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For Kayla, Willow and Romi.


You are what life is all about.









Foreword


COMMITMENT IS A COMMON ATTRIBUTE AMONG MANY OF the great players I’ve coached. Commitment means struggle, sacrifice, effort, discipline and, at times, disappointment. It means no excuses. But not every athlete is committed. Some are just involved. They play extremely well, they can be game-winners, but that doesn’t mean they are truly committed.


Great teams need committed men and Darius Boyd is one of the most committed men I’ve known.


I first met Darius a few months after his eighteenth birthday. He was introduced to me by the great talent scout Cyril Connell. He was one of the last players Cyril scouted for the Brisbane Broncos. He told me to be patient with Darius. He had a good build but he was a bit thin. He was a bit shy. And he didn’t say much.


When I saw Darius on the training paddock, the first thing I noticed was his athleticism. He was a wonderful athlete. He had a great running style, he could move and step and he had tremendous speed. But I had seen a few of those players over the years and that didn’t mean they were committed.


I had my first glimpse of Darius’s commitment when we headed off for our pre-season camp before Christmas 2005. We had a new performance director who was about to make his mark on the team. The camp was followed by weeks of exhausting training sessions in the Brisbane summer. Darius stood up to it all. Bodies of young men aren’t used to that level of work. Darius hung in with it the whole way and never complained once.


That made me think we had found a talented kid. He played in our pre-season games, although he was a bit tentative and he dropped a few balls. But he showed enough that we wanted to stick with him. You only had to tell Darius something once and he would get it. He stopped making errors and he became less tentative as he gained confidence. He watched the older players very closely and he took everything in, especially from Darren Lockyer. He bolted on to Locky early and learnt as much as he could from him.


But there was a lot more to Darius than his performances on the football field. I learnt a lot about him in our thirteen seasons together in the NRL. He’s always been honest. I’ve asked him some hard questions and he’s never told a lie. He’s introverted and he’s shy but he’s never been that way around me. He built strong friendships in his teams which was always a good sign. If they don’t have mates in the team then you do worry about them.


He didn’t have a dad and no one can replace a dad. I never saw our relationship in that way but, if anything, I helped him in the same way that men helped me. I didn’t have a father for most of my life but other men kept an eye out for me. I always tried to repay that to others.


I noticed early that Darius was putting on a brave front all the time. Given his upbringing, he was very good at masking his emotions. The smart ones are good at doing that because they don’t want to risk all the progress they have made. They want to survive so they do what they need to do.


Rugby league helped Darius to survive but it also started to bring about his personal wars. He was always trying to be a perfectionist but being perfect was of course never attainable. After he had won the Clive Churchill Medal for St George Illawarra in the 2010 NRL grand final, he apologised to me. ‘Sorry, Coach,’ Darius told me in the change rooms. ‘I made too many errors out there tonight.’ The Dragons supporters, cherishing their first premiership in three decades, would have disagreed.


That pursuit of perfection was one of the signs of trouble. Darius found it hard to be pleased. He would play a great game and still be down. We went from the Dragons to Newcastle together and the walls closed tighter on him. That’s where I first started to see the extent of his struggles. He was very angry with how he was playing and I could see the deterioration. We were in the gym one day and he was in a really bad way. He was even angry with me. He had never been like that with me. He was fighting a lot of demons.


The nineteenth-century author Robert Louis Stevenson once wrote: ‘Sooner or later, everyone sits down to a banquet of consequences.’ Darius had been masking his troubles for some time and his banquet had arrived. The bottom line was that he needed some help. And he was strong enough to ask for the help and to admit that he had some problems.


He left rugby league for a mental health clinic that did a wonderful job of listening to his story and helping him. They taught him that perfection wasn’t attainable. But excellence was possible. I went to the clinic and noticed the change in him straight away. In his room, he said more to me that day than he had ever said to me at any other time. I can remember the scene. Darius was sitting on his bed, looking comfortable and relaxed. He said: ‘Coach, I thought I had really serious mental issues but I’ve seen people who are really doing it a lot tougher than me. I have problems and I need to deal with them but I now know some people are doing it really tough.’


Darius became much calmer and more at ease with himself as a bloke. He didn’t hide behind doors. He brought it out into the open. He came straight out with it. That’s when he began to stop some of the wars going on inside him. And he began to talk about mental health widely in speaking engagements with people he’d never met before. He would relive it and he would relive it for the benefit of others.


He returned to football nine months later at the Broncos, where we had both moved after the 2014 season. He would soon become captain of the club that he always loved. The shy, introverted kid became a very good captain. He wasn’t a natural leader but he learnt from the likes of Locky to make himself one. He became much more talkative and he gave good advice. He knew about human emotions because he’d been through so many of them leading the life that most of us don’t want to live. He was only going to get better as a captain when the job was taken from him.


