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      an athlete by heredity

      
      By all accepted standards of inherited sporting ability, Dally Messenger should have been a professional sculler. Instead he
         chose, and excelled at, football.
      

      
      ‘My father was a great athlete in his day,’ Dally would proudly boast. ‘He was a rowing champion, so I suppose I can say I
         am an athlete by heredity.’
      

      
      While Dally’s ancestry gave him many of his natural sporting talents, his childhood experiences and environment were no less
         beneficial, allowing him to develop the strong physique, alertness and mental qualities which made him the athlete he was.
      

      
      A sports background that included rowing, swimming, sailing, cricket, the rugby codes and, for a time, Australian football,
         provided a distinctive experience that ultimately set him apart from his contemporaries on the league and union fields of
         the world.
      

      
      He grew up in a working-class family, where professional sport was a respectable and proven means to earn a living, and as
         a consequence he was well aware of his own money-making value. That, combined with his preference to remain aloof from first
         grade rugby union (and its canons built around amateurism) until he was twenty-three, made his momentous decision to join rugby league seem almost inevitable.
      

      
      The son of a boatbuilder, and grandson of a man who had been barge-master to Queen Victoria on the Thames, Herbert Henry Messenger
         was given the nickname ‘Dally’ early in life by his father.
      

      
      Born in Sydney’s working-class suburb of Balmain East on 12 April 1883, Dally was one of eight children to Charles (Charlie)
         Amos and Anne (Annie) Frances Messenger. The family moved to Double Bay when he was eighteen months old.
      

      
      Charlie had built a large boatshed at Balmain’s Mort Bay in the late 1870s, but, increasing demand for land in the city’s
         maritime-industrial hub resulted in a decision to re-erect the structure at quieter Double Bay (on the southern side of the
         harbour, to the east of Circular Quay).
      

      
      Dally had no memory of the move. Family members recalled Charlie rowing back and forth between Balmain and Double Bay to keep
         an eye on the progress of the work. He floated the boatshed, in sections, across the Harbour, past Circular Quay and Bennelong
         Point (where the Sydney Opera House now stands) to its new home.
      

      
      The completed building was so large that it also included the family home (now known as 10 Castra Place). Charlie and his
         brother Harry built many rowing and sailing boats from their shed, and also began an extensive ‘letting out connection’, offering
         boats for hire and charter cruises, as well as training up-and-coming young scullers.
      

      
      Dally revelled in his surroundings, and was unable to remember a time when he could not swim a quarter of a mile or row a
         boat. When Dally was only five or six his father began to teach him the skills of a master boatbuilder.
      

      
      Unsurprisingly, all five Messenger boys became apprentice boatbuilders to their father. The family had a respected name throughout the maritime world of the 1800s. Dally’s grandfather’s business in England had built rowing and sailing boats that
         had been raced on the waters of New York and Europe.
      

      
      Charles Dickens jnr, writing in Dickens’ Dictionary of the Thames, described James Messenger’s firm on the Thames as ‘the principal builders of boats for London men’.
      

      
      The Messenger name even came to prominence in far away Sydney, six decades before Dally’s exploits filled newspaper columns.
         In 1858, James Candlish, one of the top half-dozen scullers in England, raced in a Messenger-built boat against New South
         Wales’s Richard Green for the ‘Championship of Port Jackson’ on the Parramatta River.
      

      
      Modelled on the Thames race, it was the first official contest to be held along the now traditional Parramatta River ‘champion
         rowing course’. Hundreds of spectators lined the shore from Shepherd’s Point (now Ryde Bridge) to the Brothers Rocks (adjacent
         to Henley) to witness the master oarsmen battle.
      

      
      James Messenger’s most famous vessel was one commissioned by Henry Morton Stanley, who had earlier gained celebrity by uttering
         those famously understated words: ‘Dr Livingstone, I presume?’ as he came across the long-lost African explorer and missionary
         in what is now Tanzania.
      

      
      Paid for by the New York Herald and the London Daily Telegraph for a further African expedition, the light-weight steam-launch built by the Messengers (the Lady Alice) could be broken into eight portable sections and carried over land when needed. Consumed by this almost fantastical tale,
         Dally kept faded newspaper cuttings of the story in his personal scrapbook alongside his later sporting deeds.
      

      
      The Messengers were equally renowned for their rowing exploits, the most notable being the victory of Dally’s grandfather
         in the classic Doggett’s Coat and Badge race in 1862.
      

      
      Fuelled by the legion of tradesmen’s rowing clubs set up along the Thames to manage professional races, Dally’s father and
         uncles entered the sculling contests, winning substantial cash prizes, gold trophies and side bets.
      

      
      Dally’s parents both migrated from England to Australia in the early 1870s, though there is nothing to suggest they knew each
         other in the ‘old country’.
      

      
      His mother, Annie Atkinson, was born in 1854 in the northern English county of Yorkshire – the same county that gave birth
         to rugby league at Huddersfield’s George Hotel in 1895. Little else is known of Annie’s early life or family history. She
         seems to have migrated to Melbourne with her sister, and probably with other family members.
      

      
      Meanwhile, with an older brother in line to inherit the family business, Charlie decided to bring his rowing and boatbuilding
         skills to Melbourne. By the early 1870s sculling was going into decline in England, largely thanks to the shady practices
         of the London betting fraternity, which began to take their toll on the legitimacy of the contests.
      

      
      Moreover, the biggest cash prizes for sculling races were no longer in England, but in North America and Australia, where
         many of the ‘very cream of the oarsmen’ of the world originated.
      

      
      The best, and the aspiring, scullers ‘travelled the world wide in search of foemen’ and money – in the same way professionals
         in tennis, golf and poker seek opportunities today. They also exhibited similar traits in regard to gamesmanship and whatever
         might give them the edge over an opponent.
      

      
      Charlie gained employment with Greenland’s Boat Builders in Melbourne, on the shores of the Yarra River. Greenland’s was one
         of the three major boatbuilding firms in Australia, its boats sought by the foremost rowing clubs of Melbourne and Sydney.
      

      
      He again resumed his sculling career. A battle soon ensued between Messenger, John Christie and John Cazaly (whose son, Roy, would become a famous Australian rules footballer) for ascendancy on the Yarra.
      

      
      Christie was the incumbent Victorian championship holder. However, he was no match for Messenger, who possessed ‘a well-built
         frame, with a commanding reach’, and who beat Christie in two races.
      

      
      By 1875 Charlie and Annie had met and begun a romance. Circumstances caused a swift marriage ceremony to be conducted in mid-November
         of that year, and the following July their first son, William (‘Bill’), was born.
      

      
      Living at Emerald Hill (now called South Melbourne), near the newly created Albert Park Lake, Charlie set his sights on greater
         sculling success in the neighbouring colony of New South Wales. Melbourne was then the second largest city in the British
         Empire, thanks to the Victorian gold rush, but there was more prize- and wager-money on offer for sculling contests in Sydney.
      

