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‘John’ Wayne Parr, also known as ‘The Gunslinger’, is a living legend. After cutting his teeth in the burgeoning Queensland Muay Thai scene, he moved to Thailand where he became the training and sparring partner of Sangtiennoi ‘The Deadly Kisser’ Rungroj.

Wayne built a reputation fighting and defeating some of the greatest boxers of his generation, earning the accolade of ‘Best Farang Fighter’ in 1997. He won the IMF world title at the King’s Birthday Tournament in 2000 and the S1 world title at Rajadamnern Stadium in 2004.

In the course of 150 fights and 349 stitches, Wayne has won a total of ten world titles at middleweight, including the prestigious WMC World Title and an Australian middleweight boxing title. He has also competed in the K-1 Max, finally retiring from competition at ONE Championship on 26 March 2022.

Wayne remains active in the fight game as a coach, running his fight gym, Boonchu, on the Gold Coast with his wife, Angie, herself a retired world champion. Their eldest child, Jasmine, has competed as a kickboxer and won an Australian flyweight boxing title. Their two younger children, Jesse James and Jemma, are also active in the gym.

Jarrod Boyle studied film at the University of Melbourne and at the Victorian College of the Arts. In 2008, he won the Victorian super heavyweight kickboxing championship and then trained at what was at that time the strongest gym in the world, Golden Glory in Breda, the Netherlands. He trained alongside greats such as Ramon Dekkers, Stefan Leko, Errol Zimmerman, Gökhan Saki and Alistair Overeem.

After being interviewed by International Kickboxer Magazine, Jarrod joined the editorial staff and wrote for Blitz, IK and Fight! Magazine for more than a decade. Jarrod has since retired from fighting but continues to write, having been published in The Age, Island Magazine and The Review of Australian Fiction. The Fighter: The Legendary Life of an Australian Champion is his first work of non-fiction.
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PROLOGUE

The traffic on the way to Sanam Luang park was gridlocked. It was the fifth of December – the King of Thailand’s birthday. To celebrate, every year the King drives through Bangkok and thousands of people line the streets in the hope of catching a glimpse of him as he goes by.

Festivities are held in his honour in Sanam Luang park. The crowd light yellow candles that symbolise the colour of the royal family and sing ‘Happy Birthday’, followed by the Thai national anthem. The most prestigious Muay Thai tournament of the year is held as part of the celebration.

In the end, we had to park a half-hour walk away because the area was crawling with cars. The park itself was shoulder-to-shoulder full of people – it wasn’t until afterward that I was told the crowd in attendance was over one hundred thousand. We worked our way through to the dressing rooms, which were housed in a big marquee. The only thing stopping people from coming inside was a flimsy piece of rope.

They stood ten people deep to watch us prepare in the half-light of dusk on a thirty-eight-degree night. It felt more like fifty degrees, with the crush of bodies and the intense humidity. After a massage, I warmed up by shadowboxing in the dirt. I had to keep my shoes on. I remember all the fighters shadowboxing, almost tip-toeing, so as not to stir up the dust or we’d all end up plastered with it.

From the marquee, there was a two-metre-high catwalk that passed above the mass of the crowd to the ring, which was elevated to give people a clear view of the fights. All I could see as I mounted the catwalk was an ocean of heads.

The last time I fought on the King’s Birthday, my knees went weak and I spent all my pennies in the first and second rounds. This time, I told myself, I’m not going to let the crowd intimidate me. This time, I’m not going to be afraid. I’m going to absorb each and every one of them.

My cornermen held the top rope down so I could step over, giving the appearance of confidence, regardless of how I actually felt. Once I had entered the ring, I began my Ram Muay.

Ram Muay is short for ‘wai khru ram muay’, which, roughly translated, means ‘war dance saluting the teacher’. In performing it, the fighter pays respect to all who have come before, defining Muay Thai as an art form going all the way back to Buddha, Dharma and the god Hanuman.

From there, the boxer invokes all of the teachers, ancestors, trainers, family and friends who have contributed to their presence on that day. Practically speaking, the dance consecrates the ring and the contest that follows as something more than just a competition: it becomes the performance of a ritual.

As I went down for the first prayer, I asked Earth, Wind, Fire and Water to give me strength. Then, for the second verse, I invoked my mum, dad, grandparents, people who were deceased: all my ancestors. For the third verse, I invoked my pad holder and sparring partners. I added an extra verse, seeking the blessing of my friend P-Tung, who had just passed. I asked the gods for strength, courage and power.

