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About the Book

When Jonah Lomu trampled over Tony Underwood in the World Cup semi-final in 1995, the greatest star rugby union has ever seen was launched on the world.  His size and pace seemed to make him unstoppable – and he was still just 20, having only recently learned to play on the wing.  How much better would he get?  But a year later, a rare and serious kidney disorder threatened more than his career.  He fought back, and continued to score tries at a remarkable rate.

Lomu’s astonishing story is not just about tries, but about adapting to becoming rugby’s first superstar of the professional era, a life lived in the spotlight. This is an extraordinary tale from an extraordinary man.

 
About the Author

The youngest All Black of all time on his debut, Lomu – all 6'4" and 19 stone of him – burst onto the scene in the 1995 World Cup when he scored four tries against England in the semi-final, usually scored after running through or over the defenders.  Although he has since battled with serious illness, he remains one of rugby’s greatest crowd pleasers and a fearsome opponent.  By the beginning of 2003, he had scored 37 tries in 63 Tests, sixth in the all-time list.

Lomu passed away in 2015.


For the friends I made, and for the people
who love the game as much as I do.


PUBLISHER’S NOTE

The split between Jonah Lomu and Phil Kingsley Jones occurred after this book was sent to the printers. Jonah was given the option of adding words or amending parts of the text at proof stage. He declined, simply saying: ‘Why change what I have written. For 14 or 15 years this was the way it was between Phil and me. Nothing can change that.’


WRITER’S NOTE

Within a week of commencing work on this book, Jonah Lomu’s kidneys finally succumbed to the ravages of nephrotic syndrome. Apart from the notable exception of an emotion-charged journey through the back streets of Mangere – where the poignancy of the big man’s monologue profoundly affected me – all the interviews were conducted from the foot of his bed. It was here, amongst the tangle of tubes and unrelenting drone of the dialysis machine, that Jonah Lomu confided his life story. Throughout nearly 40 hours of taped interviews his cheerful disposition hardly changed. As each week passed and his medical condition ebbed and flowed – quite literally – his concentration never flagged. Jonah Lomu was, you might say, the perfect patient.

It was originally intended that this book would be presented entirely in the ‘first person’ – that is to say, exclusively Jonah Lomu. However, it became apparent very early on that additional ‘voices’ were required to supplement his words; to put into their true perspective some of the great deeds he performed on the rugby field. Quite simply, the man is altogether too modest. One can only make so many allowances for self-effacement.

Three of the people closest to Jonah’s heart played pivotal roles in this book, none more so than his manager Phil Kingsley Jones. Phil was at all times helpful and supportive. He shares a special bond with Jonah which runs deeper than I had ever imagined.

John Mayhew has been Jonah’s doctor as well as his close friend for 10 years. No one summed up the big man more succinctly than Doc Mayhew when he said: ‘It’s almost frightening to think what he could have been had he not played so much of his career with a huge medical handbrake.’

Fiona Taylor became Fiona Lomu on 21 August 2003. Loving, caring and firmly grounded, it seems to me that Jonah could not have found a more special person to share his life with.

As for the actual writing, there were two main go-to guys. The first was Ron Palenski, one of New Zealand’s most gifted and respected writers, who kindly consented to read each chapter and offer his comments and thoughts. His support and encouragement helped me far more than he knows. The second was Kevin Chapman, publisher and managing director of Hodder Moa Beckett. He, too, offered great encouragement. Like Ron Palenski, I value his opinion enormously – even if he did take fiendish delight in pointing out mistakes in the first draft.

Thanks also to editor Mike Wagg – one man’s comma is another man’s semicolon – for his special skills, and to the vastly experienced and respected rugby writer and author Lindsay Knight. When it comes to rugby, his vision remains 20/20.

Likewise, I am indebted to the following people and organisations who also contributed to this book; adidas, Frank Bunce, Jo Caird, Andrew Cornaga, Sean Fitzpatrick, Fotopress, Andrew Gaze, Getty Images, Chris Grinter, John Hart, Gavin Hastings, Paul Holmes, Dr Helen Lee, Sir Brian Lochore, Bob Luxford, Dave McLaren, Laurie Mains, Justine Mezies-Wilsom, Geoff Miller, John Mitchell, The New Zealand Rugby Museum, Glenn Orr, Photosport, Eric Rush, John Selkirk, Wayne Smith, Gordon Tietjens, Tana Umaga, Tony Underwood, Craig Waugh and Jeff Wilson.