      
      During the 1870s and 1880s, rowing championships on the Parramatta River attracted crowds well over a hundred thousand. Matches
         between two scullers outstripped cricket, boxing and horseracing for interest, while football – of all varieties – was merely
         a winter pastime on the open fields of Moore Park, near the Sydney Cricket Ground (SCG).
      

      
      Sculling was considered more reputable than these other sports, and a fairer wager for the spectator. Unlike cricket and,
         in particular, rugby, sculling enjoyed wide support as it was not restricted to the upper classes.
      

      
      Scullers were Australia’s first professional sporting stars. The Sydney Mail said: ‘The feats of our champions of the oar have possessed the keenest interest and pleasure for Australians – the names
         of Trickett, Laycock, and Rush are household words. They have given Australian oarsmanship a worldwide celebrity’ – and the
         moneyed men of Sydney backed them all the way!
      

      
      Without financial support sculling would have died. Anyone contemplating a tilt at the top echelon of sculling had to have
         a syndicate of cashed-up supporters behind them. Investors ploughed their money into sporting opportunities just as they do
         today in horseracing.
      

      
      It was impossible to hold regular employment and be able to train to a sufficient standard to hold any hope of victory. The
         Parramatta River course, just over five kilometres long, had to be covered in less than twenty-five minutes (a speed of 12
         km/h) for a sculler to be competitive. These men had to be fit.
      

      
      Banjo Paterson, himself bitten by the sculling bug at the time, recalled: ‘It cost £500 to boat and train a man properly in
         a match for £200.’ A few hundred pounds was more than enough to build a modest house at that time.
      

      
      The investors looked to recover their money from bets and a share of the sculler’s prize-money. Usually, the two scullers
         also had a side bet against each other.
      

      
      Without the combination of superior athletic skill, boat, and the necessary financial backing, it was impossible to mount
         a challenge. In many cases, the titleholder would refuse to race until ‘the purse’ reached an amount he and his backers were
         prepared to risk their stake for.
      

      
      When Edward Trickett went to England in 1876 to challenge for the world professional sculling championship, he arrived in
         London with not only his own money to bet on his success, but a staggering £10 000 from a Sydney betting syndicate.
      

      
      When the cabled news of Trickett’s victory arrived at 4 a.m. at the gathering of his Sydney backers, the roar of their excitement
         reputedly woke up all within the neighbouring city blocks.
      

      
      Charlie Messenger’s chance came the following year, when he challenged Elias Laycock on the Parramatta River course for a
         £200 prize. Now rated as a master sculler, Charlie had complete control of his boat, and gave himself every opportunity of winning against any of the best professional oarsmen.
      

      
      The newspapers turned the match into an intercolonial clash, referring to Messenger as ‘the Melbourne man’, and Laycock ‘the
         Sydney man’.
      

      
      Those who didn’t want to battle the crowds on the shoreline, or the abundant natural vantage points along the river, paid
         to obtain a place on numerous paddle-steamers hired to follow the race.
      

      
      The steamers were generally chartered by the financial syndicates, with the ticket prices a means to recover more funds from
         their investment. ‘Thousands jostled and elbowed one another on the overcrowded steamers,’ wrote one reporter caught up in
         the chaotic scenes.
      

      
      After an even start, Messenger ‘rowing long and in beautiful form, with a fine straight back, quickened his pace suddenly,
         and, by a very brilliant spurt, placed his boat half a length in front, to the astonishment of most spectators’.
      

      
      Given people on the shore had no hope of seeing the whole race, heavy wagering took place among the spectators as to which
         sculler would pass the mile post first. Those on the steamers thought Messenger had reached the mark first, those on the land
         were convinced it was ‘their man’ Laycock. The final decision lay with the umpire, who, though admitting it was a close call,
         sided with the locals.
      

      
      With the contest heading towards a thrilling finish, the steamer boats began to close in on the scullers, crossing and recrossing
         the men. Messenger in particular seemed to have been singled out – in what was a not-unheard-of move for a syndicate facing
         defeat, its chartered steamer attempted to swamp their competitor’s sculler. Unfairly disadvantaged, Charlie was forced to
         stop rowing, and Laycock eventually took victory by seven lengths.
      

      
      While few Sydneysiders felt sympathy for Charlie, those that mattered were impressed by his sculling prowess, and he was soon
         meeting the city’s most powerful sporting backers, including politicians and hoteliers.
      

      
      The most notable connection was that made with the New South Wales parliamentarian and ‘one of the most popular men in Sydney,’
         Richard Driver. In addition to being involved in rowing and horse-racing, he arranged English cricket tours, helped to form
         the Tattersall’s Club, and was a member of the Royal Agricultural Society and the Royal Sydney Yacht Club. Driver was also
         instrumental in the formation of the SCG Trust, which ensured the ground’s permanency – the adjacent Driver Avenue is named
         in his honour.
      

      
      Charlie decided there were more opportunities in Sydney, and he brought Annie and young Bill to Balmain, where he established
         his first boatshed. He continued his sculling career, winning races in New South Wales and Victoria, and in 1881 he crossed
         the Tasman Sea, where victory earned him the title of ‘rowing champion of New Zealand’.
      

      
      Sculling’s popularity in Sydney showed no sign of abating. For a skilful boatbuilder like Charlie, it all added up to a boom
         for his business. He continued to race in low-key professional sculling contests, but it was clear that he could never have
         sufficient time away from work, or the necessary financial backing, to train full-time and again take on the world’s best
         rowers.
      

      
      This was made all the more apparent to Charlie with the arrival in Balmain of William ‘Bill’ Beach, a blacksmith, who became
         Australia’s greatest sporting hero during the 1880s, and many young and enthusiastic scullers tried to follow in the wake
         of their living idol.
      

      
      According to Banjo Paterson, Beach ignited in Sydney ‘such an orgy of sculling as never was seen in the world before. From
         twenty-five to thirty men could be seen on any fine morning (on the Parramatta) swinging along in their sculls at practice – and such men! From riverside farms, from axemen’s camps in the
         North Coast timber country, from shipyards and fishing fleets, they flocked to the old river as the gladiators flocked to
         Rome in the last days of the Empire.’
      

      
      Sculling had become, as if it wasn’t already, a fever in Sydney. Skiffs were being sought for rent and purchase by growing
         numbers of amateur and working men’s rowing clubs, junior and school competitions took off, and every large firm and government
         department held its own semi-formal regatta.
      

      
      Many of these recreational ‘water-wallopers’ were doing little more than ‘killing fish’ with their rough stroke work, but
         their enthusiasm fed an industry. To cash in as quickly as they could, boatbuilders, including Charlie, sold sculling skiffs
         and other rowing boats on secured extended credit to clubs and individuals.
      

