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Dedicated to:

My wife Chloe Maxwell, who selflessly sacrificed so much so I could continue to chase my dreams, I love you and couldn’t imagine my life without you. My two eldest children, Jack and Skyla, who have been through so much of the journey, the good and the bad, and grown into beautiful young adults who continue to make me proud. My younger children Max and Phoenix, who every day inspire me to be a better man. Don and Mel, my brother and sister, who have walked the path with me from when I can remember, who have always had my back and never shied away from the challenges we’ve faced. As a whole, we’ve all laughed and cried together – this is for you.






[He] made the terrible discovery that men make about their fathers sooner or later… that the man before him was not an aging father but a boy, a boy much like himself, a boy who grew up and had a child of his own and, as best he could, out of a sense of duty and, perhaps love, adopted a role called Being a Father so that his child would have something mythical and infinitely important: a Protector, who would keep a lid on all the chaotic and catastrophic possibilities of life.

Tom Wolfe, The Bonfire of the Vanities








PROLOGUE

SOME OF MY FELLOW TRAVELLERS are growing impatient as we wait in the bus. We’re at the Bomana War Cemetery near Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea, where we’ve been walking among the nearly 4000 graves of fallen Commonwealth soldiers, casualties of the Kokoda Track campaign which took place between July and November 1942. Now we’re all back on the bus… all but one: my twelve-year-old daughter, Phoenix.

As close as we are to the burial ground, from our position the lie of the land obscures most of it. Suddenly, Phoenix’s head pops into view. She appears absorbed by whatever she’s looking at, and in no hurry.

‘Just toot the horn,’ someone says. ‘Let her know we’re ready.’

The man at the wheel, our trek leader, Cam James, frowns. ‘I’m not tooting the horn,’ he says, eyes to the front. ‘We’re waiting.’

And so we wait. And wait.

‘Mat, just go over and see what she’s doing,’ someone suggests.

‘Fair enough,’ I say. ‘Okay.’

Phoenix is on the far side of the cemetery, standing in front of a gravestone, her little face solemn, lips moving. Walking towards her, I watch her take two sideways steps and set her gaze on the adjacent stone. Reaching her, I hear her whisper two words: ‘thank you’.

She has made it to roughly half the graves. Who I am to stop her?

‘Do you want to keep going, bub?’

‘Dad, I’ll stop now. But I’m going to do the other half when I come back next time.’

‘All right,’ I say. ‘But if you want to do it now, I’ll do it with you.’

‘No. Next time.’

It’s March 2020. When we left Sydney a week ago, COVID-19 looked like trouble brewing. Now we hear that while we were trekking the Kokoda Track, it has shut down the world. It would have been good, I suppose, to have been at home on the Gold Coast with my wife, Chloe, and our son, Max. But how can I regret a trip from which our daughter has taken so much? Every Australian should do this if they can – walk the 96 kilometres of unforgiving terrain, endure the scorching days and freezing nights, to receive the lesson of a lifetime in courage, friendship and sacrifice. I hope I can return soon with Phoenix, but also to make separate one-on-one treks with my youngest, Max, my elder daughter, Skyla, and my firstborn, Jack.

Coming back wouldn’t just be for their sake, though, because this has been the most emotional trip of my life. It has rekindled memories of when I was a football-obsessed thirteen year old stuck in boarding school on the Gold Coast. Come holidays, I’d visit my family, living at the time in the Top End. My pop, my father’s father, would tell stories of his time as a young soldier based in Darwin during World War II. More than that, he would take me to places like Mandorah, on the western side of Darwin Harbour on the Cox Peninsula. There, along the shoreline from the Mandorah jetty, he would point out the remains of World War II fortifications.

‘The air raid siren would sound, and we’d be sent charging down the beach with our rifles,’ Pop would say. They never knew whether what they were doing was a drill or the real thing, only that they’d be sitting ducks if it were the latter. The rifles they were pointing at the sky weren’t loaded, because all ammunition had been sent to the frontlines. Pop also told me stories of young men haring into battle knowing – not fearing, knowing – they were about to die.

I grew up to become a footballer, like my father, Steve Rogers, the Cronulla Sharks legend dubbed the ‘prince of centres’. I did okay, too. I played for my country in rugby league and rugby union. But I tried to keep what I was doing in perspective: football is for fun. Don’t get me wrong: it hurts, but you never run out to play football thinking, I could die today. It’s like doing Kokoda as an experience in your expensive adventure gear: it’s bloody tough, physically and mentally. It will test you. But no one’s shooting at you as you make your way along the track.



PHOENIX TOOK THE BOUNCE and tirelessness of childhood into our trek. She always led the way.

‘C’mon, everybody, you can make it!’ she’d yell from somewhere up ahead.

Thinking she might be getting on people’s nerves, I spoke to her. ‘Pheeny, you’ve got to stop yelling. You might be upsetting people.’

But the others said no, don’t stop her. ‘When we can hear her voice, we know we’re close,’ they said. She was inspiring them. And is that, perhaps, everyone’s duty: to inspire those around us? Or, if not to inspire, then at least to watch out for them? And if not everyone, then at least those dearest to you?

Kokoda sends me hurtling into the past, forces me to reflect on all that I’ve done in my forty-five years, to re-examine my motives, to relive the triumphs and failures and follies, real or imagined, within or beyond my control.

