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This book is dedicated to my mum and dad










Introduction



by Alan Duff


I might be the last person you’d expect to find working with Sonny Bill on his autobiography. I’ve written eleven novels, two adapted to feature films, and three non-fiction books, and I’m a former syndicated newspaper columnist, now writing for television. I’m not a professional sports writer.


But, like most Kiwis, I love rugby – even though I played my last game almost thirty-two years ago, and at a low level. My meagre claim to representative success is playing for the Canterbury under-15s a long, long time ago. I had a season of rugby league as a young man, so I know first-hand what a tough game it is. And I have loved boxing since I fell in love with Cassius Clay, who later changed his name to Muhammad Ali to reflect his new religion, Islam. Of course, sporting colossus Sonny Bill is also a Muslim convert, and more than a few pundits have compared the two athletes. This pundit happens to believe that they share more than just unique athletic ability; they are both known for being exceptionally decent human beings, doing good for the wider community. As Tom Humphries observed in the Irish Times in 2010:




Every now and then a sport gets gifted a character who seems destined to transcend its boundaries and become something more broadly iconic. An Ali. A George Best. A Babe Ruth. A Joe Namath. Rugby has found one such. Sonny Bill Williams … Even to the untrained eye he is something special.





Like many, I was onto the phenomenon of Sonny Bill from the time of his incredible NRL debut for the Canterbury Bulldogs at the supposed-to-be-tender age of just eighteen. I say ‘supposed to be’ because he was as far from physically and mentally tender as it gets. Humphries described him as ‘granite’.


I met Sonny Bill for the first time in Paris at the end of 2017, when he was touring with the All Blacks and I was preparing to return home to New Zealand after almost a decade of self-exile. He was accompanied by his inimitable manager, Khoder Nasser, and it was then that a collaboration between us was first discussed. Khoder suggested that being ‘outsiders’ gave the three of us a certain affinity. And so it has proved: we all feel we’re a good match when it comes to getting Sonny’s story on these pages.


Sonny Bill is considered a sports superstar throughout the rugby and league world. Throw in New Zealand heavyweight boxing champion and All Blacks Sevens Olympian and there you have it: a sporting hero like no other before him. But as Sonny Bill shared his life story with me, other qualities emerged. I learned of his humility and extreme modesty – indeed, shyness. I would discover a courage that went beyond that found on rugby fields and in the boxing ring. He is strong-minded, a man of unwavering principles. And EMPATHY has to be in capital letters because he has it by the bucketload.


Many of Sonny’s personal qualities can be attributed to his religion. To become a Muslim – or start the process of conversion, at least – only a few years after 9/11, when most of the Western world considered Islam and terrorism to be inextricably linked, takes more than courage. That decision not only put his stellar sporting reputation at risk, it exposed him to the odium of the prejudiced and the ignorant, and not a few otherwise rational people whose minds had been turned by those horrific attacks. Sonny will tell you he was no different: he once conflated Islam with terrorism, as I did myself. But through its teachings, Sonny discovered a deep inner healing and peace. He is living proof that the basic tenets of Islam preach goodness, charity, humility and a love of Allah. No, he has not converted me, and he never attempted to, but he has taught me to be more open-minded.


With Sonny living in Sydney and me in Auckland, we were forced by Covid-19 to conduct our exchanges on Zoom, but we quickly warmed to each other. Sonny Bill would begin each two-hour session by asking: ‘How are you, Alan? How’s your family? You all good?’ He is a listener, not someone who is tripping over himself to talk about Sonny Bill the big sports star. Far from it. The more we talked, the more I would gently push him to go deeper. Although Sonny is modest and without ego, he is not secretive, and he didn’t shy away from discussing personal issues. This book is about getting to know the real Sonny Bill Williams, who at a young age went from obscurity to becoming the subject of headlines and media-hyped controversies.


Some of the negative media coverage of Sonny over the years really bothered me, and I’ll admit I wanted payback, but Sonny is bigger than that. He has no interest in naming names or throwing anyone under the bus. And in any case, Sonny Bill’s actions speak louder than their words. Watch a replay of what happened after the Rugby World Cup 2015, when young fan Charlie Line was tackled by a security officer as he ran onto the ground during the triumphant All Blacks team victory walk. Observe Sonny’s body language, how he helps Charlie up and walks him back to his parents before taking off his gold medal and putting it around the kid’s neck, hugging him. Instead of losing his head in all that joyful clamour around him, he put this young kid’s welfare first. You are probably aware of that incident, but you’re probably not aware that he stayed in contact with Charlie and his parents, just as you do not know of Sonny Bill’s countless other acts of kindness and empathy.


That trait came through in every talk session we have had. ‘Bro’ and ‘my bro’ he uses frequently. It has got to the point where he’s got this old codger saying the same, not just to him and Khoder, but to my mates as well! His desire to use his profile to help lift Pacific Islanders and Māori was declared from the start. To my mind, he grew another 6 feet 4, standing there like a rigid sentinel willing to die to protect/inspire his/our Polynesian people. He made sure the photographer who took the photo for the cover of this book was of Pasifika background, and ensured one of the editorial staff was too.


