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Love, fatherhood and leaving the “beautiful game” have shaped a
brave new world for Adam Goodes, whose latest project – a fivebook collaboration – delivers a vital message to our children.

W

hen Adam Goodes walked
away from his brilliant AFL
career in 2015 it was a wakeup call for the nation. The
Sydney Swans star player had
faced years of unbridled and
targeted racial abuse and needed to reclaim his life
and culture for himself, his wife, his family and
ultimately for his country. It was a decision Adam
made alone, quietly, away from the booing and jeers
he regularly endured on the football field, and today,
as his daughter, Adelaide, runs into his arms at
The Weekly’s photo shoot and wife Natalie – who in a
few weeks’ time will give birth to their second child
– watches on, there’s no question that Adam’s heart
belongs to the present and the future.
“It was something I kept as my personal choice,”
Adam tells me. “Towards the very end Natalie was
very clear that I’d be retiring soon. We had been
together for two years, which were the worst two
years to be with me while I was playing football.

What was really lovely was whenever I’d finish a
football match and come home there was no talk of
footy – obviously she’d check in with ‘how are you?’
I’d say ‘I’m good, I’m home’. And she would say,
‘cool, let’s live our life’. It was almost like being in
two completely different worlds: the world that
we created in our house and the world that was
happening to me out on the footy field.”
Obviously, Natalie would have been well aware
what was going on – the media reports were full of
it – but creating that oasis of calm in their bubble of
mutual love and support was exactly what Adam
needed. Leaving the sport he had played since he
was a boy, the career that had made him a role model
across this land, was a monumental decision, but
in the end Adam felt he had no choice.
To help him unpick his emotions he headed into
South Australia’s Flinders Ranges, his mother’s
traditional homeland. There, back on Country, he
could seek counsel and meditate, something he now
does all the time, even back at home in Sydney.
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“It was first of all about getting
myself out of a very toxic
environment, and secondly it was
about going to a place that I’d only
just reconnected with a year before,
a place where I could plug in to my
ancestors and the land, be completely
away from everything that was really
upsetting me: the media, the football
environment,” Adam explains.
“It was up there, being on Country
and being around my people, listening
to my elders, that I realised that I was
going to retire at the end of the year.”
Adam wasn’t raised within his
culture. His mother, Lisa Sansbury, is
a member of the Stolen Generation,
taken from her mother when she was
five years old. She raised Adam and
his two younger brothers on her own.
Lisa struggled and Adam recalls a
childhood spent moving around a
great deal. “I didn’t know about what
happened to Mum until I became a
teenager but I can see why she was so
hard on us boys as a single parent, no
doubt living in fear that if she didn’t
look after her boys someone would
come knocking on her door to take us
away. I just can’t imagine living in
that sort of fear and how that drives
your decision-making,” says Adam.
“My mum has instilled in me
discipline, hard work and I’m forever
grateful for that. I lived at home till
I was 17 when I moved to Sydney to
play football. We didn’t have much,
but what we did have is each other.
I’m the eldest of three boys. I had a
significant role to play with being that
role model, but we made the best out
of all the situations that we were in.
“We went to six different primary
schools and two different high schools
growing up. It was tough, as kids,
moving around so much but it was
exciting as well because you got to
go to new places. As hard as it was
sometimes being the only black kids
at school, it was nice to make new
friends and that has really helped me
socially, even though I didn’t feel like
it at the time.”
Adam says he didn’t sense the loss
of his culture until he was older.
“Eighty per cent of my aunties and
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uncles were ‘stolen gen’ as well.
They were taken into white families.
So that disconnect happened when
the government decided to do that.
“Do I look back and feel like I
missed out? Well, definitely. Who
wouldn’t with that sort of trauma
happening to your life? But I look at
where I am now: I am connected to
my culture, I am able to go back on
Country and have family members
that speak our language, so I look
forward and I’m hopeful that I can
take in as much knowledge as possible
so I can then pass that on to my
daughter and future children.”
Connecting with his Aboriginality
as an adult has been a deeply spiritual
experience. “It’s about being
connected to my ancestors, my culture
which dates back over 60,000-plus
years, and knowing that you’re a part
of something that’s that big and that
strong; it makes me proud. When
you’re on Country, lighting a fire,
putting your feet into the river bank
soil, listening to your elders tell
stories about our people, you can
feel them around you.”
It is that pride and wonder as a
descendant of the oldest civilisation
in the world that shines through
Adam’s new project. Somebody’s Land
is the first in a five-part series of
children’s books designed to educate
both children and parents about First
Nations culture. The idea for the book
was sparked by Adam’s co-writer and
friend, Ellie Laing.
The political adviser and former TV
journalist, whose husband, Jordan,
was the media manager of the Sydney
Swans when Adam was a player,
couldn’t believe it when her then
three-year-old son, Harvey, came
home one day and started reciting the
acknowledgement of country he had
learned at nursery school.
As Harvey easily talked of “the
traditional custodians of the land”,
Ellie was overcome with emotion. This
was certainly not the practice when
she was at school.
“I thought to myself, I’d like to buy
a book so I can engage with Harvey
and we can continue this conversation