Every element of my career was focused on that precious moment. I used the Ram Muay to call on every aspect of my life and preparation, past and present, drawing all of it toward me.

Planglit, my opponent, had finished as much as a minute earlier. He stood waiting, politely, gloves by his sides, focused on his thoughts. He had established himself as a rising star – and was looking to step over me and onto the top tier of the competition. I knew, however, that I was the best I’d ever been. I danced from rope to rope, stretching out my body, looking into the crowd.

The ref brought us together to inform us of the rules. It’s always the same thing, so I wasn’t really listening: I was trying not to look away. I wanted to stare Planglit down. For the first time, I had a proper gauge of how tall he was; I’m five foot ten – he was two inches shorter. He wouldn’t look me in the eye.

When I went back to my corner, the ambassador of the Australian Embassy, William Fisher, took off my mongkon. Wearing a shirt and tie, he was perspiring less than I was. With a slap on the shoulder, he said, ‘Go do this for Australia.’

What I had been taught by Paul Briggs, my training partner back in Australia and a world champion in his own right, settled over me. He coached me to believe in myself. That belief was in his mindset; it was how he took on fights. You don’t fight in fear of the opponent. You fight because you love it.

It’s not referred to as the ‘art’ of Muay Thai for nothing. It’s the rawest form of sport there is. From the dawn of time, men have been fighting, giving it one expression or another, each with its own formalities and rules. I’d had around seventy fights trying to escape its pull. As I was entering the ring to face Planglit, Muay Thai had become a vocation.

Every single fight brings me closer to realising my dream. I don’t fight for money or fame. I’m fighting for legacy. I’ve become addicted to the rush, to the crowd, to the applause.

If you conquer your demons in the ring, if you can conquer them in sport, you can do anything. That said, by now I don’t really have any demons. All I do is fight. I don’t drink, don’t do drugs. I just eat, sleep, run, train and fight. There are no distractions, no outside influences.

I wanted to put on a masterclass for everyone there watching that night and was excited to fight in front of the King on his birthday.

The bell rang. From the moment we touched gloves, I felt as though I couldn’t put a foot wrong. I felt as if I was two steps ahead of Planglit the whole time, scoring, blocking, countering. The fight passed as effortlessly, as naturally as a dream.

I ran around the ring after the final bell with my hand raised, acknowledging the crowd. Each individual moved as part of something much bigger, like waves on the surface of the sea. The referee gathered the scorecards and, once he’d reached the third judge, raised his hand toward my corner, indicating I’d won. William Fisher and my trainer, Sangtiennoi, burst through the ropes.

I looked around to see where the television commentator was. I leaned through the ropes and said – in Thai – ‘Give me the microphone.’ He refused. So, I demanded it. ‘Just give it to me.’

Reluctantly, he handed it over. I returned to centre-ring to address the one hundred thousand people there in the park, as well as the twenty million watching at home, including the King himself.

Again in Thai, I said, ‘Thank you for cheering me on during tonight’s fight. I hope you were all entertained. Long live the King!’

The crowd erupted as I handed the microphone back. As I returned to the marquee, complete strangers came up to me, cheering and shaking my hands and touching any part of me they could reach.

One of my cornermen later told me that Planglit had been berated by his trainer: ‘You’re a disgrace! You’re pathetic. How could you lose to a farang?’ I’d broken his nose somewhere near the start of the fight and then broken his left arm while kicking his body. He showed no signs of pain. For five rounds, he just kept walking forward.

On that night, ten farang (Westerners) had been selected to fight the ten best fighters Thailand had to offer and I was the only one to win.
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BEGINNINGS

As far back as I can remember, there were always horses.

I grew up as an only child. My parents, Debbie and Jimmy Parr, were horse trainers. It is a difficult life for a family – long hours, demanding work, and the necessity of constantly moving around the country in search of employment.

That said, my parents loved me and spoiled me as much as they could afford. While I might not have had brothers and sisters, there was no shortage of animals – over time, I had twenty horses, eight dogs, seven cats and four ferrets.

By the time I was four, I had my own pony. When I turned five, I was given a horse. The difference between the two, especially for a five-year-old, is that a horse is much bigger, so there is further to fall. One day, I lost control and fell off while my horse was in full gallop. I landed on my face and got my first bloody nose. I got straight up off the ground and, without another thought for the horse, ran inside.

‘I fell off!’