      
      Charlie also took on aspiring rowers, and one newspaper writer observed that this ‘Thames sculler’ merely had to hold ‘before
         him his own well won honours’ to satisfy any aspiring oarsman as to his credentials, ‘for it is a matter of common knowledge
         it is not in the pigskin [football] that he has carried off the honours but at the rowlocks, on the sliding seat, where he
         has taken as many as a score of trophies’.
      

      
      In October 1887 Charlie was part of Bill Beach’s support team for what would be his final world title race, held on the Nepean
         River at Penrith. Charlie prepared three racing skiffs for Beach, one of which he would choose for race day. Beach made occasional
         visits to the Double Bay boatshed to see how Charlie was getting along, so he could keep his financiers informed. For the
         young Messenger boys, including Dally, the presence of the world champion Beach was quite a thrill.
      

      
      Despite heavy rain on race day, a crowd of more than seven thousand was present to witness Beach take victory. Afterwards
         at the local hotel, Beach was handed the £500 prize and a £200 trophy. No doubt Beach’s entire team, including Charlie, enjoyed a sizeable pay-day from the substantial side bets on the
         result.
      

      
      The intense interest in the Penrith race led to the formation of two local rowing clubs (Penrith and Nepean) and the holding
         of regular competitions. Some of Charlie’s protégés took part, and he, along with members of his family, began spending more
         time at Penrith.
      

      
      It seemed likely that the sculling boom was about to spread to Penrith. During a visit to the town with Annie in late 1888,
         Charlie saw a chance to be at the centre of what could be a very lucrative opportunity.
      

   
      
      dally

      
      Messenger’s mother and sisters shortened Herbert Henry (named after his uncle) to Bert or Bertie, and stuck resolutely to it
         all through their lives – to the rest of the world he became ‘Dally’, though his friends still couldn’t but help shorten that
         to ‘Dal’.
      

      
      Playing in his father’s boatshed in the mid-1880s, a frequent haunt for many of Sydney’s rowing and sailing enthusiasts, the
         rotund little boy of two was seen by the colony’s former premier, William Bede Dalley.
      

      
      ‘My mother used to dress me in a short shirt and pants and often left me to play among the shavings,’ recalled Messenger.
         ‘I was only knee-high to a grasshopper, but as podgy as a water-melon.’ She caught the four-horse bus to town, leaving her
         son in the care of his father.
      

      
      ‘William Dalley lived at Darling Point, and one of his favourite jaunts was down to my dad’s place, where he would discuss
         boats by the hour’ – both men were involved with the Royal Sydney Yacht Squadron.
      

      
      Dalley, a New South Wales parliamentarian, had for a brief time been acting premier, which in colonial times carried the title
         of ‘Prime Minister of New South Wales’. Also an accomplished criminal lawyer, among his clients were the bushranger Frank
         Gardiner (a tutor of the infamous Ben Hall) and Henry James O’Farrell who, in front of dozens of witnesses, carried out Australia’s
         first attempt at a political assassination when he shot and wounded Prince Alfred (Queen Victoria’s second son) at Clontarf
         in Sydney.
      

      
      ‘He had a big corporation supported by a robust belt,’ said Dally, ‘and to onlookers, it was a wonder how he held things together.
         “Here comes Dalley,” they would say. The sight of my tummy was so like Dalley’s, and struck people so humorously, that I was
         dubbed “Dalley” on the spot. It was always a case of “Here comes Dalley” as one or both of us was always about.’
      

      
      Somehow, by the time Messenger came into the public eye, the spelling of ‘Dalley’ had changed to ‘Dally’, and that way it
         has forever remained.
      

      
      When Dalley passed away, a public fund raised enough money to build a statue in his honour. Standing at the northern end of
         Hyde Park, Dalley can be seen today gazing down Macquarie Street, towards the Law Courts and Parliament House.
      

      
      In a city that worships its sporting stars more than any politician can ever dream of, and despite his prominent statue, few
         Sydneysiders have any notion of who Dalley was, or that he even existed.
      

      
      Yet his name lives on, through the footballing deeds of that tubby little boy in Messenger’s boatshed.

   
      
      the master

      
      For more than half a century, the first thing anyone noticed when entering the home of the NSWRL, the NSW Leagues Club, in
         Phillip Street in Sydney, was a full-length portrait of a young footballer wearing the old-time Australian colours, the maroon
         of Queensland and sky blue of New South Wales.
      

      
      Below is a simple but telling inscription – ‘THE MASTER’. Nobody had to be told that the picture was of Dally Messenger in
         his prime.
      

      
      Who bestowed ‘The Master’ tag upon Dally will forever remain a mystery. Johnny Quinlan, manager of the second Kangaroos (1911–12),
         often said that it was the English crowds who gave Dally his signature title.
      

      
      The use of the word ‘master’ was pervasive in sporting newspapers and books in Dally’s era to describe a person who had attained
         the top of their sport. ‘He is truly the master; he has nothing more to learn of this game,’ was typical. The precept fits
         Dally.
      

      
      The famous photograph was taken in England. In a series of articles on Dally in the Truth in 1940, it is claimed that all is not as it appears:
      

      
      ‘Down at the League’s Club you will see Messenger’s picture enshrined by [sic] portraits of the great. There is a story behind that picture. It is labelled “The Master”. But it isn’t “The Master”. It
         is Danny Frawley’s torso and Messenger’s bust.
      

      
      ‘When the League wanted a full length picture of Messenger, the most photographed footballer of his time, it hadn’t any. Nor
         was any to be had. That was his attitude. The world applauded and he played for the love of playing.
      

      
      ‘But the League’s determination to have a picture of “The Master” is significant. They officially rank Messenger above all
         others. They all fall under the mantle of “The Master” says the League, and no one disputes the fact.’
      

      
      Dally contributed to the articles, which suggests there may be some truth to the story. Equally though, one of the primary
         reasons so many myths and legends were able to grow about Dally was that he didn’t deny what he knew to be wrong or distorted.
         He simply let it be, and often the tales grew.
      

      
      Another legacy of ‘The Master’ came into being in the mid-1950s.

      
      Retired Easts and Kangaroos player Ray Stehr hosted a rugby league radio show on Friday nights on 2UE in Sydney. Stehr said
         he had been asked thousands of times the question: ‘How does Clive Churchill compare with Dally Messenger?’
      

      
      Stehr’s answer was: ‘I never saw Dally Messenger play. He was called “The Master”. But I’ve seen a little master. The little
         master is Clive Churchill.’
      

      
      Ironically, both ‘The Master’ and ‘The Little Master’ were the same height.

   
      
      on the nepean

      
      Holding a substantial bank from his professional sculling career and boatbuilding, aided perhaps by his connections among the
         syndicates the sport attracted, Charlie became the licensee for a new hotel in the main street of Penrith.
      

      
      While still retaining ownership of the boatshed at Double Bay, Charlie moved his family to Penrith in May 1889 to live at
         the hotel. Also with them was Albert Atkinson, Annie’s brother.
      

      
      No expense was spared in fitting out the interior of the hotel. An imposing two-storey building, it had wide sweeping verandahs
         and balconies that overlooked the surrounding town and countryside.
      

