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Editorial
Welcome to this, the first edition of Time On.
The role of the NSW Australian Football History Society is to research, gather, document, catalogue and
arrange for the safe keeping of objects and items of significant interest to the history of Australian Football in
NSW and most particularly in Sydney. It is also its role to disseminate information about the history of the
game in this state.
One of the ways we share information about items in the collection and share interesting aspects of
footballing history is through stories and articles published on our website. The Committee has now agreed
that it would be useful to gather together some of these in an annual journal for distribution to members of
the Society. Hence our new annual journal, Time On.
In this issue the articles are arranged in five sections: the start of football in Sydney; notes on three past
seasons, 1923, 1947 and 1961; some stories about the organization of the game in Sydney; information about
some grounds used over the years; and three biographical articles reflecting on the roles Keith Miller, John
Leber and Jimmy Stiff played in the story of our game in Sydney.
All the articles in this issue of Time On were written in 2012 by Ian Granland OAM, the President of the Society,
with the exception of the article on Trumper Park which is the work of Miles Wilks, the author of Australian
Football Clubs in NSW. We hope that in future years a wider spread of writers will explore the varied facets of
the history of Australian Football in New South Wales just as we hope that all our members enjoy this, the
initial issue of our journal.
Some data has been repeated but this reflects on these articles being originally spread out over a 12 month
period.
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The start of football in Sydney
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The first rules
There have been so many claims recently about the ‘ownership’ of the word, ‘football’, more particularly from
the followers and supporters of soccer.
Have you ever stopped to think about how many codes of football are played in the world?
 Australian football
 Soccer
 Rugby Union
 Rugby League
 Gridiron
 Gaelic football
There is a suggestion that Canadian football is a game of its own but it is based on Gridiron with the only
differences being that they play with 12 players while American football has 11 and the Canadians have three
touch downs per possession as opposed to four. If you like, subtle differences similar to those between VFL and
VFA – in years gone by.
Out of these six codes of ‘football’, would it surprise you to know that Australian (or then, Victorian) football was
codified first? Yes, this occurred in 1859.
The Melbourne Football Club rules of 1859 are the oldest surviving set of laws for Australian Football. The ten
simple rules were drawn up on 17 May in a meeting chaired by Thomas Wills, together with journalists W. J.
Hammersley and J. B. Thompson, who urged the playing of …. ‘football’. Accounts of the people directly involved
differ. Some sources also claim that Thomas H. Smith and H. C. A. Harrison were also present. The meeting was
held at the Parade Hotel, East Melbourne, hosted by Melbourne Cricket Club member James (Jerry) Bryant. The
publican was a friend of Tom Wills, with a personal interest in introducing football to Melbourne’s schools.
Bryant had played a role in organising early football matches at the nearby Richmond Park and his son was one
of the first players. These hand written rules were signed by Tom Wills, William Hammersley, J. Sewell, J. B.
Thompson, Alex Bruce, T. Butterworth and Thomas H. Smith. Importantly, they were printed and widely
publicised and distributed.
Amazingly, these hand-written rules still exist:

The first rules – part I
They are at the museum at the MCG and if you get the chance to undertake a tour of the ‘G’ you will get to view
them.
How did the codification of the rules come about?
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The first rules – part II
The Irish at the goldfields, or other single influences iniating the start of Australian Football are a myth.
Australian Football just evolved and rules were changed or introduced as people realised that “this did not suit”
or “that practice was dangerous” or the like. I also believe the recent proposition that football was somehow
modelled on an aboriginal game called Marngrook is also a figment.
One thing we can admire about Australian Football is that many of those who came before us were visionary and
where they saw a problem or an opportunity to advance the game with a change to the rules, they took it. It is a
pity other games did not follow suit.
Nevertheless those laws which were written and accepted in 1859 bettered the acceptance of a code of by the
British Football Association (soccer) – by only a matter of a years. The other codes were mostly formulated in
the 1870s or so. Rugby League was started in 1908. So you see, while soccer may be the biggest and most
popular football game in the world, it certainly was not the first to have its rules adopted.
In early newspaper sports reports, the game of ‘Football’ was the heading with the various forms of it then
reported sequentially. Certainly in Sydney in the late 19th century, the reports of various games, and codes,
were interspersed with each other. One paragraph may have referred to a Rugby game while the next went into
Australian Football then the next might describe another Rugby game etc.
Incidentally, to refer to the game as ‘Australian Rules’ is wrong; It is: Australian Football. The often used term
‘Australian Rules’, comes from when football (the game) was played under ‘Australian rules’. Rugby was played
under ‘rugby rules’ and soccer was played under ‘association rules’. The title ‘Australian Football’ was officially
adopted over 100 years ago.
The Melbourne Cricket Club is acknowledged In publishing the first rules of the game.
(The final part of the first rules of the game are on page 47)
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The first game in Sydney – in 1866?
In June 1866 the Sydney Football Club received an invitation from the Melbourne Football Club to play a
challenge match in Sydney. Attendees at the Sydney Club’s annual meeting gave the proposal favourable
consideration with a return match the following year in Melbourne also contemplated.
At this same meeting of the club, it voted to adopt the “Victorian Rules of Football agreed to at a meeting of
delegates of club (sic) held at Melbourne on the 8th of May 1866″ – an interesting concept indeed. Interesting
because their subsequent match against the Australian Football Club (then a local Sydney football club) played
on Hyde Park, was discontinued after two hours play “as it was found impossible to prevent interpretation
disputes”. I could hypothesise that the likely reason for the dispute was that the match was played under the
Victorian rules of football and perhaps it was that few had an understanding of these, despite a copy of the May
8, 1866 revised rules being published in a Sydney newspaper. Hence a disagreement arose regarding their
application.
There were other games of football played in Sydney during this same period with a note in one game that “Mr
Smyth kicking two goals for the University (under-graduates team), after the ball had been touched down on
both occasions…” This game was ‘umpired’ by 36 year old, John J Calvert, a future long term president of the
Sydney Rugby Football Union an organization which went on to become the NSW Rugby Union. So it is safe to
say that this game was principally of Rugby origins.
Future games by the Sydney Football Club went undocumented so whether additional matches were played by
them under the Victorian rules of football remains, at this stage, a mystery. To date, no further details of any
attempt to play football under Victorian rules in Sydney can be found until 1877.

Team Named By Design?
In 1878 Australian Football in Sydney was virtually known but interest was such that a team ‘Old
Victorians’ was got up to play a team of ‘All Comers’. The players in the latter were listed in the
Sydney Morning Herald of the day in no particular order but it has been noted that the following two
players were shown consecutively, ‘Neal (and) Down’. This leads to speculation whether this listing
was contrived or not.

First game of football played on the SCG
The first game of football under any code played on the SCG was between the newly
formed Australian football clubs, Sydney and East Sydney on 18 June 1881.
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1881: The Dees just roll Easts, then Sydney
The East Sydney v Melbourne FC game was played at the SCG. Only 2500 turned up for the match and the East
Sydney side were late getting onto the ground.
Melbourne won the game 2.22 to 0.1. When was this you ask? It was on 9 July 1881, just over 130 years
ago. Time flies, doesn’t it? The Melbourne club was in Sydney during a period when the NSW side was playing
Victoria in Melbourne in their initial interstate encounter.
To get to Sydney, the Melbourne contingent, which would have numbered up to thirty, travelled overland, a feat
which would not have been easy because the rail line was yet to be completed. So the group travelled by Cobb &
Co Coach between Albury and Wagga, then onto a train with a ‘drag’ meeting them at the Sydney rail terminus
at Redfern Station to convey them to their accommodation at Aarons Exchange Hotel in Gresham Street.
The game was due to commence at 2.45pm but Easts were late onto the field and in fact had trouble making up
the numbers so they were supplemented by players from the Sydney Club who were not in uniform. This all
sounds a bit of a ludicrous affair in today’s terms. There were only two Australian football clubs in Sydney those
days playing under Victorian rules. The game started at 3.00pm and after a 15 minute break at 4.00pm they
changed ends with the match finishing around 5.00pm.
Melbourne’s next game was against the Sydney Club on the following Thursday, 14 July, also at the Cricket
Ground. The attendance was recorded as being very poor. Melbourne again was far too strong and won 4.15 to
0.4.
In their final encounter, the Dees played a game against a, East Sydney/Sydney combination on the following
Saturday, again at the SCG. Around 2,000 witnessed the event which was very one-sided. Melbourne won 5.22
to 0.2.
Entry to the ground for these games was charged at one shilling (10c) per person.
In this period of football, behinds were not counted in the score. Although shown on score cards and results
sheets they were not included until 1897 when they were incorporated in the score to reduce the number of
drawn matches.

