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			Writer’s note

			He’s a complex man, Kieran Read. He’s at once everything you expect him to be and nothing like you imagined. Yes, he is an All Blacks captain, which is of course an honour and a privilege, not to mention a massive responsibility and a heavy burden, but he is also just a humble Kiwi lad who fell in love with sport and forged a remarkable rugby career from a childhood dream.

			I have known Kieran for many years, though of course I now know him a lot better than I used to. Throughout the writing of this book he was always open, thoughtful, honest and emotionally revealing. He was a kid in a hurry, as his earliest recollections of sibling rivalry well show, and because of that he has remained impatient for success and hardwired to constantly prove his worth to himself and to others. In the following pages I am sure you will gain an insight into that intense personal drive.

			Professional athletes all share a blazing ambition to succeed, and Kieran is no different. As a player, his record speaks for itself. In his 127 tests for New Zealand, Kieran started and finished in more than 100. That statistic alone illustrates his enormous value to the team and his equally enormous physical capability. Furthermore, only two players — Richie McCaw and Keven Mealamu — boast more test caps and more test victories. The 2019 Rugby World Cup was Kieran’s opportunity to surpass Sean Fitzpatrick on the list of captain’s appearances in All Blacks tests too. As the saying goes, you are judged by the company you keep.

			It would be easy to assume that everything has come to Kieran as a matter of course, as if all he has achieved was somehow preordained. The real story is not so simple. In fact, if anything this is a record of the immense physical and mental challenges he has faced and overcome on the way to becoming one of the game’s modern-day giants. He has done it all with his family by his side, even when the rough and rutted road was his to walk alone, and that connection reveals much of his humility, character and vulnerability.

			Ultimately, Kieran’s place in the order of all things All Blacks will be for others to judge, but what is not up for debate is the fact this is the story of a good man with a big heart and a bottomless well of determination and resilience who never lost sight of the Kiwi kid within. 

			As always, many thanks go to publishers Warren Adler and Kevin Chapman who continue to amaze me with their faith. To Kieran, Bridget and the entire Read family, thank you for your support and for trusting me with your story. All the love goes to my own family, who make everything possible.

			Scotty Stevenson

			November 2019
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			In the end . . .

			The tears stopped on Monday, but the hurt refused to leave. I doubt there is a hole deep enough to bury it. There will be days to come this week, and next, and then the month after that, and maybe in a couple of years, when I will trip over some jagged, rusting edge of it and open afresh a wound that refuses to fully heal. That’s the way defeat works, especially when all I had thought about for four years was victory.

			The tears stopped on Monday and frustration filled the void. We sat slumped in the All Blacks team room, in a forest of Tokyo high rises, where two days after the semi-final of the 2019 Rugby World Cup we reviewed the game. Okay, let’s be honest here: we reviewed the loss. In every frame, a missed opportunity; in every clip an alternate reality: a technicolour tragedy rendered in slow motion serving first to magnify regret and then to strengthen resolve. We watched in disbelief to begin with, a room of shaking heads and downcast faces.

			And then we snapped out of it.

			‘Are you happy, Daddy?’ That was all my little boy Reuben had wanted to know the day before, which was the day after: my 34th birthday, my toughest night as All Blacks captain. He had looked up at me, his tight curls of hair as blond as pine shavings tumbled around his cheeky face, and I had smiled then and thought I was. Right in that moment, I was. Pain comes in waves, though, and Monday had been tough again. The review had made it tougher still — the honesty, the clarity, the sheer ease with which we could see things then that on Saturday had been so uncharacteristically hidden from view. We had to draw a line under it, then and there. We were lucky to have one more chance that week to show what we could do. We had one more chance to play for our country.

			My body was wrecked after the England test. I had run further in the game than in all but a handful of test matches before. The usual aches and pains taunted me, taking turns with all-new areas of interest and inflammation to protest against a full range of movement. Movement, however, was what was required. We needed to move forward, to accept that what might have been will never compete with what was. On Monday night we drew a line in the sand. Yes, a semi-final loss was a long way from what we had wanted, but there was no do-over. We had been beaten, fairly and squarely, and now we had one more game left. It would be my last.

			The laughs started on Tuesday. I had invited the boys of New Zealand operatic trio SOL3 MIO to the hotel and they spent the evening singing for us and bringing the house down with their jokes. It was a classic night, one that was very much needed by all of us. In those few hours together, I think we began to remember what was important: being around the people you cared about and appreciating everything that went with being a part of this famous team. On Wednesday that notion was reinforced when all the families came for dinner with us. The same people who four days earlier had been there to console us were back to their encouraging best. Across those two evenings, we rediscovered our emotional centre. We knew then that we had to enjoy the few days we had left. By the final Thursday training run, we were thinking only of what was in front of us: we had a test match to play, against Wales.