Both of my parents laughed: if I’d managed to run inside to tell them, then I’d escaped the fall pretty much unscathed. Their laughter, however, was a rub against my pride.

I swore to them that from that day onward, I would never ride a horse again, and I haven’t. A lot of people thought I would grow up to follow in my parents’ footsteps but, after that fall, there was no way I wanted to have anything to do with a horse again.

Having started out as a horse trainer, Dad later became a jockey. His weight would naturally sit around fifty-eight kilos but he’d ride between fifty and fifty-two. Dad would just about kill himself every week to make weight, spending hours sitting in saunas. He once almost did kill himself, literally, when he passed out during a race because of dehydration. After that, he came to realise it was becoming too much and decided to give it away. He had ridden over six hundred winners and was considered one of the top jockeys in Albury, in New South Wales, where we were living.

I started school around that time. And maybe it was something to do with school, but I soon realised that I liked to fight. We used to organise wrestling matches with the boys from the other grades and, no matter how much bigger they were, I was always ready to run back in for more.

We had an apprentice who lived at our house and wanted to be a jockey. I had a teddy bear as big as I was and the apprentice would control the bear like a puppet and spar with me. Shortly after, my uncle bought me a punchball on a stand for Christmas. My nana bought me a tea set. This worked out perfectly; in between rounds, I would sit down and drink my pretend cup of tea.

Halfway through my second year of school, we moved from Albury to Caboolture, Queensland, a small country town in the middle of nowhere.

Our closest neighbours lived on top of a hill. One of the three boys was my age and his two older brothers had motorcycles. Mum used to watch the boys scream past our house on their motorbikes and then, half an hour later, I would come pedalling past on my BMX.

That Christmas, Santa Claus left me the best present ever: a PeeWee 50 motorbike. Dad taught me how to ride it that afternoon while Mum watched us from the verandah. I soon became more adventurous and started going faster; one day, I lost control and ran through a barbed-wire fence. I was given another, bigger bike for my birthday the year after and had several more near-death experiences. I never had difficulty finding things to do as a kid but the riskier the activity, the bigger the thrill.

By the time I turned nine, we had moved a couple more times, finally settling in Mooloolaba, in Queensland.
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LEARNING TO KICK

Mum wanted me to start doing a sport in which I could make money in the future. The local pub had an Australian Rules football field and was putting together a side, so she signed me up for the under-tens team. After a few training sessions, we were playing our first real game.

‘Can the captain come outside for the coin toss?’ asked the umpire as he came into the change room, his studded boots clacking on the concrete floor.

We hadn’t elected a captain and, as we scanned one another’s faces, someone suggested that we vote on it.

There were three or four nominations, with my name put forward as I had been born in Albury, on the border of Victoria, home of AFL football. I won and led the team out onto the ground.

‘Heads or tails?’ asked the umpire, holding the coin between me and the other captain. I squinted up at him, into the blinding sunlight.

‘Heads.’

We won the toss but, unfortunately, I was just as lost as the rest of the boys as far as the rules were concerned.

After a few games, I devised a secret technique to take down my opposition. I would run behind them and kick their back leg out to make them fall. Because I never seemed to get caught, I assumed that no-one could see me doing it.

At the end of the season, we were considered the worst side in the league – we never managed to kick a single point during the whole year! At the club awards day, I was voted best and fairest. As a nine-year-old, I thought football was what I wanted to do forever.

The horses Mum and Dad had been training weren’t winning races so, one day, the phone rang and it was time to move again. This time to Brisbane. We arrived to find that our new house had stables and a swimming pool in a large yard that backed onto one of the biggest racecourses in the city.

A woman who worked for my parents told Mum that her son went to one of the leading schools in the city and suggested that I go there. Most of the kids had been attending since kindergarten and were up to date with all the work. I tried to learn everything I could but, starting so late in the year, I struggled to keep up. I stayed there for about six months but hated that school with all my heart. My mother pulled me out and I ended up doing grade six at a school closer to our house. Even though we lived right in the city, my new school only had fourteen children. There were three boys and two girls in my grade; because the school was so small, there were only two teachers. Grades five, six and seven were all taught by the headmaster.

In the middle of the year, I signed up to a new Australian Rules football team. I was a plucky ten-year-old boy, now playing for the under-elevens. I believed myself to be a superstar of the future and was all set to show these city boys how to play. I kicked my first goal in my first game. The only problem was that I was supposed to be defending the back line – when I kicked the goal, I’d actually kicked it for the other team.