Several books and publications provided me with valuable research material, most notably Men In Black by Ron Palenski, Rod Chester and Neville McMillan (Hodder Moa Beckett), The Sky Rugby Almanack – various editions – by Rod Chester, Neville McMillan, Clive Akers and Geoff Miller (Hodder Moa Beckett), Rugby News and NZ Rugby World.

Finally, thanks to my family – especially my wife Kim and daughter Kate. They put up with a lot over a number of months. Home absenteeism is something I intend to redress.

Warren Adler

Auckland, February 2004


CHAPTER ONE

THE MACHINE AGE

The booing and the jeering of the Wellington crowd rang in my ears. It didn’t faze me. When you make mistakes and you play badly you have to accept it. It doesn’t matter where it is or what colour the jersey is, it goes with the territory. What I couldn’t understand, though – what I couldn’t accept – was that this was the end. For the second time in Super 12 2003, the coach had taken me out of the game at half-time. Replaced, substituted, dragged. Call it what you like, it’s never a good feeling. I have lived for a long time in the knowledge that my kidneys would one day get the better of me, but this was World Cup year. I was only twenty-seven. I wanted one more chance on the big stage. I desperately wanted to be part of the All Blacks again. Four games of Super 12 rugby – two as a replacement player in South Africa and twice substituted in Wellington. Surely it wasn’t meant to end like this?

For the past eight years or so the doctors have been able to manage my kidney condition. Each year I’ve had my ups and downs and, with the exception of 1997 when I was out of rugby for about eight months as the doctors put me on a tough regime to try and correct the disorder, I’ve always bounced back. This time, though, it was different. The signs that my health was beginning to deteriorate badly happened during that handful of Super 12 matches at the start of 2003. It was the same in all four games. I felt fine to start off with, but as soon as I did something strenuous the lethargy would set in. My ‘recovery time’ has always been longer than that of other players. In 2003 it seemed to take forever. I found it difficult to cope with even the smallest things, like running back to position. My concentration was completely shot.

When I returned from South Africa with the Hurricanes at the end of March, the doctors ran a series of blood tests, but I knew even before Doc Mayhew rang me with the results that things were bad. The kidney failure had caused my haemoglobin to drop to a dangerously low level. The normal blood count for haemoglobin in a male is between 135–180 milligrams per millilitre. In 2001 and 2002 my count had hovered around 90–95. This time it had dropped to around 68. This was it. Verging on complete renal failure. Machine time.

D-day – dialysis day – was 31 May 2003. The possibility of one day having to go on to dialysis is something I had come to terms with years ago. Mentally it was never a burden. I’ve known since my early twenties that at some point in my life it was always going to be me and the machine. Not such a big deal, really. You just sit there for two or three hours every few days with a couple of needles in your arm while the blood is sucked out of your body, cleaned and then replaced. No sweat. The trouble was that it wasn’t as straightforward as the doctors had imagined or as they had told me it would be. My body – my metabolism – is so different from other people’s. For a start, it’s a lot bigger, so the time I had to spend on the machine was longer than is normally the case. Getting the dialysis levels right proved a problem from day one. Then … then came the numbness in my legs and feet. It started like pins and needles. Then I began losing my balance. Couldn’t find my feet. The doctors changed my dialysis routine about a dozen times to try and correct the problem, but nothing worked.

Talk to me about kidney disease and there’s not much I don’t know. Talk to me about neuropathy and it’s all a bit of a mystery. It sometimes happens to people with kidney disease. It sometimes happens after two or three years on dialysis. It doesn’t usually happen after just two or three months on a machine. With me, it came on quickly. Just my luck … It seems that during dialysis some proteins in my blood weren’t being properly metabolised or cleaned out. These proteins were eating away at the myelin sheaths around the nerves – nerves in my legs that send and receive messages to and from my brain. The nerve fibres became exposed. They became hypersensitive. The doctors said the condition is dangerous. It can lead to paralysis. The doctors also said the condition is reversible. It’s Christmas 2003. I’ve just gone on to night dialysis. Eight hours while I sleep. Mmmm … The first night I got an hour’s sleep, the second two. I’ll give it another month or so, I think. Christmas – it’s a time of hope and cheer …

It’s a strange thing that in a year in which my rugby career stalled, I found great happiness in another area of my life. I got to know Fiona Taylor in 2003. We fell in love and we got married. We first met about five years ago through a mutual friend. Up until early in 2003 she was, I guess you could say, just a casual acquaintance. It was always like, ‘Hi, how are you going?’ Nothing more. Then it just happened one day. Click. Straight out of the movies, Fiona reckons. She is a special woman and, as I’ve discovered, she is a strong woman. She has had to be.