			There was something else, too. The messages of support we received during the week were overwhelming. I had been so disappointed for everyone after the semi-final, for the team and for myself, yes, but also for the many thousands of fans who wanted us to deliver them another title. I had carried that weight with me over those first few days, but with each new email, or text, or phone call, the burden was eased. There had also been an incredible gift: the Minister for Sport and Recreation, the Hon. Grant Robertson, presented Steve Hansen and me with taiaha on behalf of the government as we prepared to say goodbye to the team we both loved. It was a humbling gesture, and a taonga that will hold pride of place in my home.

			On Friday, 1 November, I gave my final pre-match talk. The guys will tell you I almost lost it, and they’re probably right. It was hard not to be emotional in that moment, but the tears had been used up. ‘Do it for yourself, do it for your mates, and do it for the people closest to you — those you really care about.’ I think in all honesty I was talking to myself more than anyone. A few moments later, I led the team out onto Tokyo Stadium, smiling, just as I had at the coin toss alongside Alun Wyn Jones, the great Welsh captain. He had smiled back. ‘Well, mate, what the hell are we doing here?’ I asked him, ruefully and rhetorically. It was his 143rd test match that night, making him the northern hemisphere’s most capped international. A man of great integrity and immense talent, Alun Wyn had been a sensational rival over many years. To stand there next to a captain of his class was an honour, and that moment brought fresh perspective. Yes, we were playing a day earlier than both of us had hoped, but how lucky we were to lead our teams in a test match. ‘You said it, not me,’ came his cheeky response.

			When the team was named early in the week and TJ Perenara had been given a rest, I knew I would be leading the haka. Only once before had that honour fallen to me and I felt an enormous sense of pride that I would get to act as kaea in my last appearance in black. We chose ‘Ka Mate’, only because it was still us. It felt right for the night for how we wanted to represent ourselves and the jersey and all who had come before. I had come to truly appreciate the significance of the haka, especially in the last few years. It was more than tradition for me — it had become a portal to a new world of learning, and that had made me a better person.

			The Welsh lined up on halfway and accepted the challenge. We knew what we wanted to do and what we needed to do, and we also knew that they were as motivated as us. Yes, we were saying goodbye to our coach, but so were they. We knew they would give it everything they had. Unfortunately for them, their all would not be enough. Over the next 80 minutes, everything that didn’t work the week before suddenly clicked into place. The sight of Joe Moody sprinting 30 metres to score the first try was one to savour. Beauden Barrett did Beauden Barrett things to score the second. Ben Smith — surely one of the classiest players in history — chimed in with a double that only he could have manufactured. My mate Ryan Crotty got served up a Sonny Bill special. Richie Mo’unga finished the job.

			The smile stayed on my face for the entire game and when Wayne Barnes blew the final whistle, I felt an enormous rush of pride. Six days earlier I hadn’t been able to look my teammates in the eye, but now I took everything in. It all felt hyper-real, the green of the grass, the glare of the lights, the noise from the crowd, the satisfaction on the faces of my mates who had done this with me one last time. One last time.

			Through the chaos I found Bridget and the kids and one by one they joined me on the field where they ran around laughing and having the time of their lives. Everywhere I looked there were children giggling and playing, some dressed in black and others dressed in red. We stood there waiting for the presentation, chatting away with each other and with the men we had defeated. It felt like we were all back on the club field having played for the love of it alone. Maybe that was what we had just done that night. Played for the love of the game, and for each other. Could I think of a better way to finish? Sure, a little gold cup would have been a nice addition, but in those minutes after the match, my cup was full.

			One last press conference. One last shower. One last beer in the sheds with the men I admire. What a pleasure it had been to captain them. We left the stadium and boarded the bus for the drive back to the team hotel, each of us feeling the satisfaction of victory. For some of us — Ryan Crotty, Ben Smith, Sonny Bill Williams, Matt Todd and me — it would be our last. We knew that before the game. We had each been given the chance to go out on our terms. I looked around the bus, a beer in hand, smiling still, and hoped that others would have the opportunity to be a part of this team for as long as I had been.

			I felt time slipping away. I think a part of me wanted to hold on to these final hours forever, even though I had made my peace with letting go. I sat in the vast lobby of the Conrad Hotel and gathered my thoughts. Upstairs, hundreds of family and friends had gathered to celebrate the end of the tournament and the end of this All Blacks team’s time together. We would always be bonded by the brotherhood forged in the furnace of international rugby, but this team’s era would soon be over. That was always the way it was with the All Blacks: the desire to succeed remained the only thing that never changed. The cast was a revolving one. My time on stage had come to an end, all the lines written and performed.

			I took a long sip on a can of cold Japanese beer. The body was beginning to ache again, but that would pass. It always did. Enjoy this, I told myself. Get yourself up those stairs and hold your wife, and hang out with your mum and dad, and your brother. Treasure the drinks and the laughs with them, and with all the other families. They are yours, too. They are the people who make us what we are, and who support us through it all. They’re the ones who feel the pain like we do and feel the same pride. And, hell, be proud. You’ve done all right, mate. You gave it your best, and that has to be all you can ask. You had a dream and you chased it, and you chased it with everything you could muster.

