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Nedd Brockmann isn’t afraid to dream big. Fresh after running fifty marathons in fifty days, the twenty-three-year-old had an idea: a 4000-kilometre run across Australia, averaging 100 kilometres per day with the aim of completing it in the fastest known time of 43 days. He wasn’t chasing fame or public recognition. He just wanted to test his limits and raise a million dollars for homelessness in the process.

Most said he was crazy, others claimed it couldn’t be done. But those who know Nedd knew never to doubt him. They understood that this is someone who will do whatever it takes to finish what he started, and that when he commits his mind to something, he always gets it done.

Understanding the mindset of someone predisposed to such feats of voluntary suffering has been nearly impossible – until now. With his trademark humour and unfiltered style, Nedd recalls the lessons learned on sporting fields that cultivated discipline, the setbacks that tested his resolve, and the relationships that proved most important of all: those who instilled the importance of hard work, of never giving up, and to always give back generously.






Praise for Showing Up



‘Nedd is an absolute legend with a heart of gold. His run was spectacular and all the money he raised for the homeless was incredible. What a champion.’

Jimmy Barnes

‘Among the many athletes pushing the outer envelope of human possibility, Nedd Brockmann stands alone – a young man who exudes a unique enthusiasm for life and rare authenticity that have made him a hero to millions of people across the world. In Showing Up, Nedd shares life lessons learned from his attempt to become the fastest man to traverse Australia on foot. Relatable with a dash of self-effacing humour sure to connect with a new generation, this book is a must read for anyone looking to extend their limitations and touch greatness in all aspects of life.’

Rich Roll, bestselling author of Finding Ultra

‘When I chose to become a mother I believed it was my job to nurture these little people to become resilient, contributing and empathetic members of society. I think this book is my report card.’

Kylie Brockmann, Nedd’s mum

‘To double down on the present when there is only pain takes a Neddy-calibre heart. Unique lessons from a young man’s perspective.’

Tom Hunt, close friend of Neddy

‘If you need to feel inspired and motivated, to step out of your comfort zone and see what you are truly made of, this is the book for you. Nedd is one of a kind. If only we could bottle his heart, humour, grit and determination and take a daily dose.’

Carrie Bickmore, Australian television presenter
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FOREWORD

I first came across Nedd like I’m sure a lot of people reading this book did. A mate forwarded his story to me with words to the effect of ‘have you seen this’, ‘this guy is nuts’, ‘holy shit’, and with several emojis with wide eyes and heads exploding. I’m not a runner and I don’t think a lot of people swept up in following Nedd’s journey were. But I am a lover of seeing humans push themselves because it reminds me that is where all the good stuff in life is, no matter what pursuit you choose, in the uncomfortable bits. Before he’d set off, Nedd’s incredible choice of distance (one width of Australia) and audaciously inefficient choice of transport (one set of human feet) awoke something in us mortals. It was the feeling of ‘he can’t do this can he?’, that gradually got replaced with ‘holy shit I think he can’.

We were swept up, in real time, with watching an extraordinary example of what many of us feel the world needs more examples of – words that are easy to speak calcifying into actions that are much harder to do. Step by step, Nedd was doing it. People were chatting about it at the supermarket and in the pub. It spread in that wildfire way that people who sit in marketing brainstorming sessions hope for but money can never buy. The thought that sheer persistence could be an antidote for something that seemed impossible was intoxicating to us all. As we fumbled for our phones in the dark each morning to see what his update was, I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who slunk off shamefaced after seeing Nedd had already run a half marathon and that suddenly my heroic efforts of getting kids ready for school didn’t seem that impossible. His Instagram was hands down my favourite show of 2022 on any platform.

It was through my, let’s be honest, fanboying his posts that we connected. (I may be wrong on this but I do honestly believe I may have come up with the hashtag ‘#Neddgendary’ however sadly that isn’t addressed in this book, probably cos it’s too hot a topic so I’ll save it for my own memoirs.) We chatted often during the run, and finally met up for real at the North Bondi SLSC on the night he returned. I got to meet his awesome mum and dad and Nedd shared stories from the road as I stared in slight disbelief at him hoofing into the not-world-renowned-athlete-recovery food of mini spring rolls. I’ve been very proud to be able to call him a mate ever since.

