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INTRODUCTION


My partner and I once played a game of golf with his childhood friend from Utah. It is something I will never forget.


Mister Utah was knee-deep in thick, wild grass when I saw him throw his golf ball. His eyes met mine and widened in horror just as the white ball left his hand. It sailed over my head before plopping onto the green below. If I’d been down by the flag, I would have shouted, ‘Great shot!’ But I was ten metres away, watching him execute the perfect lob – without the use of his pitching wedge.


Sometimes, during moments of great awkwardness, it’s best not to say anything, and that was the approach he took; his red face and the slackness of his jaw said it all. So, I followed his lead, and in the excruciatingly silent stand-off we came to a tacit understanding: we both pretended that it hadn’t happened.


The fact that the loser had to buy lunch upped the ante of Mister Utah’s crime in my mind and stopped me from telling my partner until later that day that his friend had cheated.


‘You’re joking,’ my partner said.


‘No.’


‘Really?’


‘Really. It was horrible – for both of us. The look on his face.’


‘He cheated?’


‘Well, I don’t remember Tiger Woods ever throwing his ball out of the rough.’


‘I can’t believe it, he’s a fucking Mormon – he doesn’t even drink!’


And off he went …


The ferocity of my partner’s disapproval really stuck with me. Over the years, I’ve retold this story many times, and the reaction, especially from golfers, is always the same – one of complete and utter indignation.


No one ever cheats at golf. Ever. Hardly anyone admits to cheating at sport, but with golf there’s an almost messianic zeal when the topic of fair play comes up. Setting a golf cart on fire and driving it into the clubhouse dressed as a member of the Third Reich is more acceptable than giving your ball a nudge forward onto a better lie.


When I’ve spoken with these same dedicated golfers about the fact that women are excluded from becoming members of the prestigious Muirfield Golf Club in Scotland, their reactions have been quite enlightening (and have helped motivate me to write this book). They always waffle on about tradition but concede that, in this day and age, those rules are a little out of step, a little outdated, a little unfair. The sense of moral outrage shown towards cheating just isn’t there. To me this seems like a hugely understated reaction – like sawing your arm off with a chainsaw and going, ‘Oops!’ 


And this problem isn’t unique to golf. As a woman working in the sports media for the past twenty years, I’ve always felt gutted by the ‘shrug of the shoulders’ response that I get whenever any discussion about gender equality in sport comes up. Talking about fairness and actually being fair are two very different things.


We Australians certainly like to talk about fairness. It’s a national pastime, embedded into the DNA of our vernacular: ‘a fairer Australia’, ‘the land of the fair go’, ‘a fair crack of the whip’, ‘fair dinkum’, ‘fair enough’, ‘a fair suck of the sav’ – even our former prime minister Kevin Rudd got in on the act with his mantra-like usage of ‘a fair shake of the sauce bottle’.


Sport is our national obsession, and its foundations are built on the idea of fair play. Everyone who takes part is meant to have a sporting chance at victory. Among men, sport has long been considered a place where class and race are irrelevant. Sport is the place where everyone gets a fair go (in theory, anyway). Once you cross over the line, things like your skin colour, your background and your accent don’t hold sway like they do in the nine-to-five world. Cross over the line and you are only as good as your abilities. Sport is a wonderful way for people from diverse backgrounds to enter the public arena, to speak for their communities and feel welcomed. It can be a pathway to success for men from disadvantaged backgrounds as much as for the wealthy. Sport can unify, and it can equalise.


When we feel that fairness is being taken away from us, we cry foul: a goal awarded when it was touched on the line, a goal awarded when a player was offside, a catch that didn’t carry to third slip, a holding-the-ball decision when the player had no chance of getting rid of it. Fair go, umpire.


When it comes to fairness, sport talks a hell of a good game – the trouble is, it only talks for half of the population. There’s a problem with the way Australians (and our overseas competitors) tend to think about and treat women’s sport, and it affects everybody.


Everyone should be treated equally. It’s not fair to deny girls and women the chance to test their bodies to the limit. It’s not fair that teenage girls drop out of sport because female role models are invisible and ‘you can’t be what you can’t see’. It’s not fair that elite sportswomen are undervalued and underpaid. It’s not fair that women athletes don’t have clear pathways in sport and access to the best facilities. It’s not fair that women and girls have to use that solitary toilet cubicle plonked at the end of a stretch of urinals. It’s not fair, and it’s harmful, to peddle the myth that a woman’s body is valuable only when she’s showing it off, not when she’s performing remarkable sporting feats – and it’s not fair that sponsorship dollars are linked to how little an athlete wears in a photo shoot. It’s not fair when women athletes are ignored by the media. And it’s not fair that women are underrepresented in positions of power, despite all evidence showing that gender-diverse boards are good for business.