			It had all been amazing, really. I had been given the chance to represent my country in 127 test matches. I had won my first, and I had won my last, and I’d won 105 in between. I had gone the distance in 106 of those tests and led the side in 52. That was the simple accounting of it all, but numbers alone don’t do justice to the story . . .
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			A drive

			It always feels like rush hour when you’re standing next to a motorway, watching the processional convoy of economic progress droning its way north to south or south to north, filling six lanes of blacktop with the constant throb of agitated engines and restless souls. Even on Saturday mornings, when the city offices were closed for the weekend and the winter mists had pegged themselves to the Bombay Hills and hung across Auckland’s southern green belt, the cars and trucks sped by, the constancy of their sound punctuated only by the sharp, angry blast of a horn or the descending bass scale of an engine brake.

			I used to stand and watch them all go by on those Saturday mornings when I was just a wee lad, and now I stand and I watch again as an adult, as the dusk descends on a Wednesday night in January, and the minutes, and hours, and days and weeks and months tick by to the 2019 Rugby World Cup in Japan and the headlights start to outshine the summer sun draining away through the haze in the west. It will all come to an end, soon, this rugby story. I don’t want to think about endings. Instead I think back through the years and ponder the faces that once peered from their windows and shared with us Southside boys a split second of our game in progress on the Drury playing fields, beside the southern motorway. We were a small part of their journey then, a snapshot of Kiwi kids’ life on the furrowed outer arc of Auckland’s radiating suburbs, a brief distraction from their road trip. From where? To where? These are essentially the only questions that roads ever answer: where did you start? And where do you want to go?

			This is where I started. On the muddy fields beside Auckland’s arterial connection with the south. It was all rugby back then, but nowadays the goalposts have largely given way to goals with nets and these same fields foster football more than they do footy. I stand in the potholed and puddling car park watching the cars whizz by and wondering where the time went. It feels like forever ago that I once rushed from Dad’s car out to my mates all huddled on the sideline and ready for kick-off. It feels like only yesterday. I think about that short distance I have travelled and the many miles my body has clocked along the way, and with that thought in my head I get in a friend’s car and pull out of that car park headed for a drive down everyone’s favourite road: memory lane.

			Papakura is just north of the Drury sportsgrounds along Great South Road, or the next exit off the motorway if you’re travelling that way. It was once a roadside stop that became a town that became a city that morphed into a district before it was swallowed whole by Auckland’s grand Supercity scheme. Papakura grew along the edge of that Great South Road, Sir George Grey’s ambitious nineteenth-century military-minded public work scheme to connect Auckland with the thought of war and to allow passage for troops and supplies to the real action in the Waikato. War never did crest the Bombay Hills and Papakura was left to find other ways to define itself. It always felt to me like it was happy in its own vibe, a place that was quite content to be itself despite its obvious connection to greater Auckland. I liked that about the place. I like it still. Even now I think it retains a certain level of autonomy despite the fact it is being rapidly ingested by the Supercity’s insatiable urban sprawl.

			Terry and Marilyn Read called Papakura home and won the food bill booby prize when they got lumped with three boys. Gareth came first, followed by me a couple of years later, and Mark four years after that. Being younger than Gareth and me, Mark was on his own tour through childhood and adolescence, but Gareth and I were constantly engaged in the kind of fraternal benchmarking that invariably ended in arguments, property damage or tears. On many occasions it ended in all three. Gareth revelled in his role of tormentor-in-chief, running the spectrum from simmering older sibling to short-fused psychopath. In turn, I threw myself into my one key brotherly function: to move him from the former end of that spectrum to the latter in the quickest possible time. It was the easiest job of my life.

			We lived on a classic suburban cul-de-sac called Kavanagh Place close to Great South Road, its 20 homes an eclectic mix of three decades of architectural experimentation which lent the entire street a quintessentially Kiwi pick-and-mix sentimentality. It was one of those streets that was always perfumed by flowering shrubs or freshly clipped grass or the evaporating oils of scruffy conifers on late summer afternoons, as if it was an advertisement for 1980s potpourri. If it looked and smelled as Kiwi as they came, then it certainly sounded that way too. The ‘Kavanagh Crew’, comprised of every mildly adventurous kid on the street with a sporting bone in his or her body, and a fully functional larynx, made sure of that.

			The dead-end street gets a bad rap if you ask me. Kavanagh Place on weekday afternoons and long weekend days was the ultimate all-weather playing surface. It didn’t matter what the game was — roller hockey, skateboard races, original compositions fashioned from the basic rules of AFL, touch rugby, cricket, tennis, football — if it could be played for points and for ultimate victory then we were into it. One house had a front garden filled with pumice stones, which we used to chalk out the field of play boundaries on the asphalt for whatever game had been agreed upon. No one had ever bothered building a fence so balls kicked or hit into backyards were always easily retrievable. We made as much noise as we needed to and never got told off. Traffic was never a problem. Looking back, it never struck any of us as strange that our parents would tell us to ‘go play on the road’.