Not too long ago, I found myself in Queenstown, New Zealand, for a few days with Nedd where, through a bit of calendar acrobatics, we’d managed to wedge in a tiny boys’ trip with another mate. Nedd hadn’t been to Queenstown before and as the self-appointed tour guide I mentioned the local ski mountain Coronet Peak is a good mission to bike ride up. An unrelenting incline of about 8 per cent for about 8 kilometres, it takes a regular human amateur cyclist like me 45–50 minutes of grinding to ride it and it feels like an achievement every time. I mentioned it to Nedd that I’d ridden it, more as a fun fact (sounds cool going on boys’ trips with me doesn’t it?) and without a moment’s hesitation his response was, ‘I’ll run it’. I’ve been up that mountain a bunch of times over the years and each time you see the odd cyclist and mountain biker, but I’ve never seen anyone running the road, even in summer, and this was the first week of the ski season. I was about to explain this to Nedd, but then I saw the slightly deranged glint in his eyes and realised I’d briefly forgotten who I was talking to. ‘OK,’ I responded, ‘but look, let’s go up before sunrise to beat any traffic. It’ll be cold, there’ll be snow for the last few hundred metres of elevation so I would say rug up. We’ll obviously be at different paces, with me having an unfair bike advantage, so I’ll summit then spin round and come ride your last few kilometres with you. Sound like a plan?’ Nedd thumbs upped me. I tried not to let him see me begin to surreptitiously do calf stretches.

Cut to the next morning predawn, and a fired up Nedd Brockmann stands at the bottom of the alpine road shaking out his legs and rubbing his hands together. Dressed in shorts and a t-shirt, I assess him wearing my thermal bike gear and rain jacket. He must see the almost parental look of concern in my eyes and whips out a beanie to reassure me the cold has no chance. ‘I should be sweet mate,’ he grins. ‘Let’s GO!’ Again, I’d briefly forgotten who I was speaking to. In the months since his run, he has become Nedd my mate, and whilst I’m of course aware of his feats and how I first heard of him, a lot more has fleshed out since then other than just a smiling ball of grit capable of running ludicrous distances. Coffees, dinners, him being the first to offer a hand or encouragement for something, I had got used to seeing Nedd in regular mode. That morning I was seeing flashes of him in battle mode. He had an objective in front of him and while he was cheerful and joking around, it was fading and he was becoming tunnel visioned. I smiled and we fist bumped and took off. Well, more accurately, Nedd took off like a dog finally allowed to run at the park, and I fiddled with my bike computer, like a dad who has too much gear. When I got underway ten seconds later, I was enjoying in a kind of weird way, watching Nedd run up ahead for a while while I reeled him in. Again, I hadn’t forgotten he had this ability, but it occurred to me I hadn’t actually seen it in the flesh apart from one particularly historic day in Bondi. While I watched him dig in up the hill my mind turned to settling into a rhythm that is essential for a climb like that, and pondered the maths of how much a guy on a bike would finish ahead of a guy on foot and what I’d say as I rode past Nedd on the upcoming bend. I was thinking a sincere ‘you’ve got this mate’ was supportive enough, without sounding too smug like I was rubbing it in that I was on a bike. While I was thinking these thoughts and doing the maths, I noticed a funny thing happening to the distance diminishing between Nedd and myself – it wasn’t.

That trademark mullet, peeking out from under a beanie, illuminated by the splash of my bike light, was 50 metres ahead and inching further away. My breathing was heavy and my legs were beginning to burn as I found the pace I knew from experience I would need to sit on for the next 50 minutes in order to make it to the top. Uh oh, I thought, in a last ditch effort to protect my ego from having made a giant claim that was unfurling into a lie, he’s gone out too hard. He’s too excited. He’s going to blow up. How embarrassing for him. But as the pain in my legs increased, so did the gap. A smile slowly spread across my face as I realised it hadn’t occurred to me that he would beat someone on a bike up the mountain. I’d gone and done his favourite thing: I’d doubted him. Not because I had too much faith in my abilities (although no doubt I always do) or too little in his, just through my obviously now-wrong assumption based on physics that bikes are faster than humans. My ‘you’ve got this mate’ would not be needed. I watched the flashing safety light of Nedd continue to disappear until it wasn’t there anymore when I rounded the corners. I only saw glimpses of it from then on, way up the mountain in the dawn light, attached to a running silhouette that looked right at home in that improbable setting of snowy alps. By the time I made it to the car park at the top of the mountain, he’d been up there for five minutes, still in shorts and t-shirt, standing in the snow beaming, steaming, and cheering me in. I rode past two guys on the mountain in full ski gear manning the entrance to the car park, staring at Nedd having just seen him run up and still trying to process it. One uttered to the other with a perfect Kiwi-accent, ‘where the fuck did he come from bro?’ And I swear I didn’t add the ‘bro’! It was a stunning moment. A micro reminder of what Nedd had done to us all in 2022. A smiling guy with a mullet in footy shorts having clearly run from somewhere he logically shouldn’t have.