My whole life I have struggled to ask friends for help when I’ve needed it. My instinct has been to carry every burden on my shoulders alone. Only now do I see that no matter who you are or what you’ve done, you’re allowed to lean on people. It’s okay to ask for help.

I wish Dad had asked me for help when, only just into his fifties, his will to live seemed to desert him. I loved and needed my dad and have spent much of my life trying to be like him, even after I’d seen enough to realise that, like all of us, he was an imperfect, vulnerable human being. Sometimes when I think about the mistakes he made, I wonder: did I learn from those mistakes, or did I repeat them?

You need to do this – you need to ask yourself the difficult questions. Although I’m happy with where I am today, I can’t reflect contentedly on every decision I’ve taken along the way. All I can say for myself is that I am Mat Rogers, my father’s son, and now a father and grandfather; a flawed man who has always tried to do his best, and that when it comes to trying to be better, I haven’t finished yet.






1 HERO


IT’S 1980. I’M FOUR YEARS old, on a fairway at the Illawarra Golf and Country Club, not far from my home in southern Sydney. I’m lying on my father’s golf bag, which is slotted into a buggy, and he is pulling me along. This is what I do so I can be with him. Always, I’m trying to get his attention and approval. I am his shadow. I can’t think of anything worse than Dad being angry with me or disappointed in me.

My dad is Steve Rogers. Yes, it’s great having a superstar footballer for your father, but it’s also hard. Dad loves us – my mum, Carol; my big brother, Don; my little sister, Mel; and me – I’m sure of that, but he’s rarely around.

He’s always busy, with a full-time job selling real estate on top of being a star centre for the Cronulla Sharks in the New South Wales Rugby League competition, as well as being a representative player. I go to training with him whenever I’m allowed. He may be every kid’s hero, but he’s my dad. I want him to pay attention to me. I want him to understand who I am and what I need.

I idolise six-year-old Don, too. I see him doing all the things Dad’s doing but which I’m too young for, and I’m so envious it hurts. Dad and Don have footy chats that leave me out of the loop. It drives me crazy. I need to get inside that circle. I need to be a footballer.

My mum is sick to death of all my whingeing about not being allowed to play rugby league. So sick of it, she eventually relents.

‘If your dad says it’s okay,’ she tells me one day, ‘you can play.’

Off I trot to Dad. And the deal is done.

So at the tender age of four I’m lining up for my first game of footy. Top of mind is advice Dad has given me: tackle the man with the ball. First chance I get, that’s what I do. I impress myself by making a clean, solid tackle. I look over towards my dad, expecting to see him delighted, but instead he has his head in his hands.

Everyone on the sideline is laughing. I figure there must have been something wrong with my technique, which Dad and I had worked on during the week. So, for my next effort I make some adjustments, driving my shoulder into the guy’s midriff and then sliding down his thighs. Again, grinning, I look over at Dad, proud of myself and expecting his approval. But this time he’s shaking his head. What’s he so upset about?

At half-time he wanders over and puts his arms around me. ‘You’re a great tackler,’ he says. ‘But when I said tackle the guy with the ball, I meant the guys in the other-coloured jerseys.’

It’s a shaky start to my rugby league life, but things soon get better. One day, my mum is watching me play footy in the front yard with Don’s friends. They’re older and bigger than me, of course, but Mum sees me charging straight at them. No fear. She reckons I look like a little Sherman tank running over them, and the name sticks. Throughout childhood to all and sundry, I’m Tank.



THE RIVALRY BETWEEN DON AND me is ridiculous. Everything we do is a competition and it drives my mum mad. Both Don and I take the attitude that to stop your brother getting one over on you is worth fighting for. This often gets out of hand.

One day, at the house of one of Don’s friend’s, two doors from home, Don is riding an exercise bike and I’m sitting on the floor watching the front wheel spin, wondering if I could stop it.

I ask Don: ‘You reckon I could stop that wheel?’

‘No, you couldn’t.’

Well, that’s it. Back and forth we go, until I say that not only can I stop it, I will stop it.

Don responds by pedalling harder, and I reach out to grab the wheel. The spokes grab my hand and whirl it around until it meets the fork, which slices off my right ring finger at the top knuckle and sends it hurtling across the room. This doesn’t make sense to me. One moment I’m arguing with my brother, the next I’m staring at half a finger.

For a few seconds there is no pain as I hold my hand in front of my face, blood streaming down my wrist. I look at Don, who’s a tough kid but right now resembles a statue, a look of disbelief frozen on his face. Finally, he climbs off the bike and goes tearing out the front door. He’s running towards home screaming, ‘Mathew’s cut off his finger!’

Meanwhile, I’m searching for the severed part of my digit but can’t find it anywhere. The kid whose house it is grabs a rag and puts it over my hand, trying to stem the bleeding. But this wound is a geyser.

I’m out the front of the house now and I see Mum coming down the street towards me. She seems pretty calm. She’s always told us kids that she’s a nurse (though we’re not sure if she means that literally), so maybe she’s used to dealing with emergencies. Regardless, she probably doesn’t want to inflame things by being hysterical. She also knows Don and I are prone to exaggeration and fond of playing pranks. We’re a constant pain in the neck, so it’s possible Mum doesn’t expect to find anything too horrific. When she sees me, however, she seems to sense this could be serious. She takes my hand and gently pulls back the cloth. As it happens, the skin from the top of my finger has flapped over the bone. Combined with all the blood, it looks as though I might just have suffered a deep cut. Mum looks relieved.