His behaviour has always been very good. He has always played the game in the right spirit. He’s never made a cheap shot. He’s never been to the judiciary. He’s never upset anyone.


Darius’s career has been remarkable: two premierships; a Clive Churchill Medal; a World Club Challenge win; ten State of Origin series and he won nine of those; twenty-three Tests and he won all of those including a World Cup final; and then you throw in his club career with fifteen seasons and more than three hundred games.


With a career like that, he should be a household name. He’s done it all. But he’s not a household name and that’s because he always undersold himself. But that doesn’t worry him.


He’s different from any other footballer I’ve coached. He wasn’t the rough, tough guy who would go out and want to tear the football field up and settle scores with blokes. That wasn’t him. He wanted to be a footballer and he did it in a different way from most.


I don’t know what Darius would have become if he wasn’t a rugby league player. That’s what I love about our game. He had a great teacher at his school in Rod Patison who helped him immensely. Darius came to the Broncos and he had players like Shane Webcke, Brad Thorn, Petero Civoniceva and Locky who were all very good men. He had some bad luck in his young days but he also had some good luck too getting around blokes like them. The right people helped him enormously and he’s such a good observer that he took it all in.


Darius is still learning now. He’s still growing as a person. He has got the most out of his playing career but there is a lot more to life after that. And that’s what matters the most. Football is good but I want my players to have good lives.


Parenting has been a big game-changer for him and he’s handled it beautifully. He was happy and proud to be a dad and to be a husband to Kayla. To see him with his daughters now is a wonderful thing. The love and affection he has for those girls is a special thing.


After football, Darius will do anything that he wants to do. He’s a pretty special guy in that way. He’ll make it work in ways that others can’t.


When I left the Broncos at the end of 2018, I left Darius in the NRL for the first time. I felt good about that because I knew he didn’t need me anymore. He had grown up.


The American football coach Vince Lombardi said many great things, including this: ‘If you will not settle for anything less than your best, you will be amazed at what you can achieve in your life.’


Darius Boyd has never settled for anything less than his best. He’s authentic. He’s committed. That’s what makes him.


He’s definitely one of a kind.


Wayne Bennett, July 2020









Introduction




Wednesday, 23 December 2015


Been really struggling the last few days. I don’t want to be angry and unhappy around Xmas time. It’s just been really hard to snap out of it. I have been thinking really bad thoughts lately. Just been feeling really worthless. I don’t think I would ever try to take my life. But when you feel so low sometimes it actually sounds like a good idea. Sometimes I feel like I’m fine and nothing is wrong. But then when I get like this, I realise I’m lying to myself. I just can’t handle any little negative things. I let things get to me too easily. I need to remember what is important. And it’s not little things or things that go wrong.


I have so much to be grateful for!!


BREATHE/SMILE


XMAS!!





That’s from my journal. I kept it for eighteen months, writing my thoughts as I struggled through the darkest times of my life. Inside that small book with the brown cover were pages of raw emotion. I wrote about my faltering marriage, my relationship with my estranged mother, the deteriorating health of my beloved grandmother and the arrival of my first child. Most of all, I wrote about my feelings as I tried to improve my mental health after years of ignoring the pain in my life.


That journal contained very little mention of my football career. Rugby league had become a contributing factor to my depression. Until then, rugby league was my safe haven, where I would go to pretend that everything was well in my life. When my wife, Kayla, rang me in early July 2014 to tell me that she was leaving me, I was in a State of Origin training camp with the Queensland Maroons.


‘Okay,’ I told Kayla. ‘If that’s what you think is best.’


It was the cold response of someone out of touch with reality. A few nights later, I ran on to Suncorp Stadium in front of 52 000 roaring fans and scored a try in a Queensland victory over New South Wales. How can life be bad when you have so many people cheering you on? I lived my life within the boundaries of a football field rather than the real world. I returned home after that State of Origin match to an empty house. Years of ignoring my mental health were catching up with me. I played two more games of rugby league and checked into a clinic to begin plotting a way out of the darkness.


For a few days, it was the most popular story in Australian sport – Darius Boyd had walked away from football because of mental health problems. The media asked how many other players were carrying the same burden but refusing to face up to it? Did athletes need sympathy or did they need to toughen up? Was it really possible to feel sorry for someone earning plenty of money when so many people were struggling in their lives?