It was in the grind up that mountain where I was watching Nedd on the road up and above me that I realised what endurance feats were. They are not just about strength. They’re strength multiplied by time. There is no endurance without time, and the sheer volume of not just the kilometres but the time Nedd was out there, enduring whatever was thrown at him, and that he kept doing it for a really, really long time, was the bit that elevates the feat. It’s impressive to see a tree in the forest, but we’re more impressed when we find out it’s a thousand years old (well, not if you’re my kids, but you know what I mean). That it has endured everything the elements has thrown at it and it refuses to yield. That’s the bit that bends our minds. And I think if you’ll allow me to finish easily the worst analogy in the book, that’s what drew us all to Nedd – every day checking Instagram trying to wrap our heads around how much he had withstood and continued to somehow withstand. Like a mighty oak tree, running across Australia on little root legs, his leafy mullet bouncing out behind him. (Wow, that is powerful writing!)

During that time, we saw perhaps one of the greatest examples of what it truly means to make a decision. Not merely just have a hope, or a goal, or a want. A real decision. The Latin root of decision comes from two words that mean ‘cut’ and ‘off’, literally to cut off any alternative (well well well, look who’s finishing on some research). For those 46 days across the country, Nedd showed what cutting off any other alternative truly looked like. A mindset that simply could not give up because it was never an option. But where exactly did that mindset come from? It was something we all wondered at the time and now I hope, like me, you enjoy tracing its origins in the pages of this book.

Hamish Blake






PROLOGUE: TRY AND BURY ME


Whatever happens, I will finish what I started. There will be no easy way out.

Nedd








DAY 5. COOLGARDIE, WESTERN AUSTRALIA

By now, I am used to the night sweats. And the pain that must be treated. First come the creams: a smear of Voltaren gel, then Hirudoid to calm the inflammation in joints that threaten to burst through the skin. Then comes the cling-wrap to encase my legs. By the end of it, I look like a preserved specimen you’d find in a museum, prostrate and unmoving.

This is the time for recovery, a brief respite in which my bloodied and blistered feet are finally spared the bearing of any weight. This is the time for my mind to shut off, for the mental arithmetic of distances logged and calories consumed to cease, leaving me with empty dreams that do little to stir the imagination. Instead, all I can do is lie awake in a pool of my own sweat, staring at the ceiling of some decrepit roadhouse, running down the clock with each exhale that brings with it a wave of agony, questioning what the actual fuck I’ve gotten myself into. When you’re pleading for sleep to envelop you quickly, it tends to desert you entirely.

But I’m used to it now. Or so I’m telling myself. Some 500 kilometres are behind me. I’ve been powered by little more than an hour’s shut-eye each night – barely enough time to lower the heart rate, let alone rejuvenate the body. A surge of adrenaline stirs me in the morning before the drone of an alarm. We all know it will run out – it’s just a matter of time. Eventually, I’ll be steamrolled by sleeplessness, reduced to a shuffling corpse unable to summon the energy to run or keep my eyes open, any stumbles threatening to drop me under the wheels of a passing road train. I stare at the desolate stretch of road ahead – black-topped highway as far as the eye can see.

Sure enough, this morning my tank of adrenaline has run dry. I know it before anyone else. It’s a tiredness that penetrates muscle and bone, a grim misery that weighs heavy on the chest, one that comes over those who know what it is to feel empty before the day’s journey has even begun.

Some days, you get lucky. Pupils wide, scanning the darkness and converting any shadow into an identifiable object, while the eerie quiet acts like a shot of caffeine. Exhaustion falls away with each stiff-legged shuffle, such that the leaden feeling you started out with is shaken loose like an ill-fitting sock.

And then there are days when your legs feel lifeless. Days where the hurt and fatigue and the aching and stabs of pain accumulate, building atop one another, until there is no part of your body that doesn’t scream when pressed. As I swing a leg off the bed and onto the floor, I know instantly: today, it’s the latter. Better strap in for a dogfight.



MUM KNOCKS ON THE door at 3:50 am holding a bowl of oats. Concern creases her forehead upon seeing me, but she’s quick to hide it. Smiling despite her weariness, she offers only words of encouragement as she reminds me of the job I have to do.

Even so, fear leaks out of the paper-thin walls of that room at the Coolgardie Oasis Caravan Park. My physio, Belly, massages muscles that seem to be locked in perpetual cramp. Feet are bandaged and strapped, hip flexors released, all in silence bar the groan of the coffee machine. My partner, Jemma, hastily packs away our gear, handing dirty clothes to Mum for washing at the next rest stop. Their eyes dart from each other to my own crumpled torso. Expressions shift from pity to panic to grief. An almost imperceptible shake of the head from Mum, and collectively they bite their tongue, knowing it’s this they signed up for.

Each passing minute instils greater dread of the task ahead. I ease swollen feet into running shoes, whose soles betray the hard, uneven bitumen of outback roads. With the help of Jemma and Belly, I crawl into the teardrop trailer affixed to our ute. A doona and pillow, illuminated by a brake light, never looked so inviting.