Magnanimous Gesture
In June 1888 a combined Sydney side played the visiting Melbourne FC team. Noted in a Sydney
newspaper as one of the best for Sydney was one H C Elliott. The following week Mr Elliott wrote to
the paper saying that “he desires it to be stated that he did not distinguish himself at all against
the Melbourne team and for the greater part of the match he did not touch the ball.” He said that
he thought “the reporter mistook him for Sydney player, Billy Butler, and has no desire to get the
credit of Mr Butler’s excellent play!!” Had he known that someone was reading this 125 years later
he might have let sleeping dogs lie. I know I would have.
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1882: Geelong’s historic visit
In July 1882 the Geelong Football Club played a series of games in Sydney.
While such visits by the (then) VFA clubs were seen as supporting the struggling code in NSW, the locals were
never any match for these strong Melbourne district clubs. They kept coming but the Sydney press soon grew
tired of promoting and reporting on contests which were severely one sided.
Charles Brownlow, after whom the Brownlow Medal is named, was playing for Geelong at the time of Geelong’s
visit and was one of the 23 players in their party. They arrived on the 7:00am train from Melbourne at the
Redfern Railway Station. There, they were met by a large number of the local footballing community and driven
in two ‘drags’ to the Cambridge Hotel in Oxford Street.
Geelong played four games during their stay, each of which they won decidedly.
On Saturday 10 July they were opposed to the East Sydney club at the SCG. Unfortunately it rained throughout
the match, at times quite heavily and to such an extent that officials considered calling the match off. The
conditions were understandably very sloppy with some players flat out holding the ball. It was estimated that
only 300 braved the elements to see the visitors win 7.15 to 0.7.
The following Tuesday Geelong met the Sydney Club, also at the SCG, this time in fine weather, where the crowd
was recorded as between 500-600. Sydney wore a navy blue uniform with scarlet caps and hose (socks). They
could do little to stem the might of the Geelong side which won this encounter 15.22 to 1.1.
Then, two days later, Geelong met the Petersham Club at the same ground. This was a minor side at a time
when Petersham was considered a small village outside Sydney. The club only lasted two or three seasons. They
were captained by Fred Wedd, who had previously played with the Melbourne FC and represented Victoria. His
team appeared to have a few local talented ring-ins making up their number. By this time the Geelong players
realised that they could do it pretty easily and won the match 5.17 to 0.2.
On the following Saturday, Geelong played the NSW team who were made up from the 100 or so
footballers participating in the game in Sydney at the time. This game was again at the SCG before a more
respectable attendance of around 3,000. The weather was recorded as splendid and special trams had been put
on to transport the spectators to and from the ground. Former Melbourne FC player, R B Sibley, captained the
NSW team which performed much more creditably than Geelong’s three previous encounters.
It is worth noting part of the description of the game in the Sydney Morning Herald: “Sydney players were believed
to have been profitably instructed by the illustrations of their (Geelong’s) intimate knowledge of the game, and hopes were
also expressed that their visit to Sydney would be repeated.”

On the 17th, the Geelong contingent left Sydney by train bound for Albury where they were scheduled to play a
match against local representatives. A large muster of Sydney footballers were on hand to bid them farewell.
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The Geelong Team at the SCG in 1882
(Society’s Collection)
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The Swans in Sydney before 1882
The question has often been asked about how many times the Sydney Swans, or to be more accurate, South
Melbourne FC, played in Sydney prior to the Swans move there in 1982. It’s an interesting subject and while we
have attempted to identify some games, we have probably missed the odd one or two.
South first played in Sydney in 1883.
Then the code was in its fourth season in Sydney and inter-colonial sides were lining up to come and play. The
South Melbourne contingent arrived in Sydney by the mail train on Thursday, 5 July. From then, they had a
continuous programme over the next ten days which consisted of:
Date

Opponent

Score

SMelb

Crowd Venue

Sat July 7

Sydney Football Club

5.17

6.10

Tues July 10

East Sydney Club

2.6

3.13

Thur July 12

Petersham/Our Boys/Waratah

2.5

8.7

Sat July 14

NSW FA

4.7

9.17

5,000

Association Ground

Tues July 17

Newcastle
City/Northumberland

5.10

6.9

5,000

Albion Ground Maitland

Association Ground
500

Association Ground
Association Ground

*Note: behinds were not counted in a team’s score until 1897.

The Association ground was later called the SCG.
In June 1890, the Sydney gymnastic club invited both Carlton & South Melbourne FC to play an exhibition game.
On the 28 June, the NSW FA had geared themselves up for possibly the greatest game to that date to be played
in Sydney. Carlton were scheduled to play South Melbourne on the Association Ground and, for the first time in
Sydney, a programme (Football Record) was to be published with the obvious aim of it being sold at the
game. Unfortunately the weather was so bad the match had to be cancelled and we have no information about
the publication.

South Melbourne vs St Kilda, 1895 (in Melbourne)
(Society’s Collection)

The next occasion South played in Sydney was in June in 1905 when they played a Sydney A side winning 8-14
(62) to 5-12 (42). Then in July 1907 at the RAS Showground, Moore Park, they defeated NSW 9.16 (70) to 9.6
(60).
They again visited in August 1909 when, in another closer game, this time at Erskineville Oval, they beat NSW
10.19 to 7.10.
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Two years later South Melbourne defeated a combined Sydney side 17.12 (114) to 12.8 (80) before a crowd of
5,000, also at Erskineville Oval. From then it was a long time between drinks before the club again played in
Sydney.
We have them next participating in an exhibition game at the SCG on July 3, 1965. Unfortunately, it rained in the
lead up but this did not dampen the Sydney public’s enthusiasm. The gate was in excess of $11,800 and when
expenses were taken out, it left the promoters, the NSW Football League, with a net profit of over $3,600.00.
The next time the club played in Sydney was in the years immediately prior to relocating, however, in about
1984, the NSW team played the Swans in what was virtually a practice game at the RAS Showground during the
week. The Swans won the match easily. The game was not particularly well publicised and we do not have any
particulars of the game so would be grateful if anyone can supply information or data of the match.
Since then South, or to be more accurate, The Sydney Swans, have become part of the Sydney landscape.
Dave Eastman subsequently supplied the following list of South Melbourne’s history of matches in NSW:
YEAR
1883
1890
1898
1898
1901
1905
1905
1907
1909
1911
1935
1935
1952
1961
1965
1972
1980
1980
1981
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DATE
July 7-17
June
August 2
August 6
July 31
June 24
June 28
July 27
August
August 5
July 31
August 3
June 14
May 28
July 3
Feb 26
March 15
June 15
July 26

STH WON/LOSS

STH SCORE

Match cancelled
Won
Won
Won
Lost
Won
Won
Won
Won
Lost
Won
Won
Won
Lost
Won
Won
Lost
Won

6-16 (52)
10-11 (71)
6-14 (50)
8-9 (57)
8-14 (62)
9-16 (70)
10-19 (79)
17-12 (114)
10-13 (73)
17-7 (109)
18-10 (118)
17-29 (131)
10-16 (76)
35-26 (218)
20-14 (134)
12-12 (84)
18-13 (121)

OPPOSITION
details shown above
Carlton
Albury FA
Wagga FC
Albury FC
Fitzroy
Comb Sydney
Comb Sydney
NSW
Comb Sydney
Collingwood
Collingwood
Nth Melbourne
Comb Sydney
Geelong
South West FL
Nth Melbourne
Geelong
Collingwood

SCORE

VENUE

4-5 (29)
4-10 (34)
6010 (46)
9-10 (64)
5-12 (42)
9-6 (60
7-10 (52)
12-8 (80)
11-10 (76)
10-13 (73)
14-12 (96)
6-6 (42)
14-14 (98)
7-15 (57)
16-16 (112)
21-21 (147)
15-13 (103)

SCG
Albury
Wagga Wagga
Albury
SCG
SCG
Syd Showground
Erskineville Oval
Erskineville Oval
Newcastle
SCG
Albury
Trumper Park
SCG
Wagga Wagga
Wagga Wagga
SCG
SCG
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Early VFL matches in Sydney
In an effort to kickstart the game in Sydney after it had imploded in the mid-1890s, Fitzroy and Collingwood
played a competition match at the SCG on 23 May 1903 attracting 20,000 spectators.

A very rare programme from the Collingwood-Fitzroy match in 1903.
This programme is the first known match-day publication to provide players’ names and jumper numbers
(Image - Society’s Collection)

Both clubs paid their own costs and left the six hundred pound ($1200) gate with the newly formed, NSWAFL, to
further promote the game in Sydney.
Prior to these arrangements the Collingwood fans attempted to veto their club’s involvement in the match
because it meant losing one of their competition games. To appease the complainants it was decided that the
entire gate from that weekend’s football in Melbourne would be pooled and divided equally amongst the then
eight clubs of the league. The club (Fitzroy) that lost its home game in the Sydney encounter was also allocated
a semi final to its ground.
In round 2 of the same year a rail strike prevented the Carlton players from journeying to Geelong for their
match so the game was postponed. Quick to act, NSWAFL officials asked that the game be in Sydney, which it
was.
However this game too had trouble when rain washed out their 1 August clash at the SCG forcing a
postponement until the following Monday. Then, before 5,000, including the Governor of NSW, Geelong
defeated the Blues by 10 points.
But, it doesn’t stop there. The following year Melbourne played Essendon on 28 May also at the SCG. As things
would have it the rain came again and this time it was torrential. Newspapers reported that the rain “was
phenomenal” and that in the morning of the match, any chance of a game would be remote. However, the rain
stopped around midday and after 1.00pm there was not a cloud in the sky.
The rain however had done its damage and only 6,000 ventured to the Moore Park venue to witness the match
which was easily won by Melbourne.
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The Bombers took their time going home, this time by ship. They did not get to Melbourne until late on the
following Thursday night after a rocky journey in big seas. Because of this the side did not train that week and
four of their best were unavailable for their subsequent game against Fitzroy which they lost convincingly.
One or two VFL matches were played in Sydney following this period but generally, the euphoria had gone and
the Sydney officials were left to popularise the game themselves.

