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Unstoppable
production
line of talent

Fatima Kdouh

Jarome Luai will be a Wests
Tiger next year but the Luai
name will live on not only at
Penrith but another Western
Sydney powerhouse: St Marys
Saints.

Luai, a three-time premier-
ship winner, is one of 11 current
NRL stars to have played their
junior footy at St Marys Samtb

Luai’s
brother
Calvary,
15, is fol-
lowing in
the same
footsteps
as the Pan-
thers and
NSW five-
eighth. A
student at
Patrician Brothers Blacktown,
Calvary is rising through the
ranks at St Marys as a centre,
whois settojoin Penrith’s Har-
old Matthews squad next year.

“He’s a centre. He’s a bit like
a Bizza (Brian To'o) build. A
traditional Samoan build. I
didn’t get all that muscle,” Luai
laughed. “I think he is going to
Harold Matthews next year.
Hopefully he goes all right.”

Soon another Luai will be
running in St Marys colours in
his young son Israel. Luai had
hoped that Israel would one
day be a Socceroo, but the six-
year-old has other plans.

“We want him to play soccer,
he names all the (soccer) play-
ers, he knows it all. But he’s just
keen to get into footy now,”
Luai said.

“He’s obviously around it a
lot and he wants to play footy
next year. I'm taking him back
to St Marys and it would be
good for me as well just to con-
nect back to the junior roots, to
see the kids there and some of
my old trainers there as well.”

St Marys has garnered a
reputation in Sydney’s west as
being a talent factory for the
Panthers. Of 11 NRL players,
only three - Parramatta’s
Bryce Cartwright, Cronulla’s
Liam Ison and Roosters centre
Michael Jennings — are no
longer at the Panthers.

Other Western Sydney
clubs have made big contribu-
tions to the NRL talent pool
overall, like St Clair (five NRL
players), Glenmore Park (five)
and Minchinbury (six).

But the Saints are un-
matched as a breeding ground
for the Pantherg with Luai

To’o and Izack Tago headlin-
ing their list of NRL players.

“It’s (St Marys) a power-
house club. They are doing re-
ally well (off the field) with the
Leagues club,” Luai said.

“They look after their jun-
iors, they subsidise head gear
and things like that.”

St Marys Junior Rugby
League president Peter Bowler
said the Saints had now
reached the limit for the num-
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ber of teams each club was al-
lowed to field on a Saturday.
“In the Penrith district there
are now over 9000 players in
the junior league,” Bowler said.

“Wa are at the can for how
YVe are at the ¢ap ior now

many players we can take. You
can have 45 teams on a Satur-
day and one team in each of the
girls’ age groups but we are at
the cap on the Saturday. On
Sundays we have first division
only.”

Penrith’s premiership suc-
cess is having a flow-on effect
at the grassroots level.

“Yeah there definitely has
been more interest since Pen-
rith started winning titles,”

Bowler said. “But we also
pride ourselves on the devel-
opment we can give to young
players..”

Bowler, who has been in-
volved with St Marvs for 25

volved with St Marys for 25
years and been the club’s
president since 2018, had a
front-row seat to Luai’s rise.

“I remember Romy got the
player of the year in the under
12s and I remember thinking
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he went on to bigger and better
things,” Bowler said.

To Bowler, a club like St
Marys doesn’t just help de-
velop the next crop of future
NRL stars but plays a vital role

St Marys Saints juniors Noah Nanai, Harlan Daniela, Jayden Xerri,
Sia’a Taveuveu, Naioka Tuipulotu, Brooklyn Williams, Mahlie Frew
and Grace Bowler. Picture: Max Mason-Hubers

in their personal development.  distance between the bad side
“Out here thereis notalot of ~ of the law and the good side of
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the law,” Bowler said.
“Here at St Marys we try to
keep them on the side
whenever we can. We have
kids that are in trouble all

the time. and footy is their
the time, and footy is their

only outlet. I know one
coach, the mother loves
the coach because her kid
does whatever the coach
tells him to. When he’s
playing up at home, the
mum is on the biower to
the coach and he’s on to the kid
like ‘you need to pull your head
in’.

“And this kid can play footy.
We just want to give every kid
the best chance to succeed.”
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Seagulls the runaway leaders in Queensland football nursery

Travis Meyn

A Gold Copast ru

A Gold Coast rug
club has upstaged some of its
big name rivals to be crowned
the kings of the NRL pro-
duction line in Queensland.

Runaway Bay Seagulls are
celebrating a momentous oc-
casion after providing the most
current NRL players of any
junior club in Queensland.

Nine current NRL players
have emerged from the north-
ern Gold Coast nursery.

The Seagulls products are

V1 - TELEO1ZO1MA

headlined by Titans star AJ
Brimson, Tigers phenom Jah-

ream Bula Rroneos dug Jegse
ream Suia, oronces Gue Jesse

Arthars and Blake Mozer, and
former Maroons prop Jarrod
Wallace.

They are also celebrating a
new addition to the top grade
with Cronulla hooker Jayden
Berrell to make his NRL debut
against the Cowboys on Satur-
day.

Seagulls treasurer and coach
Darryl Fisher said the club was
happy to see so many former
players in the NRL.

“As a club we are super
proud of them all, it’s a fantas-

tic achisvement ” ho gaid
ucacnievementy, nesaia.

“We are a reasonably big
club, one of the biggest on the
Gold Coast, but we are very
proud of the boys that have
made it.

“It is really cool for the kids
to see. They get a real buzz out
ofit.”

Runaway Bay pipped fellow
Seagulls — Wynnum-Manly
(seven players) — for the top
spot in Queensland while the
Nerang  Roosters, Logan

Brothers and Easts Tigers have
six products currently playing
intha NRT

Ofthe159 current NRL play-
ers from Queensland, the Bris-
bane district (53) has generated
the most following by North
Queensland (30), Gold Coast
(28), Central (25), regional
southeast Queensiand (16) and
the Sunshine Coast (seven).

Titans halfback Tanah Boyd
regularly pops down to Run-
away Bay while young gun Jye
Gray made his NRL debut for
South Sydney this year.

“We've got some connec-
tions to those guys coming
throuch taon ” Richor caid

through too,” Fisher said.

“Jye Gray’s younger brother
is playing in our under-15s so
there’s a lot of people closely
connected to them.

“Its a great aspirational
viewpoint for the kids. They
can see that their older broth-
ers or friends have gone on and
done it for themselves.”

Junior grades start at
under-6s and progress through
to the open A-grade ranks.

Fisher said the club’s priority

was for players to enjoy the
game and if they made it to the
NRI thatwacahanue

“Everything we are doing at
the moment is in line with the
player development frame-
work,” he said.

“There is no magic wand to
create an NRL player. What we
are trying to do is make sure we
create an environment where
kids want to play rugby league.

“If we are doing that, and the
kids keep playing, then some of
them will go on to become
elite.”