You hear that a few times and you start to realise that this project – being this guy – is bigger than this ardent admirer realised. Sonny Bill tells of being heavily influenced by Malcolm X. This reminded me that I read Malcolm X’s book years back and now at least can refer to YouTube video interviews with this extraordinary African American, a reformed ex-inmate from the ghetto who discovered Islam and dared to tell white America that their appalling abuse of black Americans made them no less than ‘devils’. An accusation that obviously did not go down well with white America.


Sonny is not for one moment echoing those same thoughts. But an awful lot of what Malcolm X had to say on white racism rings bells with him, as they still do with me. Listening to Malcolm X talk brings on a series of ‘hey, of course!’ moments. Like I experienced decades ago while going through my Muhammad Ali adoration period, my astonishment at Malcolm X’s utterances are echoed by Ali. But both men’s legacies continue to echo down the ages and inspire younger men of colour to stand taller.


When you’re a younger adult still forming your views on life, some incredible insights get slowly consumed by your own maturity. But those notions that are still sticking forty years later? Well, that’s wisdom and righteousness resonating down the generations.


I have found in Sonny Bill a whole bunch of righteous notions, going from faint to thundering down the years as he became more self-aware thanks to his conversion to Islam. The man who wanted so much to become a better person is well on the way to achieving that.


He is determined to do what he can to help lift brown people – Polynesians, including we Māori who came from the Pacific islands around 1250. To be an example to youngsters so they might aim for his heights, in sports, in business, professional careers – anything but menial employment forever doomed to live on Struggle Street. And to remind them not to ignore their own moral compass as they find their way. His desire just to be a decent human being is the motivation behind much of what he does now.


He donated a large sum of money to the Christchurch earthquake fund because he was there, playing for the Canterbury Crusaders, when that shattering event occurred in 2011. He went back to Christchurch in 2019 to comfort his fellow Muslims after fifty-one people were slaughtered by a madman while praying in their mosques.


When I speak of Sonny Bill’s greatness, I don’t just mean it in terms of his sporting genius, in the sense of him being ‘biggest’, ‘fastest’, ‘strongest’ or ‘cleverest’. I mean it in the sense of the largeness of his heart for the wider world.


Every writer working with sporting heroes will claim to be privileged and humbled by the opportunity. Well, I’m no different: I am both. But I’ll go further than that and say that being involved in this story is a gift. The last thing Sonny wants is for me to sprinkle these pages with praise. ‘Water off a duck’s back, bro,’ is how he handles the adulation. ‘I just strive to be a better person. A better husband, father, friend, citizen.’ He insists that he is ordinary, but Sonny Bill is far from that. He is truly extraordinary, not just as a sportsman but as a man, as this book will show.


And with that, I will hand you over to Sonny.


Alan Duff


2021










CHAPTER 1



Sleeping with my boots on


I was around seven years old, lying awake on a Friday night while my parents partied in the lounge room. But it wasn’t their singing that was keeping me up; it was excitement – because Saturday was footy day. So even though I was in bed, I was fully dressed for the game in my club jersey, shorts, long socks … even my footy boots.


I thought about footy constantly. Thanks to my brother, Johnny, I already knew the names of some of the famous rugby league players in the NRL. Johnny, who is two years older, was a very good player. Our old man had been a top player too, but, as he said himself, he’d blown his chance to make the big time because he wasn’t focused enough. He later coached age-group teams for years, and every one of his teams won their championship.


I lived for winter Saturdays and played footy at lunchtime and after school, while at home I passed, kicked, tackled and discussed the game endlessly with Johnny. I ignored bad weather; I just wanted to play. When there weren’t enough numbers to make up teams, a few of us kids would still get together and practise. That’s where my offloads were born.


My entire family was obsessed with the NRL, so it’s no surprise I was too. Rugby league was always part of what we did and what we talked about. And it didn’t just come from my old man’s Sāmoan side of the family; my white half-Australian mum’s family was into it too. Mum’s father, William ‘Bill’ Woolsey, had been a top league player as well as a boxer and bar-room brawler. His reputation was fierce, on and off the field. So rugby league was in my genes, and I guess I was lucky enough to be born with sporting talent.


***


Fast-forward about eleven years to 2004 and a dream was on the verge of coming true. I was in Sydney, in the Canterbury Bulldogs changing room, about to make my NRL debut at age eighteen against the Parramatta Eels. And guess what? I’d forgotten my boots! I must have been that nervous packing my stuff. Seven-year-old me would have been shocked. At that moment, I wished I’d slept in them.


A team talk started but I couldn’t concentrate properly; all I could think was, What do I do, I don’t have any boots? I was panicking. Without a word to anyone, I slipped outside to look for my brother in the crowd. Johnny saw me and waved, and I ran over and told him the problem. I asked him if he could drive home fast and get my boots, but he said he didn’t need to: he had a new pair in his car that I’d given him when they’d issued us players with heaps of free gear. Phew!


After that, I remember warming up. It was a surreal feeling, the same feeling I would experience some years later playing my first game for the All Blacks. Thinking, Is this really happening? But at least I knew the Bulldogs players; I’d been hanging around the club the last two years as a young guy on a league scholarship, and even the most feared senior players had been kind and encouraging. I’d practised with them and guys like giant Willie Mason and Matt Utai had inspired me. So many of them went out of their way to make me feel welcome and treat me like I was one of them, even before I took the field alongside them. But I still felt like an outsider and was aware I had a lot to prove.


