers the surfer, the sailor, the skier, the tanned, fit, healthy guy who made his living shaping beautiful surfboards and crafting yachts in between his adventures. He’d make enough money to pay the rent, buy the food, put petrol in his second-hand car, and then take off again – over whichever horizon presented itself.

‘G’day,’ Uncle Stork said.

‘G’day,’ Dad quietly replied, with only his eyes moving.

‘Doesn’t look like you’ll be heading for a surf any time soon.’

‘Nah,’ Dad said. ‘Not until the swell comes up, anyway.’

The Holmeses are hilarious without ever trying to be. They are ratbags too. Rebels. Hillbillies. What’s another good word to describe them? True blue Aussies with Chinese heritage.

My mother is sitting downstairs, suddenly hit with her own grieving for a husband she divorced half my life ago. They’d already been separated for 18 years by the time of the divorce, with barely a word between them in all that time. She had been afraid if she divorced him earlier, he’d ask her to sell the house. It always made me laugh. My dad never wanted anything except to be in the outdoors. What use would he have for half a house?

When they split up, I was 14 and relieved. Since the age of about four, I remember thinking to myself, how did these two end up together? They were both good people but not good for each other. I knew they’d be happier out of each other’s orbit. My dad made a camp bed in a garden shed he built at the back of his mate’s place. Spooky, as his mate was called, was a hilarious Irish-Aussie married to an incredible South African woman, Wanda. Dad named his shed Linga Longa and that was home for the next 44 years. A few years back, the neighbours decided to put a pool in the backyard and realised that Linga Longa was partly on their property. Dad had to downsize, losing about a foot off his home and the length of his bed.

Once, after doing the Sydney to Hobart yacht race on the smallest boat in the fleet sometime in the early 2000s, he was sailing back to Sydney but didn’t arrive when expected. We hadn’t heard from him for a while. Then it was a while longer. Then it was months longer. Seven months later, Dad sailed into Manly. On his return trip from Hobart, the wind had been good and the days were beautiful, so he’d just kept going – up the New South Wales coast, past Queensland, across to the Solomons and an encounter with pirates. He hadn’t had a problem, though (with the pirates, anyway), because Dad had a way of relating to people from anywhere and making mates out of strangers, even dangerous types.

I think it’s a trait I inherited from him, learned during my early years in South Africa. It was there that I also discovered Dad had no interest in living his life dictated to by a clock or a calendar.

It was there in 1970, when I was around four and my sister was a newborn, I remember seeing Mum crying. It was probably my first memory of seeing her stressed. Dad hadn’t come home, and she didn’t know where he was. A few weeks later, he walked through the door like nothing had happened: he had been at the surfboard factory shaping boards when someone popped in to tell him how good the swell was about 800 kilometres down the road, so he locked up the factory, hopped into his Kombi van and went surfing for a few weeks. I can understand my mother’s stress. I can also understand my father’s wayfaring spirit. Something that annoys both him and me equally is any sense of being anchored or tethered to a place.

When Mum finally decided to register for a divorce and the papers arrived, she put them in her bag, wondering how to get them to Dad without having to see him. The same afternoon, she drove to the mall to pick up some groceries. For the first time in decades, their paths crossed, outside Whitworth’s marine and leisure store, where Dad had gone to buy some sailing gear.

‘G’day,’ he said.

‘I’ve got something for you,’ she replied, extracting the divorce papers from her bag and handing them to him.

He unfolded the document, saw what it was, and said, ‘I suppose counselling’s out the question?’

When she told me the story, I cracked up. That’s how the Holmeses are. My mother did not appreciate the humour, even after all those years.



Back in the late ’70s, when we came back to Australia from years spent living in South Africa and Hawaii, we took a trip down Adelong way to visit my dad’s Aunty Daphne, his mother’s sister. Mum and Dad decided to take her into Batlow, to the Big Apple, for dinner. My sister, Jodi, and I stayed at Aunty Daph’s little cottage. I was about 11; Jodi would’ve been about seven. Around sunset, there was a knock at the door. When I opened it, there were two men standing there who looked like they’d just come down from the mountains. Big smiles, wrinkled features, a tooth or two missing here and there.