and probably the journalist in me
thought, I’ll just call Adam Goodes,”
Ellie says laughing.
Her call was perfectly timed;
publishers had already been knocking
on Adam’s door eager to work with
him. “Ellie said ‘Goodesy, my kids are
coming home and they’re singing
acknowledgement to country in
Gadigal language, I’m feeling
inadequate. I’ve worked in the
Indigenous policy space, but I just
haven’t got any learnings and I’m
pretty sure there’s a lot of other mums
and dads out there who don’t have
that either. Have you ever thought of
writing some books?’”
It was a light-bulb moment. “I really
love reading to my daughter, Addie,
and I’m learning as well through the

“I hope Addie
grows up to be
a proud
Aboriginal
woman who
doesn’t have to
face racism.”
Above: Fatherhood has changed Adam’s
life. Left: Co-author Ellie Laing with Adam.

books I’m reading, so I thought this
is a really great opportunity to have
conversations with other parents, but
also create books that are really fun
and colourful and bright, sharing a
part of our culture that I wasn’t
taught at school,” notes Adam.
Somebody’s Land is illustrated by
David Hardy, a Barkindji man, author
and artist with more than eight years
of animation experience working with
Walt Disney studios. The result is vibrant
and bursting with humour, with Adam,
Ellie, David and their five children all
popping up in the illustrations.
“The project was created through
chance, but actually I don’t believe in
chance; I believe everything happens
for a reason,” says Adam. Behind the

warrior we all know from the footy
fields, he’s a gentle and deeply
thoughtful man and as Adam talks
more about the culture that binds him
to this land I sense a powerful
awareness of his destiny.
When Adam was made Australian of
the Year in 2014 he pledged to use his
tenure to combat racism. It was this
battle that also resulted in his early
retirement and in many ways it’s at
the heart of this new venture. He’s
right … everything happens for a
reason. “What happened to Adam
and his story is a central piece of our
history,” comments Ellie. “I think he
probably recognises that.”
At the beginning of the book Adam
and Ellie say they’re writing with a
great sense of hope. “That’s what I live
by – to be very hopeful and ambitious

