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DEDICATION

To all the mortals who love footy as much as I do, and to Byron and Gabi and those who indulge my passions.
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Lance Franklin brought a whole new level of X-factor to the game when he burst on the scene in 2005; he redefined the key forward role. Buddy’s name and feats will live for decades, if not centuries.






INTRODUCTION

What is an Immortal in terms of Australian football? It involves greatness as a player, but many great players will not appear in our final 18. An Immortal need not be the best player of all time or even of his time, but there will be something that elevates him above his peers.

He should be etched in the legend of Australian football, of the AFL and its predecessor, the VFL. We have considered the feats of those who came from outside those two leagues, but only when coupled with playing in the premier football league in Australia.

We start with players from the second decade of the VFL and carry it through to two of the modern-day greats whose feats raise the bar when it comes to immortality. There is a pretty good spread among the clubs, although the younger interstate teams are yet to catch up.

Eighteen players from the more than 13,000 who have worn one of the jumpers of the twenty-one clubs to make up the VFL and the AFL is a pretty fair culling. Its quality can be measured by those who miss out. Players like Bob Pratt, Alex Jesaulenko, Jason Dunstall and Dermott Brereton were close and sit on the bench for this super team, and players the calibre of Malcolm Blight, Ian Stewart, Kevin Bartlett and Bill Hutchison also missed out.

Of course, the list is subjective. And yes, there will be debates among those who buy this book about the men on it. Some may not even buy it because their favourite player has missed the cut.

I’ve had many good discussions over beers, lunches and at functions fine-tuning this list, and I’ve seen the looks of shock and horror at leaving out a triple Brownlow Medallist or one of the players who share the record for the most goals in a season or all of the players who went past four hundred games. Or because there are too many full-forwards and no full-backs. But there had to be a line drawn somewhere, and I did that, so let’s chat.

The feats of the 18 men I have chosen stand the test of time. To me, immortality is not measured in Brownlow Medals (which only five of the 18 in this book have), premierships (which five don’t have), games or goals; although they all help. It is measured in reverence. Only two pairs of players were in the same club at the same time, although plenty played with each other for Victoria before the State of Origin concept.

Immortals of Australian Football is the ninth book in Gelding Street Press’s Immortals of Australian sport series. Previous instalments focused on the greats of cricket, rugby league, motor racing, horse racing, soccer and surfing, each nominating a small group of individuals whose fame and feats are expected to endure forevermore.

It was the rough-and-tumble sport of rugby league that gave birth to the whole Immortals concept. Indeed, the blurb inside the dust jacket of Immortals of Australian Rugby League briefly backgrounded that code’s practice of sparingly elevating leading figures to this rare acknowledgement: ‘The Immortals concept has become an established part of the Australian rugby league scene. It honours a very select group of former players regarded as the game’s elite. These players weren’t just high achievers and standout performers, but also influential identities who set a new benchmark and changed the way rugby league is played.’

To a large extent, the Australian Rugby League Commission’s framework for bestowing Immortal status provided guiding principles for these books.

For the sake of explanation, the following awards are worth noting:


	The Brownlow Medal is for the fairest and best – note the order of those words – in the VFL/AFL and is voted for by the umpires of each game and is the most prestigious individual award in the game. It has been awarded annually – except during World War II – since 1924.

	
Champion of the Colony was awarded in Mullen’s Footballers’ Australian Almanac, which was labelled as the Wisden of football. The early awards were made by author C.C. Mullen’s review of match reports but evolved to voting by club captains and then the media. It ran from the start of the VFA and moved into the VFL until 1950 when the last champion was announced.

	The Norm Smith Medal is for the player adjudged the best player on the ground in the VFL/AFL Grand Final. The five-member voting panel includes former players, journalists and media personalities, with one member designated as the chair.

	
The Leigh Matthews Trophy is an annual award given by the AFL Players’ Association to the Most Valuable Player in the AFL/VFL, and is voted for by the players. It is named in honour of Leigh Matthews, who won the first MVP award in 1982.