In the clinic, I was given a series of tips to help me in my recovery. One of the first things I did was to start a journal that would become a record of my feelings and my progress. I would be able to read back through the journal to remember how far I had come since admitting that I needed help. I wrote the goals for my recovery inside the front cover:




Be happier – SMILE


Enjoy life


Do charity work


Put family first


Be more social


Try new things


Talk about things more


Help out with anything





The journey would take a while and it wouldn’t be without tough times. The next twelve months threw up some moments of real joy: Kayla generously gave me another chance; our treasured daughter Willow was born; I reconnected with my mother after not speaking with her for more than eight years; I returned to play with my beloved Brisbane Broncos; Queensland won a State of Origin series; and I was part of a Broncos team that played in one of the most nail-biting grand finals in the National Rugby League’s modern history, although we lost in extra time. But the bumps in the road kept coming and, on 23 December 2015, I wrote the most despairing entry in my journal.


I never wrote again in that journal. I should have written in it plenty of times to keep track of my progress but life with a young family became busy. Despite that, I continued to focus on gratitude. I made an effort to get more involved in the community. I tried doing new things, like talking to people I didn’t know well, although that didn’t come easily. I even began public-speaking lessons. I reminded myself to smile more often. Importantly, I tried not to let little things worry me, including criticism from people I didn’t know.


This is my extended journal, looking back at the long path from depression to gratitude, and all that happened in between. Knowing there would always be challenges in life, I scribbled down in one section of that journal a piece of advice for when times were tough:




I need to look at the bigger picture. My goals, my beliefs, my standards. I know I can be so, so happy and that’s the person I want to be. EVERYTHING HAPPENS FOR A REASON. I CAN AND WILL BENEFIT FROM THIS!












ANXIETY
1987–2005









CHAPTER 1


The Boyds


MY FIRST MEMORIES ARE GRAINY. A CHOCOLATE CAKE IN A rectangle shape decorated with chocolate frogs and Smarties. It was my fourth birthday and my family were helping me to celebrate. There is a photo of that day that I treasured for many years. My mum, Rochelle Boyd, was smiling. My grandmother Delphine and my grandfather Herbie were beaming in their party hats. I had the biggest smile for Dallyn in this photo. Dallyn was my uncle but he was also a father figure to me, a fun-loving guy who was always playing jokes. As a young bloke, I would often be at my grandparents’ house on the Gold Coast waiting for Dallyn to arrive for a visit from Brisbane. Delphine, who I called Nana, would tell me when Dallyn was about to arrive and I would go to the window and wait excitedly, only to watch him drive straight past the house.


‘Oh no, he’s forgotten where we live again,’ Nana would tell me.


I would bolt downstairs, waving my arms to attract Dallyn’s attention before guiding him into the driveway like a desperate air-traffic controller on the tarmac, making sure he found the house. Dallyn would jump out of the car with a huge smile and rub his hands through my hair as I asked him incredulously how he could continue to forget the house in which he and my mum had grown up.


Mum. Nana. Pa. Uncle Dallyn. They were my family as I grew up on the Gold Coast, a happy kid with great memories of my early years. I had no dad and no siblings but that wasn’t a problem for me. I lived with my mum but I loved my grandparents’ house at Worongary on the edge of the hinterland. They had a two-storey house on acreage that was every young boy’s dream. There was a creek at the back almost always filled with water and surrounded by plenty of stones to throw until my arms got tired. There were fruit trees with juicy pears that could be picked and eaten. There was a ride-on mower, which Pa took me for hundreds of joyrides on. And out the front was a cul-de-sac that was perfect for riding my bike for hours on end. The neighbours had a son the same age as me who joined me on plenty of adventures.


Nana had a sewing room at the back of the house. She was a dressmaker and was brilliant with her sewing machine. She would make me clothes that I thought were better than anything we could buy at the shops. She would take one of my plain T-shirts and transform it with a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles patch that I would then proudly wear to preschool. She was a simple woman with a taste for classical music. Nana was also a terrific reader of bedtime stories, and I can still remember some of the books she would read to me as I tried my hardest to stay awake until the last page. Most of all, Nana was a caring grandmother who made me feel safe and loved, and kept me full of food.


A lot of that food was prepared by Pa Herbie, who performed very well in the kitchen at a time when you were lucky to find men who knew how to boil an egg. Nana and Pa had a servery in their kitchen, where I would stand and bang my hand on the counter while awaiting another treat thanks to Pa’s excellent cooking skills. Pa was constantly cracking jokes and was always up for a game of cards or Monopoly. I won my fair share of card games but I’m pretty sure Pa let me win. I still love playing cards. These were happy times in my life and I treasure the memories.