I hear the engine roar to life, but I’m asleep before we’ve even left the carpark. Despite the single sheet of timber separating me and this makeshift bed from the road, and the lack of suspension that has the trailer bumping thunderously behind the ute’s wheels, this is the one place where sleep descends. A delicious emptiness pulses through my body like blood behind a bruise, willing mind and muscle to shut down. I have neither the means nor desire to resist it.

Let it all be a dream. Let the thirty kilometres to the next starting point stretch on for an eternity. Let me sleep off this pain that burns like a fire within. Let the clock slow, so that I might sleep for longer, so that my body might adjust to this brutality. Let it not be 4:30 am.

Oh fuck. This isn’t a dream.

I muffle a scream and Belly’s face appears through tears. With the doors of the trailer open, he nods a firm yet supportive command to battle: ‘Righto, mate.’

The clock is ticking. There are only so many hours in a day to get 100 kilometres done. Any time wasted now will steal hours from the night. It’s time to get out the door. Time to get it done.

Alone now, my body ambles along the fog line. It wakes slowly, my features pulled taut as I struggle to push off with each footfall.

It is pre-dawn, yet there’s little peace to be found on these roads. Jemma flashes her lights to alert me to a road train behind us, but I knew already it was there. The ground trembles and my breath catches as the monstrosity lurches ahead, shifting me off the road and out of rhythm.

Six days ago, they struck me as the stuff of nightmares: wheels big enough to swallow a man whole, exhaust fumes spitting dirt and debris the size of golf balls. The sleep deprivation, the muscular pain, the daunting kilometres ahead – all this I expected. But the road trains have been a new and unfamiliar enemy. Now, though, the thought of one clipping me doesn’t seem so terrible. At least then I’d be out of my misery. What an easy escape! Instead, I subject myself to the daily grind: 100 kilometres per day, day after day; a battle waged against body and mind that consumes every waking moment.

There’s no time nor spare energy to yell obscenities at these behemoths of the road. Every five minutes I duck away from their towering shadows, and every five minutes I’m reminded of their ferocity: roadkill splayed out on bitumen, the rotten stench causing bile to rise up in my throat.

It’s getting harder to stay on schedule. Two-and-a-half hours to get twenty kilometres done. A thirty-minute break to get down mum’s bacon-and-egg rolls, some coffee and whatever else my stomach can tolerate. Then I go again, and again, and again. Eyes on the clock, colour draining from the day.

The cold doesn’t help. It claws at my layers, rattling my ribcage that strains with each intake of breath. There will be no warming up into this run. I’ve lost all feeling in my hands, with fingers so swollen and numb I can barely make a fist. As unrelenting headwinds batter me and belting rain seems to bruise any patch of exposed skin, I wonder what happened to the temperate climate western Australia is known for. These elements – and the 700 metres of elevation entailed in today’s run (across what I was told is ‘flat country’) – all feel like a cruel joke. In some moments, the wind is so strong I can feel myself losing ground. The effort and exertion are there, but a glance at the GPS suggests it’s all for little.

Metres accumulate to make up a single kilometre. The 12 hours 44 minutes that elapse to reach 101.23 kilometres seems like a month.



A SPRAY-PAINTED PINK LINE on bitumen marks the completion of another day’s efforts. Shivering yet sweat-soaked, I lean my body into those of my team, a kind of protective hug we’ve come to practise for these fleeting moments of celebration. There’s a collective exhale, an awareness that, against all odds, progress has been made. I want to savour it, to enjoy the satisfaction a little longer. But waddling to the passenger seat of the ute, I feel my body seizing up. Like coming to after a collision, it’s pure survival mode from here, with knees battered and hips so tight that my whole body turns inwards with each step.

Jem reaches down to untie my laces. With careful and considered attention, she takes to shoe removal like a neurosurgeon approaching the operating table. A sudden jerk, she knows, will send a tendon into shock; a rough tug and skin will come loose with the sock. I gaze down at my feet, these two appendages I could once bear the sight of in thongs. Now, it would be a crime to display them in daylight. Toes swollen and wrinkled, they would scare children. Lack of aeration mixed with traces of truckers’ toilet floors infuses them with a ferocious pong that stings the nostrils. If they look bad now, imagine what a further 3500 kilometres will do.

It hits me then. I have just seven hours. Seven hours to shower, get food down and complete the nightly mummification of creams and cling-wrap. Seven hours to shut down my body, so it might fire up once more come daybreak and be ready to knock off the next allotment of kays.

But how can you train yourself to approach things that way, when the future feels perpetually out of reach? You can’t. The team knows this, too. Someone hands me a chocolate milk, and by the time the engine roars to life, my tongue is already desperately searching the bottle for dregs. There’s the flick of an indicator, a brief pause, and then the crank of the volume knob as Creedence Clearwater Revival blasts over the stereo. Tunes that are familiar and beloved, tunes to get the mind off the task ahead. With my head pressed against the window, the icy glass numbs my forehead.