Hearing the crowd coming into Telstra Stadium, I knew that this was it. All those years of watching NRL and playing with my mates back home, all the practising and training were about to pay off … I hoped. The noise and excitement of the fans emphasised the significance of the moment. In a few minutes, my career was about to start. It was really, really daunting.


There were others having their debut in that game too, like Willie Tonga, Reni Maitua and Hutch Maiava – and though future Hall of Famer Johnathan Thurston had made his debut two years earlier playing first grade for the Bulldogs, I know he was as nervous and fired up as I was that day. Us novices got on well, so we all looked out for each other, but really, with any debut, you are on your own. It is up to you to put in the effort and play a good game.


The whistle blew and it was on. Starting off with a big shoulder-charge hit put an end to my nerves. And before I knew it, the game was over! We’d won 48–14, and after the final whistle I heard my name being chanted by the crowd. How could that be?


Afterwards, the team went out drinking and celebrating. Many in that Bulldogs team trained hard, played hard and partied hard. I had proved I could match them on the field, but there was no way I could match them off it. At that point, I didn’t even want to try. I didn’t drink and I was still the shy new fella, not comfortable in a social setting with guys who seemed full of self-confidence and knew so much more than I did. If there were more than two people in a room, I struggled to speak up. So, after one of the biggest moments of my life to date, I went home to my old man’s place with Johnny. Dad had moved to Australia by then. I can remember us in my old man’s lounge room rewatching the game together. I was sitting there and I was spinning. I’d look at Johnny and it was like, Bro, did that just happen? Did I really just play NRL? And he’d look at me and he’s asking the same thing. After the colour, noise and frenetic activity of the game, I was pinching myself. It all felt like a dream. My old man, being the typical Islander father that he was, kept standing up and walking around, laughing and saying out loud to no-one but us, ‘That’s my son. That’s my son.’


I’d paid for Johnny to come over and join me in Sydney six months before that debut. Even though Dad was here, I was missing family and Johnny had been getting into some serious trouble back home, so it seemed like a great opportunity for a fresh start. I found a dope pipe in his trouser pocket not long after he arrived; that’s the state he was in at the time. He knew he was on a bad path, and it was one he didn’t want me to follow. Johnny had been adamant that I accept the offer to go to the Bulldogs in Sydney as a teenager because he didn’t want me to end up like him, in trouble with the law, selling weed, drinking, fighting, running with the wrong crowd. I was a mama’s boy and wanted to stay home, but Johnny said, ‘Bro, you’ve got to go or you’re going to end up where I am.’


John Arthur – Johnny – was a talented footballer but everyone thought of him as the ‘bad’ brother. He was never a bad brother to me. (As far as our mum was concerned, if she answered the phone and someone asked for either Johnny or Sonny, she’d say no-one of that name lives here. We have a John Senior, a John Arthur and a Sonny Bill.) I credit Johnny with so much of my success because he’s always had my back. He’d practise with me, gee me up when my confidence was low – he made me want to do better on the field to impress him. Johnny would deal with bullies who hassled me. When he was around, I felt safe. I didn’t have to be anyone but myself with him. When I played well, he felt as if he’d played well with me. If I struggled with a personal problem, he struggled with me. My big uso (brother) was always there for me, ready to listen and keep me company.


My old man – John Senior – was pretty hard on us growing up. It wasn’t like he didn’t praise us, but often a compliment came with a longer critical assessment of what we’d done as well. Sometimes that was difficult for my brother and me to cop. Nowadays, he is a very different man. He often tells me how proud he is of me and says, ‘I love you, son.’ But back then – like a lot of Kiwi rugby and rugby league dads, so it’s not just a Sāmoan thing – his attitude was that you don’t praise a kid too much or it’ll soften him. It made for a tough environment, especially when he was often our footy coach.


I’m not blaming my father. He was just a product of his environment, of a brutal childhood and growing up suffering racism from mainstream New Zealand at a time when every Islander was called or thought of as an ‘overstayer’ and there were often police raids targeting Pacific Islanders. So I do understand that my old man comes from a different era and grew up in very different home circumstances. He didn’t know any other way. But when you’re young, growing up with an old man hardened by his own life experiences means there can be some tough moments and harsh words to bear. It is difficult to reconcile the wonderful grandad my father is to all his grandkids with the father he was when I was young. He was the father his own childhood made him. I thank my Islamic teachings for gaining that understanding about my dad, and it shows me people can change and grow.


***


The magic moment that first lifted me out of my neighbourhood was when the Bulldogs scout John Ackland and another scout, Mark Hughes, were watching my good mate Filinga Filiga play in a provincial league competition. I was playing in the same tournament and they liked what they saw and told me they were keen on signing me to the Bulldogs. I was fourteen.


At the time, I thought this guy was just doing me a favour because he knew my grandfather, Bill Woolsey. Pops had a big reputation. (Legend has it he was once injured and needed thirty stitches to a head wound but pushed aside the teammate who was sent on to replace him and refused to leave the game.) I was standing there, listening to this man say that he wanted me to sign with an Australian rugby league team and I was genuinely thinking it had nothing to do with me being a good player and that he was just doing it for my family. Looking back on it, I had shot up that year. Though I was still skinny as a tadpole, I reckon he looked at my big frame and could see it filled out and packing muscle one day. He was right. I went from 85 kilograms to starting my first NRL game weighing 102 kilograms.