‘We’ll go to the hospital,’ she says. ‘You’ll get some stitches, and everything will be fine.’

Mum walks me home and tells Dad the story. They seem unconcerned, but Don and I know better. He saw what happened – and I felt it.

Mum plonks me in the front passenger seat of the car and we begin the drive from Engadine to Caringbah, about twenty-five minutes away. Halfway there, my hand really starts to throb. When we stop at a set of lights, Mum asks me to show her the injury again, so I offer up my hand, this time with my palm facing up. As she pulls back the cloth, the skin that had previously covered the bone sticks to the bandage, revealing the protruding bone where my finger had been severed. A look of terror sweeps across her face.

‘Oh, my God, Mathew,’ she shrieks, ‘you’ve cut off your finger!’

By the time we reach the hospital it’s too late to salvage the finger, which our neighbours find the next day behind a sofa.

Undeterred, Don and I continue to test our parents’ patience, especially Mum’s. When he’s ten, Don gets shot in the head at close range with a pellet gun – and lives to tell the tale. I didn’t shoot him. But I can’t count the number of times I would have happily done so.






2 TYRO


IN LATE 1982, DAD GOES on the Kangaroo Tour, his third of these quadrennial three-month trips by Australia to the United Kingdom and France. Twelve weeks! Twelve whole weeks without seeing my dad. But I hear his voice once a week or so. It might be Don who picks up the phone, hears three beeps, and sings out, ‘It’s long distance!’ These calls cost a fortune. Wherever I am in the house, I come running and line up next to the phone, awaiting my turn to talk to Dad.

I’m not angry with him for being away. I’m six now and can sense he’s doing what he’s supposed to do – working to take care of his family. And when Dad leaves gaps, Mum always fills them. She’s everywhere, all the time: at all Don’s and my games, school functions, parent–teacher interviews, on top of taking care of little Mel.

I play a lot of different sports at school but footy is my first love. After two years playing under-6s for the Engadine Dragons, I’m meant to play another year in the same division but I’m not having it. I demand to go on to the under-7s with the rest of my teammates. It’s a move that’s the making of me. Playing with kids who are bigger and stronger than you are – within reason – toughens you up and makes you play smarter.

My team – the Mighty Mites – never lose. We’re a funny bunch. There’s Markus Zusak, our tackling-machine halfback who’s willing and courageous but whose technique isn’t the best and who is always hurting himself. There’s big Bruce Drysdale – ‘Bruiser’, we call him – our front-rower who’s unstoppable from close range. He scores more tries than any of us. Then there’s Scotty Billsborough, the energiser bunny, and my second-row partner, Cameron Jess. That’s right – I’m Tank the second rower, with no sidestep whatsoever. I’m not a star player but I hold my own. With this group I learn about teamwork and humility in victory. All of us love footy more than anything.



THE COMPETITIVENESS DON AND I share is fuelled by Dad. He never lets us boys beat him in anything. And when your dad is one of the fittest, most gifted athletes in the country, it means you lose a lot. One time I go crying to Mum about Dad always beating me and she takes it up with him.

‘Steven, you have to let the boys win every now and then.’

‘They have to earn it,’ Dad says. ‘I’m not giving them a free victory.’

My rivalry with Don serves to forge a bond between Mel and me. Whenever Don and I fight, which is often and over anything, Mel will stick up for me or comfort me afterwards. Sometimes, she and I will try to gang up on Don. It never works, but being the younger two and neither of us a physical match for Don, we have to stick together.

Don and I are always up to mischief, always pressing Mum’s buttons. One of the few certainties in our house is that whenever we’re competing at anything, someone is going to get hurt, and typically that someone is me. Until the day I turn the tide at the age of nine.

My dad has a good friend, a fellow player named Les Boyd, who’s just been suspended for fifteen months for eye-gouging. I’m amazed that someone could get rubbed out for so long and I’m intrigued about what he’d done.

I ask Dad, ‘What did Les do exactly?’

Dad explains what eye-gouging is and why it’s so dangerous.

You need to understand that Don would torment me to the point of meltdown. One day, he barricades me in the downstairs rumpus room and teases me and hits me for a couple of hours. Finally, I lose my temper. I get past him, run to the kitchen and grab the biggest knife I can find. At this moment, given the chance, I will stab him. No doubt about it.

I’m storming back to the rumpus room when my Uncle Shane, who’s living with us now, blocks my way. He’s seen me tear into the kitchen like a lunatic and heard me rattling around in the drawers.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m going to kill Don!’

Uncle Shane promptly disarms me and keeps his nephews separated until Mum and Dad get home.

The day I turn the tide, my weapon isn’t a knife but something more primitive. In our house, things generally go down like this: I beat Don at a game – maybe handball or putting golf balls in the hallway – and he then beats me up; I cry; Dad gives Don the belt. Matter settled. Dad doesn’t come and make sure I’m all right or want to go into the detail of what happened. That’s how it is, and nothing ever changes. I could stop beating Don at things and he’d stop flogging me. I could end the cycle that way. But there’s no way I’m going to do that. I’d rather take the pain.

One day we’re wrestling on the floor, and I end up on his back. I reach my hand around to his face and sink my fingers into an eye. It feels awful. He screams, which scares the life out of me, and I stop. Don then goes crying off to Mum.

