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A HISTORY OF AUSTRALIAN FOOTBALL  
ON THE NORTH COAST 

 
FORMATION OF COFFS CLUB 

The history of so many football clubs can be traced to a meeting in a hotel. 
The beginning of the game on the North Coast of NSW is no exception. The 
meeting to form an Australian Football club in Coffs Harbour was held in the 
Coffs Hotel on 6 December 1976. The history of so many football clubs can be 
traced to a meeting in a hotel. The beginning of the game on the North Coast 
is no exception. The meeting to form an Australian Football club in Coffs 
Harbour was held in the Coffs Hotel on 16 December 1976. It was attended 
by twelve enthusiastic people all of whom were elected to the committee.   
 
Fred Miller, who had led the charge to establish the code in the district, was 
elected as President. The first Secretary-Treasurer was Brian Saville. 
Members elected to the committee were Noel Denhert, Phil Denhert, Mike 
Cain, Bob Romerill, Cameron McRae, Hal Pearce, Peter Kogoy, Dianne Ryan 
and Shirley Miller. Also in attendance were NSW Country secretary, Allen 
Baker from Nowra and New England AFL President, Rod Gillett, a Coffs 
Harbour resident then studying at the university in Armidale. 
 
The meeting to form the Coffs Harbour club was attended by twelve 
enthusiastic people all of whom were elected to the committee. Fred Miller, 
who had led the charge to establish the code in the district, was elected as 
President. The first Secretary-Treasurer was Brian Saville.  
 
The crucial element missing for the newly formed Coffs club was a 
competition to play in! The nearest football league was based in Armidale 
while the nearest coastal clubs were Lismore to the north and Newcastle to 
the south. The new club drew up a two-year plan to establish Australian 
Football in Coffs Harbour; an initial small local competition in the first season 
with matches arranged against teams from outside the area. The next stage 
was to develop a competition “along the lines of Group 2 Rugby League” 
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(Coffs Harbour Advocate 23 December 1976). Although this was not to be 
realised until 1982, in the context of where the game was at that stage it was 
an outstanding achievement due primarily to the efforts and vision of the 
club’s founders who had no financial assistance from the AFL and had to 
resource it by their own means – just like all the other clubs that have been 
formed all over Australia over the years. 
   
The club did not have enough players for a team, or a coach, nor a ground to 
play on yet they commenced training at 5 pm on Tuesdays in December at the 
St Augustine’s school oval such was their enthusiasm for the game.  The new 
club chose to adopt the colours of North Melbourne, at that time enjoying 
great success in the VFL, while the Dehnert brothers, Noel and Phil 
volunteered to provide timber saplings for the goal posts.  
 

FIRST SEASON 
 
The first-ever Australian football 
match played in Coffs Harbour 
was between a University of New 
England team and Coffs Harbour 
on 12 March, 1977 at the Coffs 
Harbour Racecourse – the 
university side won the match, 
13.12. 80 to 4.13.37. The game 
attracted about 50 spectators 
reported the Coffs Harbour 
Advocate, and “despite the heavy 
conditions was enjoyed by 
everyone there” (15 March 1977). 
 
Alas, that was to be the only match 
played in Coffs that year. A North 
Coast team made of players from 
Coffs Harbour and Port Macquarie 
played in the Northern NSW 
Country Championships at 
Gunnedah in May 1977 but lost 
both matches to New England and 
a North West team. It was decided 
at these championships to play 
next year’s series at Coffs Harbour 
to promote the game on the north 
coast. The Coffs club only other 
match this year (other than club 
“scratch” matches) was against 
another new club, Coonabarabran, 
in Armidale on New England AFL 
Grand Final day. 
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When Tamworth and Gunnedah left the New England AFL to form the North 
West AFL in 1978 it created a position for the Coffs Harbour club. At that 
stage there were four clubs in Armidale all based on the university, but with 
the formation of a new club at Uralla and the entry of Coffs it bought the 
number in the league up to six.  
There were two major challenges for the Coffs Harbour club now that it had a 
competition to play in: firstly, to secure a ground to train and play on, and 
secondly, to travel across to Armidale almost 180 kilometres away via Dorrigo 
Mountain with a large unsealed section of road at Ebor for away games. The 
club was very fortunate to have as a committee member, Mike Cain, who at 
the time was employed as a town planner with the Coffs Harbour Shire 
Council. It was largely through his efforts that the club secured England’s Park 
as a home ground. The trips to and from Armidale proved mostly uneventful 
despite the team changing and showering in the “unisex” dressing rooms at 
the university and stopping for refreshments at the Ebor pub in the days when 
on Sundays you had to be a bona fide traveller to stop for a drink. 
 
Coffs enjoyed almost immediate success in this league finishing third in its 
initial season of competition then taking out the premiership in 1979. 
 