			If none of the neighbours were available, there was always a healthy appetite for a Read brothers’ duel. Games between Gareth and me could last all weekend or stretch through the holiday weeks. Neither of us ever wanted to lose, but I think I was that much more obsessed with winning. It was never just a game for me when it came to a one-on-one with Gareth. It was a proving ground, a study in self-worth. I had to beat him. There was a simple reason for this, one that does not require deep psychological evaluation: I knew I couldn’t win the fight so I had to win the game. Problem was, if things got tight or there was a dispute over the rules, there inevitably would be a fight. And, just as inevitably, I would get beaten up. I couldn’t count now the times I took the short march to the house licking my wounds and wiping away the tears after yet another hiding at the hands of my brother. What I do know is there were always a few tears left for my Mum’s benefit. And don’t start judging me. All younger brothers know this: if you’re going to take a beating, at least make sure you get some form of revenge through parental sympathy.

			This was the way things went with us for years. We would start a game, do our utmost to outlast each other, argue over a rule and finally come to blows. I swear some of the neighbours probably had stopwatches on us and could pick the exact moment when the intense competitiveness would boil over into open violence. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that I would never say no to a challenge. If Gareth spent an hour occupying the cricketing crease, I would not rest until I could do the same. If he could kick a spiral punt over the tall tree on the last bend of the street, I would practise until I could too. If he started running faster, I would train until I could keep up. In fact, I would train until I could outrun him. Come to think of it, that was probably more about survival than any competitive drive.

			When we weren’t engaged in a sporting pretext for bloodshed, my circadian rhythm revolved around finding new and improved ways to provoke Gareth’s outrage. I recall on one occasion I arrived home from school early and lined up an arsenal of water balloons on the balcony that overlooked our driveway, hiding from view until I heard him clomping up the concrete. Before he could take evasive action, I launched my elevated assault, soaking him to the bone and sending him into a death spiral of anger. I knew I could outrun him and, after a chase that lasted much of the next hour, he must have finally cottoned on to this notion too. In lieu of belting me he punched a hole through the wall of the house. Things truly peaked some weeks later when, after another protracted and adrenaline-filled pursuit, he cornered me in the rumpus room, collared me, and proceeded to throw me head-first through a window. Remarkably, I came away from the incident without a scratch.

			In spite of his many fratricidal attempts on my life, Gareth largely tolerated my existence. He was stuck with me, really, because everything he did, I wanted to do too. There is little doubt that my drive was shaped in large part by my need to compete with him, and because I was always competing with him, I was also competing with his friends. As such, I never felt any fear when it came to playing sports with or against older, bigger kids. In fact, I couldn’t wait to get among the action and to prove I was worthy of their company and their respect. I think back now to that time and realise how blessed I was to have that attitude then and to have parents who never once tried to dissuade me from mixing it with the older boys, even though they were likely certain there would be a few tears along the way.

			Sport was everything to me. I would much rather be outside running about or kicking a ball than sitting inside on the gaming console. As it was, Gareth had dominion over our PlayStation anyway and, on the rare occasions I showed interest in playing, took great pleasure in making me wait so long for a turn that I would lose my will and head off to find one of the Kavanagh Crew to do something else with instead. I like to imagine that he had my best interests at heart, that he was teaching me a valuable lesson about the dangers of a sedentary lifestyle, but he was probably just being an asshole. Either way, it got me outside where I could enjoy the number one privilege of so many New Zealand kids: the freedom to roam.

			Kavanagh Place was in the Opaheke suburb of Papakura, if you could call it a suburb at all. In fairness, it was first listed as an independent suburb in 1989 and its newfound status lasted all but a few months before the classification was revoked and Opaheke was once again considered simply a part of the Papakura district. To be perfectly frank, no one who lived there ever cared about that and nor would anyone still living there really care for its one remaining geopolitical distinction, that being it is the southernmost tip of the Auckland metropolitan area. To us kids it was simply a rabbit warren of walkway short cuts between avenues, dead-end streets and quiet cul-de-sac roads, all of which combined to form a masterpiece of topographical confusion that ensured no first-time visitor would ever find the right house before circumnavigating the entire area at least 17 times.

			Papakura was a strangely tough location to navigate by car. Its arterial roads merged around the town cemetery before magically multiplying and splitting off into what felt like every imaginable direction: out to Red Hill and the Hunua Ranges in the east, Clevedon in the north-east, East Tamaki in the north, Drury in the south . . . and all of this was further complicated by the railway that ran through the middle of the town. Like all places bisected by train lines, there was always a right and a wrong side of the tracks, but as kids we were never truly cognisant of the subtle class distinction, and because of that we grew up seeing ethnic and cultural diversity as the norm, rather than the exception. In this respect, Opaheke School was a perfect representation of the population, and a quintessentially Kiwi primary. The only problem was my mum sometimes worked as a relief teacher there, and when she did I would suffer through my irrational juvenile embarrassment by finding somewhere to hide.