Fiona has helped me face up to the biggest challenge of my life. She has been with me since the very first day I was put on the dialysis machine. She was with me when I was told that a kidney transplant was no longer just a possibility but a necessity. What Fiona didn’t know was that I would start out just like any other dialysis patient, but eventually finish up being hooked on to a machine for up to eight hours a day, six days a week. She didn’t know that after only a couple of months I would develop a form of neuropathy and I would struggle to walk properly. She has had to deal with a lot.

Fiona has worked in the healthcare industry for a long time. She spent five years with a company called Baxter Healthcare. Ironic, I suppose, that in her job she has provided many of the same products I’m now using. She’s seen it all before. Renal supplies are a big part of Baxter. She knows how it all works. If necessary, she can put the needles into my arm and make it all happen. Blood doesn’t bother her. We laugh about it now – laugh that we entered each other’s lives at this particular point. Now she works from home, doing consultancy work. In our first year together we’ve hardly been apart. Never more than an hour or two. When I first went on to home dialysis she was by my side virtually the whole time. Whenever the machine has hiccupped it’s been all hands on deck – well, at least two on deck and two on the bed. We’re not like a normal married couple. We’ve crammed five years of marriage into one. It could have been a recipe for disaster. Instead, we’ve become closer. Yeah, she’s a strong woman all right. I don’t think I could have coped on my own. I know our love grows stronger by the day and this is what Fiona herself has to say about our relationship: ‘I knew Jonah had a kidney disease when we got together. I knew it was inevitable that he would one day go on to dialysis. I just didn’t know it would happen so soon. The first year has been stressful. No doubt about that. But we got through the tough times – we got through by talking all the time. Even though we’re never far from each other, we check in constantly. We ask each other if we’re doing all right. Because we are so stressed, sometimes it’s easy for the little things to get on top of you. We handle it by putting a lid on those things straightaway. We’ve learned how to diffuse the tension.


Fiona Lomu: In saying all that, nothing has changed about the way I feel about him. The same things that first drew me to him are still there. He’s a big, loving person with a huge heart. I admire so many things about him. I admire how he deals with all the issues in his life. I admire his inner strength. I admire what he’s made of his life after where he came from. For outsiders looking in, it must be hard to understand the bond we share. It would be difficult to understand that we are so much alike. We came from different worlds and yet we have so much in common. Sometimes he does things and I think, ‘That’s just what I would have done.’



Fiona has also had to put up with all the other things that go on in my life. She has had to read all the crap that’s been printed in the papers about my personal life. She has had to cope with the fallout from the break-up of my long-time relationship with Teina Stace and all the endless stories about how I didn’t do the right thing by Teina; about how I was supposed to have guaranteed the deposit on a house for her; about how I left her broke and broken-hearted. It’s always been the same. The media latches on to stories about me and they don’t seem to care whether they’re right or wrong. In the past I have got angry, but eventually brushed the stories aside. For Fiona, though, it was hard.

The truth about my relationship with Teina is that I realised I was no longer in love with her. It’s sad, but it happens to lots of people. Because it was me, though, the whole thing became very public. I did what I thought was the right thing. I was honest with Teina and I told her exactly how I felt. She deserved that. We parted in our own way, but the media wouldn’t drop it. Teina decided she didn’t want to say anything publicly, but when she was silent the papers started hassling her. They should have left her alone. They started writing stories. It pissed me off because more often than not those stories were just bullshit.

As if all the stuff about the break-up wasn’t enough, Fiona and I had our engagement announced publicly in the newspaper. Not in the engagement notices, but on the front page. We didn’t want that. We had my father quoted as saying that there had been a big family gathering to celebrate the event. It was news to us. As Fiona said at the time, we must have been the only people not to be invited to our own engagement party. We wanted a small wedding. There were only sixteen guests. No best man, no bridesmaids or flower girls, and none of my relatives.