I was in a state of disbelief after the offer, thinking I didn’t really deserve to be singled out, even though I’d been chosen for the New Zealand under-16s when I was only fourteen. We went to Australia (I’m pretty sure my beautiful Nan paid my fare) and played a few games up in Queensland, where I was named Player of the Tournament. But I still thought these dudes were doing my family a favour!


Later, because Dad was working out of town, I went with my mum in her Honda Civic to go sign the Bulldogs’ contract. My brother and I used to tease Mum about that car, and when she drove us to school we’d ask to be dropped off down the street so no-one would see it. Mum would do a burnout as she left to let us know what she thought of our embarrassment and to remind us we should be grateful for the lift! We quickly learned never to ask for an early drop-off.


I signed the contract on the bonnet of Mum’s car. It was for a year initially and came with four payments of $250 each, so $1000 in total. It meant that the Bulldogs had the option to sign me up down the track and I was firmly on their radar. It was a lot to a fourteen-year-old! Mum and Dad said the money was supposed to go towards my schooling. Yeah, right. I drew some money out and bought a pair of Chuck Taylors. Thought I was the man walking around the neighbourhood in those. I wore them everywhere, including to school even though I wasn’t supposed to.


But it wasn’t just money. When you sign with an NRL club you’re sent a care package, so I got a parcel full of footy boots and Bulldogs training gear. At the time, a few young guys in the area were getting picked up as NRL trainees and they’d get their packages and then walk around wearing clothing from whatever club had picked them – Parramatta, say – and other kids would see them in the club colours and ask, ‘Who does this guy think he is?’ I didn’t want to do the wrong thing or have people think I was full of myself and boasting about my footy, so I never went outside in my Bulldogs gear. Wearing the Chuck Taylors was cool; wearing NRL colours felt boastful. Yet once on the field, my attitude was: I’m gonna show you!


About twelve months later, I was offered another scholarship, but with the option of either going to Sydney or staying in New Zealand till I was eighteen. Going to Sydney meant I would be training with the club and would be closer to my dream of playing first-grade NRL. In the period between the first offer and the second, a lot had changed in my game experience: I went from playing against fourteen and sixteen-year-olds to playing in the under-21s team my dad coached for the Marist Rugby League Club in Mount Albert. Johnny had been playing up in grades too, but then he’d gotten into some trouble and had to appear in court. He was sentenced to periodic detention and couldn’t play footy on weekends, so it looked like Dad’s team would be short. The old man asked if I wanted to play because I’d trained with them and knew them all growing up. Though I was anxious, I couldn’t say yes quickly enough.


That experience of playing against men in Dad’s under-21s side proved invaluable in preparing me for the big time. I matched their physicality and never showed fear on the field. I had the fitness and the ferocity to back myself every game.


One of the first times I played with the under-21s, we were up against Mount Albert, and they had some big boys in their team. Dad put me on the wing to start so I wouldn’t get mangled in the forwards. This big guy runs at me and I was like, Here we go. I lined him up and did a massive shoulder charge. YES! Sure, I’d been scared playing against the men, but having the older boys in the team around me gave me the confidence not to hold back.


At half-time, Johnny rocked up as a spectator, and I spotted him on the sideline. By now, Dad had moved me in from the wing. I was in the middle, trying to mix it with the big boys, and this dude ran at me and I shoulder-charged him. Even though my arm went dead, he went flying. My brother yelled, ‘Yo! That’s my little brother! You just got smashed by a fifteen-year-old!’


After that game, I knew I really could mix it with the adults and that I just might have what it took to go far in this game. We ended up in the final that year and Dad picked me to start over an older player in the team, who naturally got upset at being on the bench while this skinny teenager was chosen ahead of him. I played really well and we won the competition. I might have only been fifteen and playing against men but from that moment I knew I belonged.


When he heard the options the Bulldogs had offered me, Johnny told me I should move to Sydney. I was excited by the opportunity, but I was scared of leaving my family behind. I had low self-confidence off the footy field and it always held me back and made me wary of big-noting myself. I’d never even told any of my mates that I’d been picked as a future Bulldogs player. It was that push from my brother, who I had always looked up to, that made me go. I only told a couple of my best mates I was going a day or so before I left New Zealand. One of them was Thomas Leuluai, a future Kiwi great, like his old man James Leuluai. Thomas is the only player younger than myself to play for the Kiwis. Filinga Filiga, who’d been picked up before me, injured his knee, so I travelled to Australia with Edwin Asotasi, Roy’s younger brother.


***


I look back and I feel like I was on the edge between two worlds. On one side, I had low self-esteem – what I think of as an Islander mentality – which came from all I’d ever seen, all my father had ever seen. It was the drag that comes with the expectation of only ever filling low-income jobs, resigned to manual labour like digging holes or house painting, like my dad did. You’re not supposed to ask questions; you’re supposed to just shut your mouth and do as you’re told. It is a fact that Māori and Pasifika kids have a higher rate of youth suicide. If you are dealing with a lack of self-belief, and that is exacerbated by the education system, higher levels of poverty and systemic racism against people of colour, then your outlook can be a negative one.