This is the uneven playing field of Australian sport. It’s not neatly confined to the football codes, or cricket, or horseracing, or golf – or anything else, for that matter. The attitude that sport is ‘men’s business’ is deeply rooted in all sports where we all participate: it’s as much a part of sport as running, sweating and moaning about the umpire.


*


When I set about writing this book in early 2015, I was filled with a sense of dread – I wanted to discuss the topic of equality, but after my two decades of covering sport, not much had changed for women, and I was finding it hard to feel positive about the future.


Little did I know that as the year unfolded I would be scrambling to keep up with developments and missing deadlines while pleading my case to my publisher for more time. But all the while I was writing, I knew something very special was unfolding. I wrote not with foreboding but with joy – and as any writer will tell you, you get a hell of a lot more done when you don’t feel crushed by the weight of it all. The only headshaking that I was doing was at the speed of it all: the speed at which change was taking place, and the speed at which the conversation was changing. Everyone in Australia was finding it impossible to ignore women in sport.


2015 was a breakout year on all fronts for our sportswomen.


Don’t think for a minute that everything is perfect, but something wonderful is happening. A turning point has been reached – and I didn’t think I’d be writing those words when I had the idea and signed on for this book. At last, meaningful progress is being made. Attitudes that have kept women marginalised in sport are disappearing, clearing the way for a new era of respect and recognition – and with it more media coverage, sponsorship and better pay deals for women athletes.


There’s still a long way to go, but women in sport are fighting back and finally breaking the mould.















PART ONE


The Problem
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FOR THE LOVE OF SPORT


I am Catwoman.


I’m crouched and ready to pounce. I’m a mass of potential energy waiting to convert, to explode, to launch myself, catlike, left or right. My hands are cupped in anticipation, and my elbows angle towards my tummy while I bounce lightly on my toes, dancing side to side on closely cropped grass and waiting for my brain to pull the trigger, like it’s done a thousand times before – don’t think, just let the training, instinct and skill take over.


I am nine years old, and this is serious business.


As a child, Sir Donald Bradman developed a solitary game where he would repeatedly hit a golf ball with a cricket stump against the curved brick base of the family water tank in Bowral. He would construct Test matches in his head, pitting himself against the unpredictable balls ‘delivered’ by the tank stand.


My younger brother, Chris, and I have our own version – instead of a water tank, we use the stem of the rotary clothesline. Perfect for slips catching practice; perfect to test ourselves against the unpredictable rebound of ball off pole. We spend every available moment refining our skills, and this game, more than any other, demonstrates our dedication.


I’m wearing a shiny tracksuit (I have a collection, one for every day of the week), and I’m squatting on a perfectly manicured lawn a few feet away from the clothesline. The ball hits the metal pole at speed and rebounds at right angles, flying past my left side. I react quickly – of course I do, I’m Catwoman! – shifting my weight and diving after it, arm outstretched.


Thump. The beautiful, clean noise of the tennis ball hitting and sticking into my palm.


I lie on the ground, my hand squeezing the yellow, slightly furry ball as I hold it aloft. ‘Hoooooooooooowzat!!!’ I spring to my feet, toss the ball high into the sky and finish the routine with a soccer-inspired lap of the lawn, high-fiving the bottlebrush on the way through, giddy on the simple pleasure of catching a tennis ball – albeit, one that had no right to be caught.


‘You could play for Australia,’ says my brother.


‘I know.’ 


I show him the grass burn on my knuckles. My war wound. My reminder. To both him and me. Of my greatness.


It’s been a long session. Mum calls us in for dinner, but we know that she’ll call us twice more, so we don’t move until her third and final call to come inside and wash our hands. We cross the lawn and dissect our session. There’s no argument about my catch – it’s definitely going on our scribbled tally of ‘classic catches’ on the fridge door.


*


I credit those early years for my sharp reflexes today. I can catch just about anything that suddenly drops or projectiles around the house. As the mother of a toddler, this skill can’t be underestimated. Not a day goes by without something toppling off the table or rocketing towards me at speed: crayons, mini-bocconcini, mushrooms, toy cars, grapes. One of the earliest sentences my son, Francis, uttered was, ‘Good catch, Mum.’ I’d just caught an airborne cherry tomato that he’d launched at my head. After I registered what he said, I followed up with a victory lap of the kitchen. Proud of him – and the catch.