      
      Charlie said he named the premises ‘Tattersall’s Hotel’, after the horse saleyards of London. While the pub had a ‘horsey
         sign’ to go with the hotel’s name, Tattersall’s was more synonymous with English bookmaking. The name was more than likely
         a marker to the financial involvement of members of Sydney’s famed Tattersall’s Club, and the hope that the Penrith hotel
         would be some sort of semi-rural equivalent.
      

      
      The Nepean Times, already referring to Messenger as ‘our Charlie’, thought the best feature in the hotel was a display cabinet full of rowing trophies ‘which he presents to the eye of his bar patrons in grand array, in a case purposely made for them and a greater
         ornament to a bar than the rewards of prowess could scarcely be furnished’.
      

      
      ‘Supported by the good wishes of his many friends,’ in Penrith, the newspaper was confident that the hotel would be a resounding
         success.
      

      
      Within weeks of opening, Messenger’s Tattersall’s Hotel became Penrith’s focal point for the gathering of sportsmen and their
         supporters. The Nepean Football Club met and resolved to form a team ‘to play under rugby rules’ for the coming season. Charlie
         was elected as the club’s vice-president – while the ‘honour’ carried with it an obligation to donate funds, the club had
         a reciprocal duty to ensure all football get-togethers were held at Tattersall’s Hotel.
      

      
      Unsurprisingly, the Penrith Rowing Club held their meetings at the hotel. Charlie continued to provide tuition to local rowers.
         He had also built and sold ‘a good amount of boats’ to the club. It was a measure of his wealth that he had extended to the
         rowing club a period of almost two years to pay for the boats. No doubt he also foresaw that a successful rowing club would
         return a substantial profit to his hotel and aquatic enterprises.
      

      
      For six-year-old Dally, life at Penrith was a new adventure. The rear of the hotel included large garden areas, and a four-horse
         stable with a loft above it. The backyard, though, was not fenced and, unlike today, children (for the most part) could roam
         about the town where they wished during daylight hours. He was enrolled as ‘Bertie’ Messenger at Penrith Public School.
      

      
      The family’s stay in Penrith, though, was over by the end of the year, principally as the promised big sculling races on the
         Nepean failed to eventuate. But, the short time they were there was full of incident for Dally.
      

      
      His father took him to a pigeon shooting contest at the back of a pub in nearby Emu Plains. Unsurprisingly with such competitions,
         gambling and associated tricks abounded. Bets among shooters and spectators thrived as the contest warmed up, with ‘the backers
         of gun or bird’ anxiously watching on. A hunting dog was used to pick up the fallen birds and return them to the handler.
      

      
      One witness described the scene as: ‘The feathers of departed birds were floating in the air like moths on a summer’s evening,
         a pile of large hampers was filled with the slain.’
      

      
      Demonstrating his wider sporting prowess, and possibly his own cunning, Charlie recovered from scoring zero in the first contest
         to win the second and final shoots, where no doubt he collected well from the substantial side bets.
      

      
      Hotel life was not without its problems for the Messengers. Apart from dealing with the usual drunks and non-paying customers,
         they awoke one morning to find the hotel’s front doors had been opened, and the door locks removed and left lying on the floor
         – yet nothing had been stolen. When it was learned that the nearby Royal Hotel had suffered the same ‘handy-work’, the Nepean Times suggested that ‘expert hotel thieves’ were about. What the newspaper refrained from stating was that such occurrences were
         the initial tactics of protection racketeers, who would no doubt be shortly looking to extort money from the hoteliers.
      

      
      On another occasion Dally and everyone else sleeping on the first floor were awoken about midnight by the sound of police
         whistles downstairs. The fall-out from the night’s events ended up with Charlie, accused of selling liquor after closing-time,
         in court and facing jail.
      

      
      Most of his ‘friends’ bolted the moment the local police sergeant and his constable burst through the hotel’s back door, leaving
         Charlie no witnesses to back up his claim that the half-filled glasses of whisky and rum on the table had been poured before time.
      

      
      ‘Messenger I didn’t think this of you,’ said Sergeant Beatty.

      
      ‘Well, Sergeant, I do not believe I have done anything wrong,’ replied Charlie.

      
      In court, Charlie stuck to his story, but, after his solicitor got himself on the wrong side of the magistrate, it was no
         surprise when the decision came down: 40 shillings fine or seven days in gaol. Charlie paid the fine.
      

      
      The actions of the Penrith police were soon at the centre of another drama involving the Messengers – this time Dally and
         his mother, Annie. The repercussions reached the Sydney daily newspapers and the colonial parliament.
      

      
      Family members recall Annie as possessing a mixture of sentiment, justice and decency, to the extent that it sometimes coloured
         her decisions.
      

      
      Like most women of the Victorian era, she always had a keen sense of what was proper. She was very much a mother, and possessed
         huge compassion for people in need or who had been wronged. This was coupled with a sense of natural justice. If wrong was
         being done it had to be righted.
      

      
      In what became known in the Sydney newspapers as ‘The Inhuman Scandal at Penrith’, Annie was lauded for her kindness and actions
         in caring for a 75-year-old homeless man, who was battling both the inhospitable cold of a Penrith mid-winter, and the indifference
         of the local police to his plight.
      

      
      ‘On Tuesday morning last week, just before dinner,’ recounted Annie, ‘an old man came in at the side entrance (of the hotel)
         and asked the cook to allow him to boil his billy.’
      

      
      Annie, along with six-year-old Dally, had come into the kitchen and saw the man. She was struck by his ‘haggard appearance,
         but said nothing, as I had given instructions that any poor person in need of any such help should receive it.’ After he left, Annie thought nothing more of the man.
      

      
      However, two days later, Dally found the old man in a disused stable across the road from the Messengers’ hotel. Without any
         public convenience in Penrith, the townsfolk had been using the derelict, and now filthy, building as a toilet.
      

      
      The condition of the man had greatly deteriorated, and Dally could see that ‘his eyes were sunk into his head, and he seemed
         simply wasting away’.
      

      
      Dally raced back to the hotel and to his mother, exclaiming ‘Mamma, that poor old man is dying across the road!’

      
      ‘I went over,’ said Annie, ‘and found him lying on some bricks, his head being slightly raised, and covered with some old
         bags. His appearance was noticeably worse than when I first saw him.’
      

      
      Annie said to him ‘Have you got anything to eat?’ He merely shook his head. ‘Would you like some gruel?’ she asked. ‘That
         would warm you.’ He feebly answered, ‘Yes I would like that so much. My inside is so cold.’
      

      
      On her return to the hotel, her brother Albert told her that the police had been informed four days earlier that the man was
         living there, and that he was in a poor condition. The police had apparently visited the man, given him some water ‘and medicine’,
         and left.
      

      
      On hearing the commotion a number of locals came to see what was happening. On seeing the condition of the poor fellow, all
         were appalled. At that moment, one of the police constables was walking past, and was confronted.
      