It wasn’t long before I realised that all these boys knew what they were doing and I was well and truly out of my league. Even my secret technique of tripping the opposition failed; everyone could see me doing it and I was usually sent off the field for a foul.

I didn’t have much in the way of technique or natural skill, so I ended up being a battering ram and just tackling the opposition. After that season, I decided that football was not for me. It was time to find something else.
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DISCOVERING THE MARTIAL ARTS

One day, I was screaming around the house while Mum had one of her friends over and I overheard them talking about the new taekwondo school that had just opened up in an old church nearby. Ever since the movie The Karate Kid – a story about a kid who moved to a new area and had to learn to look after himself – had come out, I’d wanted to do a martial art.

I understood the main character Daniel San’s predicament, of being the new kid in a strange place and having nothing familiar around him. The idea that he could begin some kind of practice that was part of an ancient lineage, one that gave him a place to go, had a profound impact on me. Karate itself was a place to belong. I repeatedly nagged my mother to take me to see the film; I would then practise the punches and kicks in the backyard for weeks afterward.

To hear that there was a real martial arts school not far from where I lived felt like fate. Mum decided we should both go down and train. She was so excited that she suggested we run to the church before the training session. It was about a mile from our house and by the time we arrived, my mother was exhausted. The hall where we were to train was set back behind the church itself, surrounded by a faded ring of dying grass.

The head instructor, in his mid-twenties, was clean-cut and positive about why we should join his taekwondo school. I was raring to go but Mum decided to skip the class after all because she was still recovering from the run. When we began, everyone took their places, lining up from the highest belt to the lowest.

The hall was bleak and stark, but clean. The walls had been painted white and matting covered the floor. Despite the fact it was spare, the students filled the place all the way to the back. I lined up way down the end because I didn’t have a uniform nor any idea what I was doing.

We all started the warm-up with jumping jacks while the highest belt yelled out the count in Korean. Each person would count for ten, then the next person would start. I couldn’t believe they were talking in another language. I couldn’t understand a word but the whole thing made me more and more excited.

After the warm-up, the class began to practise punching and kicking techniques in time with the instructor’s count. There was something strange and powerful there, powerful enough to have made it all the way from Korea to that rundown church hall in Brisbane. It had its own uniform and its own language. It kept the students evenly spaced, performing their techniques in symmetry and in time. There was a formal order and a grace I’d never seen in any of the other sports I’d been exposed to – completely unlike what I’d experienced on the football field or at the racecourse.

I saw the other boys my age in their uniforms and coloured belts and wanted nothing more than to be up there, getting the same respect that I was giving them. They were part of something bigger than themselves because of the time they’d spent developing their skills. I was hooked. The instructor said that classes were twice a week and I couldn’t wait for the next lesson.

When the day for the next class arrived, I was ready to go hours before.

‘Mum, what time do we leave for taekwondo?’ I asked as she sat on the couch.

‘I think I’ll give it a miss today, Wayne,’ she said, flicking through the television stations. ‘I’m still sore from the run we did on the first day.’ My heart sank. ‘If you’re careful, you can ride your bike, as long as you come straight home afterward.’

Not only was I allowed to keep training in taekwondo but I was also given my first taste of freedom.

After about a month, I had convinced my parents that I was going to stick it out, so they gave me the money for my first taekwondo uniform. I was only a white belt but nobody could bring me down. I trained as hard as I could at every lesson and slowly worked my way closer to the front of the class. There were bumps and bruises along the way but the advantage you have at that age, which you spend the rest of your life appreciating, is that your body recovers so fast those injuries barely make a dent on your enthusiasm.

After six months, I went for my first grading. For the first time, I felt pressure: What if I failed? What if I didn’t get my new belt?

Every night at home, I practised my kata, a predetermined set of techniques designed to be performed in a formal series, and then worked through all the punches and kicks to make sure everything was perfect.

The church hall was tense and eerily silent on the day of the grading. The environment was made that little bit more tense because the grading was for a number of schools from different parts of the state, which meant that you were performing in front of strangers.

When I arrived, no-one was on the mats and there was a long table at one end of the room with the senior belts seated behind it. In a regular class, the count and the activity of the senior students carried you along. Today, it felt like we had to generate that momentum ourselves. And ordinarily, I was at the very back of the class since I had no belt. Today, walking onto the mats for the grading, all eyes were on me.