A little later I’m downstairs in the rumpus room and I get a call on the intercom to come up to Dad’s office. Uh-oh.

‘Sit down,’ he tells me. ‘So, you got him with an eye gouge, hey?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, I’m happy you found a way to beat him. I’m not happy about how you did it. I’ll give you this one, but if you do that to your brother or anyone again, you won’t be able to sit down for a week.’

And that’s that. No belt from Dad. So it was a victory, if a dirty one. But I’m pretty happy with myself. Once again I’ve proved that I can mix it with guys bigger than me – which is pretty important if you want to be a footballer.






3 HORROR


WHEN DON WAS SEVEN, he became a ball boy for Cronulla and ever since, I’ve longed for the same chance. To be on the inside with the players, to wear the ball boy uniform, to serve the team I love: this is my fantasy. Ball boys also get paid $40 at the end of the season, but that is cream. I would wash cars, do any chore under the sun to get this job. But I don’t have to. Because I have a contact.

Finally when I’m nine there’s an opening in the ranks. Dad sits me down in his den and tells me I’m going to be a ball boy for the upcoming season. I could burst.

‘Now,’ Dad says, ‘I’m going to give you some advice on how to be a good ball boy.’

He talks about my sand-bucket duties. When a team’s goal kicker prepares to take a shot at goal, he needs sand on which to place the ball. My job is to run the sand out to him in a bucket. Sometimes I’ll be giving the bucket to my dad, who’s Cronulla’s goal kicker, and sometimes I’ll be giving it to the opposition kicker.

‘When you run the sand bucket out to the opposition,’ Dad says, ‘draw an X on top of the sand. And when you bring it to me, draw a circle.’

‘I don’t understand,’ I say. ‘Why an X?’

‘What do you get next to a wrong answer at school?’

Uh-huh. Dad wants them thinking bad thoughts before they take their shot.

I tell anyone who’ll listen about my role in the season ahead. When the big day arrives, the season opener on 16 March 1985, the old routines are out the window. In past years I rode to the game with Mum, Don and Mel. But not any more. I’m a ball boy now, so Kevin Hogan, another Sharks legend whose son Glen is also a ball boy, picks me up. We arrive at Belmore Oval, the home ground of today’s opponents, Canterbury-Bankstown, hours before kick-off and Glen and I hang around in the dressing room with the players. I can smell the liniment as I watch them get ready. I’m surrounded by giants preparing for battle. There’s a knock at the door.

‘Two minutes, Sharks,’ the knocker says.

My dad winks at me. ‘Are you ready?’

It’s 2.55 pm. Kick-off is in five minutes. I’ve been ready since 10 am, I feel like saying. But I just nod.

I run into the light and onto the field, right next to the players. I’m just nine years old, but will life ever deliver a better moment than this?

Ten minutes into the game, Dad’s running with the ball about 20 metres from where I’m standing on the sideline, when Canterbury player Mark Bugden smashes him in the head with a swinging arm. I don’t see the contact – Dad has his back to me – but I can tell he’s hurt: he’s down on the ground and not moving. My indestructible dad isn’t moving. Now he’s being helped off the field with blood coming from his mouth, and his jaw seems to be hanging off his face.

‘Oh,’ moans Glen, my fellow ball boy. ‘How bad is that?’

I look up, searching the grandstand for my family. Don’s having conniptions and Mum is trying to stop him from climbing over the seats to get to Dad. Seeing my big brother sobbing puts a lump in my throat. I want to cry too, but I’m on display out here.

Okay, I tell myself, hold it together. But I just stand there, dazed, while the game restarts.

A few minutes later, a photographer runs over to me wanting a photo. I can’t think straight, so I just go along with whatever he says. I can tell this guy doesn’t give a rip about my dad; he just wants a shot for his newspaper.

Half-time comes and I don’t know what to do because ball boys aren’t allowed in the sheds during the break. I’m hanging about on the edge of the field when the ball boy coordinator comes over and tells me I don’t have to go back out for the second half.

I feel a little better, but desperately want to see Dad, so I decide to walk down the race and look for him. I figure that maybe I’ll be able to get into the dressing room once the other players have filed out for the second half. It feels like an endless walk, and I’m terrified of what I might see. It’s like I’m in a horror movie – when the actor’s creeping down a corridor, not knowing what’s about to jump out.

When I reach the dressing room I push open the door and stick my head in. There’s Dad. His face has been bandaged and the bandage is supporting his jaw and holding it in place. There’s no one else there, just Dad sitting alone. It’s so quiet. I can just barely hear the noise of the crowd above us through the cement ceiling.

I’m trying not to cry, and Dad can see I’m scared. He can’t speak with his shattered jaw, so he stretches out an arm and motions for me to come to him. I edge closer and he taps the bench next to him, so I sit down. He pulls me into him, tight under his right arm, and just hugs me. He is in so much pain but still wants to protect me. And now I start bawling. All the fear, worry and shock comes pouring out. It’s the first time I’ve seen my dad hurt badly, and I didn’t think it was possible. He is Superman to me. He is suffering, but his concern is all for me.

A few minutes later, Peter Malouf, the team doctor and a family friend, comes in to check on Dad. After a while, he turns to me, fixing me with kind eyes.

‘Everything will be okay,’ he says.