I am not ashamed of my family like some people may have suggested. My mother and father live in a house in Karaka in South Auckland that belongs to me. I am happy for them. There are many good things going on with my brothers and sisters. Sela has just completed her third year at medical school. John and Talanoa are doing just fine. Then there’s Irene – little Irene who is so happy and enjoying school. That gives me a lot of pleasure. I know it’s hard for people to accept that I could get married and not invite any members of my immediate family. The thing is, I have not made peace with my father. I would love to have had my mother at the wedding, but it would have almost certainly meant war between her and my father. I may some day forgive him for what happened to me as a child, but I will never forget. Maybe people will see things differently after they have read the story of my early childhood. Fiona and I do not owe anyone any further explanation as to the way we got married and even after all the bad publicity we received, we wouldn’t change a thing. It was our day.

I have lost count of how many medical people I have seen over the past year. Neuropathy seems such a hard thing to get a line on. Some specialists say it is reversible after a kidney transplant; some say that in the meantime I could lose the use of my limbs. The irony is that from my knees up, I feel fantastic – the best I have felt in, well, I don’t know how many years. The waiting list for a kidney transplant in New Zealand is at least a couple of years. Unless, of course, you have a live kidney donor. Then the wait is about three or four months. At the moment I continue to dialyse, I stay positive … and I wait.

A long time ago, when I was first diagnosed with kidney problems, someone asked me what rugby meant to me. I gave the same answer then as I do now. To me, rugby is life. It’s what I know – it’s all I know. I have been criticised for not choosing to have a transplant a long time ago: ‘Jonah’s mad. Why doesn’t he give it all away? His health is far more important.’ I can understand this criticism. I guess it shows that people care about me. Most people, though, will never understand why I have wanted to keep playing all these years – why I still want to play. You see, most people never get to pull on the black jersey. I want to do it again. It’s not about money. I want to leave the game on my terms. If the doctors say I can play after a kidney transplant, then I will play.

With my right arm – my ‘dialysis arm’ – heavily bandaged I made one last attempt to make the All Blacks World Cup squad in 2003. I got half a game for Wellington in a National Provincial Championship warm-up match against Taranaki. It was a game that counted for nothing. Still, 5,000 people turned up that day at Porirua Park. For me, that was very moving. I think a lot of them came along because they wanted to see me succeed. It was early August and, while my legs were still okay, deep down I knew my dreams of playing in a third World Cup were gone.

Instead, I got to the World Cup in Australia not as a player, but as a special guest of the International Rugby Players’ Association. I was flown there to receive the Investec Special Merit Award for services to rugby at a big dinner in Sydney. It was mid-November, four days before the World Cup final. By then, walking had become difficult. As I shuffled to the stage to collect my award, Fiona cried. She told me later that she had sensed a lot of emotion in the room – a lot of love. For me, though, it was one of the proudest moments of my life. To be acknowledged by your fellow players is the greatest honour of all.

Footnote: The rugby statisticians tell me I have played 199 games of first-class rugby. This, I am told, is the same number as the great All Black Jeff Wilson played before he retired from rugby after the Super 12 of 2000. To me, Jeff was the most complete rugby player I ever saw. Strong, fast, beautifully balanced. A magic player to have on your side and a real handful to mark. Jeff Wilson came out of retirement in 2001. He played for the All Blacks again. He got his 200th game. I’d love to be like Jeff. I’d love just one more taste.


CHAPTER TWO

LOOK BACK IN ANGER

I will never forget that day at our home in Mangere in South Auckland. Something inside me just snapped. Something inside me decided enough was enough. I was only fifteen years old, but I was already much bigger than my father. Bigger and stronger. That day in Mangere I decided I would get my retaliation in first. Although I didn’t know it back then, that day I would rip apart the last remaining bond between father and son.

The hate had been brewing inside me for years – hate which had started the day I was taken away from Tonga. Taken by parents I never knew. Taken back to a country I had been born in, but had been sent away from as a small baby. Taken by a mother who loved me dearly, but a father who never showed me any love at all.