Long Service on the Gate
Prior to about 1980, the league conducted the gate at each premier league match. They also paid the
gateman and paid local Councils for the hire of the grounds.
In most cases there was no accurate monitoring the number who attended games and the takings at
each venue so over the years various gatemen probably got away with hundreds of pounds.
In 1958 the league recognised one of their gatemen: Jack Mann. He had been working on the gate for
26 consecutive years, sometimes without shelter. . Remarkably, he took over from his father-in-law
who had acted in a similar capacity for twenty years before him!!!
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The 1904 NSW State Team
Amongst a number of images in the Society’s collection is one of the 1904 NSW team which played against
Queensland in Brisbane in September that year.

1904 New South Wales State Team
(Society’s Collection)

Holding the ball in the centre of the photograph is the team captain, Ralph Robertson, one of the most
celebrated players to have played the game in this state. Others in the picture participated with various Sydney
clubs, some individuals went on to assume official positions with those clubs. In recognition of his commitment
to the game in Sydney, the Society named its annual Sydney Football lecture after Robertson, a World War I
soldier and RAF airman, who was later killed in Egypt.
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Victorian Schoolboys visit
In 1907 a representative team of Victorian schoolboys visited Sydney in August where it played three games:
The first match was against Sydney Catholic Schools which the Victorians won 6.3 (39) to 4.10 (34). They lost the
second against public schools (senior division) 9.11 (65) to 1.5 (11) but easily won the third against public
schools, junior division, 15.7 (97) to 1.5 (11). All games were played at the RAS Showground, Moore Park (now
Fox Studios) before crowds of 5000, 7000 and 300, respectively.
The large spectator turnout is explained in one article which declared that most of the crowd were “clubmates of
the local lads.” In the game which attracted 7,000, the Department of Education had granted a half day holiday
to attend the game to all the higher classes within the metropolitan and suburban schools.
Nevertheless we were unable to specifically identify the age of the Victorian team but through a series of
deductions we believe that they were 16 years. The game they lost was against the senior division of public
schools whose ages we also worked out at 16. We mention this because each state had different ages in their
schooling system.
An interesting read is the description of their stay in Sydney:
“The lads from Victoria are having a great time. On Tuesday, after the reception, they visited the Agricultural
Ground to witness the Petersham and Fort Street Schools match, and in the evening visited the South Head
Lighthouse. Wednesday morning was devoted to Fort Street Model School, where life-saving drills and cricket
displays were shown, and on Wednesday afternoon they played the Combined Catholic Schools and after a
splendid contest they won by 5 points.
On Wednesday night, at the invitation of Mr King, they visited the Victoria Hall. On Thursday they attended a
picnic at National Park as the guests of the Fort Street School and spent a very enjoyable time swimming, boating
and sports.
On Friday morning they visited the Art Gallery and Botanical Gardens then in the afternoon played a match
against the Public Schools where they suffered a defeat.
On Friday Evening they attended a concert at Petersham Town Hall as the guests of the local school and on
Saturday morning they visited North Shore Suspension Bridge, Middle Head. In the afternoon they attended the
Agricultural Ground and witnessed the Sydney and Newtown football match, also the ‘All Blacks’ and the ‘All
Blues’ Rugby match. In the evening they were shown the City of Sydney on a Saturday Night.
On Sunday Morning they had a trip to La Perouse and Kurnell then in the afternoon a trip to Manly. On Monday
morning they visited the tramway powerhouse, Ultimo and in the afternoon played Junior Public Schools on the
Agricultural Ground. In the evening they had an invitation from Mr I E Cole to attend the Bohemian dramatic
performance. On Tuesday they had a trip round the harbour and a visit to the N. T. S. (Naval Training Ship)
Sobraon and left by the Melbourne train at 8.50pm where a large crowd was present to give them a hearty sendoff.
On Wednesday they played the Wagga schools on a local ground, then on Friday played at Benalla (Vic.) arriving
back in Melbourne after one of the most pleasant tours possible for a school team in sunny New South Wales.”
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Club game played before 20,000 people in Sydney
Yes that’s right; a Sydney Club game was played before a crowd of 20,000 spectators on the RAS Showground.
But there is a catch. The game was the curtain raiser to the first ever Rugby League encounter between Australia
and New Zealand on the 17 August 1907. This was the year prior to the establishment of Rugby League in NSW.
The Sydney team were undefeated until that time and the match finished in a draw, Sydney kicking 6.5 (41) to
Newtown’s 5.11 (41). Going into the match Sydney were on top and had played eleven games winning ten with
one draw while Newtown had also played eleven games winning nine and losing two. In that year, there were
eight teams in the first grade competition.
There is no suggestion that the clubs or the league shared in the one thousand pound ($2000) gate but the
match did expose the game to more people than it would have had they played a normal home and away game.
It was suggested in one of Sydney Australian Football’s publications the following week that in 1908 perhaps a
game could be played in conjunction with Rugby League games each week with the codes alternating as the
curtain raiser. I am sure that would have gone over well with the burgeoning Rugby League administration!

No Boundary Umpires
Things were tough in 1923 with a complaint after one of the opening rounds about there being no
boundary umpires at any first grade games. The report continued: “It is too much for the central umpire
and slows down the game.” This prompted the payment of boundary umpires and the proposition that
goal umpires should also be appointed independently. Up to around this period these men were club
appointments.

Armless Goal Umpire
In 1939, crowds watching matches at Newcastle No. 2 Sportsground would have witnessed an unusual
sight. A Mr E Saunders was a goal umpire that year and he carried out his duties with only one arm. That
was OK if a point was scored but in terms of him waving two flags for a goal he had invented an apparatus
which held two flags so close together that with a single movement the two flags parted and for all intents
it appeared that the flags were being signalled by a person with two limbs.
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Notes on Past Seasons
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Season 1923
One of the most interesting and successful seasons for football in Sydney was 1923.
Here we give a potted view of what happened in that year:
In March the league sanctioned the formation of the NSW Junior Football League. Two competitions were
played under this umbrella. A grade, which was in effect the reserve grade and a B grade which we think was an
Under 18 or Under 16 division. Not all clubs fielded reserve grade teams and not all reserve graded clubs fielded
a first grade, however the scheduling of matches worked out perfectly. The B grade juniors competition was
composed of Newtown, Lane Cove, Glenmore Road (Glenmore Road Public School old boys), South Sydney and
Dockyards teams.

The Reserve Grade ladder in late July 1923
(Society’s Collection)

The Illawarra team mentioned in the ladder above is a team from around the St George area and a forerunner to
the present day club. In this year it was coached by former Collingwood player, Con McCormack. The Ashfield
team changed its name to Western Suburbs in 1924 and played in the first grade competition until 1929.
The availability of grounds and in particular grounds with the capacity to charge an admission fee was a real
problem for the league. Because of this, certain sections of the league wanted to reduce the number of first
grade clubs from eight to seven which would then free up one venue per week. Obviously the Police and
Railway Clubs were the prime targets for this exercise. It failed.
On the subject of grounds, in that year the NSW Australian Football League outbid the NSW Rugby League for
the use of North Sydney Oval numbers 1 & 2 grounds. No. 2 is now known as St Leonards Park. They paid an
incredible £1,960-0-0 ($3920 - then the equivalent cost of a five room waterside bungalow at Drummoyne or the
price of three modern brick cottages at Auburn). Game officials in Melbourne were over the moon with the
acquisition of the ground and forwarded the league £150 ($300), as a loan to help with the payment. And this
was well before the Sydney Harbour Bridge was built, so getting to the ground was not all that simple. At times
though, ground scheduling could see two south of the harbour clubs, playing at North Sydney.
At their March annual meeting, the league declared a profit of £430 ($860) and gave each of the clubs £10 ($20)
on the proviso that this money go towards the purchase of new jumpers.
The 1922 last placed Sydney Club amalgamated with second grade club, Public Service. In any amalgamation,
one consumes the other and Sydney did not change their name or colours. State Taxation Department
employee, (yes, the states conducted the taxation system then), Billy McKoy from Albury, was one of those
Sydney gained in the amalgamation. He went on to win two league best and fairest awards.
In April Sydney hosted an interstate railways carnival played at Erskineville Oval. The NSW v SA match drew a
crowd of 4,000.
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By mid-May there were 278 players registered in the league.

Newspaper advertisement for matches to be helod on 5 May 1923
(Society’s Collection)

In June the NSW team travelled to Melbourne where it was defeated by the VFL 11.8 (74) to 8.12 (60) on the
MCG before a crowd of 16,300.