Dad’s jaw, it turns out, has multiple fractures. He needs surgery, screws and a plate to repair it, and spends the rest of the season sidelined. I continue as a ball boy, although it’s not the same without Dad being on the field with me, and I can’t forget his injury. But, having seen what I did, I feel I can now handle anything that comes my way.

Sometime later, I can’t remember when, I see the shot taken by that photographer who thought it was okay to use me as a subject when I’d just seen my dad get his face rearranged. I’m leaning on my bucket, and I look scared.






4 ALIEN


AT THE END OF THE 1985 season, we move to England as a family. Dad wants to get some game time with Widnes RLC so he can start the 1986 season in Sydney strongly and hopefully be selected for that year’s Kangaroo Tour. If he’s picked, he’ll be the first player to make four of these tours. I want my dad to succeed, of course, but I’m not loving it in the north of England. Mel and I are enrolled at Lunt’s Heath Primary School in Widnes, a town about 24 kilometres from Liverpool. And the way I’m feeling, the sooner we get out of here the better.

Making friends at school back in Australia was easy when you played the most popular sport in your area and Steve Rogers was your dad. But in the north of England, rugby league plays second or third fiddle to soccer. I’m the strange kid from the other side of the world who speaks with a funny accent.

In my first week at the school, we have a class swimming lesson. I can’t believe it: none of the other kids can swim a stroke. They can keep their head above water, but only barely. In contrast, there’s me, a typical Aussie kid who’s confident in the water, having swum more or less since I could walk. The disparity doesn’t sit well with the other boys, particularly when the instructor asks me to help her teach them how to swim. Now I’m the know-all. Talk about wearing a target on your back.

Liverpool FC are the toast of the town right now, having just won the First Division title for the eighth time in ten years. But therein lies a problem I don’t even see coming. Dad is friends with Craig Johnston, the Australian midfielder who’s been playing for Liverpool since the late seventies and who’s a crowd favourite at Anfield Stadium, the home of Liverpool FC. During our first few weeks in Widnes, Johnston invites the Rogers family to a game, which Liverpool wins, and we end up in the players’ function room for the celebrations.

Here I am, nine years old, with little idea what’s going on, holding the FA Cup and getting photos with Kenny Dalglish, Ian Rush, Bruce Grobbelaar – all my classmates’ heroes. The next day there’s a story in the local paper which talks about my dad’s connection to Liverpool FC. It’s accompanied by photos from the celebrations, including one of me brandishing the Cup.

My teacher, Miss Ford, adores Ian Rush, so she makes me get up and tell the class all about my experience.

Well, I think, maybe they’ll like me now.

Wrong.

To my classmates, I’m the colonial git who doesn’t know the first thing about Liverpool FC, while many of them would give a limb just to get a ticket to a game, let alone meet the stars afterwards. But there’s me, up the front talking nonchalantly about my day at the football.

If things were already bad because of the swimming, they just got a whole lot worse. By winter, whenever I’m walking home from school with Mel, I have to protect her as groups of bullies taunt us and throw stuff at us – snowballs, mainly, but they’re not being tossed in a fun snowball-fight kind of way. They’re being launched with intent, and generally followed up with something like, ‘Fook off back to Australia, ya convict!’

As it turns out, that’s pretty much what I do. Our England adventure goes no better for Dad, who breaks his leg in the thirteenth minute of his first game for Widnes and needs surgery. We’ll be home before Christmas, but at least we see a bit of the UK first. Together with the family of one of Dad’s Widnes teammates, Steve O’Neill, who also broke his leg in the same game, we tour the sights of London then head up to Scotland.

As we pass Loch Ness, I’m glued to the window, desperate to catch a glimpse of Nessie. Mum and Dad are laughing, telling me it’s not going to happen. But if I’m anything as a kid, it’s determined. You tell me something can’t be done, then it becomes my mission to prove you wrong. In this case, however, they’re right: no monster.

Soon after returning from the UK, Dad finds out that the operation was botched: his leg has been shortened by almost two centimetres, so it must be re-broken, stretched out and set back in place or he’ll be limping for the rest of his life.

‘If you play and break that leg again,’ the doctor tells him, ‘we may have to amputate.’

That’s it for Dad. It’s a cruel ending for a champion like him, but that’s the card life deals him.






5 VISION


IN EARLY 1987, WE MOVE to the Gold Coast. My mum is Gold Coast born and bred, while Dad lived here as a teenager after his parents moved up from Sydney and bought and managed Nobby’s Outlook, a block of apartments right on Nobby Beach. I hear how, aged seventeen, Dad played for the Gold Coast Tigers in their 1972 premiership-winning side, and it was around this time he met Mum. Dad’s best mate was a fellow by the name of Gary Clarke, who just happened to be Mum’s brother. Mum wasn’t keen at first, but Gary played Cupid. He told Dad that Carol wanted to see this new horror film but wouldn’t watch it alone – she’d like to watch it with Steve. He then spun a similar tale to Mum – Steve was keen to watch this horror flick but was a big softy and wanted to watch it with her. It was a matchmaking masterstroke.