      
      Asked what was being done, the officer initially refused to say anything, before offering, ‘Oh! It’s that old man’ and kept
         walking.
      

      
      One of the men nearby said to the constable, ‘If you people don’t take notice of this man I’ll wire down to the Government
         (in Sydney) about it.’ A number of the people followed the officer back to the police station, and remonstrated with Sergeant Beatty and the police magistrate about their inaction.
      

      
      In the meantime, Annie had mixed and heated the gruel (a soup or thin porridge), and filled a mattress with clean straw. She
         carried both back across the road.
      

      
      ‘When I returned to the place,’ continued Annie, ‘several boys were standing round and they seemed disinclined at first to
         help me, but on my saying, “My boys you might have a father need help one day,” they then willingly assisted me. When I had
         put the mattress down, we lifted, or rather had to drag, the old man on to it. He seemed to have no power in the lower part
         of his limbs, and we covered him up with the sacks again.
      

      
      ‘I fetched the gruel and got one of the boys to hold the basin as he was then quite incapable of doing so himself as he was
         drinking it, which he did ravenously. I said “Do you like that?” and he stopped and looked up gratefully and said earnestly,
         “Oh it does warm me!”’
      

      
      Annie offered the man anything else he wanted. She refrained from moving him to the hotel, as he was ostensibly ‘in the hands
         of the police, and she had no control in the matter’.
      

      
      About thirty minutes later, Dally again came running to his mother. ‘My little boy ran in again and exclaimed, “Oh Mamma,
         they have taken the old man and the bed!” I, of course, did no more in the matter.’
      

      
      Dally and other townspeople watched as the police arrested the man for vagrancy! ‘Arrested a dying man!’ wrote the Nepean Times in horror at his treatment. The police ‘forced him, feeble as he was, to sit up in a cart all by himself’ while a police
         constable walked alongside, leading the horse. They took him straight to the Penrith Court House, where the magistrate found
         him guilty, and sentenced him to two months’ hard labour ‘with a recommendation for medical treatment’.
      

      
      Despite the obvious distress the man was in, he was ‘dragged there nevertheless’ by being made to board a train to Parramatta
         and then taken by carriage to the jail. He died shortly after arrival. The newspaper recorded the deplorable end of the man’s
         life: ‘Within a few hours after his arrival his cruel, cold-blooded murder was complete.’
      

      
      No one in Penrith knew of the man’s fate until it was revealed in the next week’s newspaper. Annie said: ‘I was informed of
         his death, which appeared in the paper, and was astonished that he had been taken to the gaol instead of a hospital.’
      

      
      In a later newspaper report, which paid tribute to Annie’s attempts to save the man’s life, it was noted ‘that on her hearing
         of the poor old fellow’s death she at once burst into tears, and afterwards said if she had only known what the police were
         going to do with him she would have had him into the hotel’.
      

      
      Within weeks, details of the tragic incident – from Dally finding the man, to his deplorable demise – ‘had gone forth over
         the whole of the country by means of the Sydney papers’.
      

      
      The editor of the Nepean Times showed no restraint in calling for action: ‘Those responsible for the poor old fellow’s manslaughter, for that is what it
         practically comes down to, should be officially dealt with.’
      

      
      A coronial inquiry was held, and the matter was the subject of fierce debate and retribution in the colonial parliament, but,
         in the end, it mattered little. No one was punished, and no one stood up to take the blame.
      

      
      ‘Oh it does seem cruel!’ said Annie. ‘I believe if he had nourishment he would have been still alive. I thought he was so
         much more fit for a hospital than a gaol.’
      

      
      For Dally, the incident must have been a tough early lesson in the realities of life. For the Messenger family, it was enough
         to end their involvement in running the pub.
      

      
      Professional sculling had been hit hard by the happenings at the ‘Grand Aquatic Carnival’ held in Brisbane. Featuring all
         the best Australian scullers, including Beach, the regatta was marred by outright cheating and scandalous betting among the
         scullers.
      

      
      Searle and another rower deliberately collided with Beach in a heat to keep him from winning, while some of the scullers openly
         admitted that they had laid bets on their opponents winning. The events shook the public’s confidence in the credibility of
         the sport.
      

      
      Charlie decided to take the family back to Double Bay, and by December 1889 had been able to come to satisfactory terms to
         transfer the hotel licence. As a parting gesture to the Penrith Rowing Club he donated a trophy and £10 prize.
      

      
      In the first weeks of January 1890, news reached the Messengers concerning Beatty, the Penrith police sergeant.

      
      An Indian vagrant he had ordered to leave town suddenly produced a knife and lunged at the policeman, stabbing him five times.
         Constable Mosely and other locals chased the attacker, before cornering him. The man threw a brick, hitting Mosely in the
         chest. Fearing for his life, the constable raised his revolver and fired, fatally wounding the assailant. Beatty’s wounds
         were so severe that he too died.
      

   
      
      the melbourne game

      
      Circumstance caused Dally to live with his aunt’s family in Albert Park, South Melbourne, for two years. There he learnt and
         played his first football. Being in the Victorian capital, the game was not rugby, but Australian football.
      

      
      Though Dally had no idea at the time, his grounding in the basics of the Victorian-born football code provided him rudimentary
         skills and methods that set him on the path to becoming an astonishingly long-kicker of the football, and developing an unorthodox
         and unique playing style in the rugby codes.
      

      
      In July 1890, Annie gave birth to Dally’s younger brother, Wally. However, for the year that followed, Annie’s health began
         to suffer, and caring for Wally was particularly difficult. It was decided that having to also care for the natural wildness
         of then eight-year-old Dally was too much. He was taken to Melbourne to live with his aunt’s family until Annie recovered.
      

      
      Dally attended Albert Park Public School, and despite being at what was in those times ‘a very early age’ for football, he
         was asked by other students to play in a match. He had watched the older boys playing, and picked up the basics of the game
         himself, apparently demonstrating enough natural talent in muck-around kicking games at school to earn the invitation.
      

      
      Dally later revealed that he learnt to kick a football in the playground of the school, and that his famed goal-kicking skill
         was due, in part, to his time playing Australian football.
      

      
      Though he was concerned about playing against older boys, Dally was continually pestered by his school mates each game-day
         to make sure he played with them. He took their demands as proof that he must have been a good player.
      

      
      Messenger’s emergence at such a young age reeks of an inspiring tale straight out of Boy’s Own Paper. However, to have been sought out by older players in the Australian football hotbed that Albert Park was, authenticates
         claims Messenger had natural footballing talents, and that he was a sporting prodigy from an early age.
      

      
      Almost as if to confirm that Dally could have become a great name in Australian football had he remained in Melbourne, a decade
         later the same school produced the legendary Roy ‘Up There!’ Cazaly.
      