We drive the twenty kilometres to the nearest town, all for the promise of a hot shower. The team’s spirits are high as we all scream lyrics, not caring about pitch or tone, just in a state of collective euphoria. I gaze out at tomorrow’s route; the gradual incline, the slanted road, the desolate landscape that offers no buffer between the wind and me. Even with the team trailing me every step of the way, I know tomorrow’s run will be yet another lonely dance.

When we reach the abandoned mining town of Widgiemooltha –‘Widgie’ to the locals – Mum and Dad have already done their homework. They’ve spent the last hour sorting out sleeping arrangements, scoping out a place to shower off the red dirt and salt stains I now wear like a second skin, and checking out the local bistro in the hope of finding an alternative to chicken parmi on the menu. It’s hard to believe this place was once a populated township in the 1800s. Now, there’s little to suggest occupancy. Miners stroll through the doors of the roadhouse, unloading their life on a barstool against a soundtrack of chickens clucking out back. But the town stands as a relic to a lamented past – a time when society coveted more than just the shiny and new, things that can be neatly packaged and presented on social media.

Just five days ago I felt the cool breath of ocean air at Cottesloe Beach. Now, the wind carries dust particles so large it’s like sandpaper rubbing against your cheek. Each town is unique, but there’s consistency to be found in the laidback charm that is the outback. The roads out here are hostile, the environment brutal. And yet for all the suffering, how can you not look up – and outwards – and see the beauty?

The moment of reverie vanishes as panic rises in my chest, threatening to manifest as a full-body shake. I lock eyes with Mum, who rushes towards the ute with a hand extended towards my door. I hold her gaze, the fear crawling across my face, and she stops. I ride out the shakes alone: first, an unbearable emptiness, then anger, and again that paralysing fear of the unknown that gripped me this morning. When it finally stops, I reach for the door handle and gingerly ease my body to the ground, one swollen leg after the other. Mum embraces me then and I can no longer hold it in. I’m twenty-three years old and crying with the ferocity of a newborn. The tears come thick and fast, and all I can do is grip Mum tighter, crying not from the pain I feel now, but in the knowledge of what’s to come, knowing all the while that quitting is not an option. That stubbornness is something I’ll never be able to shake, which means my future is predetermined, defined by sacrifice and pain.



ALL I WANTED WAS hot water at the end of a day’s efforts. All I wanted was to feel the thaw of numbed fingers and toes and see steam cloud the mirror, so I wouldn’t have to stare back at this reflection I can no longer recognise. But in Widgie, warm water isn’t a given. Some days, apparently, it doesn’t materialise, and you’re left standing in a dimly lit bathroom, too tired to lift your shirt above your head, too tired even to weep as the water turns a biting cold, sinking you further into those murky depths of misery that you were trying so hard to avoid.

The quick rinse sends my core temperature plunging, or so it seems, and all I can do is shiver as Belly tries to calm me down. As I lie face-down on his table, he massages my legs. The pub is so close, but I doubt my ability to stand let alone walk. To onlookers, it must seem like the height of laziness: a man being driven the fifty-odd metres to the pub entrance. But everything now is about preserving energy.

Journey over, Belly opens the door of the ute, and he and Jemma support the weight of my body as I waddle inside to the table that Dad and my mate Bradley have reserved for dinner.

It’s a weeknight, but every seat is occupied and it feels like the gaze of every local and transient miner is fixed on me. I don’t blame them. At this point I’m a walking car crash, and everyone’s just slowing down to check out the wreckage. I can feel my whole body screaming as I take my seat. Meal orders are placed and, as the smells of gravy and chicken salt waft through the swinging kitchen doors, my phone lights up like a pinball machine as messages from friends and strangers alike flood my inbox. I can feel myself coming apart. Slowly at first, then all at once. Ragged sobs seem to split my chest open and, as I look at my team, I feel a sense of distance wedge itself between us. I don’t have the vocabulary to explain those waves of agony that wash over me now constantly. It’s not something I can share, or something I can help them understand.

‘I can’t tell you how fucked up this is,’ I splutter. ‘It’s so fucking hard. So fucking hard.’

Mum’s chair slides back. ‘I’m just getting service, honey,’ she says, waving a phone in the air as she hurries out of the room.

The tears continue until I no longer have the energy to produce them and all that’s left are salt crystals in my eyelashes.

Bradley looks at my battered body and invokes the wisdom of Hunter S. Thompson, who wrote about the ever-elusive ‘edge’.

‘You’re past it, Nedd. You’re in new territory now,’ he says.

I can only nod, wanting to downplay the anguish I’m feeling. Had I the means to articulate it, my team would surely pull the pin on this entire operation.