I got my right arm tattooed when I was fourteen, Sāmoan-cum-freestyle. It was to identify as Sāmoan, but it had a deeper meaning too: it was to show my individuality. But my need for that said a lot about my insecurities, my sense of not feeling good enough, even though from the outside looking in, people were perhaps thinking: He’s a cool cat. Look at him leading the way with his outrageous shoulder charges, the offloads, the running – and now he’s got his own version of a traditional Sāmoan tattoo. But, really, it was more about putting that mask on, a plaster over the internal bleeding of not truly loving myself. In class, I kept my shirt sleeve rolled down over the tatt, but outside the classroom I rolled up my sleeve and proudly showed it off.


In my family, there had always been a sense of being kept down, which must have fed from when they brought Sāmoans over to New Zealand in the 1960s to do all the shitty jobs: the mind-numbing factory work; the low-paid night shifts as cleaners. They lost their connection to land and mostly lived in urban areas. I had to wrestle against that in-built mentality in order to believe I could do and be anything. I didn’t think I could do anything except sport. On the rugby field, I was the boss. I had to tell myself I had the best job, not the shittiest. I was smashing guys four to six years older than me, and I could actually shine.


Before I was offered the chance to move to Australia, my mate and I set up a homemade gym with discards from his older brother but we had no idea what we were doing. I look back now, laughing. We used old breeze blocks as weights to bench press and we’d take turns holding the bricks in place so they didn’t fall off while the other worked out. It was a mad buzz and we’d pump hard thinking we were Ronnie Coleman, who was crowned Mr Olympia eight years running. We were trying to improve ourselves. I’d go for road runs, not knowing why except that it helped feed my confidence – I knew that was necessary if I was to really succeed. When I was a young kid I was good at athletics, but by about ten or eleven I would watch NRL on television and think, If I can play footy on TV it means I am successful. From then on, footy seemed a pathway to success for me, and the symbol of that success was being able to buy my mum a house.


I grew up living in state housing in Mount Albert, a working-class suburb of Auckland. A lot of the houses had been built in the fifties and sixties and many were double-storey, packed side by side. You could almost always hear what was happening in the neighbours’ houses. My parents were paying low or subsidised rent, but it meant the house was never truly ours. My mum and dad lived pay cheque to pay cheque so could never get ahead, but I knew Mum dreamed of owning her own home one day. The house we lived in was run-down and there were places where you could see there had, at one time, been wallpaper on the walls but it had been stripped off. There were remnants here and there that showed what had been. I had this thought fixed in my mind: I’m going to buy Mum a house one day – a house with fancy wallpaper. I couldn’t see that happening through education. I knew that school was not for me. Stuff school, what has it ever done for my family? So, sport was the only way.


I’d get out there and do shoulder charges and make spectacular offloads, all this amazing stuff on the paddock, and I’d slap down my low self-esteem for a while. At the same time, I held back when we weren’t playing, in the club house or sheds or at training, because I didn’t want to step on anyone’s toes or say or do the wrong thing. If anyone of higher social status or in a position of authority spoke to me, I was like, ‘Yes, sir.’ If I was asked to say a few words after a match, my mouth would go dry. I didn’t feel like my voice counted or that I had the knowledge to speak up. I was this fair-skinned Sāmoan and never felt like I owned my own space or place in the world.


I sometimes struggle even now, despite all the success in four different sports. For so long I’d thought, Who needs education to succeed? I didn’t see a pathway for my family or myself through education, and I saw how the system let down those who didn’t have money or status. But that has changed. Through my experiences in life, I have learned the value and power that comes from knowledge and I have experienced the naivety one can have without it. From my own growth, and to show my kids sport isn’t the only avenue for success, I went back to school and enrolled in a Bachelor of Applied Management through Capable New Zealand, a school within Otago Polytechnic. That was a big thing for me, but I’ve learned that you can find empowerment through understanding history. Knowing your people’s history can give you the confidence to go to any level of society, to enter any room and be articulate, talk your talk and stand up for what you believe in instead of being held back by the expectation that the Pacific Islander or Māori is either meant to stay silent or make people laugh.


***


When I went over to Sydney, I was still the young bloke who mostly kept his thoughts to himself, worried I would say the wrong thing or show I didn’t understand something. A guy named Garry Carden trained all the young Bulldogs guys at Belmore. Garry was at the club for thirty-seven years all up, before leaving in 2020. He looked after so many of us and made sure we trained hard. His conditioning helped me put on that seventeen kilos. His dedication and expertise definitely prepared me to step up and shaped my career in the important early days.




I’ve been lucky enough to train the two best players that have played for Canterbury in the modern era in Sonny Bill Williams and Johnathan Thurston. Sonny is the best athlete I’ve ever trained. He was just a big, tall, skinny kid when he arrived. But he used to do a lot of things that other kids never did. He was always doing stuff on a balance beam and the rest is history, of course. People see Sonny’s work ethic now, but we give them that work ethic when they come to the Dogs. – Garry Carden





Training and working out in the gym was easy. I knew exactly what I had to do by then and did it. It was the other stuff that was harder to navigate. I was supposed to enrol in a high school, but I wanted to work, because I thought that was the quickest way to make it into the team. On that first visit, I worked and trained for eight weeks and then went home for two weeks. Once back in Auckland, I didn’t want to return to Australia because I knew I’d miss my family too much. I loved being back home with them, my mates and especially my mum. I didn’t want to leave. But I knew deep down that the only way I could make something of myself and buy Mum that house with fancy wallpaper was to go back to the big smoke in Australia. My old man kicked my arse, but I was pretty driven to try to make it for my family on my own, because we didn’t have much. Still, leaving them for the second time was even worse than the first. It was such a massive thing for a fifteen-year-old to do. I was going back to a place without family or close mates. It was really tough. I trained hard in Sydney, but I had no-one to confide in, no-one I felt I could tell how lonely I was. I was too shy to admit how homesick I felt. I would lie in bed, staring at the ceiling, unable to sleep because I felt so homesick. The only thing I knew I could do to distract myself was train hard and push myself physically, so by the time night came I was hopefully too tired to feel. It didn’t always work and so I would stare at the ceiling and wait for the sun to come up again. It was a really trying time.