FIRST PREMIERSHIP 
“Australian Rules took the 
prize mantle of local sport when 
the Coffs Kangaroos outgunned 
Armidale City in the New 
England grand final on 
Sunday,” reported Graham 
Snowden in the Coffs Harbour 
Advocate. “Playing before a 
record crowd of more than 500, 
Coffs Harbour set up victory 
with strong displays in the first 
and final quarters. The Roos 
kicked 13.8.86 to City’s meagre 
4.5.29, in a lop-sided but 
entertaining finale to the 
season”. 
 
“In only their second year of 
competition, Coffs have gown 
from ‘rags to riches’ and a 
premiership flag is yet another 
milestone in their career. Best 
player on the ground was 
undoubtedly Coffs Harbour 
wing, Andrew McRae, a lanky 
17 year-old schoolboy”. 
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Captain-coach of Coffs was former Clarence (Tasmania) star, Wayne 
Rowbottom, who also led both North Coffs and Woolgoolga to premierships in 
their respective initial season of competition. Rowbottom has been one of the 
great contributors to the game on the North Coast both on and off the field 
including positions as club coach, representative coach and selector. 

NORTH  & SOUTH 
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Even in its infancy the Coffs club administrators knew that the future for AFL 
in Coffs was on the coast. Therefore, they entered two teams in the New 
England AFL in 1980 – Souths & Norths, but under the one administration 
with a view to eventually forming a North Coast league. 
 
“Having a strong side for a long time will not benefit the sport in this area”, 
Brian Saville told the Coffs Harbour Advocate (5 October, 1979). “Mr Saville 
said the aim of the Coffs Harbour club was to have its own North Coast 
League”. 
 
Therefore in 1980 the Coffs Harbour Australia Football Club fielded two teams. 
As the original Coffs club had worn blue and white vertical stripes the same as 
VFL club North Melbourne (Kangaroos) it was agreed to call one team “Norths” 
and the other “Souths” based on the-then VFL – club South Melbourne (now 
the Sydney Swans).  
 
The first ever local derby between the two teams was played “in fine spirit 
before a large, enthusiastic crowd at England’s Park” on 18 May 1980. “North 
pip South in Rules thriller”, reported the Coffs Harbour Advocate (20 May, 
1980). The final score was North Coffs 10.5.65 defeated South Coffs 9.10.64. 
 
A strong rivalry developed and local derbies played at England’s Park quickly 
became much-anticipated events that attracted sizeable crowds. In the Coffs 
Swans history booklet produced for the club’s reunion in 2004 Souths’ stalwart 
Steve Lavis recalls “tremendous rivalry on the field, but lots of partying together 
off the field. Most of us had all played together as Coffs and we continued to 
drink together at the same pub, the “Hoey”. We had a lot in common.” Both 
teams shared England’s Park for home games and trained on alternate nights 
at the Jetty Oval.  
 
North Coffs won the New England AFL flag in its first season by defeating 
Armidale United in the Grand Final. Souths, which was beaten by 4 points by 
Norths in the major semi-final, were beaten by United in the preliminary final 
by 27 points.  
 
In 1981 South Coffs won the first of its premierships when it beat archrivals 
Norths in the New England AFL Grand Final at England’s Park, Coffs 
Harbour.  
 

FORMATION OF NORTH COAST AFL 
The New England AFL had provided a competition for the Coffs teams, but it 
was time to move on and develop a coastal league. With the formation of the 
North Coast AFL in 1982 the two Coffs teams became clubs in their own right. 
The other clubs to form the North Coast Australian Football League were 
Grafton, Urunga, Woolgoolga, and Port Macquarie. The Port club had been 
formed in 1981 and played in the New England AFL.  
 
The inaugural President was Brian Saville, who had been instrumental in the 
establishment of the game in Coffs Harbour. Woolgoolga won the first of their 
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many premierships in the North Coast AFL when they beat Port Macquarie in 
the first-ever grand final played in Coffs Harbour. 
 
Woolgoolga went through the 1983 season unbeaten to be premiers and 
champions. South Coffs won the inaugural Under 17 title. 
 
South Coffs achieved a major feat early in the life of the new league when it 
took out the seniors, reserves and under 17 premierships in 1984. Souths 
expended considerable effort in developing its juniors and this was rewarded 
with six premierships in the junior grades from the inception of the competition 
until 1989.  
 
Port Macquarie left the North Coast AFL in 1985 to form the Mid North Coast 
Australian Football League along with Forster-Tuncurry from the Newcastle 
League and new clubs from Taree, Wauchope and Kempsey. 
 
Woolgoolga won the 1985 premiership while South Coffs won Reserve grade. 
Disappointingly, there was no competition for the junior grades this year, but 
fortunately it was revived for the following season. 
 