NSW vs Victoria, June 1923 on the MCG,
NSW players Cec Pedler (No. 7) and Billy McKoy (No. 5) in action
(Society’s Collection)

In July the NSW Rugby League, the winter lease holders of the SCG, refused a request by the NSW Australian
Football League for a date in August to play the VFL in a return game.
In July Paddy O’Shea was appointed coach of the NSW team which beat the Melbourne FC on Erskineville Oval
14.12 (96) before a crowd of 8,000. Melbourne finished last in the VFL that year.
Early in August the Sydney Club defeated Paddington before a crowd of 2,000 at Erskineville Oval. This is about
the same time Hampden Oval was first referred to as Trumper Park.
Flush with success over Melbourne, the NSW side took on Carlton, again at Erskineville Oval, in August but came
away with a 18.16 (124) to 11.6 (72) hiding before a crowd 10,000. Carlton finished in seventh place in 1923.
The umpire in the match was former Sydney and NSW player, Chas Murray, who went on to umpire a number of
VFA grand finals and several VFL games following his move to Melbourne in 1924.
Before 8,000 spectators on 18 August, NSW 15.11 (101) beat the VFL 11.19 (85) at Erskineville Oval. Again, Chas
Murray umpired the match.
In mid September, Sydney FC 10.7 (67) defeated Newtown 8.15 (63) before 6,000 people at Erskineville Oval.
A week later St Kilda visited Sydney and played a mid-week game against the local premiers, Sydney on
Erskineville Oval. The Saints won 17.15 (117) to 9.15 (69). A crowd of 1500 attended. Leading St Kilda FC
distance kicker, Dave McNamara gave an exhibition of his skill, booting the ball 72 metres.
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The Paddington club travelled by train to the Riverina in late September where they played a combined league
side and on the following Monday, the Leeton Club. Newtown FC also travelled to the Riverina where they
played Culcairn and other matches.
In the first week of October, the Ballarat FC visited Newcastle where it played the local league. The previous
year, the St Kilda FC had played a post season game in Newcastle.
The league finished the 1923 year with a credit balance of £395 ($790). It invested this amount the following
year into the improvement of facilities at Erskineville Oval. It also celebrated the year with the announcement of
the appointment of a fulltime secretary from 1924.

Press report on the success of the 1923 season
(Society’s Collection)
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Season 1947
1947 was a mammoth year for football in Sydney.
It began with a tram strike which, if continued into the season, would have created havoc with fans and players
getting to games. The weather was not kind with several weekends suffering terrible downpours throughout the
year, starting with a very damaging hail storm in January.
The league participated in ten interstate matches. Four of these were in Sydney, one in Queensland and another
in Broken Hill. Then the NSW side travelled to Hobart where it played in the All States Carnival, competing in a
further four games, under very wet and boggy conditions.
The most damning feature of the season, which for the most part went unreported, was the issue of charging
admission at games on a Sunday. Australian Football was the first sport in Sydney to play on Sundays. This first
occurred in 1943, when, mainly because of the lack of grounds where an admission fee could be applied, one of
the three Saturday matches was shifted to the Sunday, and these were mostly played at Trumper Park. Rugby
League soon followed but Rugby Union, forever the traditionalists, never deviated from its conventional
Saturday fixtures.
In May, the Sunday Sun newspaper, ran a series of articles on sports which charged a gate of a Sunday. This
convened a little known section of the Police Offences Act of 1901 which had almost never been applied.

A Sun article on charging for entry on Sundays
(Society’s Collection)

For many years, these Sunday games were the biggest revenue stream for the league, the proceeds of which
were very much relied upon and to see the possibility of this being suddenly removed sent shock waves through
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the administration. In those days, the league conducted the gate at each game. It took the proceeds, paid the
gatemen but also paid the rental on all grounds used in the competition.
The league secretary, Ken Ferguson, wrote to the Chief Secretary’s Department seeking clarification on its ability
to apply a charge. The response said charging admission to Sunday sport would most likely be seen as
contravening the Act and the League would have to accept full responsibility for its actions. In fact the
Department forwarded the league a list of conditions which would have to apply should they continue with
Sunday games. Police from the local Paddington station attended some games in this period to observe the
nature of admission. By this stage the league had resorted to requesting patrons to donate the 1/11 (one shilling
and eleven pence - 19c) admission fee. The local licensing sergeant stated that this still amounted to a definite
breach of the law.
Other sporting bodies had taken to providing free admission but charged an appropriate increased amount for
their match programme (Football Record). The league pondered this position but questioned if it would make
them subject to paying further taxation. All sporting bodies were subject to paying tax on the amount received
for admission charges in those days. Eventually, following legal advice, the league advised the Chief Secretary’s
Department that no charge would be made to any of their Sunday fixtures.
After a further inspection of the situation by the police, the president and secretary of the League found
themselves in front of Inspector Magney of Paddington Police. In no uncertain terms he stated that in his
opinion, the league was violating the law in calling for a donation of a certain amount which included admission.
This was despite a bordering sign advertising that a free gate existed at Hart Street, which we believe was a
street at the eastern end of the ground, on the hill and adjacent to a rubbish tip. At the time this street was in a
very difficult location and hard to access. Inspector Magney said this practice would have to cease or otherwise
the league would face the consequences.
As a result the league altered its admission system by increasing the price of Football Record from 3d (3¢) to 1/6
(15¢), plus the erection of a sign at the Glenmore Road gate stating: ADMISSION BY PROGRAMME, 1/6d (15¢),
FREE GATE AT HART STREET”
It is difficult to see how this change fitted the requirements of the law, given that, according to the documents,
the league was almost doing the same thing as the police inspector intimated. Even so, the price of Football
Records increased and nothing further was heard of the matter.
The Free Gate though, lasted at Trumper Park until well into the 1970s.
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Season 1961
The 1961 season in Sydney was one full of action; it included the employment of a full time League employee,
the tragic death of an up and coming footballer, accusations of missing money and stuff-ups in the final series
but best of all, great football.
Sydney University was readmitted to the competition, but not in the first grade. Instead it fielded two teams in
the reserve grade: Uni Blues and Uni Golds. Neither won the premiership but cleaned up in the League (Reserve
Grade) Best & Fairest, the Sanders Medal, with the top three places going to Uni players.
Balmain failed to turn up for a pre-season game against North Shore at Trumper Park. This brought their tenure
in the competition under some scrutiny. The following week they came out and cleaned up the strong and
highly fancied Eastern Suburbs club by four goals in round 1.

Suicidal Balmain players?
(Society’s Collection)

The competition started with a dramatic change to 16 a side, a decision which was continually ridiculed as being
anti-football and almost un-Australian until the league, under a great deal of pressure, reverted to the normal 18
per team, mid season.
Long term Sydney tough player and coach, Jack Armstrong, turned his hand to umpiring and was ultimately
appointed to the competition’s 1st semi final – in his first year.
South Melbourne FC defeated a combined Sydney team 17.29 (131) to 6.6. (42) at Trumper Park before a good
crowd on 28 May.
Eventual premiers, North Shore, kicked 2.13 (25) to defeat the lowly Bankstown side 2.11 (23). This was one of
the lowest post WWII scores in Sydney football.
Bankstown was known by the very bizarre name of the Boomerangs. Western Suburbs were the Pirates,
Balmain the Magpies, St George the Tigers and North Shore the Bears.
There was an Umpires’ strike in round 15 but football went ahead with the league using stand-in personnel. The
forty year old South Sydney captain-coach, Jack Atkins, umpired a second grade game, then backed up as
boundary umpire for the firsts, only to eventually replace central umpire, the University and NSW coach, Frank
Bird, who had ‘broke down’.
The competition was shocked when 20 year old soldier, Roger Challis, was killed whilst hitch hiking from
Puckapunyal in Victoria to play with the South Sydney Club. This talented full forward had played in the Sydney
team against South Melbourne the previous month. He was buried at the Waverley Cemetery with full Military
Honours.
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Obituary for Roger Challis from the Football Record
(Society’s Collection)

In a bit of embarrassing news, the league’s full time secretary, Jack Holman, was reported to be admitted to
hospital in July. The Football Record had to print a retraction when Jack, who, it turned out, had never entered
hospital, had several people visit the hospital, while others sent get-well wishes and flowers and many
wondering just where he was. We guess they could have accepted this had it happened on April 1.