As we all counted in unison, performing the kicks and punches we had performed so many times in class, and which I had continued to practise at home, a sense of comfort came over me. I knew what I was doing. I passed with flying colours. Now I was a yellow belt.

After another six months of training, it was time for grading number two. I was applying to earn a stripe on my yellow belt. This was a much harder grading that required a more advanced kata and a few extra blocks. I arrived early in the morning – Mum dropped me off – and, once again, I passed without any trouble.

One thing about training in the martial arts is that every time you grade, there are fewer people beside you on the mats. This means there is more attention on your every move, and any mistake you make is all the more evident. The assessing instructors sitting behind the benches always had serious and impassive expressions, but there was something encouraging about them: a student’s persistence earns respect.

The other thing I discovered is that nerves tend to dissolve as the grading wears on, as long as you have practised the techniques and kata required. Essentially, it’s a relief to discover that you know what you’re doing, and that confidence provides comfort and relaxation.

I had to wait until the end of the day for my instructor to finish so he could give me a lift back home, so I watched the higher belts perform their gradings, all the way up to the coveted black belt. The black-belt grading was beyond belief; to earn their rank, they had to break boards with their bare hands and feet.

They slowly set up five or six boards and began the ritual. Once they had summoned all the mystical power possible, they screamed a ‘kiai’ and broke every board with deadly precision. After watching this spectacle of martial mind over matter, I thought to myself, This is what I want to do forever. I want to be a board-breaking legend.

The instructor must have read all this in my face because, afterward, he called me over and asked if I would like to have a go at breaking some of the boards that were left over. I didn’t think there was any way I could possibly do it, but he said he wanted me to try.

He instructed me to throw a straight punch into the board but punch past it by about six inches. I lowered myself into a horse-riding stance then put my fist to the board, just as I had seen the black belts do. I slowly practised the motion of the punch two or three times.

Hitting the board as hard as I could, it snapped into two pieces. I was waiting for the pain but there was nothing. I couldn’t get home fast enough to show my parents what I had done.

‘Can you please hold these for me?’ I asked two of the boys that worked for my parents. I showed them how to hold the pieces of board I’d brought home, just as the other students had held the boards at the end of the grading.

I lowered myself into the horse-riding stance and put my fist to the board, summoning my power. I took a deep breath and, screaming a kiai, struck the board with my entire might. This time, however, nothing happened.

‘Maybe you need to scream a little louder,’ said my dad, cutting through the laughter of the spectators.

‘I must have hit it wrong,’ I declared, taking a deep breath and trying to hit it harder.

The only thing I broke was my pride. The whole room laughed even harder than before, and I was devastated, not to mention thinking I had fractured my hand. This is a lesson for all the young martial artists reading – the boards for breaking are a specific size. If you try to break a piece that has already been broken, you will be embarrassed.

After earning the stripe on my yellow belt, it became my job to start the count in Korean for jumping jacks and to help the younger students if they needed it. I had become the instructor’s right-hand man and carried significant responsibility. This was a lot of pressure, but I felt I had what it took.

I found genuine happiness in my new sport. I felt important and I now had goals in life that I wanted to achieve. I even wanted to go to Korea and learn from the masters. Taekwondo was also an Olympic sport and I thought, maybe, I might represent Australia. Most of all, I loved the rush of sparring the adults in the class. I was holding my own, even though I was half their size. One day before training, my instructor told me that there was a competition in a month and asked if I would be interested in entering. I told him straight away that I would love to fight. In order to get my skills and fitness up for it, I would have to attend another, harder session on Saturday mornings.

I got a lift there at 6 am on the next Saturday with one of the ladies from class. When I arrived, there were about forty people on the oval in their uniforms, stretching. I only knew a couple of them and the mood for the session was not as warm and friendly as in the classes I had previously done. This was a much more serious affair.

We started with a run that felt like it was never going to finish. Then we had pad drills, technique work and sparring. All up, the training session went for about three hours. By the end, I was totally shagged. I had never had to train that hard in my life.

The following Saturday was just as hard. I pushed myself to keep up but it was a big ask. By the end of the month, I was a little fitter, but it was only a subtle change, given I was only training three times a week.

The next weekend, my trainer picked me up from my house and we drove into Brisbane to the QEII, the big sporting complex that was built for the 1982 Commonwealth Games. We went to the basketball stadium, which was filled with people of all ages in taekwondo uniforms, as well as their families who had come to support them.

Again, the nerves I had felt in the gradings began to mount. Do I have what it takes? Or will I fail, in front of all these people?
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