      
      Dally later described his school football in Melbourne to newspaper reporters in England as a ‘sort of rugby’, in an attempt
         to explain the game. He added that the Victorians called it ‘the Australian game, though it is more a mixture of soccer and
         rugby. You make a great mistake if you think rugby is the national game of Australia; far from it. It is a distinct and by
         no means unattractive game.’
      

      
      For a young boy, Australian football offered everything he could desire from a game. ‘High-marking, short, sharp, stab kicking
         from one player to another forming a chain around the ground, these are movements which appealed most to me in Australian
         rules,’ said Dally.
      

      
      Almost all of the underlying skills that stamped Messenger as a unique and exceptional rugby footballer, were, at that time, more commonly found in Australian football.
      

      
      The first was his preference and ability to bend down and pick up a rolling ball, and continue on his path at top speed. While
         young rugby union players were taught to dive on the loose ball to retain possession and force a scrum, the opposite occurred
         in Australian football.
      

      
      In the Victorian code, there was nothing to be gained by diving on the ball, lying there and smothering it. Indeed, it would
         have resulted in a free kick – either from the referee’s whistle, or via the toe-end of an opponent’s boot.
      

      
      Dally also took up the Australian football trait of running in an arc away from the ruck, sometimes back and across field,
         in the search for clear space and openings, before launching into a kick, pass or even a long run. He could also kick with
         either foot, a necessary skill in Australian football to get rid of the ball quickly when faced with a difficult situation.
      

      
      The most noticeable characteristic of his Australian football experience was his habit in the rugby codes of leaving his selected
         position to go on a ‘roving expedition’ – which often drove his team-mates and selectors to despair.
      

      
      As he had witnessed first-hand in Australian football, the ‘rover’ would follow the pack about the field, seeking to pick
         up a pass from a team-mate, or a loose ball dropped onto the ground – once he had the ball, in broken-field play, he could
         make the most of whatever chances and openings lay before him.
      

      
      Rovers had to be clever, quick, and evasive. They were usually short, but nippy runners and fast on their feet. A description
         and role not too dissimilar to a halfback in rugby league.
      

      
      Interestingly, while the halfback’s responsibility in rugby union today is primarily distributing the ball won by the forwards,
         in the 1880s it was very similar to the rover in Australian football as both followed the pack around the field.
      

      
      Outside the halfback, the rugby backline comprised one centre, no wingers, and two fullbacks. Attacking runs by the halfback
         and centre were of a solo nature, and invariably ended with a drop or punt kick. Fullbacks were solely defenders.
      

      
      The forwards used soccer-style dribbling to kick the ball towards the opposition goal (never backwards). All rugby footballers
         of substance were accomplished at drop-kicking and place-kicking.
      

      
      Indeed, with kicking the predominant feature of both Australian football and rugby, the two codes had more in common than
         not, and numerous attempts were made in the late 1870s and early 1880s to create a merged game for Australia.
      

      
      There was no logistical problem; the same sized ball was used in both. Sydney footballers (though not clubs) swapped allegiances
         between the codes on a whim, often from one Saturday to the next. One at least, George ‘Jumbo’ Walker, is known to have represented
         New South Wales in both codes.
      

      
      However, the decade also brought international rugby tours from New Zealand and Great Britain. In the minds of many from New
         South Wales and Queensland, this gave rugby a greater appeal than Australian football.
      

      
      Moreover, the 1888 tour to Australia of a British rugby team brought new innovations, taking the codes on divergent paths.
         In scrums the ball could now legally be heeled backwards to the halfback, instead of having to be kicked forward.
      

      
      This led directly to the use of just one centre being replaced by ‘the four three-quarter game’, where two centres and two
         wingers work in unison to advance the ball or repel their opponents. Combination and teamwork were the new catch-cries of
         rugby union. The halfback and centre could no longer ‘selfishly go on their own’, they had to pass the ball along the backline
         to benefit the team.
      

      
      Time and science had changed the entire basis of rugby. Players now had an assigned position and function, where they had
         to fulfil their specific role if the team was to succeed. The days of an individual back exploring openings across the field
         were over.
      

      
      In Australian football, a comparable evolution never took place. While teams had a designated position for each man, there
         was no barrier stopping players roaming about on their own looking for opportunities. The rover was especially adapted for
         this ideal, and the lesson for young Dally was not forgotten upon his return to Sydney.
      

      
      He declared, though, that his utmost joy in playing the Victorian code was the goal-kicking. ‘The greatest thrill I had,’
         he would recall, ‘was when I stood gazing behind my kick, nerves on edge watching the ball sail and keep on sailing through
         the air, to the goal posts.’
      

      
      Place-kicking and drop-kicking for goal, rather than punting, were still the most common, and surest, means of scoring in
         Australian football.
      

      
      Almost all wide-eyed young boys who hold any interest in football are apt to take their cues from their heroes on the playing
         field. In 1892, during Dally’s second year in Melbourne, two new stars entered Australian football – Essendon’s Albert Thurgood
         and Melbourne’s Pat O’Dea.
      

      
      Each of these footballers could consistently place- or drop-kick a goal from well over sixty yards, and occasionally landed
         them from even further out. It was thrilling for the crowds, and set many young boys in the parks and playgrounds of Melbourne
         off in pursuit of similar glory.
      

      
      Thurgood was the cornerstone of Essendon’s premiership wins of 1892–1894, while O’Dea became a ‘Hall-of-Famer’ in American
         college football, earning the nickname of the ‘Kangaroo Kicker’ for his phenomenal kicks.
      

      
      No doubt these two kickers, and Australian football, left an impressive mark on Dally Messenger.
      

   
      
      bung rules & circus tricks

      
      Dally attended Double Bay Public School, a few minutes walk along the beach from the family home. He was proud to recount that
         the school ‘is as old as myself – 1883’.
      

      
      Football was the main winter amusement for the boys of the school. ‘Double Bay Park is right opposite the school,’ said Dally,
         ‘so you can be sure we lived with a football when we weren’t in class.’ More often than not, the football was simply made
         up of compressed newspaper. Still, it was all that was needed for their outdoor fun.
      

      
      His closest mate at school, and thereafter, was Sid ‘Sandy’ Pearce – just six weeks in age between the two. Their fathers
         had competed against each other as professional scullers, and the boys had known each other almost all their lives. ‘Sandy
         was a thorough gentleman and my best pal,’ said Messenger, ‘he was very quiet.’
      

      
      Later on, Sandy played both codes of rugby alongside Dally at Eastern Suburbs and in representative teams.

      
      While the popularity of rugby among Sydneysiders began to grow through the 1890s, in the preceding decade soccer and Australian football had just as much support (if column space of match reports in the newspapers is a fair judge of interest).
      

      
      As a legacy of that bygone era, muck-about footy games between young boys in the city’s fields and parks, or wherever space
         to play football could be found, were a fusion of all of the codes.
      