That day my father had been on the ‘juice’. That day he raised his hand to hit me – again. That day I grabbed him, picked him up and threw him across the room and on to the floor. ‘I’m not taking this any more!’ I stood over him and yelled. ‘If you ever lay a hand on me or any of the other kids again you’ll have me to answer to!’

 ‘You are no longer my son! You are not mine! Get out of my house!’ he roared. He was in a rage. He was totally wild. That day I packed my things and I left my father’s house. That day was the last I ever spent as a son under the roof of my parents’ home. That day my life changed forever.

Aunty Ruby was a religious woman. A Methodist. She was reading the Bible at the National Women’s Hospital and I guess she just fell upon the page. She was reading the story of the man and the whale. She named me Jonah. Jonah Tali Lomu, born in Greenlane, Auckland, on 12 May 1975. Because I had not been a well baby, I was kept in hospital for a number of weeks after the birth. For the first two weeks I was a baby without a name. Trying to understand why it took so long to name me is still a bit of a mystery. I know something of Tongan culture. I know about the extended family set-up, but despite years of asking I’m still not sure I have all the answers. Under normal circumstances, I would have been named by my father’s side of the family, after my grandfather. I was the first-born child of Semisi and Hepi Lomu. I was not, however, my father’s first child. He already had a son from another relationship, and this is where the real mystery for me lies. To the best of my knowledge, the fact that my father had another child from a previous relationship should not have been a reason why Aunty Ruby named me. You see, Aunty Ruby was a relative from my mother’s side of the family. After all these years, no one has given me an acceptable explanation as to why no one from my father’s side of the family was willing to step forward and name me. After all these years, I still don’t know why my father’s side of the family wanted nothing to do with Jonah Lomu …

My father came to New Zealand in 1973. Like so many Pacific Islanders, he was looking for a better life for himself and his family. He lived there for a time before my mother came over. Mum was actually pregnant with me when she arrived in Auckland. She had always wanted me to be born in New Zealand and she also wanted a good education for me and my brothers and sisters. I was to live in New Zealand, though, only until I was one, until the birth of my brother, John. He was born on 12 May 1976, exactly one year after me. He was named by my father’s side of the family. Then I was given away. My mother’s older sister, Longo, came to New Zealand and she and my mother took me to Tonga, to the Ha’apai Islands, where my mother’s roots are.

For almost six years, until just before my seventh birthday, Longo and her husband Moses became my parents. They were good people. They treated me with kindness. I called them Mum and Dad. I spent those early years in a little village called Holopeka. Although the island was relatively isolated, for a young child growing up, this was the good life. It didn’t matter, for instance, that to get to the capital, Nuku’alofa, it could take a full day by boat. Like so many Tongan kids, I didn’t have a care in the world. Money wasn’t a concern. Apart from a few land taxes there was little need for money in the islands. As long as you had a roof over your head you could live off the land, and as long as the crops kept turning over things were sweet.

The memories I have of life in the islands are pretty sketchy now. Sure, I remember the carefree days on the beach and playing in the water with the other kids. I remember the beautiful weather and I remember the love of Longo and Moses, who, sadly, has since passed away. There was no schooling, but I did go to church and, at the same time, I learned about the myths and legends of the Tongan people. As I grew older I often wondered about the stories that had scared and excited me as a young boy in Ha’apai. Stories of souls crying out to you as you walked past graveyards in the town; stories of relatives being possessed by ghosts. But the one memory that freaks me out the most actually happened right in front of my eyes. I must have been about six years old and I walked into a room and was confronted by the frightening sight of an aunty who was literally hanging upside down against a wall. It was like her feet were glued to that wall. She was screaming and her body was twisting and shaking. Longo and Moses told me to get out of the room. They said her body had been possessed. I will never forget that sight.

In my time in Ha’apai, Christian beliefs were strong. They still are, but the old myths and legends remain. Tongan people are very spiritual. There are hundreds of stories about gods and one that particularly sticks in my mind is of Pekepekātama, the flying fox god. It was told to me many times. Unlike other flying foxes, this one was white and its appearance meant that a chief might soon die. A big, white, scary bat! What kid wouldn’t remember a story like that?