In 1986, Urunga & Districts became known as Nambucca Valley and moved 
its base to Nambucca Heads. South Coffs completed the treble for the second 
time by winning premierships in all three grades. Souths won the reserve 
grade premiership in six consecutive years from 1984-1989. 
 
Sawtell -Toormina entered the competition in 1987 but struggled to compete 
against the more established teams and folded at the end of the season. 
Woolgoolga beat South Coffs for the senior flag.  
 

COUNTRY CHAMPIONS 
The highlight of the 1987 season was the North Coast victory in the NSW 
Country Championships. North Coast won the northern division by beating 
Newcastle in the final at Gunnedah. Other leagues to participate in the series 
were Central Coast, Mid North Coast, North West and Summerland. 
 
“The final between North Coast and Sapphire Coast played at Erskineville Oval, 
Sydney on 5 July was an outstanding contest despite the abysmal playing conditions. 
On a very wet muddy field, a very determined North Coast were able to adapt much 
better to the playing conditions and emerged victorious over Sapphire Coast. The 
final score being North Coast 13.7 (85) defeating Sapphire Coast 10.6 (66)” (NSW 
AFL 1987 Annual Report). 
 
Sydney Swans Player of the Match Award went to Mark O’Malley. The 
victorious North Coast team was coached by Ron Partridge with Ian Woods 
as skipper. 
 

ARMIDALE JOINS NORTH COAST AFL 
Armidale City joined the North Coast for a brief stint in 1988 as a result of the 
collapse of the New England AFL, but found the travelling commitment too 
much and withdrew at the end of the season. Woolgoolga made it back-to-
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back premierships with a win over North Coffs in the grand final.  
 
The North Coast AFL hosted the northern division of the Country 
Championships at Fitzroy Oval and beat Newcastle in the final. Other 
competing leagues were Central Coast, Mid North Coast, North West, and 
Summerland. Ian Woods was voted player-of-the-series and Richie Booth 
won the award for best afield in the final. However, the Central West League 
proved too good for the North Coast in the final of the Country Championship 
played at the SCG as a curtain raiser to the Sydney Swans v West Coast 
Eagles AFL match in July. 
 
It was back to six clubs again in 1989. South Coffs beat Woolgoolga in the 
senior grand final and also won the reserves and Under 17’s. Jim Woodlock 
was elected as President of the North Coast AFL for the first time this season. 
Woodlock was subsequently re-elected in 1992-1993 and has served 
continuously as League president since 1997.  
 
1990 saw Nambucca Valley withdrew from the competition leaving only four 
clubs, North Coffs, South Coffs, Woolgoolga and Grafton. North Coffs took out 
the club’s first premiership in the NCAFL. A major initiative this season was 
the appointment of a full-time Development Officer for the region in 
conjunction with the NSW AFL. Damien Humphreys was appointed to the 
position which largely involved promotional activities in the schools and the 
development of junior competitions. 
 
For the 1991 season the League was strengthened by the entry of the re-
formed Sawtell-Toormina club. The senior grand final was won by South Coffs 
and the Under 17s by Woolgoolga.  Sawtell’s Brian Rava won the first of his 
three awards as League Best & Fairest. He also won the award in 1992 and 
1998. To date, he is the only player to win the award on three occasions. 
 
Woolgoolga in their 12th consecutive grand final took out their eight 
premiership in 1992. The League initiated an eleven-a-side combined 
Reserves/Under 17s trial competition to once again get a supplementary 
competition underway to support the senior competition.  
 
A major highlight of the season was the appearance of the North Coast 
representative team on the SCG in the final of the Country Championships as 
a curtain-raiser to the Sydney Swans AFL fixture. North Coast coached by 
Mark Farmer were beaten by Sapphire Coast in the final having beaten 
Newcastle in the northern division at Coonabarabran. The final scores were 
Sapphire Coast 13.6 (94) to North Coast 4.6 (30). 
 

PORT REJOINS NCAFL & GRAFTON DEPARTS TO SUMMERLAND 
Port Macquarie re-entered the North Coast in 1993 along with the Kempsey 
club following the demise of the Mid-North Coast AFL. Kempsey’s time in the 
North Coast AFL was to be short-lived and they dropped out half way through 
the season. Foundation club South Coffs folded in 1993 but reformed as Coffs 
Swans and re-entered the League in 1994.  Woolgoolga took out its seventh 
premiership by beating North Coffs in the grand final. 
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The North Coast AFL took advantage of the new Coffs Harbour International 
Stadium to play a representative game against the Summerland League and 
the final series for the first time at the venue. Playing in their thirteenth 
consecutive grand final, Woolgoolga went down to North Coffs in the senior 
grand final. Coffs Swans won the reserve grade played as eleven-a-side.  
 