Initially, my pop, Dad’s father, wasn’t taken with this lass Carol, who was the third youngest of thirteen children from a broken home. In Pop’s eyes, Mum’s family was from the other side of the tracks and he forbade my father to see her. Pop’s plan for Dad was for him to go to Sydney and play for the St George Dragons, but Dad rebelled, and he and Mum ran away. When they were eventually tracked down, Dad refused to come home. He said he wouldn’t go to Sydney unless he could marry Mum on his eighteenth birthday and take her with him. Pop relented, and Mum and Dad were married on 25 November 1972, the day after my dad turned eighteen.

As an adult, I will learn more about my mum’s relatives from a family history my aunt wrote. I will discover that Uncle Gary was always trying to protect his little sister, my mum, because sadly there was a lot of abuse in that home. I don’t remember Mum ever talking about it, but when Uncle Gary dies in a car accident in the mid-1980s, I’ve never seen Mum so upset. Uncle Gary meant the world to her. He introduced her to her soulmate, and by doing so gave her a better life.

As it turned out, the Dragons knocked Dad back, telling Pop his boy was too young and to bring him back in another year. Instead, Pop took him across the Tom Uglys Bridge and Dad became a Cronulla Shark, playing in the 1973 grand final and touring with the Kangaroos that same year. I’m sure the Dragons were kicking themselves after that.

So our move to the Sunshine State doesn’t feel like an upheaval. We holiday there every year – sometimes twice a year – to see our grandparents. We have aunts, uncles and cousins in the area that we’re keen to see more of. Also, Pop isn’t well and needs us closer.

We bounce around a few different places until we settle in Broadbeach Waters, and now we’re like pigs in mud. Our house on the canal is just a kilometre from the beach, and we often ride our bikes there for a surf before school. When the surf’s up, though, the thought of school doesn’t always pull us out of the water, and Mum ends up on the shore yelling at us to come in. Daryl, an older cousin who’s a great surfer, drives us all over the coast to wherever the surf’s pounding.

Although I’m falling in love with the ocean and surfing, the Rogers are still a committed rugby league family. Dad starts coaching the local Nerang Roosters A-grade side, while Don and I sign up for our age divisions. I’m back playing with kids my age – kids in their last year of primary school – rather than with older, faster and larger ones. What a difference it makes. Suddenly the game feels easy and I can do what I want on the field. Previously, teamed with more mature kids, I was neither a leader nor a dominant voice. At Nerang, that changes. I start to believe that rugby league could turn into my career, and I raise this with Dad.

‘Son,’ he says, ‘it doesn’t matter what you do. If you’re the best at it, you can make it pay. You can make a lot of money playing football. I made over a million dollars from rugby league. I don’t have a lot to show for it, but gee, I had a great time spending it. Just don’t do what I did when you make it.’

The fuse has been lit. Right, if I’m the best, I can make a living out of this, and that’s what I’m going to do.






6 ASTRAY


IN 1988 I’M TWELVE AND Queensland’s school representative system introduces a side called South Coast, which encompasses every region south of Logan down to the New South Wales border. Representing the Gold Coast East team, I play well enough at a regional carnival to be picked for South Coast. I’m going to play in the Queensland State Championships.

The championships feature a bunch of classy young players – guys you can tell are destined for the top. Andrew Dunemann, Travis Norton and Ben Tune are among the best here. The stand-out, however, is a tearaway known as Mad Dog, who is terrifying everyone who crosses his path. All the buzz centres on this Mad Dog – real name Tonie Carroll. This guy tackles like a pro. It feels like he’s ready right now for first grade. Well, not quite, but he’s definitely the stuff of nightmares for us kids from South Coast.

I must have done okay, though, because I get picked for the Queensland Schoolboys team. It’s the proudest moment of my life. As a Gold Coast girl, Mum is delighted too, because after years of loyalty to my dad as a New South Wales player, she can finally support her home state of Queensland with someone she loves wearing the jersey.

At the National Championships in Darwin, the Queensland Under-12s make mincemeat out of everyone. It gets me thinking that if I can keep moving through the age divisions as one of the best rugby league players for my age in Queensland, then the opportunity of a career playing in the NSW Rugby League premiership – the country’s premier competition – is feasible. My teachers tend to disagree, but what would they know?

Playing in a winning state team prompts a few of Queensland’s GPS schools to come knocking at my family’s door offering scholarships – presumably to build up their rugby union stocks and bolster their chances of winning the GPS title. Dad mentions the approaches to me, and I respond with a firm ‘No’. I’m loving life as it is. I’m surfing before school, hanging out with my mates, and I even have a girlfriend who goes to the same school. The thought of going to an all-boys high school that none of my friends would be attending leaves me cold. And when I find out they play their school sport on the weekend, it’s discussion over.

So, although Mum and Dad are keen for me to attend the Southport School, a prestigious Anglican boarding school on the Gold Coast, they stop short of insisting and instead allow me to go down the road to Merrimac State High with Don. By the time the 1989 school year rolls around, I’m coming off a full summer of surfing that included trips down the coast to Angourie and camping on Stradbroke Island in Moreton Bay. Surfing has entered my bloodstream. It’s all I want to do, so much so that I don’t even sign up for school footy but for surfing instead. The footy coach intervenes, however, overruling my decision. I’m furious: how can someone make me play?

Meanwhile, there’s trouble brewing on the home front. As close as we are to the beach, we’re even closer to Jupiters Casino. Dad spends quite a bit of time there – which starts affecting my family. As well as he did financially from his time in footy, and though he’s pulling in a salary as state sales manager for Tyrrell’s Wines, now that he’s stopped playing, money is tight and it feels like we’re struggling. Dad’s proud, so his instinct is to suffer in silence. But with the casino on our doorstep and Dad forgetting from time to time that the rugby league gravy train has stopped, money woes start to affect my parents’ marriage.