Mum comes back, her face splotchy and red, betraying the tears she hid from my view. I wonder what she wants to say to me now but feels she can’t. I wonder what verbal comforts she would offer to try to ease my suffering, but knows I would only dismiss. I wonder how hard it is for her to watch me unravel, to lose a piece of myself at each roadhouse at the end of another day’s hell. I wonder how she sleeps at night, hearing my screams as I sweat through sheets and cling-wrap, only to appear at my door at 3:50 the next morning, bowl of oats in hand, smile fixed, words of affirmation at the ready. She knows me better than anyone. The people around me are those I trust with my life. But out here I’m a stranger to them all. On the road, eyes wide with the feral and ferocious spirit of the hunted, I crave only discomfort. I can’t be sure of how dark it will get over the next few weeks, but I’m certain of one thing: whatever happens, I will finish what I started. There will be no easy way out.



WHEN I SET OUT to run the 3953 kilometres from Cottesloe to Sydney’s Bondi Beach, the possibility of fame or public recognition was never a motivation. What I wanted was to test myself, to defy those self-limiting perceptions we all have of ourselves while also raising money and awareness to tackle the crisis of homelessness in our mixed-up society. I’d learned that Germany’s Achim Heukemes had done such a run in 2005, setting a record of 43 days, 13 hours and eight minutes. I wasn’t a follower or student of his running prowess; I simply felt that if he could do it, then surely I could, too. So, I set myself the goal of completing the distance in 43 days and 12 hours. I also wanted to raise one million dollars for homelessness, and when I heard from Noah Yang, founder and CEO of homelessness charity We Are Mobilise, I couldn’t think of a better organisation to partner with. Noah and his team of volunteers focus on providing functional care and assistance to those in need. Their mission is to reconnect humanity and create change through connection, something I immediately felt drawn to.

We all have an internal voice, one that tends either to talk up our capabilities or play them down. Mine? Mine demands a mindset of: Why can’t I? If someone else has managed to cross Australia on foot, running a hundred-odd kilometres every day over forty-three days, why shouldn’t I be capable of doing the same – or going faster?

Since completing the run on 17 October 2022, I’ve fielded questions from people from all walks of life: athletes, business leaders, average Joes and Janes. They ask stuff like, ‘How many pairs of shoes did you burn through over the course of the run?’ Or, ‘How are your feet holding up?’ – posed, perhaps, with the hope of gaining access to an exclusive library of toe shots from my cross-country endeavour (God forbid anyone sees the video of maggots crawling out of one of my toenails).

Many want to know my diet secrets, as if my choice of milk was the difference between grinding out another 100-kilometre run and hitting the snooze button. Sadly, it wasn’t. For the most part, though, people ask about the how. How did you keep going, even in those moments when your body felt like it might break in two? How did you cut through the noise, drown out the pain and negativity, and ensure that the one voice that kept telling you to push onwards was never snuffed out?

I’ve watched footage of myself answering those questions in public, and I’ve seen my eyes glaze over as I’ve offered my responses that were no more than a shrug of the shoulders. I know that if it’s hard for me to articulate the depths of despair I found myself in out on the Nullarbor, then it’s easier for others to dismiss my run as the actions of a crazed individual with a penchant for agony. ‘Classic, Nedd,’ some would say.

On the other hand, there are those who demand my body be subject to rigorous scientific investigation, as if there is some way to biohack your muscular system so it can withstand the most intense pain. Theirs is a tone of derision, suggesting I must be some freak of nature, comprised of a unique chemistry equalling unexplainable talent when it comes to pain tolerance. Whatever the explanation, what people don’t know or forget is that I was taking on the unthinkable long before this particular deed caught people’s attention.

A social-media following might allow you to inspire others and use your platform to champion a cause, but it won’t see you forge on with only your demons as company, with shins swollen and a kneecap the size of your thigh. What people overlook is that I’m not a runner or an athlete of any kind. I never ran cross country at high school or made the state athletics teams, and when it came to my athletic potential, often I was passed over for boys who were bigger, fitter and faster.

What most people don’t realise is that I’m just a bloke who’s built a life on the principle of showing up, every day. Testing my limits and pushing myself is a ritual, something I hold sacred. These tests of willpower lift me up in the morning and force me to become present. They are tests that make me a better person.

My guess is that you bought this book to learn more about my cross-country run, about the mindset that got me through it despite those periods when I looked cooked. But that mindset was forged long before the run. It was shaped in my adolescence, on the family farm in Forbes in the Central West region of New South Wales, where I watched my mum and dad rise before daybreak to get on with the job at hand without fuss or the need for attention. It was moulded at school, in classrooms and on sporting fields where I faced challenges – kids who were smarter than me, opponents who were more skilled, injuries that threatened to derail my ambitions – and stared them down. It was a mindset honed on lonely runs under the cover of darkness, where the sense of achievement was mine to experience alone. And it’s a mindset that’s been strengthened by encounters with powerful individuals and relationships that have helped make me the man I am today.

