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Forward thinking
Siya Kolisi talks to Tiara Walters about focus, family and feeling invincible

A S a boy, Springbok rugby
flanker Siya Kolisi be-
friended a brick because
his family couldn’t afford

toys. He grew up in Zwide, Port Eliz-
abeth, where soccer was the most
popular sport, but he took to rugby
because his boxer father loved it.
He never imagined he’d play for his
country one day.

The township streets were his
universe until he was spotted at a
local game for his club, African
Bombers, and given a scholarship
to PE’s Grey High, a school known
for producing sporting legends.
Since running out for DHL Storm-
ers in 2011, the 100kg, 1.87 flanker
has emerged as one of the team’s
most promising players.

His Bok debut against Scotland
in Nelspruit last June earned him
Man of the Match. Rags to riches
stuff … except Kolisi, 23, hasn’t
quite got it made yet. Selected for
the June Bok squad, he has spent
most of the season on the bench.
But he is determined to become a
great Springbok in his own right.

My grandmother raised me.
Sometimes she didn’t eat to make
sure I had food. I was nine when she
died. She’d become really sick and I
c o u l d n’t go to school anymore be-
cause I had to look after her. It was
just the two of us when she died.

I thought she’d come back. I
still don’t think I’ve accepted it. My
aunt took care of me after my
grandmother ’s death, but she died
when I was in the hostel at Grey. My
mother also died when I was a
teenager. She was just a teenager
herself when she had me. It was
h e a r t b re a k i n g .

I didn’t see my younger brother
and sister again. They were sent to
an orphanage after my mother’s
death. And then I found them by
chance, eight years later, when I

went home recently. The Boks were
playing Port Elizabeth and I’d
bumped into a cousin who said he
knew where they were.

They were living with a carer in
Zwide, who recognised me instant-
ly, because my brother, now 11, and
I are the spitting image of each oth-
er. The highlight was meeting my
eight-year-old sister. She walked up
to me and started touching my face.

Apparently she’d spoken about me
at school. I was stunned. Then she
curled into my lap, and just lay on
my chest. I’ve just bought a home
in Pinelands, and they’ll move in
with me next year.

I’m going through a tough
time in my career. I’m not per-
forming at all. I know what I’m ca-
pable of. Perhaps I settled into a
comfort zone. Finding my family
and so on, and buying the house.
Now I have to put my focus back on
r u g b y.

It’s hard to make the Spring-
boks team, but it’s even harder to
stay there. You have to perform all
the time. There’s always someone
else who wants to be where you are.

It’s about who has the most fire.
I’m the breadwinner. My father

and uncles don’t work — and there
are my brother and sister now too,
so I’m not just playing for myself.

When I ran out for the Boks
against Scotland I felt invincible.
I was playing with giants like Bryan
Habana, and (captain) Jean de Vil-
liers. Of all the players, I guess I
admire Jean most. He’s a confidante
off the field, and knows how to be a
captain.

During my first game, we were
behind at some point. I was freak-
ing out. Scotland had scored just
before half time. And then Jean
rounded us up and started laugh-
ing. He said, “Boys, let’s just have

fun. We’re going back and that’s all
we ’ll do.” I thought like a different
person then. The captain was smil-
ing, after all. We won that game. It
was the best experience of my life.

More can be done to develop
young township players. I’ve de-
signed team jerseys and tracksuits
for my old club, the African
Bombers, to motivate them to play
harder. The first team will have
their own special tracksuit.

I have a tattoo of a poem a little
boy from the UK wrote after see-
ing me play. He wrote: “Born in a
cold metal shack / No food to eat,
no shoes to wear / Spotted on a
rocky grassless field / Fearing no
other player / An orphan living

with his old gran / Wins a place at
the school / Where there is no
black, no white / Everybody is Grey
/ Now a Stormer / Now a Springbok
/ Runs with courage / Fearing no
other player.”

You should pick the best play-
ers for the Boks if you want the
team to win. I wouldn’t want to be
chosen because of my colour. If I’m
not good enough, I shouldn’t be
p i cke d .

The Boks are going to win the
2015 World Cup. We ’ve been im-
proving every year. The guys are
working hard. Heyneke Meyer gives
credit when it’s due, but he always
wants better. You can never be too
perfect. LS
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