Back in Sydney, I again had the choice of work or school, but I found out going to school would delay my NRL debut, so I got a job labouring on a building site, digging holes and carrying stuff. I went from training twice a week and playing touch footy with my mates back home to working full-time as a labourer and training professionally. I’d leave the house in the dark and get back in the dark. Along with nine other scholarship boys, I lived with a couple named Mary and Peter Durose in what was called the ‘Bulldogs House’, but as much as they looked out for us all, it wasn’t home.


I did that labouring for a while and then I got a job in an embroidery factory, where I was the storeman out the back, while dreaming only of running out onto the field with the premier NRL Canterbury Bulldogs team. But while that wouldn’t happen for a couple of years, I did at least manage to graduate from the storeman job to something more linked to footy.


As far as my playing went, I was really starting to hit my straps and made the Canterbury-Bankstown under-18s SG Ball Cup team, competing against all the major NRL clubs, barring Queensland. It was a real big deal. I was now training like a full-time professional and being part of that set-up took my game to another level. That improvement would see me named Player of the Tournament. For a shy fella a long way from home, this was a huge boost to my self-esteem. It also led to the Bulldogs bringing me closer to their home ground by giving me a job doing all sorts of tasks at the club. As soon as I’d finished my work, I could go sit in the grandstand and watch the guys train. It was heaven! Watching stars like Matt Utai, Hazem El Masri, Mark O’Meley, the Hughes brothers, Steve Price, Brent Sherwin, Nigel Vagana and Willie Mason right there in front of me, showing me how to train and play hard. I knew one day soon my turn was coming.


Matty, Nigel and Willie asked me, the kid, how I was, did I need anything? Man, it is something else to get acknowledgement from guys like that when you are a young fella. These guys really made me feel special. I have taken this lesson with me, and I always try to make sure the young guys are heard and seen.




I first met Sonny just after I signed with the Bulldogs. I remember going to training on my day off and driving through the car park at Belmore and seeing two young fellas sitting on the ground on the edge of the car park near the fire exit. As I drove past, I gave the Kiwi wave … two eyebrows up, and they both returned the wave. I then noticed a tattoo on the forearm of one of the guys and so recognised them as Island boys.


I got out of the car and walked over to them. They were two young brothers who looked lost. I asked what they were up to.


‘Just waiting for training,’ the one without the tattoo said.


‘What time’s training?’ 


‘Six pm.’


I looked at my watch and saw it was 4 pm. ‘Man, you guys are early. You from New Zealand?’


‘Yeah, bro, Auckland. I’m from South, he’s from Central.’


‘Ah, sweet. I’m from Central too. I’m Nigel.’


‘Oh, hey. I’m Edwin [Asotasi].’


‘I’m Sonny.’


‘You guys Sāmoan?’ I asked.


‘Yep.’


Sonny came across as quiet. Street smart, tough, didn’t say much, but what he said he meant. I would come to learn that, above all, he was loyal. Would stay and fight to the end with you. He always wanted to protect … a trait I still see in him today. When I walked over from the car, I thought about what it felt like when I arrived in Sydney as a twenty-five-year-old. I knew how these guys might be feeling. All I wanted to do was check that the young brothers were okay and let them know if they needed anything, I was there for them. – Nigel Vagana





I used to make sure I got through everything I was supposed to do in the morning so I could then spend time watching the guys in my position, see what they did. Even though a lot of it was new, I just soaked up everything. The cool thing was I got on really well with the gear steward; he was Italian and his name was Fred Ciraldo. Freddie had been with the club for years and he looked after me, taught me the ins and outs of the club. Freddie would often tell his boss he needed me to help him out, so I’d be there helping him on the field and then one day Steve Folkes, the coach, came over and said a couple of guys had injuries. ‘Can you come and stand in?’ he asked me. You bet I could!


That session turned into invites to train with the first-grade team, even if I was just holding the tackle bags. I loved it. Two years before, I’d been playing with my brother in teams my dad coached, and now here I was at sixteen in the company of these illustrious footy stars. The first-grade players were kind to me. There were no big egos, no ‘I’m too busy and important to interact with the rookie’ stuff. I thought they were all lovely guys, really good dudes who were always happy to chat to me. They could have said to me, ‘Take my dirty laundry home and wash it and bring it back neatly folded’ and I would have been happy to oblige.


***


Being on the edge of the team like that meant I was laying the foundations for my debut game. I would see what they were doing and go away and work on my skills. I’d train with them in the morning, then train either alone or with my age-group peers in the late afternoon and into the evening. The one thing I didn’t imitate or copy was their drinking. I didn’t touch alcohol. The other scholarship boys all drank hard; I was the only one who didn’t indulge. Yet no-one, not one person, ever pressured me to drink.