			I was blessed to have attended a school like that, really. To be able to walk from home and back with my mates, creating myriad kinds of mischief along the way. There was no uniform, and shoes were an optional extra. While Nirvana was busy releasing Nevermind, I was wandering the streets of Papakura in hand-sewn clothes carrying my packed lunch and wondering why all the other kids got bags of chips while we, without so much as a grain of gratitude, always had to make do with a slice of home baking and a ham sandwich. Many was the interval during which I pined for a packet of salt and vinegar chips or even a bag of Rashuns. I should have known that Mum had my best interests at heart; she and Dad always did, and that was a good thing as I seem to recall spending much of my childhood in tears. Maybe I was just that kind of kid, a bit of a sensitive soul who needed to find an outlet for the excess emotion. That outlet was destined to be sport.

			I drive past the school now and the memories flood back, of escapades on the fields on summer afternoons filled with the noise of boisterous kids whose dreams and aspirations escaped with them from the classroom and ran with them on the sun-dried grass. Just down the road the old golf course is fenced off and closed for good awaiting some ambitious future development, its fairways now rough and its rough now a tangle of weeds and trees: the dereliction of time. I turn corners and swing through roundabouts and head past the cemetery and over the railway tracks, passing Massey Park where on sports afternoons they would let the Rosehill College kids out one side and the Papakura High School kids out the other lest surplus scores still needed settling. I turn onto the main street with its eclectic mix of takeaway bars with names like ‘Grumpy’s’ and ‘Lucky Day’, and dollar shops and chain stores, bars and gaming rooms. The ‘Mainly Men’ hair salon is still there at the southern end of the strip, dispensing fades and fads. The Edmund Hillary Library is a few doors down dispensing fact and fiction.

			In the descending darkness the cars stream past under the pale glow of the halogen streetlights, people are leaving work or coming home, suburban life is lit in kitchen windows and lounges illuminated by television news. I follow the traffic out of the town centre and along Great South Road, retracing my route back past the Drury playing fields and then turning west through the Karaka countryside towards the edge of the Manukau Harbour and to Mum and Dad. I know these roads, the blind corners and the narrow straights. I know the distances between the landmarks, even in the half light. I could tell you about those 3-kilometre runs between the rutted entrance to the family land and the third wooden power pole on Ellett Road. Home calls. Always. In the wall oven there will be a shoulder of lamb cooking and Mum’s special roast vegetables will need to be turned. Dad will have a beer in his hand and his backside in a recliner. In the garage will be three decades of three boys and their games and the things they have left behind. On the walls inside, the story of us. I can’t wait to get there now, back to home and to a delicious dinner and to the easy company of my parents. Things are only going to get more manic, more pressurised, in the coming weeks. It is less than nine months until I am expected to lead my national side to a Rugby World Cup victory. I need this one night to remind myself of how that came to be. I need this one moment to remember that at the end of it all, I am just another Kiwi kid. I needed this drive to remind myself of where I am from — and how far I still have to go.
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			Bruiser’s gift

			My back is not right. My hamstring hurts, and my left leg feels like it’s made of lead. It’s now the end of January and I can’t sit in the same spot for long before I have to reposition myself. I am having a glass of red wine after gate-crashing a mate’s family dinner and devouring most of their roast chicken, much to the delight of his kids who I don’t think have ever had an All Black arrive at their dining table after a day of fitness and strength testing. It’s been more than a year since I first developed my herniated disc and the nerve issues that went with it, and still the ache has not yet fully subsided. I’m still cursing that gorgeous December day a few weeks back when I threw my back out throwing a goddamn frisbee, but we’ll come to that later. What I do know now is that I am starting to wonder if I need to re-evaluate just where I am physically. I am starting to wonder whether I am going to make it through this year at all.

			Only 24 hours before I had been in much brighter spirits, gathering for the first of the year’s ‘foundation days’ with the rest of the boys in Auckland. I caught myself smiling during short moments of reflection, thinking that there were not going to be too many days left at the Heritage Hotel, our ‘home away from home’ during the All Blacks season. I felt like I knew every inch of the place, every creak of the old wooden floors, every angle of the city surrounding us, the short cuts in the service elevators, the way old black-and-white photos on hallway walls always look hopeful. It was great to see the guys arrive and to acknowledge, maybe with a sudden onset of sentimentality, how much I enjoyed being a part of this remarkable club.

			There is a special, contagious kind of energy created by the group on that first day of any new All Blacks season. It is a nervous energy, born of the fact we all know we are about to be placed under the microscope of the strength and conditioning staff, but I loved the feeling of being plugged in to it, as if every part of me was instantly recharged purely by proximity. I needed that hit because the morning brought with it a good old-fashioned beep test and the afternoon comprised a hefty weights session and a full body scan. There is nowhere to hide on days like this, and it was encouraging to note that no one had shirked their fitness work over the short summer break.

			When I am training or active my back doesn’t seem to give me much bother, and already over the last month I have been able to load up in ways I was never able to during last season. When I am at rest, though, or when I have time just to sit and think about it, it is a constant irritation, and it is starting to wreak havoc on my mental state. I know my time in New Zealand and with the Crusaders and the All Blacks is coming to a close. I know now that I have a finite period to get through. Knowing that gives me some comfort at least. I haven’t told the doctors or physiotherapists too much about the ongoing problem. I have just told them that I can still get out there and do what I have to do.