the apology
(Society’s Collection)
The League relocated its offices from the NSW Sports Club in Hunter Street, Sydney to Trumper Park,
Paddington.
Western Suburbs club was granted a liquor licence, the first for an Australian football club in NSW. Future
league long term president, Bill Hart was in his eighth season as football club secretary at Wests.
A Parramatta Club was formed in July with Ron Cameron elected its president, former Easts and NSW player,
Kevin Little Secretary and Peter Clark, the Treasurer. It adopted pale blue and white as its colours with a jumper
design in alternate panel colours. The foundation meeting was held at the Parramatta Town Hall. In a trial
game, this new club had a four goal win against Newcastle at Trumper Park on 2 September.
In the popular annual Army v Navy game at Trumper Park, the Navy side recorded an easy 14.18 to 11.12 win
with all proceeds raised on the day going to the Royal NSW Institute for the Deaf and Blind Children.
The game received good media coverage after reportedly securing the services of a promotion company,
Recreation International, to market the game in Sydney.
The last round in 1961 saw St George, South Sydney and Eastern Suburbs all on equal points in fourth
place. Saints had to play the stronger third placed Sydney Naval in their final game, while Souths were opposed
to the seventh placed, Western Suburbs and Easts were up against a hapless Liverpool side.
St George lost, Souths had a 10 goal win over the Magpies but Easts belted Liverpool by 165 points to grab
fourth place with a final percentage 122.2 just in front of South Sydney’s 120.0. The Rabbits therefore missed
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the opportunity to play in their first finals series since 1949 when, ironically, they were beaten by Easts by one
point, in the first semi.
These were the days when votes for the Phelan, Sanders and Kealey Medals, the League’s best and fairest
awards, were counted on the second semi-final day at Trumper Park with the winners announced over the PA
system. How times have changed.
The final series in that year was nothing but chaos.
Newtown FC protested the result of its six point loss in the preliminary final to Sydney Naval when it was
revealed that the siren sounded 12 minutes early to end the first quarter. This came about when the president
of the marching girls’ team (which was to perform at half time), plugged her music into the power board and in
testing it, pressed the wrong switch which sounded the siren. Nothing could be done because the players
stopped and changed ends (there were no quarter time huddles then).
This certainly caused a conundrum with officials quickly deciding to spread those lost 12 minutes over the next
three quarters. However they failed to tell anyone. Was that a wise move? Was it within the rules? Maybe a
situation like this had not been considered possible?
To add insult to injury, at the end of the game the sole central umpire failed to hear the final siren with both
teams level on 88 points. Sydney Naval player, Jack Harding had marked 40m out but his kick failed to reach the
goal just as the siren sounded. Oblivious to this, umpire Colbert called “play on” which allowed Naval player,
Alan Waack, to gather the ball and boot a goal. Sydney Naval had won by six points! The umpire even returned
to the centre of the ground for the bounce before he finally acknowledged ‘time’.
Newtown’s protest was upheld and the game replayed. By the way, the marching girls raised a princely twenty
pounds ($40) in their blanket collection for the day.
This impediment put the grand final back a week and because Trumper Park was now unavailable and the only
ground of some consequence which the league could use was the RAS Showground at Moore Park (now Fox
Studios). So, on the same day, the Rugby Union held its grand final on the Sydney Sports Ground, the NSW
Rugby League had its grand final next door on the SCG and the NSWAFL played their decider on the other
side. All grounds adjoin each other so besides general bedlam, parking and public transport would have been at
a premium.
Then, a further timekeeping calamity happened in the grand final between North Shore and Sydney Naval.
When starting to pack up towards the end of the of the match, league Acting Secretary, Joe Boulus, in
dismantling the public address system, accidentally sounded the siren eight minutes before the end of the last
quarter. Vice President, George Henry, jumped the fence and ran to tell the umpire but it was too late. Umpire
Graham Ashworth told the official it was too late, that he had already sounded the end of the game. North
Shore won 11.15 (81) to 4.11 (35).
After the match, Sydney Naval captain Ralph Turner, jokingly said the early ending had saved his side from any
further embarrassment.
“We were beaten by a better team and they would have beaten us by 14 goals if we had played more time”
Turner, a dual Phelan Medalist, said.
On top of all this was the resignation of the treasurer in June when it was revealed that the accounts were in a
mess. This was quickly followed by the suspension of the full time secretary when questions were asked about
missing money and work that simply had not been done.
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Organisation of the game in Sydney
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The District Scheme
Most reading this will have no idea what ‘the District Scheme’ means or implies. Well years ago it was a hot
subject promoted mostly by the then secretary of the NSW Football League, Jim Phelan of Phelan Medal fame.

Jim Phelan
Society’s Collection)
Jim first became involved in Sydney football in the late 1880s following his move to Sydney from Ballarat.
When the league was resurrected in 1903 he became the inaugural treasurer and later secretary of the very
strong Newtown Club and always harboured thoughts of moving Sydney football to a ‘District Scheme’.
‘District Scheme’ meant that clubs could not affiliate under the name of say, a company, hotel or organisation
which did not represent an electoral district.
By 1910 both NSW Rugby and the NSW Cricket Association had long before introduced the policy of ‘district’
(only) clubs in their competitions, outlawing those that did not represent a particular recognized electorate
district. Apparently the Sydney University Club slid through the cracks in rugby, with support from the big end of
town.
The idea was a sensible one but Australian football in Sydney appeared to have a real problem adopting the
idea. Again, apart from the University Club in Melbourne, the VFL had adopted the same procedure some time
before.
Phelan got his way in 1912 when District football was first introduced but it lapsed following WWI because, with
the failure of some, the league needed as many clubs as possible to make up the numbers. The competition had
slumped to a membership of five from 1917-19 following a decided lack of man power. In this period NSW
Rugby Union suspended their activities, but not so Rugby League. Phelan said, “If Rugby League are going to
continue, then so are we” and this was in the face of anti-sporting groups who maintained that all efforts should
go towards Australian’s involvement in the conflict overseas.
After the war teams like, Railway & Tramways, Police and Public Service were admitted to the competition. Not
all of these played in first grade but nevertheless the league broke with convention in order to get the
competition moving.
In 1924 the League recorded a substantial loss and this was when sporting groups paid tax. This particular tax
however was based on the number of teams in the competition. So the League would pay less tax if there were
fewer teams.
In 1925, Phelan was still Secretary of the League. He continued to advance the re-introduction of District
football and once again had the policy adopted. Writing for a major Sydney newspaper at the time where he
continually advocated its implementation, certainly did little to harm his cause.
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In August 1925 it was decided by an overwhelming majority to adopt a District Scheme starting the following
year. This followed a report by a select committee which had come up with a report that included the change as
a ‘scheme of reform’ however their plan suggested the number of league clubs be reduced to five. Thankfully,
this part of the report was not adopted, however officials of the non-electorate clubs, like Railways complained
bitterly. In September, Wally Thompson, treasurer of the Railways Club wrote a very strong letter to the SMH
protesting at the change saying how many players would miss out on a game if the scheme was adopted.
In 1926 the East Sydney and Paddington clubs decided to amalgamate to form the Eastern Suburbs Football
Club. East Sydney had struggled in previous years while Paddington was a very strong outfit and had a perfect
venue in Hampden Oval (Trumper Park) which was in the centre of its electorate. Paddington was then a
separate municipality and their mayor, Ald H S Falvey, unfurled a flag which had been presented to the new club
by wealthy Sydney Municipal Council Alderman, Samuel Walder, at their first 1926 home game.
1926 was also the year the Western Suburbs Club entered the competition, albeit only for four years.
The newly formed Wests Club was made up mainly of players from the defunct Railway Club and had their home
ground at Marrickville Oval. While Western Suburbs were admitted to the competition, Balmain and Railway
dropped out, so with East Sydney’s amalgamation with Paddington, it brought the total number of first grade
clubs to six. Newtown, South Sydney, Sydney, North Shore, Western Suburbs and Eastern Suburbs.
At their March 1926 annual meeting the league declared a credit balance of three hundred pounds. although the
balance sheet failed to show any assets and liabilities. This amount, however appeared to form a sound
foundation for the revised competition.
That year the new league also spawned a junior association with an Under 17 competition beginning on May.
This first year of the new competition appeared to be very successful and one in which new side, Western
Suburbs, remained undefeated until the first week in June.
The other new club, Eastern Suburbs, trumped Western Suburbs for the flag when they won the decider 6.10
(46) to 3.7 (21) before a crowd of 4,000 at the old Erskineville Oval.
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The Coup of 1978
Towards the end of the 1970s a certain section of the Sydney football community was tiring of the League
administration led by long term president, Bill Hart.
As successful as it was in its own way, it was seen as old fashioned, not up with the times, anti VFL and still
following a doctrine that had been laid out early in the century. Added to this was the growing interest the VFL
was showing to extend their influence into Sydney. In 1974 Victoria played South Australia at the SCG. The
game attracted 20,000 fans, but more importantly the game was televised live to W.A., Tasmania, South
Australia, ACT and most country areas of NSW.
In those days the Victorian Government would not permit the VFL to play their games on Sundays in that state so
they began looking for different venues where their football could be televised back into Melbourne. Sydney
was one such location which had the potential to fill the void most admirably. It is safe to say at that stage,
there was no premeditated vision to expand the competition interstate.
A lot of the acrimony in Sydney had to do with the NSWAFL’s participation in the Escort Championships. This
was a separate knock-out competition which began in 1977 and involving only the 12 VFL clubs. By 1979 it also
included all WAFL clubs, NSW, Tasmania and the ACT. The following year all clubs in the SANFL became involved
along with Queensland. NSW’s involvement was not without distress when the NSWAFL Board of Management
resolved in August, 1978 to involve the state in the series but only after a fairly volatile debate which was then
followed by a very close vote.
So with this underlying feeling that the old school would not move with the times, plus the rancor in NSW’s
involvement in the Escort Championships, a clandestine group began to meet at the then Newtown Rules Club,
303 Cleveland Street, Redfern. Its ultimate aim was to unseat the administration of the League at the December
1978 AGM. If successful, the VFL guaranteed the appointment of a “fulltime professional administrator for the
League”. This was despite the fact that the NSWAFL already had a fulltime secretary with an assistant, a
situation which had been in place since 1964.
In October 1978, part-time television personality, Kevin Taylor, who, by that time, had been sacked by the
League as its media representative, laid out the plans of the new group in an article in a local inner-city
newspaper, The Sydney Shout, so it was quite clear that the clandestine tag had been quickly lost in the
machinations of the time. Taylor was a straight shooter.