Whenever I see a Hills hoist, I’m instantly transported back to that other world of grass stains and glory. My head fills with a strange mix of nostalgia and a hard-to-pinpoint tinge of sadness. In the kick-to-kick games that we played with all the neighbourhood kids, there was never a big deal made about who could or couldn’t play. Other girls played too – some were good, some not so – but that didn’t matter. Our games were always played in a tough, but fair and inclusive, spirit. Children are good at that.


Sport was our religion, so we lived for Saturdays, when school and club matches took place. A holy day for us, a day of ritual. Four hours before designated kick-off, Chris would clomp around the house in his polished footy boots, ball under his arm. I’d be dressed at breakfast in my green-and-gold netball uniform. I was convinced (and had managed to convince my brother) that this gaudy combination was a portent of greater things to come. I slept with a copy of Joyce Brown’s Netball the Australian Way under my pillow, hoping it would stimulate dreams of netball greatness that would rub off on me.


Not even the arctic wind sweeping in from the South Pole deterred me from shivering on the sidelines to watch Chris run out for Stradbroke Primary School; he was an ‘in and under’ player with a beautiful kick. My heart would swell as I watched him gather possessions, showing off all the skills we’d practised at home and in the park. When the game was over, we’d pile into my family’s Volkswagen Beetle and talk through the highlights quarter by quarter, while Mum drove on to my playground of dreams.


All my hopes and aspirations were linked to the netball court. Smooth, potholed or asphalt, the quality of the surface didn’t matter to me: for one hour every Saturday, that rectangle was my place of worship – up and down the court, attacking, defending, and creating space and opportunities. Every game was part of the grand plan. Part of what I thought was my destiny to represent the real green and gold.


‘You’re gonna play for Australia, Angie.’


‘I know.’


Sport illuminated my childhood; it was my inspiration – not only playing it, but watching it too. If I ever lie back on a leather couch talking about my life to a bearded Austrian psychiatrist, he’ll tell me that I was obsessed with my father, brother, and the green tricycle I got for my second birthday. He’ll also tell me that my first true love was neither a boy nor an object, but a football club.


In September 1978, I witnessed an event that changed my life. Norwood Football Club mowed down a 29-point three-quarter time deficit to win the SANFL Grand Final by a single point. I rode every tackle, kicked every kick, screamed, booed and cheered till my voice gave up, punched the air, and cried tears of joy. That magical event took me to an emotional, sensory place that I’d never visited before: that quarter of football made me believe that anything is possible in sport – a cross I now bear.


I’ve had similar sporting highs over the years, and those stirring experiences are part of my lifeblood. I reach for them when I feel let down by sport; when I read about sportswomen’s struggle for respect, recognition, a decent income and access to resources. At the heart of the woman I’ve become – a woman striving for gender equality in sport – you can still find a little girl crouching under a Hills hoist. That feisty, ambitious, energetic and free girl who cried over footy games and believed everything was achievable.


The Lone Ranger may have had Tonto by his side, but I had Chris by mine. We were like Batman and Robin (he was Robin). We connected over sport and the freedom you feel when you play it – anything that required some kind of physical activity and coordination, be it kicking footballs, shooting netballs, hula-hooping, playing hours of bocce (with coloured and battered plastic water-filled balls), running, marbles, darts, table tennis, hopping or rolling down grassy banks. My brother defined my sport-obsessed childhood.


He was there for my first serious sporting injury. At kick-to-kick in our front yard, first one, then two, then three, then most of the kids in the street turned up – ten of us hustling for position. Nine boys and me. Gentle drop punts were becoming tricky banana shots through the makeshift goals, accompanied by loud shouts of ‘Watch this!’ and ‘Beat that!’ – and then on to madly contested speckies. Determined to outshine them all (and show off to the cute Elvis look-alike next door), I leapt to the heavens, soaring well above the pack (average height: 140 centimetres), and plucked the ball out of the air … before landing, with all the grace of a newly born elephant, on the exposed root of an ancient Moreton Bay fig tree.


My left ankle looking like a bruised water balloon, I spent the next week on the couch staring out the window: at my nemesis, the tree root. Chris waited on me hand and ankle, faithfully following instructions, preparing me cheese on biscuits and bowls of sultanas. And, at the end of the day, he’d unravel his sleeping bag on the floor next to me, and we’d chat long into the night.


*


Only much later did I come to understand the significance of what Chris and I had. At the time, of course, it didn’t really mean anything to me: it just was what it was. He was my rival, confidante and hero (apart from the time he dacked me in front of mini-Elvis). What I didn’t realise then was that our friendship taught me one of the most important lessons in life: the meaning of equality and mutual respect. This shaped me. Through our love of sport and all the misadventures that went with it, there was never any suggestion that my sport was of lesser value. There was never a suggestion that my sporting pursuits were somehow less worthy. There was an underlying respect between the two of us. And – even though I had three more classic catches than Chris – we truly believed that we were absolute equals.