I also want to talk about size. A lot of modern literature talks about the height and size of players and expresses disbelief that a ruckman might only be 186 cm or so, but players have naturally grown over the years. In his 1951 Footballers’ Australian Almanac, C.C. Mullen said players were ‘at least 1 ½ stone (9.5 kg) heavier on average than the teams of 1900 and 1901. Teams in 1950 were also, on average, two inches (5 cm) taller than those of 50 years back.’

Comparing the Premiership side from 2022 with that of 1950, when Mullins made his calculations, the average height and weight of the 1950 Essendon Grand Final team was, respectively, 180 cm and 79 kg. Geelong, from 2022, came in at 188 cm and 88 kg. There were 13 players in the 2022 team taller than or equal to the tallest in 1950.

For a more direct comparison, John Coleman at full-forward in the 1950 Premiership team was 185 cm and 80 kg, and Jeremy Cameron, in the same position, stood at 196 cm and 96 kg in 2022.

In this book, I will talk about size as relative to the era.

Finally, we must acknowledge that the game of Australian football has changed and evolved perhaps more than any other ball sport in the world, which is a testament to the complexity of the game. In 1977, John Nicholls said the ‘star status’ of individual players was diminishing due to greater team focus. The stars of his era were great leaders of the game, but from the start of the John Kennedy ‘team first’ Hawthorn era in the 1960s, the stars were pulled into the pack.

From the first six decades of the VFL, we have six Immortals. In Nicholls’s two-and a-bit decades, we have seven, and then we have five from the remaining five decades as the game keeps evolving.

A champion is a champion, and there are many. But an Immortal is something else, and there are only 18.
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Roy Cazaly was a footballer ahead of his time, a lay sports scientist who trained himself to jump higher than anyone else in the game. Here, he wins another hit-out over Essendon’s Norm Beckton in 1924 while playing for South Melbourne.










1 ROY CAZALY




	Name

	Roy Cazaly




	Born/died

	13 January 1893–10 October 1963 (70 years)




	Place of birth

	Albert Park, Victoria




	Years active in VFL

	1911–1927. Debut: 18y 197d; last: 34y 240d




	VFL/AFL player #

	1822




	Height/weight

	180 cm, 80 kg




	Nickname

	Cazza




	Clubs

	St Kilda (VFL), South Melbourne (VFL)




	Position

	Full-forward, ruck





‘Up there Cazaly!’ is the war cry of Australian football. However, while its origin has some queries, the Cazaly in question is the first to qualify for immortality and this book.





Roy Cazaly is the perfect idiom of an Immortal. He was a great player on the field but short on accolades and awards. He was one game short of 100 games for both St Kilda and South Melbourne and won a single Best and Fairest at each club. He was a forward who turned into a ruckman, but wasn’t kicking bags of goals or towering over opponents.

Outside of VFL, he played more than 150 games in Tasmania, where he won premierships as a player, captain and coach. His approach to the game stood him above the rest of the pack in his time. He treated it like a science. He trained to win and exploit his strengths. He ate healthily, avoided fried foods and was a teetotaller.

Cazaly was 100 years ahead of his time, skilled and gifted, but few seemed to work as hard.

He was born the youngest of 10 in the working-class suburb of Emerald Hill – which is now a part of South Melbourne and much less working-class – a month before the ‘Panic of 1893’ that kicked off a four-year recession. Two of his brothers died at their own hands, although the coroner wasn’t definitive about Edgar’s death after Edgar was hit by a train.

Today, Cazaly would have been termed hyperactive or diagnosed with ADHD. He couldn’t sit still, so even from a young age, he played and trained for sports, with Australian football as his first love. His father, James, was an elite rower, and his feisty brother Ernest played two games for St Kilda, the first in 1910 and the second in 1919 with Roy.

He was ambidextrous, playing some sports left-handed and others right, but it meant he played football on both sides of his body, which at that time was rare. He trained for football, and with his brother and father, he developed hisown techniques and pioneered the science of athleticism in football.

Many of the stories of Cazaly’s football training, as opposed to fitness, appear to be misreported. In People magazine (11 March 1953), a quote from Cazaly guides us.