Kevin Taylor

Bill Hart
(Society’s Collection)

Bern Heafey

Along with Taylor, Bern Heafey was one of the prime movers in the Sydney football power play. He was an
affable character who had football at heart with big dreams. Heafey had one year as president of the North
Shore Club in 1951 but later involved himself with St Ives, a second division club, where he was President. He
was to become the public face of the new faction.
The idea of change came with the suggestion of new and exciting possibilities. Additional meetings were held at
other venues, including Easts Rules Club, Bond Junction, St George Clubrooms at Olds Park and even Bankstown
Sports Club. There were signs of building tension however, because not all clubs were involved with this action.
The 1978 Annual General Meeting of the NSWAFL was set for Monday 11 December at their offices, 64 Regent
Street, Chippendale. Unusually, the actual meeting was held in the front reception area of the small attached
brick building where there was standing room only.
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League officials were very much aware of the move against them with both camps working overtime to secure
sufficient votes to get over the line. Each of the nine Sydney first division clubs had two votes. The eight second
division clubs each had one vote as did the NSW Junior Football Council, Newcastle AFL, South Coast AFL, NSW
Country AFL, Central Coast AFL, Illawarra AFL and each board member. Life members also had the opportunity
to exercise a vote but historically not many of these individuals turned out for annual meeting. Perhaps had they
realised the significance of the possible outcome, and had the administration harnessed their forces more
shrewdly, they might have indeed made the effort.
The meeting was extremely acrimonious, with chairman, Bill Hart, flat out controlling the sometimes raucous
attendees who were full of interjections. Hart was defeated by Heafey in a close vote for president. Country
representative, Allen Baker was appointed to the Vice President’s position. Many of the incumbent Board of
Management were re-elected but several of the pro-Hart camp, along with Heafey, only lasted a year or two
before resigning.
One of the most disappointing aspects of the change was the sale of premises at 64 Regent Street, the purchase
of which incidentally, was guaranteed mainly by the Western Suburbs Football Club Ltd, Bill Hart’s club. The
building was far from salubrious but did give the code a main street location and somewhere to call ‘home’.
The sale of the building caused more furore because the two trustees in whose name it was registered were
members of the Wests Club and there was some tooing and froing about its disposal. Heafey eventually sold the
idea that the floor was full of white ants. Over 30 years later the building appears to be still in its original state.
League officials were then housed in the top floor at the Newtown Rules Club, a converted picture theatre, until
1985 when they moved to new premises under the Bill O’Reilly stand at the SCG.
The enthusiasm and new Sydney Football League entity, did not last and when a new administration took
control it all changed again.

The NSWAFL Offices - 64 Regent Street, Chippendale, NSW
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The Demise of Newtown
Newtown was a club which most probably still holds the record as the most successful in the League’s history. It
was formed in 1903 and folded at the end of the 1986 season. During this period, unlike some clubs which came
and went, participated in every season and never changed its colours or name; the club played 1,531 games,
winning 973 losing 542 and drawing 16. Ten percent of the losses were incurred between 1983 and 1986 when
the club was on its way out. In 1983 it lost ten games, thirteen in 1984, seventeen and finishing last in 1985 and
a further fifteen in 1986, one of which against Campbelltown, was a forfeit. The club also finished last in that
season.
Newtown had never finished last before 1985 and in fact was never out of the top four between 1915-42 and
1944-63. Additionally, from then to 1981 it was in and out of the top four or five in the competition. Over the
years, Newtown First Grade participated in thirty-eight grand finals, of which it won nineteen. Between 1945
and 1950 they collected six consecutive premierships and as well, during their time, the club won twenty reserve
grade flags.
Besides its on field successes, Newtown also spawned a number of League Presidents and officials, of which Jim
Phelan, recognized as the father of football in Sydney, was one. The photograph of Newtown’s 1920 committee
below includes two committee members after whom Sydney AFL Best & Fairest medals are named. Three
further medals carry the names of other former Newtown officials not shown in this photograph.

Newtown’s 1920 committee
(Society’s Collection)
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Grounds
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Trumper Park: Why it is Australian Football’s prime
piece of real estate in Sydney?
Trumper Park can lay claim to being the most enduring and important Australian football oval in Sydney. Whilst
the SCG has only been consistently used for football in the last thirty years, Trumper Park has been used as a
football oval for approximately 110 years. Other inner-city football grounds, such as Erskineville, Kensington and
Drummoyne Ovals, have all seen their time, yet Paddington’s Trumper Park has prevailed. Trumper Park Oval is
the one constant for a sport that has struggled to have continuity and hold its place in the crowded Sydney
marketplace.
For many, Erskineville Oval was the only ground that could rival Trumper in Sydney as a long-term venue for the
game. I can remember as a youngster seeing a Grand Final match there in the early 1980s and it was full of life,
yet now when you go there it seems as if all traces of previous football action has been erased.
Football ovals have a soul to them, a life, when they are in use, but empty ovals that are past their use-by date
have a melancholy quality about them. And this is certainly the case with the former Newtown FC home ground
of Erskineville Oval.
The game ceased to be played there in the early 1990s, and today one would never know that the oval was once
the home of a proud football club, the Newtown Angels. There is not a skerrick of evidence (not even a plaque
on the grandstand) that confirms that Australian Football was once played there. In contrast, Trumper Park has
endured.
The first documented match there to which I could find reference occurred in 1903, and there is perhaps some
chance that football was even played there prior to this date. Colossal figures in Australian history have links to
Trumper Park, including the cricketer and sporting hero Keith Miller and the Prime Minister and war leader John
Curtin who was a visitor to the ground. On top of this, footballers of exceptional quality have played at Trumper
including the AFL legend Phonse Kyne, the Brownlow medalists Bill Morris and Paul Feltham along with many
other star players.
Undoubtedly one of Australia’s greatest sportsmen and a hero to many, Keith Miller is someone whose life is
linked to Trumper Park. As that iconic figure in Australian football, Ron Barassi, notes of Miller, “When I was a
teenager, I began to idolise one special Australian sportsman. As far as I was concerned, he stood for everything
that was important in playing sport. He was dashing. He was cavalier. He was handsome. And he could do
anything. “Apart from his marvellous cricketing skills, I was fully aware of his background as a footballer, and a
war hero as a fighter pilot, his war exploits being by far the most intriguing to me. He was the hero of the
common man. Above all else, Keith Miller taught me the importance of being your own man.”
Keith “Nugget” Miller also had a “target” on his back when he settled in Sydney after the war when he played
football for the Sydney Naval Football Club, which had its home ground at Trumper Park. Any high profile player
in the Sydney League was a target, and Miller was a public figure who had represented Australia in cricket as well
as an ex-VFL player. As a sportsman, one couldn’t get more high profile than that.
The newspaper reports from the time verified that Miller was the target for footballers who played the man and
not the ball. A July 1947 report from the Sydney Morning Herald stated, “While on the umpire’s blind side a
Newtown player picked up Miller from behind and dumped him heavily. Miller received undue attention from a
few Newtown players until the final bell.” Suffice to say that Miller’s football career in Sydney was short-lived –
one season, as he was then in his thirties and perhaps not prepared for the lawless nature of football in Sydney,
but in later years he was a representative on various committees which had the aim of improving the standing of
the game in Sydney.
For some, just mentioning the topic of politicians is enough to put them to sleep, yet every so often there are
great politicians who do make a difference and this is the case with John Curtin – Australia’s leader during much
of World War II.
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Curtin, was also a passionate supporter of Australian Football, a player at VFA level and was a regular visitor of
matches held at Trumper during the war. In 1943, he was reported to have gone into the rooms after one game
to speak to both teams. Curtin’s sad passing towards the end of the war is also linked to Trumper Park as the
th
newspaper report of the Sydney Morning Herald on the 9 of July, 1945 notes that, “Six thousand people stood
in silence yesterday at Trumper Park in memory of the late Mr Curtin. The ceremony arranged by the NSW
Australian National Football League, of which Mr Curtin was patron, was held before the first grade Australian
Rules game at Trumper.
The Minister for Transport, Mr O’Sullivan said: “We pay our simple homage to a great sportsman and the man
that did so much to keep this country free. The president of the League, Mr Norman Joseph, replied that Mr
Curtin was one of the game’s greatest supporters.”
There is no doubt that the history to the ground is immense, but what of the future? The present football playing
tenants of the oval, the UTS Bats FC, have been told by the Sydney AFL to move some of their home matches to
Waverley Oval. The future of the oval is in jeopardy as the Sydney AFL consider the ground too short. This
transference of matches has occurred despite the fact that Trumper isn’t as short as two grounds that are still in
full-time use in the League: the University of NSW’s Village Green and Sydney University’s home ground.
There is a legacy there. Australian cultural heroes, such as John Curtin and Keith Miller, have graced the ground
and have an ongoing link to it. It would be a shame to let that heritage go by the wayside just for bureaucratic
reasons. Perhaps in the years ahead the ground will be lengthened and another 100 years of football history will
be added to what has gone before.

An early match at what is now Trumper Park
(Society’s Collection)
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The Australian Football Ground
Between 1911 and 1914, the NSW Australian Football League really looked as if it was going places. It had a
fulltime secretary and a part time schools’ organiser. The financial activities of the league were controlled by a
group of respected and well placed trustees, one of whom was Sir Hugh Denison. His involvement followed an
enthusiastic interest in football in Perth. Later he became the proprietor of the Sydney Sun and the Melbourne
Sun Pictorial, cigarette companies and the Macquarie Broadcasting Company. Dennison died in 1940. He was a
very wealthy man from an established Adelaide family.
In this period, the League owned, or purportedly owned, part of the former Rosebery Racecourse which was
located on Botany Road, Alexandria, then called North Botany and now known as Beaconsfield. The site was
used as a football ground.
The original race course (over time there were two separate race courses known at Rosebery) was constructed in
1895 on 20 acres (8 hectares) of leased land, ‘leased’ being the important word here, as part of the Cooper
Estate. At that time, most of the 1400 odd acres (566 hectares) of the Cooper Estate were leased. (Daniel
Cooper was a wealthy land owner, merchant, philanthropist and politician who owned, in this instance, 566.5
hectares which spread over the suburbs of Waterloo, Alexandria, Redfern and Rosebery. This was commonly
referred to as the Cooper Estate). The racecourse was surrounded by a picket fence surmounted by barbed
wire. A nice graded hillock was situated on the western side of the ground which was ideal for the later
constructed grandstands. The track was half a mile (800 metres) in circumference and the cost of the building,
yards and other appointments on the site amounted to two thousand pounds ($4,000).
In 1907, changes to the Gaming Act compelled the Rosebery Park Racing Club to seek a new site on which a six
furlong (1,218 metres and a minimum under the Act) track could be built. A suitable 17 hectare site was found
in Gardeners Road (now Eastlakes) on the south east corner of Maloney Street. Besides the sand dunes, part of
the area was then used for the cultivation of flowers.
The grand stand at the former, Botany Road course, was demolished and rebuilt in the new St Ledger reserve. In
May 1928 this grandstand collapsed injuring over 150 patrons.