That’s why the one piece of advice I always give to high school girls is for them to bring out that invincible inner nine-year-old. I tell them: ‘She represents the unrestrained you, and you’re going to need her.’ This is true for all areas of life, but especially for sport, because as childhood shifts into the early teenage years, any feeling of equality fades and girls begin to drop out of sport in droves.


The 2006 Senate Committee report ‘About time! Women in sport and recreation in Australia’ identifies a range of factors directly responsible for the low participation rates of women and girls in sport, recreation and physical activity. Some are practical (lack of time; lack of childcare and awareness of childcare options; lack of money; lack of access to appropriate, accessible and affordable facilities and services), some are personal (lack of confidence; body image issues), and others are social and cultural (social stereotyping; lack of female role models; reduced leisure time owing to family responsibilities; harassment; lack of culturally appropriate facilities or programs). This isn’t peculiar to Australia: these barriers and others cause sharp drop-out rates for teenage girls worldwide. There’s inequality at every level and in every sector of the sporting community, which sends the message to each generation of girls that there’s no point in trying because they’ll never get anywhere in sport – they won’t earn as much as men, they’ll never get the recognition they deserve, they’ll never have a position of power, and they’ll never feel as though they belong.


I was one of the lucky ones. In the golden years after my first game of netball at age eight, I was as smitten with playing sport as I was with watching it. For seven years I was fully immersed in all its goodness: friendship, healthy competition, half-time oranges and fun. So much fun. The anticipation, the preparation, the playing – and that feeling when you played well, win or lose, or if the team played well and you all got to share in the euphoria afterwards. Eventually, when I was fifteen, the realisation hit that I didn’t have the talent to play for Australia, but this moment of clarity didn’t stop me from playing. And I played on until the age of forty, when the thought of leaving a warm house (and forgoing a glass of shiraz) to play a 9pm game was too much to bear.


But looking back at my ‘golden years’ with adult eyes, I find it easy to see that whatever our abilities and whatever we believed, when it came to sporting opportunities, Chris and I were far from equals. My pathway had roadblocks that Chris’s never had. Not the personal kind – my family backed me every step of the way. I didn’t lack self-confidence, and my chutzpah levels went up a notch whenever I slipped the ‘centre’ bib over my head. I also wasn’t self-conscious about my body, despite always being the shortest in the team: a small, skinny, androgynous-looking young teen with a side-flicked bouffant hairstyle that I’d rather not remember. I may have looked like the Karate Kid in a pleated netball skirt, but this never stopped me from feeling like a powerful girl. On the court, my size was my strength, not my weakness.


My roadblocks were practical and social. At the time, the media was (almost) entirely focused on men’s sport. I’d heard of women who played elite sport – even football and cricket – but it’s hard to aspire to be like someone that you can’t see.


This sense of being invisible and excluded was reinforced by the way that my beloved sport of netball, the ‘women’s game’, was dismissed and neglected by those in charge of community sport. Netball was something mothers did with their daughters – few fathers would appear on game day – and netball facilities always ran a very poor second to the local football and cricket facilities. We played on substandard courts: the asphalt was cracked and uneven, the lines were faded, and when there were any lights, they were never as bright as those at the footy grounds. Often there were no clubrooms – just sheds, open to the elements, with bench seats. The nearest toilet blocks were dark and dank, and it wasn’t unusual for Mum’s Beetle to get bogged in the rough, muddy square of the car park. Like any kid, I didn’t question these inequalities, but adapted. I ran up and down potholed courts and tore strips off my knees because I loved netball. I went to the toilet in the dark and squatted above the seat because I loved netball. But the sport that I loved was clearly an afterthought for the local council. I can remember some mums grumbling about the poor facilities, but nothing ever changed; when I think about it now, it’s hardly surprising that the complaints went unheard. Sporting culture itself was against us, so a few frustrated mums didn’t stand a chance.


In the end, my own sporting career was cruelly cut short by a lack of talent (and a lack of height), but it didn’t really make a difference. Elite sport for women seemed to be a distant and unreachable goal, or an irrelevant niche hobby, and while this didn’t stop me from playing sport in my high school years, girls all around me dropped out. Some hated sport. They hated the competition, the games; they hated their bodies and what they had to wear – all the ‘dorky crap’. They’d come up with the most fanciful excuses to skip PE: forged notes from their parents, fake bandages on a never-healing ankle, wrist or knee injury (sometimes they were rumbled for limping on the wrong leg!), forgotten gear, doctor’s appointments and period pain (lots and lots of period pain).