			My disc is obviously completely buggered, a misshapen abomination, really. I have to accept that. But what I can’t accept is that it might prevent me from achieving what I want to achieve, to win a third Rugby World Cup. I know I must not think that way; we have been taught time and again to not allow that kind of negativity to pollute our minds. Acknowledge the problem, sure, but then believe in overcoming it. That is how we have long been conditioned to think, but even so there have been too many days lately during which I am struggling to see the finish line. I just want to get rid of this doubt. I just want to remember what it was like to play without pain and with confidence; what it was like not to feel a jolt down my spine every time I tie my bootlaces . . .

			——————————————————————————

			I still remember the first pair of rugby boots I ever owned. They were given to me by my grandfather, Arthur Lionel ‘Bruiser’ Read, and I cherished them. Every week I would come home from Thursday practice and head straight to the big laundry tub where I would scrub off every last bit of mud caked on them and leave them that night in front of the fire to dry. The next night I would sit in front of that same fireplace and nugget them up until they looked like new. Those boots were the tools of my trade and my dad had told me I should always take care of the tools of my trade. I would follow that routine right up until I started professional rugby, only stopping because we never trained or played in the mud.

			Bruiser died when I was still in intermediate school and so never had the chance to see just how far that first pair of boots would take me. Mary, his wife and my nana, still watches every single game from the edge of her seat in her home on the edge of Stratford, and she will chat about rugby with anybody she bumps into. My maternal grandma Magdalene Harper, who lost her husband — my grandpa Norman — several years after Bruiser’s passing, was still driving herself from Timaru to Christchurch for Crusaders home games well into her eighties. These wonderful women have followed me every step of the way and their support and love has been a constant source of comfort for me throughout my career, but it was Bruiser’s gift that marks the starting point of this rugby story. Bruiser’s gift, and my tears.

			I cried until they let me play. That’s at least how my parents remember it. Gareth was six and I was four and the only way to stop me bawling was to let me be a part of the same rugby team he was in. Even at that early age I just wanted to be out there testing myself against the older boys and doing the same things my big brother got to do. My parents wanted peace, and I wanted to play, and so the solution seemed pretty obvious to all involved: I got to play. I loved it immediately and could hardly wait for those winter Saturday mornings when I would pack my freshly shined boots in my bag and jump in Dad’s car for the short drive to the game.

			Winter was for rugby and summer was for cricket, and the story was the same for both. If Gareth was playing cricket, I wanted to be in the team too. So it went for my parents — and for my brother — for my entire childhood, and when there was no cricket or rugby, there was athletics instead. Mum and Dad were the ultimate backers of our sporting pursuits and Dad, especially, was right into it. A surveyor by trade and a quiet, diligent man who has never wasted a word in his life, Dad’s language was sport, and he loved analysing it. Mum and Dad both played sport for the love of it, and they watched it with a wonderful passion. They imbued all three of us boys with that same passion but never once put any pressure on us to perform or to win. They instilled in us the joy of getting out there and giving it your absolute best every single time.

			I must have been doing that, because by the time I had reached the final year of primary school I was invited to my first Counties trial. It was for the Goldfields team, an under-45-kilogram side and most of the other kids there were at least a couple of years older than me. Dad obviously didn’t have a lot of faith in me making the team because on the way there he told me that if I was selected he would buy me an authentic All Blacks replica jersey, in those days made by Canterbury out of a material that could hold at least ten litres of water before it started to drip. It was a rare misstep from the old man. He should have known that nothing motivates a kid like the thought of an All Blacks jersey and, much to his surprise and cost, I made the team. I think I wore that jersey until it fell off me in pieces.

			That Goldfields team was my first experience of representative rugby and I loved every second of it. I was pretty much a mute for the entire tournament — given the age difference between me and most of the boys there was some disconnect between what I was thinking about and their nascent pubescent preoccupations — but I enjoyed the challenge of taking on teams we all knew were better than us and matching up against the older kids. Was I a fearless kid? No. But sport had a transformative effect on me. Once I was out there, on the field or on the pitch, I didn’t care how big, how fast or how old the opposition was. I backed my instincts and tore into it.

			I started to make representative teams on a regular basis after that, but I became somewhat of a club nomad. When I started at intermediate school we moved out of Papakura to a lifestyle block in Te Hihi, on the scruffy southern edge of the Manukau Harbour. The Drury club could no longer muster enough players so I went to play for Karaka instead, which was only a few kilometres down the road from the new family home and where I spent my summers playing cricket. It was a small side and after a handful of grading games we were dumped in the lowest grade. Two games into the season my coach asked me to play fullback and to take it a bit easy as I was hurting other kids. It was anathema to me, the concept of holding back on a footy field. I was out there to win and the only way to win was to play as hard as I could. I absolutely hated it.