But I was about to get my first realisation that life wasn’t all one long journey of fun. I knew from a young age that my uncle Dallyn wasn’t always well. He had first been diagnosed with a brain tumour when he was eight years old and he continued to fight recurring tumours throughout his life. They didn’t stop him from living his life, moving to Brisbane and working at a large car dealership. He lived on Brisbane’s southside so he could easily travel to the Gold Coast to spend time with us. It’s funny what you remember when you look back on your early years. I recall that I loved Promite and hated Vegemite – you can really only like one of them – while Dallyn, like most Australians, loved his Vegemite. One day we were preparing to visit Dallyn in hospital, so Nana told me to make some sandwiches for my uncle. She thought it would be fun to play a trick on him so we put Promite on them and told Dallyn that it was his favourite, Vegemite. I remember the scene he put on as he bit into the sandwich only to find that it was Promite: his face contorted, he pretended to choke and he eventually spat out the sandwich. I thought it was hilarious. I remember that visit vividly because it would be among the last times I would see Dallyn. He was dying from his brain tumours, and he knew it. Yet whenever I turned up to see him in hospital, even in his final days, he found the energy and selflessness to make me laugh. His was a generosity that I will never forget.


I was devastated when Dallyn died. He was only thirty-six. I was eight. I had lost the closest thing I had to a father and the uncle who had meant so much to me in my early years. I remember sobbing after hearing the news. I can still recall the pain of that loss. I had never encountered death before, let alone of someone who meant so much to me. As a kid, you tend to think of yourself first. It was only years later, when I had my own children, that I would think back on that time and imagine the pain Nana, Pa and my mum must have felt at Dallyn’s death.


The loss of Dallyn took a toll on Pa. He had been suffering from emphysema for many years due to the smoking that had been a part of life for his generation. Pa had been a police officer throughout his working life, mostly based on the Gold Coast. He and Delphine had been together from an early age. Nana’s father was also a police officer, so she had some idea of what to expect when she married Pa. They were a close couple who celebrated the arrival of Dallyn at a relatively late age – Nana was thirty when Dallyn was born. They were unable to have a second child so, six years after Dallyn was born, Nana and Pa adopted my mum, Rochelle.


I can’t imagine how tough it was for them to learn that Dallyn had a brain tumour at such a young age. But the Boyds always seemed to put their heads down and charge on without much fuss.


Mum was happy for me to find my own interests in life, like footy and athletics. She was a good mum when I was young, doing well to raise me while juggling jobs, including nursing, cleaning and a stint as the ‘lollipop lady’ helping kids across the pedestrian crossing at my school. She played social tennis once a week and had a small but tight-knit group of friends. Mum was relatively quiet, although she knew how to raise her voice if I was stepping out of line. To a young bloke, my mum seemed as normal as any mum. She worked hard to make sure I had things that my mates had. I received good presents for birthdays and Christmas, I had a PlayStation console, I had money to go to representative rugby league carnivals which were not cheap. They were material things, but as a young bloke I had no doubt that Mum loved me and did the best she could.


When I was a little kid I don’t think I ever asked Mum who my father was. I’d never had a father so I didn’t know any different. Mum was seriously involved with one guy, which prompted us to move to the Beaudesert region, about one hour’s drive west of the Gold Coast, for about a year when I was six. Mum became engaged and even changed our surnames before the marriage. I’m not sure why she did that but I have proof of it – a junior trophy belonging to Darius Trevathan. That was my name for the year that I lived in Beaudesert. Life takes you on all sorts of journeys – it was lucky for me that we moved to Beaudesert because it was Mum’s fiancé who introduced me to footy as a young kid. I’m thankful that he took an interest in me and encouraged me to play footy. Who knows if I would have played otherwise? I started in rugby union, wearing the blue, black and white of the Beaudesert Warriors for one season. I loved it from the first time I played. I remember enjoying rugby union because I was quick, but there was no tackling – you had to tag someone on the shorts with two hands to stop them. I just wanted to tackle. One of my mates at school told me that rugby league allowed its young players to tackle. That sounded superb to me. I wanted to have a crack at it and that’s what sparked my move into the great game.


It was unfortunate that Mum’s engagement broke down and she never married. I was in Year 2 and we headed back to the Gold Coast to resume our life not far from my grandparents’ house. Dallyn’s death had been devastating for them. Pa’s health continued to deteriorate due to the emphysema, forcing him to rely on an oxygen bottle and make frequent visits to hospital.


After coming out of hospital one Friday afternoon, Pa visited Mum and me in the house where we were living. He was towing his oxygen bottle, but was heading home, rather than back to hospital, which I thought was a good sign. Like Dallyn, Pa wanted me to be happy, and I remember vividly that Friday afternoon though it was years ago and I was only eleven. It would be the last time I would see Pa. When Mum picked me up from school the next Monday afternoon, she told me that Pa had died in his sleep the previous night. It was a crushing blow to a young bloke without a father. First Dallyn had died and, three years later, Pa was taken away.