I just put it down to a simple difference in taste. Not everybody likes running around. Not everybody likes to sweat. My body was changing too, but my little teenage universe revolved around me and my group of sporty friends. I didn’t think about the bigger picture of why those other girls felt uncomfortable about their bodies. That understanding came later, and it didn’t come from sport.


*


Outside of PE there was only one other class that I really loved: English. We never forget our first loves – the intensity of the emotion, the purity of it. For fifteen-year-old me that love of literature involved several books, all set in nineteenth-century England and full of the struggles of women fighting for love and rebelling against prejudice, social norms and antiquated rules and laws. When I read Jane Austen and the Brontë sisters, something stirred inside me and I couldn’t get enough of them. It wasn’t just their novels that I found exhilarating, but also the stories behind them – of how the Brontë sisters got published in the first place, how they had to use male pseudonyms to get their work seen and taken seriously.


Inevitably, I started to gently question my own life. In my Greek-Australian middle-class upbringing, the idea of patriarchy was never mentioned; until I started reading, I’d had no idea it even existed. But gender roles in my home were clearly defined, and Dad was the boss – not in a despotic, invading-Poland kind of way, but he was like a benevolent dictator. My family never discussed big issues around the dinner table (funnily enough, we do now).


On the surface it all worked pretty well, but my sister and I weren’t allowed the freedoms that other girls had; I had a very strict curfew, and any boy seen within a two-kilometre radius of the house was shot (well, chased away – which is as good as being fired at when you’re seventeen). Underneath my happy and confident exterior was a part of me that wanted to break free. It wasn’t as if I put down a Jane Austen novel and screamed, ‘Enough!’ then packed up my knapsack and headed off into the great unknown, but there were new rumblings inside that I was too young to fully understand.


Under the sandstone arches of the University of Adelaide, it all clicked. I discovered feminism and, for the first time, I truly felt discontent over the inequality that had been hidden beneath the surface of my childhood – I started to see things clearly, in life and sport. The dodgy courts, the sheds, the toilets, the car park, the dim lighting, the battle for court access, how much less grand our trophy presentation nights were than the boys’, all those girls who hated their bodies, the drop-out rate and the lack of female role models: they were all connected.


My eyes were opened to the power imbalances between women and men, and the ongoing fight for equal rights, opportunities and respect. I found my voice and started using it for things that really mattered: Reclaim the Night marches through the streets of Adelaide; speaking out against violence; energetically arguing against sexism, double standards and inequality – at home, in the pub, whenever and wherever I got the urge.


It didn’t feel all that radical back then; it just felt right. And it still does now. What could possibly be radical about wanting a better life for women? How could women not want equality, control over their bodies, the vote, equal pay and opportunities, better work conditions, better access to childcare, a world without rape and sexual harassment, and the right to feel safe inside and outside of their homes? It’s not as if there’s some secret agenda: ‘On the first Thursday of the month, we want all men called Brian castrated.’


So it’s always baffled me why the word ‘feminism’ whips some people up into a state of apoplexy. When I need to convince someone in sport about feminism, I ask them if they think girls should grow up with the same opportunities and pathways in sport as boys. I ask them if they think girls should be respected and valued equally with boys. I ask them if they think society should encourage girls to pursue their sporting aspirations, the same way it does for boys. As far as starting points go, I find that this works pretty well, especially when the person I’m speaking to has a daughter. It’s sad that some men only start thinking about these things after they have daughters – and sad that sometimes their daughters are the only women they want to support in this way.


By the time I left uni, I felt empowered. I wasn’t going to put up with any of that sexist crap. I was convinced that I would call out inequality and misogyny at every opportunity, and make the world a better place. I just didn’t count on how often I’d have to do it and how hard it would be.


*


Equipped with an Honours degree in politics, a journalism degree and a love of words, I was set for a long career as a political reporter. Elections, leadership spills and policy debate, here I come. Or so I thought. In the ABC Adelaide newsroom where I cut my teeth, I covered a bit of everything – politics, crime, courts, sport and, as was customary for all young South Australian reporters in the 1990s, the mating habits of greater bilbies. Because I was passionate about sport and understood it, I quickly became the back-up sports reporter, which led to a phone call from the head of news and current affairs at the ABC in Melbourne. At first a career in sports journalism didn’t sound important or meaningful enough, but the more I chewed it over, the more it seemed right. I bloody loved sport, and Melbourne was the epicentre of sport in Australia, so I packed my bags and headed east. To ease my parents’ pain, I said I’d only be gone a year. That was 1997.