An opportunity comes up for Dad to buy shares in the pub at Lennox Head in northern New South Wales and become the publican. Mum loves the idea of putting some distance between Dad and the craps table, so in early 1989 we move again. I’m okay with it because I know we’ll be living on the coast near some of the best surf breaks in the country.

At Lennox Head, my surfing obsession goes up a notch. Football season, on the other hand, is a couple of months away and scarcely on my radar. Junior rugby league isn’t thriving in northern New South Wales, unlike surfing. Joining the local club, Le-Ba Boardriders (Le-Ba stands for Lennox Head–Ballina), I begin competing, but soon discover the kids down here surf a lot better than my mates on the Gold Coast. I commit to getting better, surfing every day regardless of conditions, and try my best to make friends and find my place as the new kid on the block. My surfing definitely improves, but at the expense of almost everything else in my life.

Mum and Dad are working like Trojans in the pub, trying to make it a success. When it comes to parenting, though, they’re asleep at the wheel. As the publican’s kids, we cruise around the hotel like we own the place, ordering what we like from the bistro every night. Feeling unsupervised and rebellious, I get a key cut for our hotel storeroom and start selling beer to my mates. Suddenly, I’m cashed up and experimenting with marijuana. I stop going to school and conceal this fact from my family. I jump on the bus bound for Ballina each morning, leading Mum and Dad to assume I’m off to school, but actually I go down to North Wall and surf. The fact I take my board each morning isn’t a giveaway because I’ve told them I have surfing for school. Don’s started a bricklaying apprenticeship so he’s not thinking for a minute about what I do all day, while Mel’s within walking distance of her school so she’s clueless, too.

No longer coaching, Dad is slipping out of the footy circle, and so am I. At thirteen, my life consists of wagging school, smoking pot and stealing alcohol from my parents’ pub to sell to underage kids, as well as drinking like a sailor. Emboldened, my new mates and I wade deeper into the mire. We dial numbers from the local phone book and if there’s no answer, we hightail it to the presumably empty house and break in. It’s not televisions or jewellery we’re after, it’s cool clothes – brand-name shirts and board shorts.

I’m off the rails. Something has to give, and it does. The parents of some of the kids I’ve sold alcohol to confront them, and the kids throw me under the bus. Dad does a stocktake and realises how much alcohol has been stolen: a lot.

Now the police are involved. I’m sitting in the police station by myself being questioned, scared witless and thinking my life is over. After a while, Mum joins me and everything is exposed to the light: the truancy, the selling of alcohol, and the drug use, vandalism and stealing. I’m charged on multiple counts and end up in front of a magistrate who’s talking about sending me to juvenile detention when my dad pipes up.

‘Your Honour, as an alternative, would you consider allowing me to send Mat to the Southport School as a boarder?’

Dad points out that this would remove me from the area in which I’d broken bad and also allow me to refocus my mind on playing footy. A year earlier, I’d been desperate to avoid going to TSS. At this moment, it sounds like paradise.

The magistrate agrees this would be the best thing for me and says I must spend at least the next two years boarding at TSS or else face juvenile detention. But if I can complete those two years while keeping my nose clean, he goes on, I’ll have no conviction recorded and can get on with my life.

My parents’ relief is palpable, as is mine. I say the right things to them – that I’m ready to board at TSS and make a go of it. The truth is, I’m not keen at all. But what choice do I have?






7 BOARDER


I’LL SAY THIS MUCH FOR my new home: you’d have to trudge a long way to find a nicer-looking school. Situated on the Nerang River and overlooking Surfers Paradise, the Southport School is acres of manicured playing fields, state-of-the-art facilities and century-old buildings. You could set a movie here. For me, though, it’s like a supermax jail. I’ve gone from doing whatever I want, whenever I want, to being a granule in a highly regimented system. Adjusting to my new circumstances while coming to terms with what I’d done is messing with my head.

Early in the 1990 school year, I ring my mum in tears: ‘You’ve sent me to prison!’

‘I love you, darling,’ soothes Mum, sounding heartbroken. ‘I’d love nothing more than to have you back here with us. But there’s no other option.’

We have numerous conversations along these lines, Mum always offering comfort while reminding me gently that I’ve brought this ordeal on myself and need to deal with it. There’s no way on earth I could talk to Dad like this. The extent of my delinquency made him incandescent with anger, and I have no wish to stir him up again.

That said, I’m sure he knows I’m struggling. Maybe he’d try to comfort me too if I opened up to him, but I can’t bring myself to complain to him. I feel I’ve already let him down. When we do speak, he encourages me to focus on my footy.

‘That’s your ticket to a great life,’ he says.

Happily, I do know one of the kids in my year, Chris Gee. We’d crossed paths a few years earlier when I was playing for Nerang and he for Runaway Bay. So while I’m not totally alone, I do worry about making friends at a new school in Year 9, by which time groups tend to be set. It’s not easy, but Chris is a great help. Then after a few months, rugby season begins, and I start fitting in just fine.