Just before I turned seven my mother and father came to Tonga to collect me from Longo and Moses. They came to bring me back to New Zealand. In Tongan culture this is not unusual and it’s sometimes just the way that the extended family works. Children are often shifted from one house to another, but I’m still not sure why my parents decided at that particular time that I should go back to New Zealand. It has never been properly explained to me. I didn’t want to leave Tonga. I didn’t want to leave Longo and Moses and move to a strange new country. I was six years old and Longo and Moses had been parents to me for as long as I could remember. I didn’t want to leave with people I didn’t know. I knew Hepi Lomu was my natural mother, but I didn’t know her as ‘Mum’.

For the first couple of years after I left Tonga everything was so strange that an anger began to build inside me. I didn’t want to be in New Zealand. For a start, I had never been to school. When I began my education at Oranga Primary School in Onehunga I couldn’t even speak English. Not a single word. I spoke Tongan fluently and, not surprisingly, I found it hugely difficult to make friends. By the time I entered Favona Primary School, after my parents moved to Mangere, I was depressed and becoming a bit of a problem child. Back then, my parents shifted around a lot, which, I guess, was also unsettling. At various times the family lived in Newmarket, Penrose and Onehunga, before we finally settled down in Maitland Place, Mangere.

My problems at school weren’t helped by the fact I couldn’t get on with my father. I didn’t have a problem with my mother. I loved her then, just as I love her now. Anything good I did back then I did for my mother. But I just couldn’t get along with my father. He was always very strict on the family, especially me and my brother John. My sister, Sela, was just a baby and my brother, Talanoa, and youngest sister, Irene, had not yet been born when I came back to New Zealand. Right from the day I returned it seemed there was a lot of bad blood between my father and me. He gave me no freedom and I never got the feeling that he loved me.

There was also another problem. My father was a drinker. Not just a glass here or a glass there. He was a problem drinker. When he wasn’t drinking he could be a reasonable guy, but when he drank he was the worst person in the world to be around. He would often become violent. I hated it when he came home drunk as anything. I hated it when he yelled and screamed and took his frustrations out on the family. I hated it most of all when he beat me or my brother or when he hit my mother. This is the hardest thing to explain to anyone because, as much as he was a bad man on the drink, he could also be a good person. I wanted him so much to be a good person and I desperately wanted him to be a loving father.

Yet for all his faults in those days, my father was a hard worker, a mechanic. He always put food on the table and us kids never went hungry. Booze, though, was always the problem. My brother John and I lived in fear of him coming home late. It was usually on payday or at weekends. On those nights we would go to bed early, snuggle up and try and block out the ranting and the raving. I can still hear him yelling for someone to cook him something. Years later, when I went to see the New Zealand movie, Once Were Warriors, I got really choked up. As I watched the film I found myself reliving my childhood. I felt those same old emotions being drawn up inside me. It was awful and very hard to watch.

The beatings I received were bad. Sometimes before I went to school I would have to make sure I was covered up, so people couldn’t see the marks from the hidings. One time I got beaten with an electric cord and you could see the bruise marks all over my back. They stayed with me for days. In the face of all this, though, I remained defiant. I never cried when my father hit me. I knew this annoyed the hell out of him. I just sat there and took it. That was something that really got to him. I would just look at him the whole time he was belting me. He hated it.

The one thing I can look back on now and be thankful for is that my sisters, Sela and Irene, and brother, Talanoa, did not have to put up with what John and I and my mother had to. Mum has always been a regular churchgoer and, fortunately for everyone, my father finally found religion. That saved him from going right off the rails. The other kids got to see a father who was a better man than the one John and I had known. They’re lucky in that respect and I’m pleased for them. It came too late for John and me though …

There have been many stories written and even the odd book published dealing with my early life growing up in South Auckland. Some of the stories are true, some of them have greatly exaggerated certain aspects of my life and then, of course, there are a number of stories which are just plain rubbish. It’s true that I was no angel as I grew into my early teens. I was never exactly a street kid, but I knew about life on the streets. I hung out with what some people might call the wrong crowd. I had made friends with lots of people who lived on the streets and many of them, in fact, were relatives. Part of the reason I hung out on the street is because it was a way of getting away from the problems at home. My mother tried her best, but because of my relationship with my father I never felt like I was truly wanted at home, so I turned to my street friends.