In Showing Up, I want to share with you the stories that have shaped my mindset most profoundly. These are the stories I told myself on those long and monotonous roads, where the wind stole the scream from my lips before I could make a sound. They’re stories that speak to our potential, that urge us to push through our self-imposed limitations. They’re stories that suggest we’re all capable of greatness, as long as we’re willing to put in the work.






PART ONE: A KID FROM BEDGERABONG


Don’t come to me complaining or crying, unless you’re broken or bleeding.

Nedd’s mum
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My Mum, Kylie, swore she would never marry a farmer. But when she met Ian Brockmann, it seems the universe was determined to change her mind. Both grew up in Forbes, but farming was all that Dad had ever known. Despite helping his father daily with the labour-intensive tasks required on their cattle-and-sheep farm, he was never paid a wage. When he met Mum, his weekends entailed extra shearing work for any local farmers who needed sheep shorn. This was his source of income. The more sheep you sheared, the more money you made. And Dad was a workhorse: to this day, set him a task and he’ll do anything to get it done. He worked 50-60 hours a week for his own father, then went out shearing all weekend. His whole life, he’s never skipped a day’s work. Maybe there’s something to be said for his ticker, or for something else in the Brockmann bloodline that I was fortunate enough to inherit. Whatever it is, Dad is nothing if not dependable – someone you can rely on, loyal to a fault, never one to complain. Together, he and Mum make up the ultimate package.

Until we sit our parents down and find out what their lives were like before we came on the scene, we tend to forget that they are, after all, human. Just like the rest of us, our parents are prone to making mistakes, to giving their all and, sometimes, still falling short. But even in the periods when my parents were winging it, when they hid the struggles of farm life from their kids who grew up oblivious to financial uncertainty and years of drought, I have only ever seen them as superhuman. And with time and acquired knowledge, that superhuman strength that each projects has, to my mind, only grown stronger. They are the best teachers I’ve ever had.

I can’t know everything about the time they spent together before I was born, but here’s what I do know: the greatest feat of endurance I’m aware of occurred between the years of 1996 and 1999, in the absence of camera crews or a social media following. She may not have garnered headlines but what Mum went through needs telling.

In the New Year of 1998, my maternal grandmother retired to her bed and essentially never left it until she passed away just under a year later. She’d been diagnosed with breast cancer eight years earlier and, ever the stoic woman who downplayed any misfortune or discomfort, what she described that night as a sore neck would later be revealed as the return of cancer, only this time it had metastasised into nearly every bone in her body. Doctors would tell her that the cancer had progressed to such an extent that had she sneezed around that time, she would have broken her neck. She was flown to Sydney, where an ambulance took her to hospital for a three-month stay. Given this was a time preceding the ubiquity of mobile phones, it marked the first time Mum hadn’t spoken to her own mum every day. The two of them were best friends and confidantes. They shared everything. And when Mum experienced a stillbirth between my older brother Logan and me on 4 August 1997, losing the son she would name Benjamin, it was her mother who helped her through the months of grief. It was also her mother whom she first informed of her pregnancy with me, when my grandmother finally returned from the hospital and settled into her bed.

Mum had never inquired, mid-pregnancy, about the sex of her first two babies, but after suffering the stillbirth, she required frequent scans and blood tests and wanted to know the sex of her new baby as soon as possible so that she could begin developing a relationship with him or her. Dr Somes, a GP who had treated my grandmother and was now treating Mum through her pregnancy (and would later become our family GP), told her she would be having a boy. My mum told her mum she would call the baby Nedd. It was something for just the two of them – a secret born of love and trust. Together, they had conversations with and about me, speaking to Mum’s growing bump with a special tenderness, soothing those stirrings that rippled beneath the flesh.

I would have given anything to have been able to meet my grandmother, this woman who was so pivotal to the shaping of my own mum. But I never got the chance. Three weeks before I was born, she died on 17 December 1998, leaving Mum without her best friend and biggest supporter. To have experienced two great losses in such a short space of time is cruel, and yet the day my mum gave birth to me, there was no cloud of sadness hanging over the delivery room. She wore my grandmother’s wedding band and, as if sensing her presence, infused the room with a mood that was much like the cocoon of warmth the pair had created together in those months leading up to my birth: calm, tranquil, tender. With Dr Somes presiding over the whole thing, the birth went smoothly. Mum was induced and, within half an hour, went into labour.

At one point, a nurse said to Mum, ‘That’s such a beautiful wedding band’, to which Mum responded, ‘It was my Mum’s.’ Knowing what Mum had been through, those in the room expected a flood of emotion, for the arrival of new life to be overshadowed by the memory of a passing. But Mum could only look at them with kindness and serenity, assuring all that it was fine. With the ring on her finger, she felt a closeness that transcended space and time. My birth was peaceful, easy, as if overseen by some greater force.