Growing up, there was a lot of love in the house, but my old man drank quite a bit and it made things pretty volatile, which put me off alcohol. I now understand my father was drinking and gambling, trying to bury the pain from a tough upbringing with extremely violent uncles after his mother abandoned him at the age of ten. He didn’t talk about it when I was young, so I didn’t know much about what he’d been through. I remember the old man and his mates drinking at the club. It was like that Once Were Warriors boozing scene. I remember him actually belting a man for slapping his partner in the club rooms. That violence was normal to him. It was what he knew. Though he never laid a hand on Mum, us kids often walked on eggshells in case he lost his temper with us – Johnny especially.


Even though Dad’s brothers were bikies, they were a close family. When they came round to our home, their boots would all be lined up out on the front doorstep and all these big, fierce dudes would be sitting quietly and respectfully inside while my little Pākehā mum, Lee, cooked them a big feed. Stereotypes are made to be broken!


We had a real stroppy redneck neighbour who the old man had a row with one time because our dog was barking. Dad was trying to talk to him and the neighbour told him he was a black coconut and that he should shut the dog up before he did. Dad was smart enough not to jump the fence and have it out with him, as he’d be the one arrested for trespass with violent intent, or whatever the charge is. But Mum called my bikie uncles, who didn’t care about the consequences of jumping over some redneck’s fence. Luckily, the guy took off at seeing these hulking Sāmoan gangies turn up.


If I hadn’t become a professional sportsman, I could have easily wound up selling drugs, hustling, maybe ended up in prison. Sport has saved many like me.


***


Instead of starting me in the under-20s season when I was seventeen, the Bulldogs put me straight into reserve grade, playing against men – hard, experienced, fully grown men, some of them ready to knock my block off. I more than held my own and was playing really well and made the New South Wales under-19s side – but then injury struck. I was scoring a try and popped my shoulder out. I tried to play on but I knew I had done something bad. I had to have a shoulder reconstruction and was out for the rest of the year. This was my first real experience of injury impacting my career, but I managed to keep focused and not let the depression overwhelm me too much. I just had to get it sorted.


Mark Hughes picked me up from the Bulldog House and took me for my surgery. On the way home after the op, he said to me, ‘I’ve got some good news. You’ve been picked in the top twenty-five for next year.’


That knowledge took my mind off my shoulder! For a start, it meant I’d go from earning ten grand a year to forty-five grand. I would be rich! I could buy my mum that house! I was so ecstatic, it actually got me through my misery at being out with injury for so long and I worked hard on my fitness and rehab to make sure I made that team.


My shoulder had healed by the time the 2004 pre-season training started. I was still very shy, but because I’d been working at the club for a year and knew some of the guys, it was not such a massive step up physically. However, mentally it saw me struggling with the two sides of myself – the confidence I displayed on the field was the complete opposite once I stepped off the ground.


That pre-season training was as I expected: really, really hard. But I loved almost every moment. When the coach told me he was starting me at centre for the trials, straight away I put on the bravado. Yo, I’m sweet. Inside, I was in turmoil. The self-doubt is always there and I started to doubt myself and ask myself if I was really ready. When I was training or playing I was okay, but at night I would lie there worrying, scared I’d blow it. Make a fool of myself or, worse than that, let down my teammates. I was constantly wrestling with myself and that internal conflict can be pretty exhausting. In the end, I would learn to drown out the negative feelings and focus on the positive, but it didn’t mean the doubts left me. I just prepared hard so I could walk with them.


Who was I marking in that first game? In the first half I was up against the Australian centre, Mark Gasnier. The second half I marked Matt Cooper. Yet again, I held my own. I stood up Cooper one time. I stood him up and did an outside-in. Gasnier didn’t get around me at all and he was the best attacking centre at the time. Although it was only a trial, as a now eighteen-year-old holding his own against the best in the world, it gave me huge confidence.


I remember as a kid watching my dad play and here I was doing the same thing, real aggressive; I almost had a fight with Matt Cooper. After that game I knew for sure that I definitely had what it took to play in this league.


Two weeks later I was named in the starting Bulldogs side at centre for the season’s first game. I was so excited, so nervous. Remember, I’m only eighteen. But on the day, my only thought was to make my family proud. Pity about the forgotten boots! Well, that was the only blemish on the most unforgettable day of my young life.


Waking up the next morning and seeing my performance written about and spoken of in the media in the most complimentary terms was overwhelming. In the back of my mind I was thinking, If only they knew how shy I am, what low self-esteem I have. That massive outpouring of praise was a lot to deal with.


Four games after that and my name was read out as a New Zealand international in the Kiwis team. I still remember the phone call. What a feeling! I was to become the second youngest to represent New Zealand behind my good mate Tommy Leuluai. That is big! Us boys from the same hood, who went to the same school and who grew up together, both achieving a feat like that was really special.


I played pretty well in my first Test against Australia. The next Bulldogs game was against Souths, and I came off the bench only to be injured and was out for ten weeks. Injury rendered me helpless and, to my mind, my life kind of meaningless. That’s the first time I experienced a serious depression I found hard to shake, for what was I – who was I – if I couldn’t play footy?


After the time out, and putting my effort into rehab, I was put into reserve grade. I played really well, and the coach called me back into the premier team, and I then had a great run of playing every game well.