I don’t remember being angry at the time. I remember the tears and the acute pain of losing Dallyn and Pa. It hurt a lot. But I don’t remember anger. In years to come, I would look back on this time differently. I don’t remember how Mum and Nana coped with it – I’m sure that they were devastated, but they were being brave for me. Those deaths would start a chain of events that would have a lasting impact on my life.


The first change was immediate – I began to narrow my thinking to focus solely on the things I really enjoyed: rugby league, athletics and my PlayStation console. They became my priorities because they gave me joy. Everything else would be blocked out or tossed aside. Call it a fool’s paradise, because that’s what it was, but it was my survival method and it had short-term benefits. It enabled me to stay afloat mentally and it helped me to develop skills in the activities I enjoyed. I had no idea of the long-term ramifications; they would be severe. With my shutters up, I also began to have problems with trust. This would become a long-term issue for me.


My grandmother moved out of the family home and into a townhouse. I dearly missed those times playing in the creek or picking fruit from the trees or riding my bike up and down the cul-de-sac. Christmases came and went and the photos we took show a stark difference from the ones taken of our celebrations in the past. Pa and Dallyn were gone and the photos of our family at Christmas seemed to follow a trend – the huge smiles I had in my younger days were replaced by looks of indifference. The photos charted my changing mood as I reached my teenage years. I know adolescence is a tough time for any kid, so maybe I shouldn’t read too much into it, but I recognise now that I was starting to miss my grandfather and uncle – and a father figure in general – in ways that I didn’t understand at that age.


It was about that time that I started to ask Mum what she knew about my father. This would prove to be the one question about my life that couldn’t be answered. The reality was that Mum didn’t know the identity of my father. She was twenty-two years old when I was born and she wasn’t in a relationship. As my footy career developed, journalists would write about the fact that I didn’t know who my father was. At the time, it seemed a bigger deal for the newspapers than it was for me. But the coverage led some people to contact me, or the clubs I played for, speculating on my father’s identity. Someone emailed the Broncos early in my career to say that they were on a cruise ship with my mum in the year before my birth and that they knew my father was Polynesian. When I look in the mirror, I don’t see any Polynesian features looking back at me. I didn’t give that one too much thought. There was another person who got in touch via a friend’s social media account to say that he was my father and to ask them to pass on that information. He even attached pictures of himself claiming that the similarities were obvious. He didn’t look anything like me but I underwent a blood test just to be sure that he wasn’t my father. And then there were three sisters who approached me through my then coach Wayne Bennett. They told me about how their dad knew my mum back before I was born and that they were sure they were my half-sisters. The story didn’t sound crazy and they were so adamant that I agreed to undergo another blood test to see if they were right. The test came back negative.


My dad is out there somewhere. It would be nice to know his identity. What was he like? Where was he from? Was he tall and athletic? My mum is close to 1.8 metres tall and was a good tennis player so maybe my height and coordination came from her. Who knows? Were my mental health struggles passed on through my father or were they similar to the struggles that affected my mum? Maybe my dad liked playing footy, too. I do know that not knowing my father hasn’t torn me up as much as some people believe. Yes, it would be great to meet him for so many reasons. But there’s nothing I can do about that and I’ve resigned myself to it. I am at peace with that.


Around the time I began asking about my father, I became aware that my mother had been adopted by Nana and Pa. I wasn’t old enough to understand the impact of not knowing my father or two of my grandparents. Mum tracked down her birth mother when I was about to become a teenager. She learnt that she had been born to a teenage mother, whom she eventually traced to a Queensland town. Mum found she had brothers and sisters whom my biological maternal grandmother had raised herself. I didn’t know the identity of Mum’s father. I was pleased for Mum that she had met the woman who gave birth to her. I can’t imagine that it was easy to give up a baby, despite being so young at the time. My biological maternal grandmother and some uncles and aunties made some efforts to get involved in my life but I wasn’t ready for that. My family had been Mum, Nana, Pa and Dallyn. I didn’t have the capacity at that age to bring more people into my family, even if they were related. I was growing closer to Nana as I got older and was really treasuring my time with her. Nana struggled a bit as Mum began to spend more time with her natural mother. It wasn’t an easy period for any of us. But there were harder days ahead.









CHAPTER 2


Studying for sport


MY GRANDMOTHER DELPHINE HAD A STORY SHE TOLD ME many times. When I was eight years old, Nana asked me what I wanted to do when I was older. ‘I’m going to be a rugby league player,’ I answered. That didn’t fill Nana with confidence. As a woman born in the early days of the Great Depression, Nana wasn’t thrilled when her only grandson told her his future lay in a career that was barely full time for most players. Nana would have preferred to hear me talk about a profession, a trade or something else that would sustain me for the many decades of work that lay ahead. But she would never discourage me – that was one of the reasons that she was so important to my life.