The grandstand in Gardeners Road
(Society’s Collection)

The NSW Football League land acquired between the 1910 and 1911 seasons. Its area amounted to 12½ acres
(just over 5 hectares) with Denison almost certainly going guarantor for the cost of £1,945. The ground was
named: The Australian Football Ground.
To the accompaniment of much cheering from the enthusiasts, the NSW Premier, Mr J.S.T. McGowan laid the
foundation stone on Saturday 3 February 1912 for the pavilion to be erected at the ground. The fences were up,
the oval was being levelled with sides sloped for the proposed ‘thousands of sightseers’ (spectators). The
premier made an appropriate speech.
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The following comments were also made prior to the the first game at the Australian Football Ground on 20 April
1912, ”The land is situated at Alexandria and provides a playing area of the full size, 200 yards by 150
yards; there is also a very neat and commodious grand stand, with dressing rooms, baths and refreshment
rooms.” The Sydney Morning Herald described it as “the largest freehold titled ground in the state.”
However, by 1913, the 293 membership tickets of the Australian Football Ground issued “under liberal terms”
had diminished considerably. Secretary to the NSWAFL Trustees, Mr Les Davidson, proposed new terms of
membership which would also admit all holders to the SCG for the 1914 All-States Carnival.
The league blamed the smallpox epidemic of 1913 for the drop in membership tickets to the Australian Football
Ground. The number declined from 293 in 1912 to 79 in 1913 although the trustees hoped to raise it to 300 the
following year.
Interest in the game appeared to dwindle in the 1913 season, as evidenced in the deficit of well over two
hundred and thirty pounds ($460) in the League’s finances for the year. This was blamed on the introduction of
the “electoral system” (district) and the loss of Erskineville Oval as a venue. The lack of significant interstate
visitations during the 1912-13 seasons would also have had impacted severely on league’s financial state.
As a result it was not long before the ground was lost to the league. World War I, the ground’s distance from
Sydney – despite being adequately served by a tram service in Botany Road, plus the fact that the ground failed
to pay its way, saw it removed from the hands of the NSWAFL in late 1914.
Jim Phelan (of Phelan Medal fame) wrote in 1938:
“On August 4, 1914 when all the state teams were assembled at the Australian Football Ground
for the purpose of distance contests at the carnival games, the news was flashed by cable that
England had declared war against Germany. Fate had stepped in and dealt a cruel blow. Had
England’s declaration of war been made a few weeks earlier or later, all might have been well as
regards the continuity of ownership of the Australian Football Ground by the NSW Football
League.”
There’s more to learn about this story.

Approximate site of the Australian Football Ground
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The Sydney Sports Ground
Who can remember the Sydney Sports Ground?
How our memories fade. ! The Sydney Sports Ground was one of three grounds administered by the now Sydney
Cricket and Sports Ground Trust. According to the SCG Trust’s website, the ground was located where the car
park of the Sydney Football Stadium (SFS) currently sits. The ground had two main grandstands and was
surrounded by a grass covered hill at its eastern and southern extremities, giving it a capacity of more than
35,000. It was demolished in 1986 to allow the building of the SFS, which opened in 1988. During its lifespan the
Sports Ground hosted Rugby League, Rugby Union, Soccer, Motorcycle speedway and Speedway car racing.

The Sydney Sportsground - shown here near the bottom of the image
(Photo courtesy of Sydney Cricket and Sports Ground Trust)

There is no mention that the ground was also used by Australian Football.
In 1949 it was used for regular competition matches each Sunday of the season as a venue for Match of the Day
with plans in hand to also utilise it for the finals. At the last minute, the Sports Ground Trust (at that stage it was
administered by a separate body from the SCG) announced that the ground would not be available in September
because it was to be top dressed so the League had to hurriedly make other arrangements. That smacks of
prejudice, doesn’t it? After all, the ground was almost never used for cricket in the summer. The finals were
then rescheduled to Erskineville Oval, Mascot and Henson Parks with the grand final at the Sydney Showground,
Moore Park.
Although the league paid around $800 rental for the ground, they enjoyed some form of contra sponsorship
agreement with radio station, 2KY, regarding its use. From Sunday games the League derived $996.00 in gate
takings at the ground. This was responsible for 40% of the total home and away takings for the League during
that season.
The ground was central and reasonably well patronised despite its narrow dimensions. It would have battled to
have been 100m metres wide and this was after the concrete cycle track had been removed in the 1920s.
The biggest Australian football game played there was on 8 September 1928 when Footscray met North
Melbourne in an exhibition match. A disappointing crowd of 5,000 attended the game which was expected to be
affected by the limited space but both sides adapted pretty quickly and played a game where the skills were well
appreciated.
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The Sydney Sports Ground

(Courtesy Sydney Cricket and Sports Ground Trust)

The fact that it was an exhibition match did little for its standing with the crowd and apart from the final 10
minutes when Footscray extended themselves. North Melbourne won the game easily 20.14 (134) to 12.13 (85).
No effort was made to renew the lease the following season.
Grounds used for football in Sydney
Here are some grounds on which Australian Football was played in Sydney over the years:
Alexandria Oval
Australian Football Ground,
Alexandria
Bankstown Memorial Oval
Beaman Oval,
Bexley Cricket Ground
Bennett Park, Riverwood
Birchgrove Oval
Booralee Park, Botany
Bulli Showground
Chatswood Oval
Concord Oval
Drummoyne Oval
Erskineville Oval
Fisher Oval
HMAS Nirimba, Quakers Hill
Hurstville Oval
Ingleburn Showground
Jenson Oval, Sefton
Jubilee Oval, Glebe
Jubilee Oval, Kogarah
Lance Hutchinson Oval, Riverwood
Lehmann Oval, Green Valley
L’Strange Park, Mascot
Liverpool Showground
Kensington Oval
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Marrickville Oval
Killara Oval, Panania
MCE Oval, Holdsworthy
Mascot Park
Masonic Grounds, Baulkham Hills
Moore Park (2)
North Sydney Oval
Petersham Oval
Postal Institute Ground, Kellyville
RAS Showground, Moore Park
Redfern Park
Rushcutters Bay Park
SCG No. 2
St Gregorys School, Campbelltown
St Ives Showground
St Leonards Oval
St Lukes Oval
Summer Hill
Sydney University No. 2
Taplin Reserve, Drummoyne
Turruwul Park, Rosebery
Waverley Oval
Wentworth Park, Glebe
Whalan Reserve
Wollongong Show Ground
Yulong Oval, Terrey Hills
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Erskineville Oval
Some photographs in the Society’s collection show play of early Sydney football at the old Erskineville Oval.

Play at the old Erskineville Oval during the semi-final between North Shore and South Sydney, 1933
(Society’s Collection)

Erskineville Oval is located at 149 Mitchell Road, Erskineville. It is on part of land grants to Nicholas Divine in
1794 and John Thomas Campbell in 1825 (then on-sold to William Hutchinson in 1829). The land remained
undeveloped due to protracted lawsuits until 1885, when 22 acres, bounded by Ashmore, Binning, Swanson,
Copeland Streets and Mitchell Road was proclaimed as Macdonaldtown Park. The name was changed to
Erskineville Park when the municipality name changed to Erskineville in 1892.
A sports ground for cricket and football was built in the park, and the football ground was later enlarged for
Australian Football matches. It was the home ground for the Newtown Australian Football Club from July 1903
and constructed in an east west configuration.

Victoria Tramway Team vs South Australian Tramway Team at the old Erskineville Oval, 1934
(Society’s Collection)
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This ground is not the current Erskineville Oval. The original ground was built where the Dept of Housing flats
are now located west of the current site. In 1937 it was decided to resume the land on which the ground was
built for public housing but there was a recognition of the need to retain a sports ground. With the urging of Jim
Phelan, then an alderman on the Erskineville Municipal Council, a new ground was constructed, specifically
designed for Australian Football, on its present site.
The old photographs in the Society’s collection show the stands and most facilities at the old ground. It is
interesting too, to note the small spectator seating clusters, probably on the eastern side of the ground.
There were countless games of football played at the old and new Erkineville Ovals over the years; school, club
and interstate.
The ground was lost to the game when the Newtown Club, which had the lease, folded and probably as an
oversight, was not taken up by the League or another football body. A short time later efforts were made to
secure it as the home ground for Sydney University but by then the horse had bolted. Tentative plans were also
considered to locate the League offices in the grandstand but when the lease was unobtainable the
arrangements were ditched.

The new Erskineville Oval in 1988
(Society’s Collection)
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Some Personalities
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Keith Miller
Sydney football has boasted some remarkable players and characters over the years but none more than the
enigmatic Keith Miller, AM, MBE.