‘Learn to be evasive. Bille Schmidt used to train himself by running at a tree and baulking – and a tree is hard if you hit it. Horrie Gorringe used to practice shooting through a barn door and dodging with the ball in and out among a row of fenceposts.’

The barn door technique was used by Cazaly, who gradually closed the door to make the shot harder rather than targeting a tyre hanging in the doorway as is often reported, as confirmed by his grandson, Rick Cazaly. He also confirmed that Cazaly’s other much reported training technique of leaping at a ball suspended over a sandpit was true, although he believes the ball was not greased as folklore suggests.

But it was fitness where he thrived and challenged conventional wisdom. He worked on his breathing technique using the in-through-the-nose and out-through-the-mouth method used by rowers, believing this helped all his sporting activities. When running, he believed he was using his lungs more than his heart, and a short and sharp inhale before jumping was the key to the leap that stood him at the head of the pack and led to the famous cry of ‘Up there, Cazaly.’ He trained for burst speed because he felt football was a game of many short five-yard sprints rather than endurance running.

Body and movement fascinated Cazaly, and after his playing days, he became a qualified physiotherapist and treated athletes and those afflicted with polio. He was a thinker and often bucked conventional wisdom. Instead of immobilising polio patients, for example, he used remedial massage and encouraged movement.

In 1911, he started the season playing for the Middle Park Wesleys. A conflict between the St Kilda committee and its playing group exploded in June, and many players walked out. In response, St Kilda invited about 50 ‘stout-looking lads’ from other competitions to a training session. At lunchtime on 29 July, just two hours before the game, St Kilda selected nine players to debut for the club. Cazaly was one of those players.

‘I was a raw colt from the paddock,’ Cazaly later said. ‘They came for me on Saturday at lunchtime to play. It was naturally my big opportunity, and I wanted to make good.’

He was one of nine debutants for St Kilda and was named by The Age as one of the best in a 114-point loss to Carlton. Cazaly and only two others – Claude Crowl and Rowley Smith, who each played only three VFL games – did enough to keep their spots as another brace of new players was brought in, making it 17 debutants in two weeks.
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Cazaly played 198 VFL games but played more than 400 across different leagues. He also became a coach and educator, starting his coaching career as a player-coach with South Melbourne in 1922.



In the round 16 loss to Essendon by 125 points, the combined tally of games for all 20 St Kilda players was only 173, making it one of the least-experienced VFL/AFL teams of the 20th century. Essendon’s 24.19 163 score was the highest-ever in the VFL at the time, but one news report of the game said, ‘One positive sign for St Kilda was the form of younger players like Roy Cazaly, who will make up the future of the club.’
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Deep into his coaching career in 1937, Cazaly imparts his wisdom to Alex Mitchell, who played two seasons under the maestro. However, Cazaly never enjoyed much success coaching in the VFL.



Of all those 17 ‘young players’, only Cazaly went on to play more than 20 games as he played out that season (four games in total) – the smallest loss of which was 57 points in the final round – and then played the opening three rounds of 1912, with his first win coming in his seventh game. He played one more game in 1912, then fell into dispute with the committee of the club and joined Carlton District in the Metropolitan Amateur Football Association, where he played mostly in the ruck.

To use modern language, 1913 was Cazaly’s breakout year after his return to St Kilda. He played all bar two games for the season, and his athleticism and aerial skills stood him apart from the rest of the pack. By mid-season, he was the regular starting ruckman, and the young Seagulls (as the Saints were known at the time) were on the rise and made it to the Grand Final, which was won with Cazaly starring with three goals from the forward-flank. The Argus System at the time allowed for a second Grand Final since the losing team – Fitzroy – had finished on top of the ladder. That original Grand Final is now listed as a Preliminary Final.

Cazaly’s Seagulls, which had eight wooden spoons in 16 seasons and had only played finals twice before, lost that second Grand Final, which was as close as he got to a VFL Premiership. St Kilda would not play in another Grand Final until 1965, two years after Cazaly’s death.