      
      Dally often spoke fondly of his experience of this time, where he and his mates played ‘just football’, or, as he would more
         colourfully put it, ‘bung rules football’ (‘bung’ was slang for trick/cheating). It was just playing for fun – all Dally and
         his mates needed was a football, a bit of space, daylight and lots of time.
      

      
      His first taste of organised rugby came ‘as a lad of 14 or 15’, when ‘I had taken part in school competitions. We were lucky
         to have a very well informed ex-rugby player as our sports master. I think his name was Mauclere. He was a great player in
         his time and, thanks to his tuition, we were runners-up in the schools’ competition.’
      

      
      Mauclere introduced Dally to the finer points of rugby, but his experiences and tactics were of the game as it was played
         in the 1880s.
      

      
      Rugby of this style was a perfect fit for Dally, as it encouraged his natural instincts, as well as the football habits learnt
         in Melbourne.
      

      
      In comparison, most young rugby footballers in the private schools and colleges, where the teachers and principals were employed
         directly from England, were being instructed in the new ideals of fixed positions, specialised roles and team combination.
      

      
      Individualism and ‘selfishness’, as well as natural kicking skills (apart from those players coached particularly for the
         purpose), were being driven out of the game.
      

      
      Had Dally attended a private school, he might have suffocated under such a system and turned away from rugby altogether. Alternatively,
         he might have dutifully fallen into line, and performed his assigned role quite credibly – though it doesn’t seem to have been in his nature. Either way, Mauclere brought no pressure on Dally to conform.
      

      
      In Dally’s final year (he didn’t move up to senior school), Double Bay met Chippendale’s Blackfriars School in the final of
         the Sydney primary schools competition. For their away matches the team had to walk to places as far away as Centennial Park
         and Moore Park.
      

      
      ‘They looked so big as they filed on to the field, and we were such skinny-winkles,’ remembered Dally. ‘Our teacher decided
         to strip and have a go with us. He was a ring-in and didn’t he play a great game. I was his assistant. The other lads were
         only just on the field as the saying goes.’
      

      
      It was far from uncommon for teams to use a ‘ring-in’ player or two. No one objected, provided the team with the ‘ring-in’
         didn’t win. If they did, it would simply be a matter of having the result over turned, and the match rescheduled or awarded
         to the legitimate team. It seems unlikely that no one noticed Mauclere, particularly as he was Double Bay’s best on the day.
      

      
      ‘We did our utmost and they beat us 5–3. Our teacher scored a try. He used to be a good hurdler and was a great man at jumping
         over the heads of opponents.’ It was a spectacular, and dangerous, move that Dally would make famous use of for himself and
         his team a decade later.
      

      
      ‘When we played against Woollahra School we met a black-fellow who could already break about evens. Mauclere said to me, “You
         mark this fellow and tackle him. When you tackle him, don’t forget you’re tackling. You don’t want to miss him. If you do
         there’ll be wigs on the green” [a fight on the field].
      

      
      ‘So I didn’t miss him. I tackled him very hard. I got him right from the hips and fell down him right to the knees. I hit
         him hard and slid down – not head on. His force meeting my force meant his finish. He crumpled right up.
      

      
      ‘Every time I went near him after that he wouldn’t pick up the ball and, our greatest hurdle surmounted, we won 14–0. It was
         legitimate but hard tackling.’
      

      
      With his school years behind him, Dally did not continue playing rugby with a club or in any competitions, preferring instead
         to take part in local informal matches.
      

      
      ‘After I left school we had a bit of a scratch team at Double Bay,’ explained Dally. ‘We were really the Double Bays, but
         were called nothing but the Seaweeds.’
      

      
      With no picture show theatres, limited transport and not much else to do on a Saturday morning in winter, unless made to work,
         teenage boys had to dig up their own fun. No one was interested in tennis or golf, surfing was unheard of, and swimming in
         open areas was still illegal during daylight hours (to protect public morality rather than through safety concerns). As a
         group, playing football was about all there was.
      

      
      These loosely organised teams were comprised of players ‘moon-lighting’ from the grade clubs, as well as those like Dally
         who played only when they desired.
      

      
      The term ‘scratch team’ came about as the team would be simply banded together when a challenge was on against a similarly
         raised group from a neighbouring area or workplace. The players made their pledge to play by signing on (figuratively speaking)
         with a scratch in the dirt or on a tree, instead of the written agreement normally required by a football club.
      

      
      Along with Dally and his older brothers Bill and Charlie, the Seaweeds boasted players such as Sandy Pearce and his brother
         Harry, ‘Squirrel’ Oats and ‘Ugly’ Burns.
      

      
      ‘The Cowdungs were one of our greatest rivals,’ recalled Dally. ‘They got their name because of the dairy on New South Head
         Road. The lads thereabouts thought they could beat the Seaweeds, so we had an occasional challenge match.’
      

      
      The rivalry between the two groups was a territorial battle that had been carried on for many years. Their names originated
         from the traditional fight which took place over the boundary line (the centre line of William Street, Double Bay).
      

      
      Each side, heavily armed, would assemble on their respective side of the line. Then, after agreeing on the laws of combat
         for the day, would start hurling seaweed and cowdung at each other from their respective sides.
      

      
      ‘The Tarpots were another good team. They came from lower down in Edgecliff. Near Rushcutters Bay there was a tank and a business
         that had something to do with tar. Some of the team worked there.
      

      
      ‘There was a ton of fun associated with the Cowdungs and Tarpots matches against the Seaweeds. There was sure to be a lumping
         big bully, specially imported, to make mince meat out of us.
      

      
      ‘It was an object lesson to see our champion, George Oates, single him out. I remember the king pin of the Tarpots was a chap
         named Proctor. Those battles between Oates and Proctor were classic. Blood and hair were flying all roads.
      

      
      ‘Of course, they were bare fisted, as boys’ fights will be, and the battle didn’t finish, they were so well matched, until
         both were completely exhausted.’
      

      
      These matches had no referees, and were ‘supervised’ by the older boys, who were in their early twenties. Rarely, if at all,
         did a match end in full-time being called. ‘The battles were always a dead-heat,’ said Dally, ‘ending in a swim in the bay,
         a handshake, and then a promise of what would happen next time. After the game we were lucky to have even jerseys and pants
         left, things got so willing.’
      

      
      Still, they must have had boundless energy as many of the players regularly trooped off on the walk of several kilometres
         to the Sydney Agricultural Ground (aka Sydney Showground), to watch the big Saturday afternoon rugby matches.
      

      
      Double Bay Park and other fields they used were rough ground. It was out of self-interest that players learnt to avoid being
         tackled to earth. There was little sympathy for players injured during matches, and no one wore boots.
      

      
      Badges of honour in those days were countless out-of-joint toes, to say nothing of lacerated heels and shins. Dally himself
         stated that these hour-long bare-footed struggles were where his tireless stamina was first built up, and where he began honing
         his kicking skills and the ‘circus tricks’, with which he was later to fool some of the best footballers of the rugby world.
      