When I told Nana that I wanted to play rugby league, it wasn’t because I didn’t like school. I really enjoyed it. School was made for children who thrived on routine, structure and benchmarks – it was all about improving yourself and you received marks from exams to indicate how you were going. That was a great combination for me. I enjoyed learning and relished the challenge of improving and keeping my grades at a good level. But aside from rugby league, the only other career I considered was being a chef. I have always loved cooking – I got that from my grandfather – and I even took a cooking subject at school that I really enjoyed. For a while I thought about becoming a chef when I reached age fifteen and hadn’t yet cracked a place on a junior Queensland representative rugby league team. Footy wasn’t looking like a great career option despite my passion for the game.


I tried other sports over the years but without great success. I signed up for karate because I loved watching movies featuring Jean-Claude Van Damme and his helicopter kicks and splits; however, I went to my first karate lesson and copped a flogging. I never went back. I wasn’t very good at cricket so that wasn’t going to happen for me. I messed around with tennis and I loved running, so I began little athletics one summer, which I really enjoyed. I was a good sprinter until I worked out that the kids I could keep up with in the summer would put lengths on me during the winter while they kept training and I kicked a footy. I shifted to field events like discus and javelin and qualified for the national schools titles, but Mum couldn’t afford to send me away to compete.


No sport ever came close to rugby league for me. I couldn’t wait for the next footy season to come around. When Mum and I returned to the Gold Coast after our time in Beaudesert, I prepared to play league. My local club at Nerang didn’t have a spot for me in their Under 8 team, so I went to the Parkwood Sharks who kitted me up and had me ready to go for the first game. While playing for Parkwood, I met a player called Steve Michaels. We would become great friends and play together for the Broncos in my first season in NRL. By the time I started playing rugby league, I was taking a real interest in the Brisbane Broncos. I would watch every game I possibly could on television and sometimes Mum would take me on the train to watch the Broncos play. That was a huge treat, walking in with thousands of Broncos fans to watch my team play. Wendell Sailor was my favourite player ahead of Darren Lockyer, who made his debut for the Broncos the year that I turned eight. How could I not be a Broncos fan in that era? They won premierships when I was aged five, six, ten, eleven and thirteen. Every kid loves a winner and I loved the Broncos.


I continued playing for Parkwood until I reached the Under 12s and the Sharks no longer had enough players to form a team, so I switched to the Mudgeeraba Redbacks for three seasons. Again, the Redbacks didn’t have enough players to form a team when I reached the Under 15s so it was off to the Burleigh Bears, where I would take my first steps to senior football in a few years time.


During this time, Mum and I continued to move around. When I was young, Mum and I had flatted with one of her friends for a few months. Mum would find a way to keep us together in our own house as she worked her collection of jobs. When I was thirteen, Mum worked a job every Sunday night, which meant that she wouldn’t get home until about 8 p.m. That was way too late for a hungry thirteen-year-old boy to wait for dinner, so Mum would let me cook up some sausages for myself while I watched television. She would bring me home dessert, which I always appreciated.


It was around this time that Mum’s behaviour changed. She became quite emotionless and seemed distant towards me. I remember feeling like I was talking to someone I didn’t know. I had no idea what was happening to Mum but, looking back on it now, I see that she was suffering from depression. Mum’s mental health slowly deteriorated over two years. She began claiming she was in acute pain and needed to go to hospital immediately. I remember an ambulance coming to our house at about 2 a.m. after Mum had called in an emergency. I clearly remember the ambulance officers telling Mum that they couldn’t find anything wrong with her but that they would take her to hospital if that’s what she wanted. One night, I put my foot down and told Mum she wasn’t going to hospital. She had already been to hospital three times and, once I heard the ambulance officer say that he thought she was fine, I didn’t want us to go a fourth time. I was emotional, struggling to deal with the situation as a fifteen-year-old without much of an idea of how the world worked. I felt I was losing another family member because Mum wasn’t the same Mum I remembered so fondly.


A few weeks later, I was at a friend’s place for a sleepover. Mum checked herself into a mental health facility the same night. I had no idea that she had planned to leave home. What followed was a tumultuous time. I couldn’t stay at home on my own and Nana wasn’t in a position to look after me. She was unable to drive at night, which made it tough for her to take me to footy training a few nights a week. As a result, my one-night sleepover at my mate’s place became a six-month stay when Mum decided to stay in the facility at Robina. I had two beloved dogs at that time: MacGyver, an eight-year-old cattle dog–staffy cross, and Tigger, her six-year-old son. As I had no siblings, those dogs were really important to my early life. Mum feared she couldn’t look after them when she checked into the facility, so she had them put down. That was a devastating blow for me. Those dogs had followed me everywhere and I had had great fun playing with them as pups and as they became older.