I hung out with all sorts of groups back in the late 1980s. It was mainly about being wanted and, I suppose, it was also about wanting to be a bit of a gangster. Like so many kids, I enjoyed being part of the cool group. I wanted to be part of the ‘A’ team. One of those groups was called the CCB – the City Crip Boys. They were based in Onehunga and I would walk all the way from home, in Mangere, just to be with them. The CCB were made up predominantly of Tongans, but I never became a fully-fledged member of the gang. At the time, I had relatives in another group, so I just hung out with them. The funny thing was that there was a fair amount of bad blood in South Auckland between the Tongans and the Samoans back then, yet there were also a number of Samoans in the CCB.

There were some really stupid things going down. Dangerous things. Like going into the city and just picking out some person and beating him up for a piece of clothing or some money. If you laid into him and he was still standing, you just turned and ran. We also stole cars, jump-started them and took them for joyrides. That was a big buzz. The boys would cruise into town and usually end up in a fight. BMX bikes were also a big go. We’d pinch them from anywhere. From inside shops for the top-of-the-range bikes. From outside shops for parts. It didn’t matter. Sometimes we’d carry two or three bikes back with us from town. Then we’d head down to Mangere Bridge, strip them on the bridge, take the parts we wanted and chuck what was left over the side. I hate to think how many bikes we took in those days.

As we got a bit older, the guys I hung out with fought more and we did our share of drinking. Sometimes the boys would find a field somewhere and sit around drinking home-brewed beer out of a bucket. I got into my share of fights back then, too. I don’t think I ever really went looking for a fight, but I was cheeky and I was aggressive. I was also a bit of a show-off. Because I was usually the youngest guy in the group I was always trying to prove myself – to show everyone I could handle myself. I wanted to be like the others. I wanted to be staunch. When I fought, I almost always thought of my father. I imagined I was fighting him – that I was beating him up. Sometimes I would completely lose control – I didn’t know when to stop. When I think back to those times, all that anger and all that hatred frightens me.

I also took my share of beatings on the street. I got a really bad kicking once from some guys wearing steel-capped boots. My chest and stomach were bruised for weeks. I was stabbed in the leg with a knife and in one fight I was stabbed with a broken beer bottle. It was a violent time. Those fights were deadly serious and there were occasions when I lost and found myself having to run for my life. We didn’t just fight on the streets, either. A favourite haunt for fights after school was a field next to the local rugby league ground. If there was something said during school that you didn’t like, then you would almost always end up in this field. That’s where all the school problems were sorted out.

Things erupted big-time on the tough streets of South Auckland just before my thirteenth birthday. My uncle, David Fuko, was hacked to death with a machete by some Samoans in the middle of Otara Shopping Centre. They chopped off his head and his arms. A cousin of mine was lucky to get away with his life. I’m not entirely sure what happened that day, but I do believe that the attack came down to a case of mistaken identity. There were all sorts of stories flying around at the time that the killing was some kind of revenge hit. That’s just rubbish. My uncle was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. The South Auckland suburbs of Otara and Mangere could be dangerous places back then. He was basically the victim of something he was never really a part of. Whatever, the murder did spark things up between the Samoans and the Tongans.

The media had a great time after David Fuko’s death, but I think they overplayed the hatred thing between the two races. I had a lot of Samoan friends on the street and I personally felt I had a really good handle on what was going on. There was anger, no doubt about that, but I don’t think it ever developed into out-and-out hatred. I certainly never went looking for revenge or anything like that. Around that time there were groups like the Sons of Samoa and the Tongan Lynch Mob and, sure, things did get heated. Sometimes they would meet in town for a rumble. Sometimes I was involved. But at the same time there were also loads of other groups involved in fights in the middle of Auckland – punks, boot boys, all sorts.

By the end of 1988, I was well known to the police. My mother could see the writing on the wall. As I’ve said, she had always wanted me to get a good education. By now, though, she was beginning to think I mightn’t live long enough to get one. She needed to act and she needed to act quickly. She managed to get me enrolled on a full scholarship as a boarder at Wesley College in Paerata, in the country, on the outskirts of South Auckland. Wesley is the oldest school in New Zealand. It’s attached to the Methodist Church and is a multicultural school with a large number of Pacific Island pupils. It’s also a school that is strong on two things which I knew little about back then – discipline and rugby union. I would learn much more about them both over the next few years.