about what the future holds,” explains
Adam. “The hope for me is that my
daughter grows up to be a very proud
Aboriginal woman who doesn’t have
to face racism daily, who doesn’t have
to be questioned about ‘Are you
Aboriginal?,’ or told ‘you don’t look
Aboriginal’. These are stereotypes,
casual racism that happens often in
our communities. We need to break
down those barriers and have the open
conversations, but also come from a
place of respect for our First Nations
people through learning more.”
Adam says he knew immediately
that he didn’t want to write just one
book, but a series that would tackle
a number of topics. The first book
investigates ‘terra nullius’, the legal
concept meaning ‘land belonging
to no-one’ used by the British
government in the 18th century to
justify the settlement of Australia.
“We don’t spell out what terra
nullius is; that’s something for the
children and parents to go out and ask
those questions and do some learning
on their own. I only just learned that
from the time Captain Cook landed
to when terra nullius was claimed
of Australia, there were 47 years in
between. What were they doing for 47
years? For them not to see that there
were other people living and thriving
who had been here for a very long
time on this country is inconceivable.
“For me, it’s about pointing out that
this was the foundation of who we are
as Australians. It could have been very
different. We only have to look across
the ditch to New Zealand and see how
different it could have been if our First
Nations people had been included in
our founding document, which we’re
still not part of.”
Adam is hopeful that a referendum
will implement change. “Part of Scott
Morrison’s election promises was that
he was going to hold a referendum to
give Indigenous people that enshrined
voice written into our constitution.
That doesn’t mean that our politicians
have to listen to this voice; it just
means that we have a seat at the table
to give expert advice on Indigenous
people, culture, policy, laws, that our
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governments may have. It
sounds like a no-brainer
to me. Hopefully the rest
of Australia feels that
way when we do have
a referendum in the next
18 months to two years.”
The story of Somebody’s
Land is simple, rhythmic
and lyrical but it also packs
a punch. “We workshopped
the text for 18 months,” says
Adam, who also talked to
elders and ancestors to make
sure the tone as well as the
message was spot on.
Adam and Ellie have
tested the book on their own
children and were fascinated
with their reactions. “When
I read Somebody’s Land to
Addie and asked her ‘Whose
land is it, Bubba?’ she said,
‘Aboriginal people’. She’s
two and she’s already
picking that up, which is
great. I know Ellie’s kids
said, ‘Why are people
holding a gun, Mummy?’ when they
saw the soldier. Kids pick up different
things the more times you read them
the book.”
I wonder if Addie connected her
own heritage with those kids in the
book. “It’s interesting,” notes Adam.
“We say, ‘Addie, are you Aboriginal?’
She says ‘no’. I say, ‘Daddy’s
Aboriginal, and so you are Aboriginal,
Bubba’. Addie’s middle name is Vira
and in our Adnyamathanha language
‘Vira’ means ‘moon’ so we’re giving
her as much experience and
knowledge as possible that she can
take in about her Aboriginality.”
Natalie and Adam married in 2016
and ended up having a few celebrations.
“We got married outside of Nowra in
NSW, just 20 people, and had a wedding
party for all of our friends a month
later, about 200 people in Sydney. But
then we went to the Flinders Ranges.
It was a surprise to Natalie but I wanted
to take her back on Country and
introduce her to the family and have a
traditional wedding ceremony. I sort
of sprung it on her,” confesses Adam.
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From top: Adam with Adelaide and Ellie with
sons Harvey and Lewis; their book; Adam takes
part in The Vigil, Sydney Festival, in 2021.

“I said, this is really important
because as the mother of my future
children you need to be able to pass
on that ancestry. She was definitely up
for it and really excited. It’s something
she’s really proud to know and have
and be able to pass on to Addie and
any other children we may have.”
Natalie and Adam wore traditional
clothes and paint and immersed
themselves in the deep culture of
the occasion. “It’s called a firestick
ceremony. We sit down opposite
each other, we share a meal and
then a firestick is lit. That firestick

is observed by everyone and
we had 100 people there. It
was really beautiful. We have
the firestick in our house.
We tell Addie this is our
wedding ceremony stick.”
Adam is no longer
involved in AFL and doesn’t
even go to watch games.
“There’s nothing about the
game that I miss,” he says.
“I don’t enjoy sitting in the
crowds. They’re the same
crowds that I felt very
anxious about walking into
those stadiums for the last
two years, so no, there’s no
part of me that wants to
go back and be subjected
to those environments
anymore.”
In 2019 the AFL
offered him an
official apology. Has
it made a difference?
“I accept the
apology and thank
the people who
drove that apology
but it doesn’t
change anything that happened,”
he notes quietly.
Having Addie has brought a new
focus into his life. “It’s something
that’s changed us forever which is
great and super-positive. Being a
professional athlete, you have to live
a selfish life to be the best that you
can be and you have to make a lot of
sacrifices for that. For me, Adelaide’s
changed my life in the way that I’m
not worried about a lot of the stuff
I used to worry about. I get a lot more
happiness through her and being
around her, which is really lovely.
“It’s made where we live a home.
I thought it was a home before when it
was Natalie and I and our dog, Chance,
but now we have this little child
running around and tearing the place
apart it truly is a home now. I can’t wait
to bring a sibling into her life.” AWW
Somebody’s Land by Adam Goodes and
Ellie Laing, published by Allen & Unwin,
is on sale now.

GETTY IMAGES. ADAM WEARS BASSIKE T-SHIRT, AND NUDIE JEANS FROM DAVID JONES. ADDIE WEARS PRINTEBEBE TOP AND OVERALLS.
ELLIE WEARS MATTEAU DRESS. HARVEY WEARS ACADEMY BRAND SHIRT AND BIGGSY+SMALLS SHORTS. LEWIS WEARS ACADEMY BRAND T-SHIRT AND SHORTS.
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