After having been an original member of the North Coast AFL, Grafton left in 
1995 to join the Summerland AFL based on the far north coast of NSW. The 
premiership was won by the rejuvenated Coffs Swans who also took out the 
reserve grade title as well. Woolgoolga missed playing in the grand final for 
the first time. The “Woopi Blues” were a powerhouse in the North Coast AFL 
from its commencement and this record is likely to stand for a very long time. 
 
The League initiated a bold move in 1996 under new President John Nobelius 
when it began playing home games for the Coffs Harbour based clubs at the 
new Coffs Harbour International Stadium on Saturday evenings. Port 
Macquarie and Woolgoolga continued to play their home games at their 
respective home grounds. Woolgoolga returned to grand final to win yet 
another premiership. 
 
The Stadium experiment was dispensed with in 1997 due to hiring costs and 
the competition reverted to the traditional home-and-away concept. Sawtell-
Toormina finally won its first-ever premiership. 
 
The re-formed Taree club, which previously played in the now-defunct Mid 
North Coast League, joined the North Coast AFL. Travelling proved to be a 
major burden for Taree and after four seasons they unfortunately dropped out 
of the league part the way through the 2002 season. 
 

DEVELOPMENT BACK ON TRACK 
A highlight of the 1998 season was the re-establishment of the junior 
competition for players under eighteen years of age. The League executive 
ensured its success by implementing a points penalty for the senior team in 
the event of a club not fielding an Under 18 side. Woolgoolga won the senior 
pennant while Sawtell won the Under 17 flag. North Coast won the regional 
championship by beating both the Summerland League and the Tamworth 
AFL. 
 
1999 saw Coffs Swans win the senior premiership and Taree win the Under 
17s. The Reserves competition was again reintroduced and was won by 
Woolgoolga. A significant development during this season was the 
appointment of Chris McKinley as a part-time Development Officer by the AFL 
NSW/ACT Commission. McKinley became the full-time Regional Manager in 
2002 and now oversees the work of Development Officers along the coast 
from Port Macquarie to Tweed Heads in the schools and junior areas. 
 
In 2000 Port Macquarie finally broke through to win its first premiership in the 
North Coast AFL. The Magpies had played off in the first North Coast grand 
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final in 1982 and won six premierships in the Mid North Coast AFL but had 
never won a flag in the NCAFL. 
 
North Coffs began a run of four premierships in succession in 2001 thus 
becoming the first club in the NCAFL to win more than two flags in a row. 
Norths set a new benchmark for success in the league through sound 
administration, smart recruiting and good investment in a junior program. 
 
Grafton rejoined the North Coast League in 2002 to once again bring the 
number of teams in the competition up to six. 
 

JIM WOODLOCK MEDAL STRUCK 
The Jim Woodlock Medal for the best player in the senior grand final was 
instituted in 2004 and the first medal was awarded to Greg Jarman who 
starred in North Coffs’ victory. The naming of this award in Jim Woodlock’s 
honour was a fitting reward for his leadership and service over a long period 
of time especially during difficult times for the game on the north coast. 
 
The period of Woodlock’s third stint as president has seen the game return to 
the playing strength that it enjoyed for the greater part the 1980s with the 
Under 18’s resuming in 1998 and the Reserves the following year. The work 
of Chris McKinley and his team as well as the many hard-working volunteers 
has seen sustainable junior competitions develop in both the Coffs Harbour 
and Port Macquarie areas at the various age levels along with the highly 
successful Auskick program. 
 
Nambucca Valley rejoined the League in 2005 based at Macksville and re-
badged as the “Lions”. Sawtell took out the senior flag in 2005 with Port  
Macquarie winning the reserves title and Nambucca Valley won the club’s first 
ever premiership by annexing the Under 18’s pennant. Alex Pearson  
(Sawtell) won the Jim Woodlock Medal and Chris Martens (Port Macquarie)  
won the League’s Best & Fairest Award.  
 

2006 & BEYOND 
In season 2006 the North Coast AFL kicked off yet again with six clubs 
following the withdrawal of Woolgoolga. The senior clubs constituting the 
League this year were: North Coffs, Coffs Swans, Sawtell, Grafton, 
Nambucca Valley, and Port Macquarie.  
 
Sawtell made it back-to-back premierships by beating Coffs Swans in the 
grand final in front of a record crowd of 1517 at the Coffs Harbour 
International Sports Stadium. The final scores were: Sawtell 11.14.80 
defeated Coffs Swans 11.2.68. Port Macquarie won the reserves and Coffs 
Swans were the winners in the Under 18 grade. 
 
 The vision of the game’s founders has been realised and a local league is 
firmly established. The future looks extremely promising with strong junior 
competitions providing a solid platform for the continued growth of the game 
on the North Coast.  Woolgoolga is expected to be reformed and there is a 
good chance that a senior club will be formed at Bellingen which has 
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developed a highly successful junior structure. 
  