Those six months sparked a lot of anger in me and created a deep resentment towards Mum. I couldn’t understand what was happening in her life. She came out of the mental health facility after six months and we moved back in together, our relationship forever changed. But Mum didn’t last long at home before she returned to the facility. I went back to my mate’s house for another few months with his family very generously helping me out again. After that, I moved in with Nana for my last year of school. I visited Mum a few times in the mental health facility and it was an uncomfortable experience. Looking back on it, Mum showed courage to check herself into the facility. She didn’t have the support of a partner and Nana was still grieving the deaths of her husband and son. But these weren’t things a teenager spends much time thinking about, so the anger and resentment that welled from these events began to spill into other parts of my life. The stockpile was building but it would take many years to burst into flames.


As my home life suffered, I focused more and more on my footy. I had moved from Robina High halfway through Year 10 to the well-known footy school of Palm Beach Currumbin High (PBC). PBC was one of a few schools around Queensland that offered rugby league pathways for students, combining traditional subjects with a focus on footy skills and strength. My future Broncos teammate Ben Hannant had been at the school a few years before me, following the likes of Ben Ikin from PBC into Queensland State of Origin jerseys. I switched to PBC hoping that it would help my rugby league develop. I was playing well with the Burleigh Bears, earning selection in the South Coast representative team every year for the state titles, but I still couldn’t crack the Queensland team. I was starting to attract some attention from NRL clubs after playing well in the Burleigh Under 18 team. Former premiership winner Royce Simmons approached me on behalf of the Wests Tigers to discuss a scholarship with the team. Royce offered me $500 and told me that I would need to switch to the Tigers’ preferred school of Keebra Park High for 2005. He even hooked up a phone call with Tigers coach Tim Sheens, who talked me through the opportunities that awaited me at the Tigers.


This was a big moment for me. I still hadn’t made a Queensland team but the Tigers saw enough in me to make an offer – $500 was a lot for me back then. Despite this, the move to Keebra Park wasn’t tempting. I enjoyed PBC and my classmates there, including Steve Michaels, and I was happy living with Nana. I didn’t want to risk changing everything and heading to a new school. I politely declined the Tigers’ offer. I returned to PBC for Year 12 determined to keep focusing on my footy and to improve as much as I could in my last year of school.


It is around this age when quite a few good young footy players often start to become more interested in other things in life. I was fortunate that those things didn’t interest me too much. I hated the taste of beer and I didn’t enjoy many other alcoholic drinks. I had a girlfriend but I was never too serious with my relationships at that age. And I didn’t have much money to spend, so I wasn’t able to go out many places. Footy was my natural haven from anything in the world that was troubling me, including the ongoing issues with Mum who continued to struggle with her mental health.


Other NRL teams began to take an interest in me. The Bulldogs offered me a two-year contract for $35 000 in total. That blew me away – I still hadn’t made a Queensland representative team but I was being asked to become a professional rugby league player. All I had to do was sign the contract on the table in front of me. To this day, I’m not sure why I didn’t jump at it immediately. It wasn’t because of the money – $35 000 sounded like millions to me. I had told Nana at age eight that I wanted to be a professional rugby league player and here was the offer waiting for me to take it. But I wasn’t a worldly kid. I liked living on the Gold Coast with Nana and I wasn’t ready to live in Sydney. I’d never been there before. To be honest, the thought of moving to Sydney away from the only family that I knew terrified me. But my indecision paid off. Brisbane scouting legend Cyril Connell had approached my PBC school footy coach Rod Patison armed with a $1000 scholarship. Cyril told Rod it was the last scholarship he had for 2005, and asked which PBC player should get it. Cyril had suggested to Rod that he thought I had promise and Rod agreed. Thanks to them, my life changed forever.


Rod had done more for me than I could ever repay. It was more than teachers are supposed to do for their students. When I was struggling to get public transport to school, Rod organised for different teachers to give me lifts. He sat with me to interview prospective career managers and he provided advice when NRL clubs were interested in signing me. There was no incentive in this for Rod other than the satisfaction of helping a young kid. His was a kindness that I needed at a time when I wasn’t sure how the world worked.


By signing with the Broncos, I had effectively traded the Bulldogs’ $35 000 offer for a few pairs of footy boots and some shirts and shorts. Doesn’t sound like a good business decision. But the Broncos were the team of my childhood and Brisbane was only a short drive from the Gold Coast. The letter from the Broncos’ managing director Bruno Cullen spelled out the details of my deal with the Broncos:




It is our intention to offer Darius a scholarship from the beginning of 2005. The terms of the scholarship will be: $500 for education purposes; $500 for rugby league expenses which could include training gear, football apparel, representative team selection, gym fees or other incidental expenses. The Broncos place great importance on a player’s attitude as well as his ability to play rugby league. To this end, the school principal will be contacted regarding Darius’ attitude and general behaviour at school. It is a condition of this offer that the report is a favourable one.