      
      ‘The practice was the finest we could have had,’ said Dally. ‘It is not training that matters most, but what you can do against
         opposition. Playing bung rules, practising how to beat a man and to tackle, and running around as we did, it was the best
         thing in the world.’
      

   
      
      st joseph’s

      
      The first truly legendary story of Dally Messenger occurred in 1899, when as a sixteen-year-old, he single-handedly destroyed
         the St Joseph’s College (‘Joey’s’) first XV rugby union team.
      

      
      ‘A picnic party,’ Dally recalled, ‘proposed playing St Joseph’s College at Hunter’s Hill and in those days of no Harbour Bridge,
         to say nothing of the Pacific Highway, the safest and often the shortest route was by Messenger launch up the Lane Cove River.’
      

      
      As one of his many duties at the family boatshed, Dally was assigned to handle this particular charter. During the crossing
         the group realised that they were short one or two players. Unsurprisingly, they turned their eyes to the young boatman, and
         asked him to help them out by joining the team.
      

      
      Given he would have to wait at Hunter’s Hill until after the match to take the group back to the city anyway, he thought he
         might as well play. More likely, given the zeal with which he took on his play, the opportunity to try himself against the
         elite of the college, arguably many of the best young rugby footballers in Australia, was too tempting to pass up.
      

      
      Presumably he played in his work clothes. He obviously had no football boots, but given Dally’s experiences with the Seaweeds
         in Double Bay, that would be a trifling concern.
      

      
      Almost immediately, Dally had the measure of his opponents. He began to run riot with the ball in hand. Dally wrought such
         havoc among the college boys that any keen student of the game, watching from the sidelines, could see that a cricket score
         was looming against the home team.
      

      
      Mid-way through the first half, Dally noticed the college’s coach, who obviously knew a thing or two, wagging an admonitory
         finger at him.
      

      
      Dally stepped over, and the Brother, in a style that no young boy could miscomprehend, told Dally that if he so much as dared
         to again cross the halfway into St Joseph’s territory, he would be unceremoniously booted to the side of the field – there
         he would be able to watch the game in peace and no longer threaten the college’s superiority.
      

      
      Dally heeded the warning – to the letter.

      
      Shortly afterwards, with the ball in his hands, he deliberately and brazenly stopped just short of halfway. There he took
         a glance to his side to ensure the Joey’s coach was watching, to see if his resolve to banish Dally was resolute. It was.
      

      
      But Dally was just as obstinate. Clubbing his toes under his foot he drop-kicked a stunning goal. Dally had kept within his
         instructions, but still found a way out when none seemed to be there.
      

      
      The Brother approached Dally after the game, and prophetically said: ‘Look here, young fellow, you’ll be the world champion
         before you are much older.’
      

      
      He was probably not the only one making bold predictions after having seen Dally play. His game was full of promise.

      
      Dally could never recall his reply, or even if he made one at all. In any event, the Brother wasn’t entirely correct in his
         forecast. Dally was a lot older before he hit the world stage.
      

      
      Somewhere in the telling of the story of this eventful day, it came to be accepted that the Joey’s coach was the famous Brother
         Henry (Francis Gaffney), who until the 1950s helped many aspiring footballers on the path to being Wallabies and Kangaroos.
         But Brother Henry lived in Brisbane until 1905, and did not join the college’s staff until five years later.
      

      
      However, as Dally often returned to the college to see matches and watch the new players coming through, he and Brother Henry
         built a firm friendship in the ensuing decades.
      

   
      
      a likely lad

      
      ‘I dropped football for a season or two after I left school,’ explained Dally. With seemingly no desire to progress his rugby
         career by joining a club, he began to explore other sports to satisfy his competitive spirit.
      

      
      At different times he turned his skills to cricket, rowing, sailing, and swimming, and even contemplated boxing for a time.
         With no particular favourite, he just took up what appealed to him and his mates at the time.
      

      
      Like most Sydney boys in summer, he took part in cricket matches. Dally stayed away from the official clubs, which suggests
         he found fielding and waiting for a bat a bit too wearisome for his liking.
      

      
      Those who saw him play said that while Dally was no run-accumulator, he possessed a wallop and a half when he got behind the
         ball. He had become acquainted with the Australian Test cricketer Victor Trumper (who lived at nearby Paddington and played
         for the local club), but was unwilling to follow his example by putting in the necessary two-hour batting drills needed each
         day to hone his natural skills.
      

      
      Unsurprisingly given his background, Dally turned to water sports. ‘I was keener about sailing and sculling,’ he recalled.
         ‘We had a very full, interesting and eventful life down at the boatshed, and with Sandy and Harry Pearce to knock around with.’
      

      
      Dally entered formal competitions, racing in a light skiff that his father made, before moving to larger boats. Charlie Messenger
         was credited as the man who introduced the skiff – an immensely popular craft built for just one rower – to Sydney Harbour.
      

      
      ‘My canvas skiff was only 4ft 6in long [137 cm],’ said Dally. The boat was named ‘Little Ernie’ in honour of his youngest
         brother. His father also built one for Dally’s older brother, Charlie jnr (his was called ‘Kiddle’).
      

      
      Racing under the control of the Sydney Canoe Club, the two Messenger boys were invariably the first past the post. Dally’s
         recollection was that ‘I won three Balmain Regattas and I think it was four Anniversary Regattas.’
      

      
      These races were no modest sprints – the rowers had to navigate a course around the islands of Sydney Harbour that could take
         well over ninety minutes to complete.
      

      
      By 1901 (with Dally nearing his 18th birthday) the two young men were being made to start races ‘from scratch’. In the Anniversary
         Regatta of that year, they sat and watched for 12 minutes while their six competitors were let go ahead of them.
      

      
      It didn’t matter – the two Messengers completed the course in under seventy-eight minutes, with Charlie jnr beating Dally
         home by just forty-seven seconds. The scale of the victory over their competitors seems to support the family’s recollection
         that soon afterwards all the other boys simply gave up competitive racing of these boats, and all of the city’s canoe clubs
         disbanded.
      

      
      The skills and experience that Dally developed from his rowing success were to have a profound effect upon his physical and
         mental capabilities.
      

      
      It was a sport that demanded the highest levels of fitness and stamina. He had to have the initial strength to produce the
         opening burst to establish his momentum and speed. He then needed the endurance to carry himself through to the end of the
         race. He had to work through the pain of his arms, shoulders and upper body, when it was telling him to give up.
      

      
      While suffering these pressures, he alone had to be able to make the right tactical decisions – not just for the race, but
         for his safety. It demanded not only self-reliance, but also enterprise in dealing with the ever-changing conditions and the
         moves of opponents (perhaps even probing the rules to their limit).
      

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/9780733628993.jpg
THE LIFE AND TIMES OF

AUSTRALIA'S FIRST SPORTING SUPERSTAR

SEAN FAGAN and DALLY MESSENGER Il






OEBPS/images/Art_pub.jpg
X hachette

AUSTRALIA