Keith Miller in the NSW State Team 1947
(Society’s Collection)

Miller debuted with St Kilda in 1940 as a 20 year old. He had already represented Victoria as right arm fast
bowler in the Sheffield Shield but made his mark in football circles between 1940 and 1942 and also in 1946,
playing a total of 50 games with the Saints. In the process Miller kicked 42 goals.
He moved to Sydney in 1947, primarily as a cricketer and a journalist with a Sydney newspaper.
On hearing of his move, footy officials rushed the cricketing playboy off his feet to get his signature. Sydney
Naval won him over but he turned up late for their first practice game against Eastern Suburbs on 19 April at
Trumper Park. After spending the early part of the afternoon at the races, Miller got there at half time not
expecting to play. Sydney put him straight on and despite his suggested ‘dabbling’ at Randwick, Miller starred.
Just before three quarter time he was awarded a free kick in the centre of the ground. The bell had been
sounded so players and spectators started to move towards the formation of a huddle, but not Miller. Much to
the surprise of everyone at the ground, he walked back with the ball then with a mighty roost put the ball
straight between the posts at the Glenmore Road end to record a 70 yard (65m) goal.

A Press report of Miller’s first goal in Sydney
(Society’s Collection)

Later in the match he popped a goal with a 60m drop kick.
The same year, Miller was selected as vice-captain in the NSW team which played a remarkable nine
games. Most of these were in the Australian National Football Carnival in Tasmania. Miller did not star but
certainly deserved his place.
Time On 2013

42

1947 was the one and only season he played football in Sydney. Having already represented Victoria in football,
he was one of the very few sportsmen to represent both NSW and Victoria at cricket and football.
Only a few months later Miller was chosen to play for Australia as one of The Invincibles, in the very successful
1948 tour of England where he was outstanding. He spent many years living in England but had his last
experience with football again in Sydney. In 1987 Miller reluctantly accepted the position as Chief Commissioner
of the NSW Football League. Despite only holding the post for 12 months, Miller added enthusiasm and spirit to
the organisation at a time when it was sorely needed.
Miller died in 2004.

Keith Miller as Chief Commissioner of the NSWAFL
(Society’s Collection)
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John Leber
John Leber, former player, umpire and junior organiser in Sydney football passed away early in 2012 at Coffs
Harbour aged 91.

John Leber

(Society’s Collection)

A red-head, John learned his football when he attended Gardeners Road Public School between 1933 and
1936. During this and earlier periods in Sydney there were only three or four public schools sympathetic to
Australian Football. Promoting school football at Gardeners Road was Rupert Browne, Tas Carroll at Hurstville
Tech and Tom Stafford at Double Bay School. Gardeners Road churned out many first grade footballers in
Sydney, a number representing NSW and the odd one in the VFL.
John represented NSW at the All Australian Schoolboys Carnival held in Canberra in 1935 where the NSW team
was under the management of H G (Bunny) Shepherd.
When he left school he played with the Rosebery Club in the Metropolitan Aust National Football Assn., which
was virtually a second division in Sydney. Rosebery was quite a strong club and at the time, coached to their
1938 premiership by Jack Hayes, a local, who had played with Footscray and only a few years previous to this,
coach of the St George Club.
Leber then chose to join the very strong Newtown Club where he played both first and reserve grade until 1942
when he enlisted in the AIF. He immediately began playing and umpiring services football. In that year Leber
represented a Combined Services team which defeated NSW 16.18 (104) to 13.21 (99) at Trumper Park.
In 1943, whilst undergoing a course in Seymour Victoria, Leber approached the Fitzroy Football Club seeking a
game. The club’s secretary, Perc Mitchell wrote back inviting him to play in the seconds against Melbourne on
August 14.
The literature we have supports the fact that he did play with the Lions that day but, despite further research
and suggestions to the contrary, we have been unable to confirm that Leber played in their senior side.
Upon his return to civilian life in 1946 John again signed on with Newtown but failed to gain a permanent place
in their very strong outfit which won the consecutive premierships between 1945-50. During this time he
sustained a severe leg injury, dislocating his knee which resulted in medical advice that he should not continue
with his football.
Still, with a love of the game, John took up umpiring in 1949. He went on to umpire 147 first grade games in
Sydney. Additionally he umpired Illawarra v Williamstown in Wollongong in 1948, Combined Sydney v Newcastle
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game 1951, NSW FL v Broken Hill in 1952, and NSW v Tasmania in 1955, so he was no slouch. John umpired two
Sydney First Grade grand finals and was awarded Best Umpire by the Umpires’ Association in 1951 and 1955. His
last game was in the NSW v Tasmania Schoolboys game at Picken Oval in 1973. Together with his NSWAFL
games, John umpired 261 junior matches which total 408 games, certainly a great service to Australian Football.

John Leber’s Umpires’ Appointment Card for the 1955 Grand Final
(Society’s Collection)

John was one of the founders of Boys Town (Engadine) Football Club, as well as the St George Junior Football
Association. He also helped in the formation of the Engadine and Heathcote Junior Football Clubs and umpired
school and junior games in these areas as well as coaching junior umpires. He conducted lectures at least twice
a week for umpires and junior clubs in the St George District. Interestingly John was one of the founders of the
now Southern Power Football Club.
John Leber was appointed coach of the NSW Under 17 Teal Cup side in 1958 and the NSW Under 15 Shell Cup
teams in 1961 and 1962.
John worked for Ansett Airlines of Australia where he helped in the movement of state teams from around the
country, co-operating with the then League Secretary, Lionel Beale and later General Manager, Russell Hopper in
the 1970s-80..
For a period of five years it was John who arranged for the winner of the Phelan Medal to receive a free airline
trip, firstly to Hayman Island, then the Gold Coast from the late 1960s to the early 1970s.
As well as all this, John was always only too happy to help Sydney and other clubs with their end of season trips.
John Leber was a great Australian and a great ambassador for our code in Sydney.
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Does Sydney Football Lack Heroes?
It’s been a long time since a player in Sydney football was identified as a cult hero?
Times when people actually went to see a particular Sydney club player who could drag in the crowd with his
talent and ability are quickly diminishing. Today’s Sydney football crowds are somewhat disappointing although
these unique players might still be there amidst the couple of hundred running around each weekend during the
winter.
Of course a contrary view is evidenced by Brendan Fevola’s effort last year when he turned out for Yarrawonga
in the Ovens and Murray League. Crowds in their thousands were a regular occurrence to watch the extraverted
former AFL player.
But who was the last hero of Sydney footy?
Was it Peter Ruscuklic who booted over 100 goals in successive seasons for East Sydney between 1979-81,
kicking a record 213 in the last of those years?
Or was it Stan Milton, after whom Sydney’s leading goalkicking award is named? He kicked over 1,200 goals for
East Sydney and later Eastern Suburbs in his 15 or seasons from 1919? In his 26 appearances for NSW during
that time he also booted 151 goals.
Or maybe it was another Eastern Suburbs player, Jack Williamson, who won four Phelan Medals in 1933, 1935,
1937 and 1938.
Sydney lost its heroes when football went national in 1982 and television overtook what used to be seen at
Trumper Park, the heart of Sydney footy, each Sunday afternoon when crowds of 2000 plus were not
uncommon, watching the titans of the competition compete against each other.
All the players named above, apart from Ruskuklic are all members, of AFL Sydney’s Hall of Fame, but they were
imports. None were natives of our city; you need to go back further to uncover a locally born player who was a
draw card. There were a number of them, but none more exceptional than the diminutive South Sydney rover of
the 1930s, Jimmy Stiff. He was an outstanding sportsman and fortunately enough, Australian football had the
use of his services for a period of his short adult life.

Jimmy Stiff

(Society’s Collection)
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His family were market gardeners along O’Riordan Street at Mascot and young Jim worked his way through an
apprenticeship as a motor mechanic. He had attended Gardeners Road Public School and that’s where he
learned his football.
At 17, Jimmy won the Sanders Medal, the Best and Fairest in the competition’s Reserve Grade in 1928. From
then on he was consistently selected to represent NSW as the No. 1 rover. At 1.6m and 64kg he was one tough
nut and took no prisoners. Still, Stiff declined a number of offers to play in Melbourne.
Stiff was also a top line player in Sydney’s grade cricket competition.
In 1933 and representing NSW, Stiff won the best player trophy from all players in the All-States Carnival held in
Sydney, including the likes of the mercurial Hayden Bunton. Wanting more, he later went on to play first grade
for South Sydney Rugby League Side. Unfortunately this dare devil standout was killed in a motor cycle accident
on Botany Road in 1938.
Reg Garvin was another local who could drag people to the football. He played for Newtown and was
outstanding in the ruck. He was eventually recruited by St Kilda and went on to captain and later coach the
side. He was fourth in the 1941 Brownlow Medal, the same year that he won the Saints Best and Fairest, a feat
he repeated in 1944.
Wests had two great coaches who could also attract the crowds. One was the former Melbourne FC full
forward, and a prodigious drop-kick, Athol Webb, who coached the Magpies in 1964-65 and John ‘Swoop’
Northey, who joined Wests in 1971 from Richmond FC where he had played in the 1967 and 1969 premiership
teams.
Yes, there probably were others who helped kicked the gate receipts along during their time in Sydney.
Nevertheless with the advent of our national AFL competition and the leaning towards televised games, it is not
only Sydney which has lost its icons. Many other local competitions throughout Australia have suffered the
same fate. It is a shame that the days of young boys wearing the number of their favourite local club player are
almost over.

Final two rules of 1859 Rules of the Game
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Application for Membership of the Society
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