That wasn’t a problem for me. I enjoyed school and didn’t bring much attention to myself. The scholarship helped me get an invitation to a Broncos’ young players’ camp at their Red Hill training base during the school holidays. I remember Darren Lockyer speaking to us at the camp. I soaked up every word he said when describing what it took to be a professional footy player. I was so starstruck that I asked him for an autograph. We then did some fitness work and training drills to get a taste of everyday life for a professional footballer. After the camp, the Broncos offered me a $20 000 contract for 2006, with NRL match payments on top of that. I didn’t expect to play a game so I didn’t worry about match payments. This was an offer that I couldn’t pass up, even though doubts soon began creeping in.


The Gold Coast Titans had been announced as a new team for 2007. That sounded appealing to me – I could continue to live with Nana and play on the Gold Coast. I rationalised that if I had been offered a contract for the Broncos, then surely I could get a deal as a local junior from the Titans? That’s the state of mind I was in – the move to Brisbane was still scary even though I wouldn’t be far from Nana. Despite these nagging doubts, I knew joining Brisbane would provide the chance to watch legends like Darren Lockyer at close hand and learn from coach Wayne Bennett. I came to realise this was the best option, so I signed my first professional football contract. Darius Boyd would become a Brisbane Bronco. Boy, that sounded weird.


The next few months were a blast. I made the Queensland Schoolboys team for the first time, and it was a decent team, too. We headed to Wagga Wagga for the national titles with a squad that included Israel Folau, Dave Taylor, Joel Moon and Esi Tonga who would all go on to play NRL. Then I was selected for the Australian team, which featured Akuila Uate, Michael Jennings, Mitch Pearce, Jarrod Mullen, Eddy Pettybourne and Mitch Aubusson. The Australian Schoolboys played the New Zealand Schoolboys in two international matches – one at Kougari Oval on Brisbane’s bayside, and the other in Melbourne as a curtain-raiser for a Storm NRL match. I sometimes look back and think about the different paths that some of us took as schoolboy players. There were far better players than me at school who never cracked the NRL, and there were players who never got a look-in for junior representative teams who went on to become ten-year NRL players. When the NRL had an Under 20 competition, the conversion rate of its players to the NRL was about 10 per cent at best. And, if a player was one of the lucky ones to reach the NRL, he could look forward to an average NRL career of something like forty-four games. I’ve thought long and hard about the reasons why some players make it and others don’t. It comes down to a combination of things: talent, body shape, professionalism, work ethic and a stack of luck.


I have my mum and my dad (who knows?) to thank for my body shape and talent, and my own narrow focus at that age helped my professionalism and work ethic. Thinking about footy and practising my skills distracted me from the general pain in other parts of my life. This fool’s paradise was helping me greatly at that stage of my career; what I didn’t know was that payback would eventually catch up to me. I had already had early luck – not signing with the Tigers or the Bulldogs and having my school coach recommend me for a $1000 Broncos scholarship. And I was lucky enough to avoid injury at that point in my career when some of my mates were starting to have problems. Also in my favour was that I wasn’t a big party guy. That just didn’t interest me. So I had at least a few things going for me in my hope to play NRL.


Despite this, I had never played a game of senior footy, so there was a long journey ahead. I was playing well for the Burleigh Bears colts team without pressing for a spot in their Queensland Cup side, but then I got lucky again. Burleigh’s Trent Leis unfortunately suffered a minor injury and was unavailable for the Queensland Cup preliminary final against Redcliffe. I was called into the backline; my first senior footy game had arrived. Rick Stone, who would become an NRL coach in Newcastle, was in charge of Burleigh for my first game. I remember Rick being kind to me as I tried to get my head around making my debut in a semifinal against a Redcliffe team that was always strong. At least I was playing at home at Pizzey Park, where I had enjoyed a few good years. Burleigh won 24–19 and I was relieved that I made it through the game without making any glaring mistakes – which had been my main aim. Trent recovered to take his place in the Burleigh team that went down to the North Queensland Young Guns in the grand final.


The pace of my first senior game was faster than anything I had experienced. And the pace of the following weeks was frenetic as I finished Year 12 and prepared to join the Brisbane Broncos as a professional footballer. Before then, I had two days at the schoolies ritual in Surfers Paradise, which was straightforward for someone as boring as me. I went back to Nana’s house and packed my bags for my new life in footy. On the day I left, Nana drove me to the train station where I nervously boarded a service for Brisbane, not having a clue what the next twelve months would hold.
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