People talk a lot about my talent, but my success on the field only comes about from hard work beforehand. I’ve always been a dedicated trainer who takes no shortcuts; in fact, I’m more likely to do the opposite, taking on extra training, doubling up on repetition exercises and hard aerobics, trying new things and always pushing myself. Maybe my low self-esteem, my never thinking I was good enough, pushed me to train that much harder. I know they say practice makes perfect, but does it really? Personally, I have never been able to visit that room of perfection. I guess I know I’ll never be able to, but the inspiration I get from striving to be my best is what I love. My best as a player, sure, but it is more than that. I strive to be a better person both on and off the field. So as far as footy goes, I did everything asked of me and then some.


The offloads are a perfect example. It started when I was young, maybe ten or eleven, trying flash things in the backyard with Johnny, or with my mates, or on the school oval, then putting them to the test in a game. To see one come off for the first time only makes you work harder at perfecting the pass


In the backyard I started off trying big hits with my brother, my mates and even my little twin sisters, Niall and Denise! Although I held back a bit with my sisters, the practice might have done them a good turn; Niall ended up captain of the New Zealand touch team and won Olympic silver with the New Zealand rugby sevens.




Growing up with two older brothers – Sonny is three years older and Johnny five years – I looked up to them, wanted to hang out with them and do whatever they were doing. Older siblings are often too cool for the younger ones, but they were both good to me and my sister Denise. They let us join in their footy games and backyard cricket. One of them would come racing down the driveway and bowl me out then do the same to Denise. The penalty for being bowled out was we had to feed them, like slaves, for hours. ‘Niall, get me this.’ ‘Denise, can you get me …’ We’d play footy in the lounge room; our brothers would go down on their knees and we had to score a try past them. We got smashed, absolutely smashed. But we loved it. – Niall Williams





For me, it was about proving myself by smashing the big guys (never my sisters!). That’s how the shoulder charge came about. Remember, I had a point to prove to other Islanders: that even though I was a fair-skinned Sāmoan, I was still one of them and this was how I’d prove it.


***


It is strange. When we started working on this book, Alan asked me to recall my childhood. At first I couldn’t think of anything significant – not until my wife reminded me of an event so significant it helped define my life. After I told her about it, I must have blanked it out, again parking the memory in some dark corner of my mind.


In New Zealand, there’s an organisation called the Plunket Society which offers services to promote the health and wellbeing of kids under five. Registered nurses known as ‘Plunket nurses’ would come round to help mothers feed and care for babies. Given that Mum had twin girls to look after as well as two older boys also needing attention, a Plunket nurse suggested Mum drop one of us off at Barnardos – a charity dedicated to providing care and support for children and families in need – to give her a break. Lee Williams was a very protective mum, and when she took the nurse’s advice and sent me there at four years old, she trusted that I would be looked after. I was in the backyard of the Barnados residence playing with the kid of the woman who ran the place. Two teenagers were in the kitchen cooking chips when the fat erupted in flames. One of them ran outside with the pot and, depending on who you ask, either threw it without watching where it was going or it exploded.


Whatever happened, the result was I ended up with boiling fat down the backs of my legs. I guess one reason I’ve blanked it out all this time is the pain. It’s a kind of pain only someone who’s been severely burnt can understand. The other kid only got a few drops of hot fat on him, yet his mother scooped him up, ran inside and put him into the bath, which she filled with cold water. In the meantime, yours truly was left outside alone, screaming his head off. Luckily, the neighbours were washing their car and, hearing the commotion, jumped over the fence and hosed me down. Without their quick thinking, the result would have been catastrophic.


I spent six to eight months, maybe longer, in the intensive burns unit at Auckland City Hospital. When my parents came to visit, the doctors forbade them to touch me because the skin grafts were so fragile, and they needed to stretch and become elastic. Mum still cries when she tells this story, even thirty years later.




When we went to see Sonny Bill at the hospital, they would get him to walk to us but when he tried he’d fall to the ground and start screaming for us to pick him up. I would go to help him but his dad would have to pull me away because we’d been told to leave him. He would be crawling and looking at us. It was the most horrific thing to look at your kid in that much agony, crawling along the ground and just saying, ‘Why aren’t you helping me?’ They said if we picked him up and carried him, the skin wouldn’t stretch and he wouldn’t be able to walk.


When he came home, my wee boy, just four years old, was in a wheelchair, a sight to break any mother’s heart. We had to give him baths and his skin kept coming off and we had to do the bathing as part of the healing process. Oh, how that child suffered, and his parents with him. – Lee Williams





Mum put on a brave face but she was dying inside and bawled her eyes out after every visit. I do have memories of incredible pain. The healing process took several more months, during which time Mum had to unbandage me and rub a special cream on my legs.


When I had finally healed, I started school, where a different kind of pain was waiting.


Because of my scars, the kids there called me ‘Kentucky Fried Chicken legs’ or ‘SBL’ (Sonny Burnt Legs), and that stuck with me my whole life. It shaped my childhood a lot. I was always really self-conscious, and I reckon it just added to my poor self-esteem. It was a very, very tough time.


It was worse at intermediate school, because as I got older I became more worried about what other people thought, and of course the self-consciousness got worse. My first day there, I was wearing shorts and I remember everyone staring at my legs. It was bad enough being half-Sāmoan and having a pale complexion without the stares as well.
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