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Swim coach Steve Francis at
Karori Pool in Wellington.
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Swim coach leaves indelible mark
Steve Francis is making a big
splash as coach of the Pirates club,
writes Olivia Caldwell.

H

e’s tattooed from top to toe, but when Steve Francis steps out of the shower and looks in the mirror he sees more white space than ink.
His fascination with tattoos has led him to paint
his body almost complete with every colour.
Three uninviting white skulls rest in peace on his body
– a haunting skeleton crawls out of his own head (at tattoo
that took no less than 12 hours to finish). One insane looking joker sits laughing on his chest and you’d be best not
make eye contact with it.
The arrows and weapons inked on Francis’ arms indicate conflict, but he balances that with a big and beautiful
turquoise chrysanthemum flower that blossoms inside his
left forearm.
His left and right knuckles read METALLER and
further up on his hands the names Bob and Eva are
printed in honour of his parents.
Francis is one extreme example of how judging someone based on their exterior can be well out of sync with
reality.
The death metal band member is also a dedicated husband, father of two and one of the warmest swim coaches
in Wellington, if you believe what Pirates Swimming Club
kids say about him.
This week Stuff was invited along to watch the swim
coach of 20 years at the Karori swimming pool, where
Francis coaches pre-schoolers through to adults.
The 48-year-old is energised. He greets with a giant
wave from the other end of the pool and rushes down to
meet with a handshake and a thanks for coming along.
His class of 15 teenagers arrive shortly after and, after a
long day at school, they are excited to see their coach, even
knowing there is a gruelling two hour-long session lined
up for them.
At this point it’s obvious Francis doesn’t meet the
prototype middle-aged male swim coach who barks orders
down the lanes of the pool with a stop watch in hand.
‘‘When I first turned up here 15 years ago I wasn’t as
heavily tattooed. Karori is a real family area and they
probably hadn’t been exposed to someone who is heavily
tattooed, but hopefully I have changed some people’s attitudes. I mean in the old days it was the sailors and the
criminals who wore tattoos.
‘‘You know the old stereotypical swim coach with the

big belly and yelling at the kids, I think that is all changing
now.’’
He has lost count of how many tats he has, but he
doesn’t believe it’s an addiction.
‘‘I think that is a negative way to look at it, some people
collect stamps, some people collect Weetbix cards, I collect
heavy metal albums and tattoos.
‘‘I’ve always been interested, I’ve always found it fascinating, and I have always loved the way they look. I love
getting tattooed, I love hearing the sound under the tattoo
machine, I love everything about it.
But he shudders to think just how much money he’s
spent with 37 tattoo artists around the globe.
‘‘I have no idea and I wouldn’t want to guess, it would
scare me because I could probably buy a house with it.
‘‘I don’t know if I’d call it out of hand.
‘‘When I started to get my face tattooed my wife would
say to me ‘now you are heavily tattooed’, but when I get
out of the shower and look in the mirror I still see the little
empty spaces rather than the tattoos. So I don’t know if
that’s a problem or not.’’
Francis started swim coaching at the exact right time,
he says.
He had been enjoying his freedom through parties and
a late-night lifestyle. But he lost his best friend to alcohol,
which was the wake-up call he needed to change his own
life.
‘‘My 20s were pretty wild. Luckily I found swim
coaching and working with young athletes because it
made me focus, taught me discipline and gave me purpose.’’
He saw a part-time role advertised and figured because
of his competitive swimming background he would test
the waters, and it changed his life since.
‘‘I was a competitive swimmer a lifetime ago, I did
triathlons and then drifted away from it for a while in my
late teenage years, as you do. I got in to all sorts of other
things and then just kind of fell in to it.
‘‘In my 20s I kind of went off and did partying and those
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kind of things that we do. Good memories, good times, but
I am too old for that now and there is not much of that
going on. Swimming has really made me a lot more
disciplined.
‘‘Those kind of things just aren’t part of my lifestyle
anymore because it just doesn’t work.’’
arori is a well-to-do area of Wellington. Francis
coaches the children of politicians.
He remembers getting looked at sideways by
some of the swimming parents when he first
arrived on the scene. He reckons they are now on board
with the ink at least, but he’s not sure they love the
sideline death metal music he often blasts during pool
sessions.
But he’s proven himself through his results. Francis
started coaching when the club had about 20 children,
there are now 180.
At the Wellington short course championships this
month, the Pirates were the largest contingent of all clubs,
with 77 per cent of them clocking up a personal best. The
Pirates took 277 top-10 finishes, 74 medals and 24 golds.
One 17-year-old swimmer he coaches, Jedi Morland
Janes, has five tattoos and counting. He jokes that Francis
copied him.
He adds his coach influenced his training, but mostly
his outlook on life.
‘‘Steve is always supportive of us whether we are
injured or we are able, he kind of caters around our injuries. He understands us more as a person than as an athlete,
and he understands what we are here to do.
‘‘We [The Pirates] are very different in our culture and
it is because what Steve brings to the table.
‘‘When you see us walk into the pool you know stuff is
going to go down. We are the party of the competition.
‘‘We are family. If someone is racing we stop what we
are doing and support them.’’
Francis sets team ethics for the club such as ‘‘respecting all the other pool users, be punctual, have empathy for
the team-mates, be proud to be here, and realise we are
privileged’’.
His coloured ink symbolises a dark past, and can be
disenchanting for some. But those who get to know the
coach are likely to see the lighter side of life.
‘‘We live in a part of New Zealand and a part of Wellington where life is pretty good really, life is a lot worse for
other areas.
‘‘We are pretty lucky to be here.
‘‘Making teenagers aware of how lucky they are and
holding them to those ethics every time they walk in the
door.’’
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