The schoolwork is tougher. I’ve shifted from blanket truancy to boarding at a strict school focused on academic achievement. My confidence takes a hit but my housemaster, Barry Honan, looks after me. Barry is a former Wallaby and a friend of Dad’s, who played for a while with Barry’s brother. Dad has confided in him what’s brought me to TSS, and Barry takes me under his wing, guiding me through the challenges of those early months, ensuring I keep my nose clean. The rest of the school’s executive has no idea about my past twelve months. If they find out, I have little doubt they will quietly move me on.

As time passes at TSS I remember my dream at age twelve of a career in rugby league, and again start to believe that, if I truly commit myself, I could play professional rugby league one day. While some of the teachers are supportive, others don’t think it’s possible to make a living playing football. It feels as though they’re trying to squash my dream. Partly, they’re confused: they assume I’m talking about rugby union, which is an amateur game and the code played at TSS. But rugby league has been professional from the get-go. I try to explain this, but it’s like talking to a lamppost. They simply don’t know what I know. Dad’s told me how much money he made through salary and sponsorship in a given year playing the game – at his peak, enough to buy a house in Sydney outright. Sometimes the teachers’ attitudes makes me so angry I want to scream. But I’m not a complete fool so I zip it, all the while growing more determined to prove them wrong. I don’t need their encouragement because I believe wholeheartedly that if I work hard, I can do this. I have a dad who did it. He believes I can do it – and that’s all I need.

So I make the most of my time at TSS, getting involved in multiple sports to stay occupied. But footy comes first by the length of Main Beach. Every day after school, if I’m not playing touch with my mates, then I’m working by myself on my tactical kicking and drop goals. It’s the perfect environment for improvement. Don’t get me wrong: I’m still a teenage boy who has fun. But football – and at TSS of course that means rugby – trumps everything else.

I play a season of under-14s rugby for school, finding my feet quickly and enjoying the game more than I thought I would. Come 1991 and a move up to the under-15s, I’m determined to excel because each year the Queensland Rugby Union selects an under-15 state representative side – and I want to be in it. It’s an exciting time: our school team tours Canberra, and the Wallabies win the Rugby World Cup for the first time. I’m starting to get a sense of what rugby has to offer, and the thought of staying in the game is becoming more appealing. Yes, it’s amateur, but I can’t help suspecting that the elite players still make money from the game – somehow.



MUM, DAD, DON AND MEL have moved to Darwin, where Dad has taken on a senior role with the Northern Territory Rugby League. My parents were probably looking for a good reason to leave Lennox Head after the trouble I caused there, and I also suspect they’ve been pointing the finger at each other over how their middle child went so wayward so quickly. Don’s apprenticeship wasn’t enough to keep him there and he’s gone back into high school in Darwin to broaden his career prospects, while my pop makes the trip north to stay with them whenever he can.

The latest news I have for them is that I’ve been picked for Queensland’s under-15s rep side – but on the bench, which I hate. A fly half from St Joseph’s College Gregory Terrace campus, who in Year 10 is playing First XV for his school ahead of boys two years older than him, gets the nod over me. I believe I’m the better player but the selectors disagree.

Training is twice a week in Brisbane, almost 80 kilometres away. No one can drive me all the way, so I get a ride with one of our dorm supervisors to the Southport bus station, where I hop on a bus to Brisbane, then walk from Roma Street station about 2 kilometres up the hill to Brisbane Grammar School, where training is held. I don’t get back to my dorm until 9.30 pm. Stuff this, I think, I’m sitting on the damn bench – what’s the point? And I can leave TSS at the end of the year anyway.

I’m frustrated, bitter and feel all alone. The fact is, I don’t know what I want. None of my TSS teammates has made the side and my rep teammates look at me as a mungo – a league player trying to play union. Feeling sorry for myself, I turn to Dad.

‘Leave it with me,’ he says when I call him. ‘Let me have a think about a few things.’

A few days later he’s back in touch.

‘I’ve organised a plumbing apprenticeship for you at the end of this year so you can come to Darwin. It means you won’t play First XV, but you’ll be with us.’

‘If I do a plumbing apprenticeship,’ I ask dubiously, ‘does that mean I have to be a plumber for the rest of my life?’

‘Son, if you come to Darwin and do a plumbing apprenticeship, chances are you will be a plumber for the rest of your life.’

‘Right: I’m staying here at school,’ I shoot back.

Of course I’ve nothing against plumbing or plumbers – it could be any trade Dad cares to name. He knows what he’s doing, because he knows exactly what I want – to keep progressing as a footballer. I think I understand his tactic: he’s baiting me into focusing on the bigger picture rather than a current circumstance that I can’t change – but it works a treat.

So I double down on the dream, spending more time than ever doing all I can to become a better player. This involves not just knuckling down at team training but stepping up the solo passing and kicking practice, as well as studying the techniques and idiosyncrasies of the finest players. By this time, I’ve got school pretty much worked out in terms of what you can get away with and what you can’t, so I start skipping certain classes to spend extra time on the oval. That said, a teacher whose class I’ve missed might confront me while I’m practising.

‘What I’m doing now is going to help me more in the future than your class,’ I explain.

Well, it’s nothing if not honest. And some teachers accept it, saying, Okay, but if you’re not in my class and you’re not here on the oval, then we’ll have a problem.

More often than not, however, my bluntness has me sitting in the dean of students’ office. So be it. I know what I want, and anyone acquainted with me knows, too. I’m not about to change my tune to please anyone.
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