‘Are you Darryl’s kids?’ the older man asked.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘I’m his father. I’m your grandfather,’ replied the older man.

‘I’m his half-brother. I’m your half-uncle,’ said the other man, beaming from ear to ear.

We’d never met Dad’s dad. Didn’t even know his name (it was Leonard), didn’t even know he was alive. We’d never heard Dad talk about his father. All we knew was that at some point when Dad and his older brother, John (my uncle Stork), and younger brother, Gary, were little, their mum fled with them from the outskirts of Batlow to Manly Beach, in Sydney. Idy (Iris) worked two jobs to keep food on the table, starting early in a newsagency and finishing late after cleaning the Cardinal’s Palace, part of St Patrick’s Seminary at North Head. The boys ran amok. Cheeky and entrepreneurial.

They decided amongst themselves that school was optional. Don’t ask me how, but when my dad was about eight and Uncle Stork about ten, they learned how to make fake coins with a mould. The fake money would turn black after about 24 hours. They’d make their coins overnight, and then in the morning, instead of going to school, they’d catch the ferry to town and hop on the train to Parramatta. On the return trip, they’d get off at as many stations as they could to put their fake coins into cigarette machines. Then they’d place the cigarettes into their shoulder bags to sell at Balgowlah Boys High School once the afternoon bell rang. The real money that had been taped onto the cigarette packages as change would be in their pockets, along with what the boys paid them – a reward after a hard day’s work.

They’d saved enough money to head into Kings Cross one afternoon to buy a couple of rifles from a pawn shop. Who sells guns to a couple of ratbag kids who should’ve been at school? This was Sydney in the early 1950s, and the Holmeses were not only streetwise, they could also tell a good story. Good enough to convince a greedy shop owner that handing over a couple of weapons to minors was okay.

When school holidays rolled around, the boys would go back to Kunama, outside Batlow to be on the farm with Idy’s father, Joseph; it was the place they called home. Joseph had married war bride – Alice Selina Trett, a nurse – he met when he was in London recovering from fighting in World War I. He owned a farm by then, but before the war, he worked with his own father down at the Adelong goldmine. In the war, he fought as Joseph Holmes. At the goldmine, he had been known as Joseph Lin, Junior. He and his siblings had changed their name to Holmes so they weren’t teased so much at school for being half Chinese. Holmes was the name of their mother’s first husband, who had died before she had kids with Joseph Lin, Senior.

When Joseph and Alice had their three children, including my grandmother Idy, their surname was Holmes. When my dad was born, his last name was Colless. Uncle Stork was Leonard John Colless, Junior, named after his father. When my grandmother bailed to Manly with the boys, she told them their name wasn’t Colless anymore, it was Holmes. And Uncle Stork was told he wasn’t Leonard anymore, either: he would now be known as John.

My sister and I didn’t know any of this when the two men appeared at Aunty Daph’s door. (In fact, we didn’t learn about it until we were into our 50s. And even then, things weren’t entirely clear – there was a rumour that our grandfather Leonard wasn’t actually a Colless but maybe a Bates or something else entirely.) We certainly had no idea who Leonard Colless was when he introduced himself to us.

‘Where is your dad?’ Leonard asked.

‘He’s at the Big Apple,’ I said.

‘All right, we’ll call in there and see him. Get your dad to bring you kids down to the apple cannery where I work, and I’ll show you around.’

‘Okay.’

My Grandfather and half-uncle drove to the restaurant. As Mum tells it, Aunty Daph started kicking her under the table, and when Mum looked towards the door, she saw two men walking in their direction – and knew immediately the older one must have been Dad’s dad. She’d never met him before either. Aunty Daph gave Leonard the evil eye as he approached my father from behind. He put his hand on his son’s shoulder, and for the second time that night, introduced himself: ‘Darryl, I’m your father.’

My dad was eating soup. He
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