He played 31 more games in the next two seasons before World War I chopped St Kilda out of the competition. It was a period of turmoil for the VFL. University had left the competition at the end of 1914, never to return, and in 1915, at the height of the war, St Kilda along with Melbourne, South Melbourne, Essendon and Geelong, dropped out of the competition. Cazaly didn’t go to war, but many of his teammates did. South Melbourne and Geelong only missed one season, while St Kilda and Essendon rejoined in 1918, and Melbourne the year after.

Nineteen eighteen was a good year for St Kilda and Cazaly. With eight wins from 14 games, the red, yellow and black Seagulls played finals and was leading Collingwood late into the semi-final before it was overrun. Cazaly played every game that year and won the club’s Best and Fairest.

Cazaly eventually grew sick of the in-fighting at St Kilda and, while captain of the club in the wooden- spoon year of 1920, requested a trade to Carlton, which was rejected. Eventually, he was transferred to South Melbourne on a six pound a week deal. It was at South Melbourne that the legend scored his tagline.


‘I admit that I sometimes climbed on other fellows’ backs and toppled right over. But I used to watch the flight of the ball perhaps more than the other fellow, and perfect timing, that deep breath and a natural spring used to get me above him.’ – Roy Cazaly



Cazaly was one of the game’s original high-flyers, regularly jumping over packs for marks, and South Melbourne used him in the ruck more than St Kilda. Although he only stood at 180 cm, the ruckmen of the time weren’t that much taller. Vic Belcher, who he replaced in that role at South, was also 180 cm, and the tallest rucks were only around 191 cm. With his breath sucked in, he could jump higher, which counted for more than 10 cm.
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Before donning the famous red V, South Melbourne played with a red sash on its white jumpers. Cazaly played 99 games in this jumper.



He topped the ‘Bloods” goalkicking in his first season with 19 of his team’s 118 goals. Spending more time in the ruck, he formed an on-ball brigade with Fred ‘Skeeter’ Fleiter (who was actually 3 cm taller) and rover Mark Tandy, who were known as the ‘terrible trio’. In the ruck contests, when Skeeter wanted Cazaly to take the hit-out, he’d shout ‘Up Cazaly!’ or ‘Up there Cazza!’

Eventually, the crowd caught on, and in unison, they’d shout ‘Up Cazaly!’ Mike Brady immortalised the phrase in a song to promote the 1979 VFL season on the Seven Network. Within months of release, ‘Up There Cazaly’ became the biggest-selling Australian single of all time, and today it is sung by Brady before every AFL Grand Final.

Cazaly’s time at South Melbourne was mixed. Three years after winning the Premiership, it had slipped to seventh out of nine teams in his first season and then finished bottom in 1922 when he was captain-coach. In 1923 and 1924, with Charlie Pannam as a non-playing coach while he was serving a three-year ban after leaving Collingwood, South bounced back and played finals.

In 1922 The Sporting Globe newspaper began, and Hec de Lacy was its lead reporter for the VFL. De Lacy and Cazaly built a friendship that flourished over time and allowed de Lacy a unique insight into the best player of the day. Cazaly was a target for the ‘roughnecks’, and de Lacy praised his ‘electric mind’ and ‘spilt-second imagination’ as assets that saved him from obvious physical beatings.

Not that he was immune to damage. He was knocked out a few times and once copped a hit in the neck that left his arm paralysed for days, but generally, his skills kept him out of harm’s way.

Playing for Victoria in the 1924 National Carnival in Hobart, Cazaly was rated the best player of the carnival, making him a recruitment target for Tasmanian clubs. But first, it was country Victoria that came chasing, and in 1925 he moved to Minyip in the Wimmera for 12 pounds a week as a playing coach, and he also played in a mid-week competition for Litchfield-Carron. The average wage for a clerk at the time was less than six pounds a week, while factory work paid less than four pounds, so this was a pretty good pay rate for a professional footballer, which in a decade would be capped at three pounds a week.

He returned to South Melbourne in 1926 and played his final two VFL seasons for the club based in the suburb where he was born. He won South Melbourne’s inaugural Best and Fairest in 1926 but likely would have won more had there been such an award in his first three seasons. He had played eight seasons and 99 games for St Kilda with 39 goals, and six seasons, also for 99 games, for South Melbourne with 128 goals.