Twenty-four years later, Dr Somes retired. In his three-decade career, he supported patients through moments of unimaginable sadness and the kind of joy that makes the heart swell. In thirty-one years, he delivered thousands of babies and watched some couples leave the hospital with no baby at all, carrying the kind of personal tragedy that stays with a family forever. He saw Mum through three pregnancies and one devastating stillbirth, as well as the passing of her own mother. Upon retiring, he asked Mum a question.

‘You know what I tell people was the highlight of my medical career?’

‘You’re going to tell me Nedd’s birth,’ Mum said.

Dr Somes nodded. ‘Yeah, I am.’

He then confirmed the mystical presence Mum felt in the delivery room on 11 January 1999. He spoke of the ease of labour, the incredible peace that seemed to settle over the room like a fine mist, and the exceptional strength of the woman at the heart of it all.
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The Brockmann farm is situated sixty kilometres west of Forbes in the quiet town of Bedgerabong. I always think I’m home once I reach Forbes with its friendly inhabitants, but then I remember I’ve got another half-hour drive before I’m on the driveway that feels instantly familiar. As soon as I feel the crunch of gravel under foot or wheel, I sense the years dropping from my shoulders like an oversized coat, drawing me back to my childhood and the freedom it entailed.

Bedgerabong Public School lies halfway between Forbes and home, with skinny, tar-paved roads crisscrossing the land that sits either side, green and vast and populated with cows and sheep. Floods have rendered the roads barely drivable, like some kind of Mario Kart racecourse, pot-holed and bunged up so it’s only the local driver who can be confident of navigating them without serious mishap. Houses become sparser as you drive west, until eventually you have to squint against the horizon to make out any house at all on properties that stretch for as far as the eye can see.

With the Lachlan River serving as a guide, the road continues for another seven kilometres, until a big bend sees you land on a sixteen-kilometre straight that you follow all the way home. You count the farms that go past: one, two, three… each offering sightings of cattle, hay bales, irrigation and fencing. Two little bumps appear in the road, sending you momentarily airborne as you strike them at a speed close to 100 kilometres per hour. That’s when you know you’re home. And sure enough, the sign ‘Brockmann Trading’ looms large, before your eye lands on the mailbox, one that’s survived now for two decades since Logan and I first welded it together. Modelled on our own farmhouse, it features a piece of aluminium tin that covers a little box like a roof. It’s skew-whiff now, but Mum and Dad have never wanted to replace it.

Entering the farm, you can see the shed, filled with machinery or hay, and some kind of seed that Dad has sown peeking up at you from the ground. The colossal marks of tractor tyres seem perpetually imprinted in the earth, while Dad’s older cows – now in their twilight years – can be seen grazing in the front paddock, with more of them visible in the distance as a cluster of white, black and brown. Even having spent my childhood and adolescence here, I can never quite comprehend the sheer scale of it all. Thousands of acres, blanketing the landscape, and even then, stretching further still into a never-ending backdrop of dusty tracks and forest trees.

To think this was our playground as kids, that we could spend hours every day exploring it without ever nudging its boundaries. It was here I came to appreciate the feeling of finding myself forever and ever alone out here, with my own thoughts as company. With nothing to compare it to, I consider my childhood relatively normal. It’s only when I relocated to Sydney at the age of 20 that I came to see the gift my siblings and I had received by way of independence from such a young age as something novel and profound. We were free! Within limits, we could do as we pleased. As long as we went to school and made it home, we could have the filthiest haircuts, swim in the dam, go yabby catching. We were never bored.

Mum had two ironclad rules: never come to her complaining or crying unless we were broken or bleeding, and always be home before dark. She didn’t much mind where we were or what we did on the farm, so long as we were back in her sight with a trace of light still left in the day. And she sensed that we would be, back at the sliding glass door in time for dinner, if not for the company then for the insatiable hunger that seems to stalk you through childhood and adolescence. I don’t know if Logan and my younger sister, Mabel, were quite as adherent to these rules as I was, but to me they were cardinal.

Aged eleven, I got a motorbike. It was a birthday present, something of a tradition in our family so we could help Dad out by using the bikes to round up sheep and cattle into the yards. I was pushing it along and trying to kick it into gear, but I was too small for this bike, and to get on it, I had to run alongside it and, with pinpoint timing, jump up when I’d achieved the necessary momentum. I was only 200 metres or so from the house one morning, when the front tyre hit a heap of wire on the ground. The bike collapsed sideways, throwing me off and into a mound of khaki weed. After the shock dissipated, I glanced at my dirt-stained elbows and the deep scratches I’d taken to my torso and bare legs. Rising, I stared at the bike – defeated by a roll of wire – and kicked it.
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