I had never played rugby union before starting at Wesley as a third-former in 1989. At primary school and at Arahanga Intermediate School in Mangere, my game was league. I played for the Manukau Magpies club. I loved league in those days. Despite my father not allowing me to play on Sundays, I still managed to make all the age-grade teams. At intermediate I also discovered that I had a talent for athletics. It was an ability that I stumbled upon by complete accident. One day I saw a sign in class saying there was a high-jump competition happening in the school hall. Two of my mates were quite good at the event and they invited me to come along. I liked being with my friends and I particularly loved the idea of missing class to do sport.

The competition was quite simple. You had your name called and you made your jump. If you missed, you were out. I made it through the first round and never looked back. They kept raising the bar and I just kept clearing the height. Before I knew it there were just four of us left, including both my mates. I never thought I had a chance when the competition started – it was all a bit of a laugh – but when it got down to just two of us, I decided to give it everything. My approach to the bar was unsophisticated. None of that Fosbury flop stuff for me. In the end, my untrained, old-fashioned approach was enough. I won the competition and in doing so launched my schoolboy athletics career. My music teacher at Arahanga was Miss L’Estrange. She was also the high-jump instructor. She talked to me afterwards and said that with a bit of training she thought I could go even higher. She started to train me and she taught me the flop. I went on to win the Auckland Intermediate title.

As a young South Auckland kid used to roaming the streets and playing by his own rules, the prospect of going to a church-oriented school, which was heavy on discipline, was not one I was looking forward to. When I arrived at Wesley College, I was a very angry boy and at first I rebelled against the discipline. The whole school system came as a massive culture shock and I resented being there. On my first day I whacked a kid much older than me after he made a remark I didn’t like. At the end of my second day I had picked up something like six detentions. It was going to take a long time for all that anger inside of me to go away.

The one thing that kept me from losing it completely at Wesley was sport. For as much as I’d become used to the thrills of an ill-disciplined street life, sport was becoming a powerful magnet in my life. For this I have one man to thank. Chris Grinter was the deputy headmaster at Wesley. Mr Grinter was a rugby union man. When I arrived he was in charge of the First XV and, before that, from 1986 to 1988, he had been hugely successful as coach of the New Zealand Secondary Schools side. Chris was also a great listener, a man who had this special ability to ‘connect’ with his students and his players. At Wesley the whole discipline thing revolved around the deputy principal and, as a result, I spent many hours with Mr Grinter.

It didn’t take Chris long to recognise that I had arrived at Wesley with an ‘attitude’. He decided I needed to channel my anger and aggression in a more positive way. The answer was simple. He went out and bought me a punching bag. There was no gymnasium at Wesley in those days, so I had to make use of an old storeroom. Whenever I felt angry I’d go and grab the key off Chris and head off to the big bag. I used to just belt the crap out of that thing. On my worst days I’d be in there three or four times before lunch. I always felt better after those sessions. As time wore on and the anger subsided, I found myself going to the big bag purely for a workout.

However, one thing Chris couldn’t get me interested in during my first year at college was rugby union. Wesley was a traditional New Zealand school where union was the only kind of rugby played. The trouble for me was that it was the wrong kind. I had a league background and I wanted to keep playing. There were generally no exceptions to the union rule. You either played rugby for the school or you didn’t play at all. Despite this, I went to see Chris and told him I wanted to be excused to play club league on the weekends. I got a hell of a shock when he agreed. I think Chris felt at the time it was better to have me doing something I loved rather than have me rebel against the school and its rules. We struck a deal. Chris agreed to give me one year of rugby league, provided I came back to play school rugby in my fourth-form year.

The following year I had no problem fulfilling my part of the deal. I had just come to respect Chris so much during my first year at Wesley. He was much more than a coach. He was my first real father figure since I had left Tonga. Over the course of many conversations during my early days at Wesley he, more than anyone, was able to get inside my head. It was strange at first. I wasn’t used to this sort of caring approach. He had this amazing ability to talk to me in a grown-up way, yet still make me see that I was just a child. I probably didn’t realise it at the time, but I needed this sort of interaction. He taught me to think more deeply about things and to be positive in everything I did; to get rid of the negatives and to take in only what I needed. There would be some tough times ahead for me at Wesley. I still hadn’t got the streets out of my system, but Chris had shown me the way.
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