			My dad could see that I was going to have a tough time keeping up the charade and so I joined the Papakura club instead. The team was comprised mainly of Polynesian boys with a couple of Palagi ring-ins, of which I was one, and I think it is safe to say that year was when rugby got serious for me. We played in a decent grade and came up against some massive kids. I was an outsider in the team, but all that mattered to me was the rugby, which wasn’t exactly complicated. The only move that seemed to matter was the classic ‘on the burst’, and I ended up being the kid who put his hand up to take down whoever the opposition threw at us. I delighted in being the one who was prepared to put his body on the line. There was no better feeling than sizing up the biggest kid on the field and sending him into reverse.

			I loved those few years playing at Papakura, my seasons defined by club and representative commitments, the damp, dark winter mornings giving way to bright summer afternoons, the boots swapped for the bat, the boy becoming a teenager. When rugby and cricket weren’t dominating my thinking, I would be at Massey Park competing in athletics against my friend and future rugby rival Onosai Auva’a. I loved athletics and was more nervous before a meet than I was before any rugby or cricket match, but with two sports already taking up most of my time my father eventually offered me a choice: I could have a new pair of spikes or a new cricket bat — but I couldn’t have both. I chose the bat.

			I couldn’t blame my dad for wanting me to cut back on my sporting commitments. He and Mum had enough on their plates ferrying me to all the various rugby and cricket trainings and games, and my demands didn’t end there. On winter weekend afternoons there was only one place I wanted to be: on the bank at Pukekohe watching the Steelers play. Man, I loved watching that team — Jonah and Joeli in full flight, a tough-as-teak pack with the likes of Jim Coe and Errol Brain and Glen Marsh scrapping in the mud, an intoxicating style of rugby that we all wanted to emulate. Gareth and I would make massive homemade signs and hold them up for the television cameras, and later we would drive home talking excitedly about the moves we had seen. For two magical years — 1996 and 1997 — the Steelers went all the way to the final but came up short on both occasions. I harboured an irrational hatred for Canterbury for many years after Jim Coe broke his ankle in the 1997 final at Lancaster Park. Funny how things work out . . .

			Funnier still how they don’t. My parents received a call from Saint Kentigern College after my third-form year at Rosehill in Papakura, and I was offered a scholarship to play cricket for the school. It was not a full scholarship, but it did cover half the fees, and my parents thought it would be a good idea to try it out. I was hardly convinced. I was a homeboy, attached to my friends, and happy within my own school community where I knew the lay of the land and felt like I belonged. Mum and Dad urged me to give it a go, insisting that if I didn’t like it I could always come back home and re-enrol at Rosehill. I’m glad we had come to that arrangement because I was barely a handful of weeks into my time at St Kent’s when I made up my mind that it was not for me.

			I was certainly aware of the opportunity I had been given and of the privilege I found myself surrounded with, but it was like being in a completely different world, one that I would never fully understand. I was a simple lad from a small, diverse community. This was a big city school with a vanilla complexion and it simply wasn’t my flavour. The only close friend I made in my first few months there was an Australian lad who didn’t play sport at all, which was mildly ironic considering I was there on a sporting scholarship. Sure, it was a place that possibly could have opened doors for me in terms of a potential sporting career, but it did not suit my personality and because of that it would never have got the best out of me.

			Exacerbating the situation was the not insignificant issue of being on the bus for hours each day. I would catch the first of several buses at seven in the morning and would not, on nights when I had training, arrive back home until after seven in the evening. I would much rather have been kicking a footy around with mates or fighting with Gareth over a game of backyard cricket. At least my love of sport remained undimmed. I was still able to extend myself by playing in teams comprised mainly of seventh-form students. They were at a very different stage of their school lives, of course. When they were jumping into their cars and talking about that night’s party, I was shuffling my feet waiting for my dad to pick me up!

			I did wonder whether I had made up my mind too early about the St Kent’s experience, but the passing weeks did nothing to assuage my unease. My parents encouraged me to see out the one year and, having agreed to that, I just knuckled down and got on with it. I still played a bit of senior cricket for Karaka when school commitments allowed and was selected for Counties age-group sides for both cricket and rugby that year. I was drawn to return home, back to people I could relate to and a place I understood. I completed my promised one year and returned to Rosehill and to senior school with a newfound enthusiasm for familiarity.

			It probably seems too crazy to have foregone the opportunity to attend one of the big Auckland sporting schools, especially given the clamour today to get kids into that kind of institution, but I never once regretted my decision to return to Rosehill. Unlike St Kent’s, it was certainly not what you would call a famous sporting school. Former Maori All Black and New Zealand Sevens player Kristian Ormsby was about the one recognisable rugby name we had produced. It was a big school — close to two thousand students — but in my fifth-form year we had enough rugby players to field precisely one team: a First XV. We had to search high and low to put that team together too.

			It didn’t matter to us that we were the underdogs every Saturday. Truth be known, we really enjoyed it. Moreover, we saw it as an opportunity to develop an identity for the team around the school, something that had not been done before. We were given ties and pullovers as our official team dress uniform and we wore them on Fridays, complete with our black pants and white shirts, in an attempt to create a bit of hype for the following day’s fixture and to let the other students know that we were proud to represent them. Gareth was the team’s captain and it was fantastic to play alongside him. We also played for the same club cricket team and that shared experience had helped to equalise our combative relationship.