The day I arrived, it was cold, grey and blowing a gale. Pretending not to be daunted, I made my way to the group of flats where the ABC was housing me for two weeks. I hauled my luggage up a flight of concrete stairs and, just before reaching the landing, I slipped and fell back down. Lying in a crumpled heap, I stared up at the cobwebbed entrance-hall light and wondered if this was a sign of things to come.


But as bad as my day was turning out, it wasn’t as bad as Richmond coach Robert Walls’s. Inside the flat, I turned on the TV just as news was breaking that Walls had been sacked by the Tigers. I watched all the live crosses, one after the other: a procession of male reporters outside Punt Road Oval telling audiences how events had unfolded. The Tigers were coming off a 137-point loss at the hands of the Adelaide Crows, which was the nail in the coffin for Walls. This was my introduction to life as a Melbourne-based sports journalist – male reporters talking about a male coach who’d supposedly failed male players and a male board.


Of course, I was already very aware that I was entering a male-dominated profession. In the sporting ‘Game of Thrones’, men hold sovereign power: they make the rules and call the shots. Like they have done since the beginning of time.


Fortunately, I was now able to look at the industry with a critical eye. While I’ve always loved sport, during my time at uni my view of it had grown from something simple and clear – classic catches by the clothesline, win/loss ratios, great goals and grand finals – into something much more complex. Sport is so deeply ingrained in our culture that it’s very much part of everybody’s life (whether they want it to be or not). Since uni, I’ve known that it can’t be viewed as separate from the rest of the world – and, as such, I judge it by the standards I apply to all other parts of my life. This is why my relationship with sport is at times problematic.


*


I’ve been working in sport for over two decades now. And (please bear with me while I take a deep breath and raise the AP monogrammed trumpet to my lips) I have reported for programs, presented and hosted sport on television and radio. I am proud to have been the first woman to co-host a sports breakfast radio program in Melbourne. I’ve made a documentary called League of Her Own about the rise of women in Australian Rules football. I’ve written for newspapers and online publications on a wide range of sports and, more recently, on the cultural side of sport.


The point I’m making is that I’ve been around sport for a heck of a long time. And the observations I make come from experience.


Sports media is a boys’ club. I’ve seen men with mediocre talent get jobs ahead of more talented women time and time again, just because they’re men. I’ve even been on the receiving end of it once or twice. But there has been progress: while women sports journos were once as rare as the Northern hairy-nosed wombat, you can now find them across the spectrum of TV, radio, print and online. You’ll even see and hear the odd one with the right to an opinion on sport panel shows – but rarely more than one. One woman shows that we’re doing something to tackle this whopping gender gap: more than one would indicate something like real progress.


Over the years, my love for sport has been severely tested, and on more than one occasion I’ve felt like walking away. But I never do.


The treatment of women in sport has always bothered me, but only now do I feel I have the runs on the board to do something about it. Listening to the struggles of women athletes and hearing the same stories over and over again – the lack of respect, lack of recognition, lack of a pathway and lack of money – motivated me to take a good hard look at the Australian sporting scene. Those women are the driving force behind this book. But it’s not just about female athletes. It’s about all women in sport: athletes, administrators, journalists, presenters, fans and young girls – especially the girls.


Most fair-minded people have had enough of the objectification of sportswomen in the media and are tired of sexist ‘jokes’. We’re all sickened when we hear of yet another sexual assault being handled badly by sports authorities. Elements like these have cast dark shadows over the Australian sporting landscape.


Thankfully, I’m wired a particular way – I’m an optimist (thanks to that 1978 SANFL Grand Final). I believe that culture can change for the good. We can all change our attitudes to create a better, safer and more equal society for everyone – inside and outside of sport. It’s a whole lot easier to get things done as an optimist. We’re more likely to hide veggies in pasta sauce believing that our child will fall in love with broccoli. When the petrol gauge drops below ‘E’, we think we can still squeeze another trip or two out of the car. We’re the AFL fans who circle, with relish, at least fourteen wins when the fixture comes out. We’re the ones who believe we can come back from twenty-nine points down at three-quarter time.


In her last public appearance as Australia’s sex discrimination commissioner, Elizabeth Broderick said: ‘A life without advocating for change is not a life that will have meaning for me.’ As far as stealing other people’s mantras goes, this is a good one.


My connection to sport will always be with me. I am a fan. I’ll turn up to support my team come rain, hail or shine. I lament poor umpiring decisions. I let out primal screams. I hide in the laundry when scores are level with forty-five seconds left on the clock. I go into lockdown for a week after a finals loss – if it’s by less than a kick, you may not see me down at the shops for a month. I won’t rest until my son is fully indoctrinated into the Adelaide Crows tribe, and I’ll work just as tirelessly to turn him against his father’s sporting allegiance to England.


But as much as I’m still a fan, and a nightmare one at times, I see sport for what it is – underneath all the gloss and hoopla is an overtly masculine empire that needs a radical makeover to get with the times.


When you put together the evidence, this is very plain to see.
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THIS IS A MAN’S WORLD


If sport were a cake, the filling would be chest hair.


Me


One question has doggedly followed me throughout my career as a sports journalist:


‘Do you like sport?’


It’s always asked with a slightly puzzled look. Can it be true? That you really like sport? You’re a – y’know, you don’t have a … or a set of … You’re a woman! How would you get it?


Burdened with a polite nature, I’ve never done what I really should do to that question: pick it up and send it, with a perfectly executed drop punt, back to 1953.


This kind of sexism runs deep in sport. From the seemingly innocuous throwaway line between mates to deeper, more ingrained issues such as pay inequality, lack of media coverage, sexploitation and even abuse. Sport’s long history of sexism is so ingrained that we can’t magically erase the bias by talking up the successes of women athletes and creating new competitions for elite sportswomen. We have to go further than that.


Admittedly, as a sports journalist, being asked whether I like sport or not sits at the lower end of the offence scale, but casual sexism is just one part of the problem – the outer layer that can be seen, heard and challenged straight away. Underneath, buried deep in sport’s foundations, is something much harder to confront. Elizabeth Broderick calls it ‘gender asbestos’: ‘It’s built into the walls, the floors, the ceilings of institutions and organisations, the behaviours, the practices. It’s often not tangible.’ Gender asbestos has many guises in sport, all insidiously working to prevent women from achieving equality in both the field of play and the boardroom.


*


Sport has been typically considered a male pursuit for as long as men have been playing with their balls. When Ancient Greece introduced formal sports in 776 BC, the male participants competed in the nude for all to see their ‘masculinity’. Slaves and women weren’t permitted to compete, and married women were also barred from watching the Olympics (maidens, prostitutes and the priestess of Demeter were allowed to attend). As a result, women were forced to develop their own competition, the Games of Hera, and the separation between male and female sport was set – with the male version dominating across the board.


Fast forward to the present day, and not much has changed. In identifying the key barriers that stop women from participating in sport, the Australian Sports Commission’s Clearinghouse for Sport noted in March 2016 that a big problem is the maleness of the culture:


Although social attitudes toward participation by females in sport activities have changed dramatically over time, the predominant social ‘view’ of sport, as portrayed in print and electronic media, is still male-oriented. Research supports the fact that very few differences exist between the participation patterns and attitudes of boys and girls under the age of twelve years. However, as girls mature there are social and cultural, and perhaps biological, considerations that impact upon their decision to participate in sport during adolescence and throughout life.


Sport is still mainly by men, for men, and everything that happens in and around the industry reinforces that idea. The men in charge sit around oblong mahogany tables surrounded by the faces of more men, hanging on the walls in heavy gilt frames. Under the gaze of their forefathers, the men at the table know that they have a duty of care to protect their sport’s history. Tradition, goddammit, ensures that the game is safeguarded by trusted men, preserving the ancient ways that have held them in good stead for generations … Now, pass around the port and cigars.


Australian sporting culture is what it is because of its traditions and customs, as is sporting culture throughout much of the world. Now, I’m all for tradition and customs – I had the local Greek priest drop by and bless my new house with prayers and sprinklings of holy water to rid every room of evil and, being a fan of The Exorcist, I found the whole thing oddly reassuring – but I’m not for traditions and customs that exclude sections of society.


Golf clubs have been doing this for centuries. In 2012, Augusta National Golf Club, home to the most prestigious golf tournament in the world, the Masters, finally welcomed its first female members eighty years after its founding, having caved in to a campaign spearheaded by Martha Burk of the National Council of Women’s Organizations. The first two women invited to join were former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and South Carolina financier Darla Moore. (Rice’s invitation is even more poignant when you consider that Augusta National didn’t invite its first African-American member until 1990.) The Royal and Ancient Golf Club of St Andrews admitted women as members in 2014 – 260 years after it was founded. These changes can take considerable planning.


Conversely, in May 2016, Muirfield Golf Club in Scotland voted to continue its policy of excluding women – the vote came back 64 per cent for and 36 per cent against changing the membership rules, just short of a required two-thirds majority. A group of about thirty members wrote anonymously to fellow golfers before the ballot, urging them to reject the change. The letter argued that ‘the introduction of lady members is bound to create difficulties’, and that the presence of women would ‘endanger foursomes and speedy play’.