			It was wonderful to play footy with Gareth. He was a lock and a determined bastard. He was skinny as a rake — we both were — but it was great to be a part of his sporting world. From the moment we were named in that First XV side together there was something stronger than a fraternal bond between us. We were teammates, brothers in a very different sense. I was someone for him to protect and to watch out for and he was someone for me to respect and follow. I think he saw that I wasn’t a bad player, actually, and figured I may be of some use after all. I was the youngest in the team, but I was comfortable with my brother as captain to assume some of the leadership. By virtue of being the only representative player in the squad, I felt that it was important to demonstrate what I could do on and off the field. If someone had deemed me worthy of playing for the province, the least I could do was attempt to be the very best for my school.

			I considered representing my school to be an absolute privilege and my first taste of First XV rugby came against our arch-rivals Papakura High School on my old athletics stomping ground, Massey Park. While we lost the game, we felt like we were competitive, which was something at least. We were battlers really, but we trained hard on Tuesdays and Thursdays and dug in on Saturday. After my year away, everything about playing for Rosehill felt special. It was as if I was exactly where I needed to be. I rediscovered how much I loved playing the game. We were connected as a team, on the same wavelength, from the same place. The Saturday nights were always a lot of fun, too, especially after a rare victory.

			Those were rare indeed over Wesley College, which was by far the most dominant school side in Counties-Manukau and one that was feared and revered all over the country for its traditions and history of success. A trip to Wesley was not for the faint-hearted. I absolutely loved it, but for boys who were 60 kilograms dripping wet, facing up against 110-kilogram wingers on a Saturday afternoon was not their idea of fun. Wesley was the kind of team that could score four or five tries against you in the space of as many minutes and be laughing the entire time. I remember on those occasions having to look around the deflated faces huddled under our own goalposts and deliver a pep talk that absolutely no one was buying.

			There was one reason above all others that I loved fronting up to play Wesley College: it was the alma mater of Jonah Lomu. If I had one rugby hero growing up it was undoubtedly him. I mean, I was never going to be like him — there were some rather insurmountable differences between us — but I just loved watching him play. The things he could do in the game were so remarkable, so superior to anyone else of his time that I was in awe of him. His legend only grew for me the more we all got to understand how hard he had worked to overcome such a debilitating condition. He changed the game forever, electrified the rugby world, and he did it while battling health issues that would eventually lead to his premature death. Jonah was the man, and he made me want to knuckle down and be as tough and as good as I could be.

			That first year, playing under my brother in the Rosehill First XV, certainly whetted the appetite for more and when the next season rolled around I was blessed to have a mentor who had enormous belief in what I could achieve and who did everything he could to help me get there. His name was James Fraser, a young, compact energetic teacher with a permanently positive disposition and a genuine love for the school and its students. James could see that a couple of afternoon training runs a week were never going to be enough to develop my full potential and volunteered to meet me at school at 7 am twice a week to hold a tackle bag or run me through extra drills. It was an incredible gesture from him, really, to make that commitment to my development. Knowing that someone else was prepared to do that for me flicked a switch. His advice was timeless: I could get anywhere I wanted to if I was prepared to work for it.

			James also helped me with my nutrition and every day a bottle of flavoured milk and a chicken roll would be waiting for me at the school tuck shop to supplement the lunch that I had packed at home. I don’t know how he made that happen — he claimed that it was all part of the budget for the elite sports programme, something he had helped create alongside another teacher and great confidant, Merrick Rennell. As part of the programme James organised a number of guest speakers, one of whom was Olympic boardsailing legend Barbara Kendall. When she had finished her presentation, she asked each of us to write down what our sporting goal was. Mine was to be a great All Black. When she read what I had written down she looked at me with a smile and said, ‘Just being an All Black would be amazing, wouldn’t it?’ I said, ‘Yeah, but being a great one would be better.’

			That year, James organised a trip for our First XV to a schools rugby festival on the Gold Coast. We had a great bunch of guys in the team and had worked hard to raise the money to make the trip happen. I didn’t want to miss out, and as a result took myself out of contention for the Counties Schools side that year. I didn’t regret that decision at all, but James still thought I was worthy of representative footy and when we returned he invited the Counties B coach to come watch a game. He must have talked me up because he was probably more gutted than I was when the coach took one look at me and told James that he thought I should stick to cricket.

			So much for the future great All Black.

		

OEBPS/font/AJensonPro-Regular.OTF


OEBPS/font/LegacySansStd-Medium.OTF


OEBPS/image/Kieran_Read_Cover_Final.jpg
:RAN

EAD

STRAIGHT

with Scotty Stevenson






OEBPS/font/LegacySansStd-BookItalic.OTF


OEBPS/font/LegacySansStd-Book.OTF


OEBPS/font/AJensonPro-It.OTF