Cricket has been a merry dance for men too. Speaking at an International Women’s Day breakfast in 2015, Cricket Australia CEO James Sutherland took aim at his sport’s failure to include women:


Despite the long history, it is fair to say cricket has been conservative and generally reluctant to promote female involvement in the game. In some parts, cricket has deserved the suggestion that it was predominantly ‘pale, male and stale’. Whilst slow to get going, we are now determined to make up for lost time.


For more than a century, the Lord’s Pavilion at the Marylebone Cricket Club (MCC) had a men-only rule during the hours of play – the only woman permitted to enter the Pavilion during play was Queen Elizabeth II. In Skirting the Boundary: A History of Women’s Cricket, Isabelle Duncan tells: ‘At a Special General Meeting held for members at Lord’s on 24 February 1998 to tackle, once again, the issue of “lady membership”’, one member just couldn’t shake his concerns about atmospherics:


If we were debating tonight whether to have fruit machines in the Long Room, I would vote against it because it would alter the atmosphere of the Club. If we were debating whether to wear shorts in hot weather and take off our shirts, I would vote against it because it would alter the atmosphere of the Club. Likewise, as the Committee say, having lady members would alter the atmosphere of the Club.


MCC President Tony Lewis described the process of persuading almost eighteen thousand members as ‘like turning an ocean-going liner through 180 degrees’, but in 1999 the Lord’s Pavilion finally opened its doors to women. Similarly, the Long Room at the Melbourne Cricket Ground was a no-go zone for women until 1984.


Historically, golf and cricket members really have needed a member to get in.


Away from the perfectly rectangular cucumber sandwiches and jugs of Pimm’s, traditions have also restricted (and continue to restrict) women athletes in a range of other sports.


Remarkably, there’s still no women’s race at the most prestigious cycling event of them all – the Tour de France. You’ll see 120 women in Paris as a warm-up act before the men ride in to complete their final stage at the Arc de Triomphe. The men will have raced around 3500 kilometres, twenty-one stages spread across three weeks; the women’s La Course by Le Tour de France is just one 89-kilometre stage.


In 2013, Beijing Olympics road-cycling champion Nicole Cooke used her retirement speech to highlight the blatant sexism in cycling: 


At the age of twelve, one is unaware of the problems ahead. One expects there to be an infrastructure for both boys and girls to develop and demonstrate their talents; to nurture them. One does not expect that nothing is available if you are a girl or, that worse still, girls will be specifically excluded, not allowed to compete. It is somewhat of a handicap trying to demonstrate just how good you are on a bike when you are not allowed to ride.


And cycling isn’t the only long-distance sport that’s had problems in this area. In 1967, Kathrine Switzer transformed marathon running for women. She surreptitiously entered the Boston Marathon using her initials (‘KV’ Switzer) when women were officially banned from participating. During the event, race director Jock Semple tried to rip her race number off and have her ejected; he grabbed her shoulders and shouted, ‘Get the hell out of my race and give me those numbers!’ Nonetheless, in a time of four hours and twenty minutes, Switzer became the first woman to officially complete the Boston Marathon. News of her feat – and confrontation with Semple – spread worldwide. Back then, the common thinking (mostly among men) was that women couldn’t run long distances without doing harm to their reproductive systems or their fragile psyches. David Epstein, author of The Sports Gene: Inside the Science of Extraordinary Athletic Performance, puts it very clearly:


There is no doubt that there are important physical differences between men and women. They range from men’s denser bones [which can support more muscle], taller stature, longer proportional limbs, to more oxygen-carrying red-blood cells. That, of course, is why we separate men and women for the purposes of competition. But the short answer is: there’s no good reason that women don’t have the events that men do.


Although Switzer changed the world for women distance runners, some sexist traditions in athletics remain: for example, the men’s decathlon has been contested at every Olympics since 1912, but there’s still no place at major championships for the women’s event. Meanwhile, in swimming, there’s no women’s 1500-metre freestyle at the Olympics – it’s held at the World and European Championships, but the best long-distance female swimmers rarely compete. Why would they put all that effort into training for a non-Olympic event? In gymnastics, women compete in four apparatus (vault, uneven bars, balance beam and floor) while men compete in six. There’s no four-woman bobsleigh at the Winter Olympics, and there are more weight divisions in Olympic men’s boxing, wrestling and weightlifting than in the women’s side of the sport. (Women’s boxing didn’t become an Olympic event until 2012, despite first appearing alongside men’s boxing as a demonstration sport at the 1904 St Louis Olympic Games.)
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