In 1927 he headed to City in Launceston as captain-coach. He won the North Tasmanian Premiership in 1928 and 1930 and doubled up with state-wide wins in those seasons as well. In 1931 he returned to Victoria to look after Preston in the VFA, and mid-season turned the club on its ear with a youth push that took it from the bottom of the ladder mid-season to a Preliminary Final with a team he described as ‘18 fighters’. The younger players were more able to live his philosophies than the established players.

Then he returned to Tasmania, taking North Hobart to a flag in 1932 and doing the same with New Town (which later became Glenorchy) in 1935.

He was a revolutionary coach and tried to instil his footy instincts and work ethic in his charges. He wanted his players to work when they weren’t in the play, think about their positioning, and create opportunities.
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Cazaly trained as a physiotherapist and remained involved in the game well after his coaching and playing days. Here, he works with his son, Roy Jnr, on 13-year-old schoolboy Graeme Salmon in Tasmania in 1953.



He craved a return to Melbourne to take care of unfinished business and applied for coaching jobs with South Melbourne and Fitzroy. On the night he was appointed the non-playing coach of South Melbourne, he also won the job at Fitzroy but chose his former club, much to the dismay of the Maroons, whose phone call was second. Not that either was a gift. Both clubs struggled over the two years, but a wooden spoon in 1938 ended his run at the helm with the team now dubbed the Swans.

He returned to the VFL in 1942 to coach Hawthorn for one win in his first season. Then he decided Hawthorn needed to be tougher and changed the club’s nickname from the Mayblooms (other clubs had similarly ‘soft’ nicknames) to the Hawks. He took the club to within one win of its first-ever finals, losing its final game of the season by one point with a depleted line-up.

That devastating one-point loss was his last game in any capacity in the VFL, and he went back to Tasmania, eventually taking on New Town again in the southern Tasmanian league for three premierships in four seasons. He had built a life in Tasmania with a 35-acre farm for breeding horses, and after each spell in Melbourne, he would always return.

In all his coaching, he won seven premierships and scored two wooden spoons in his three seasons with South Melbourne.

His fitness regime and life philosophy held him in good stead. He played his final professional football match at 48 for Camberwell in the VFL, 30 years after his first VFL game. He worked as a physiotherapist, joined Tasmania’s first Physiotherapy Registration Board, and concentrated his practice on athletes and injured workers.

An editorial in the Sun-Herald of 13 January 1963, a few months before his death, stated, ‘Roy Cazaly is to Australian Rules football what Babe Ruth was to baseball and Don Bradman is to cricket,’ which was high praise.

The song ‘Up There Cazaly’ assures his immortality, but his feats as a player and coach entrenched his position in the annals of Australian football.



	
Key stats





	VFL/AFL debut

	
Round 15, 1911: Carlton v St Kilda

Venue: Princes Park

Date: Sat 29 July 1911, 3.00 pm





	Playing career

	Premiership matches




	
Years


	
Club


	Games




	
1911–1920


	
St Kilda (VFL)


	99




	
1921–24, 1926–27


	
South Melbourne (VFL)


	99




	
Total


	198




	Representative team honours




	
Team


	Games




	
Victoria


	13




	
Tasmania


	5




	
Combined total


	216




	Honours

	
1 x St Kilda Best and Fairest

1 x South Melbourne Best and Fairest





	VFL/AFL jumpers

	
St Kilda: 10, 13, 14, 22

South Melbourne: 1, 11
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Collingwood’s Gordon Coventry was for many decades the game’s most prolific goalkicker. As a teenage prodigy from Diamond Creek, he didn’t think he was good enough for the VFL.










2 GORDON COVENTRY




	Name

	Gordon Richard James Coventry




	Born/died

	25 September 1901–7 November 1968 (67 years)




	Place of birth

	Diamond Creek, Victoria




	Years active in VFL

	1920–1937. Debut: 18y 324d; last: 36y 0d




	VFL/AFL player #

	2565




	Height/weight

	183 cm, 86 kg




	Nickname

	Nuts




	Club

	Collingwood (VFL)




	Position

	Full-forward





Gordon Coventry was the first player to score 100 goals in a season, the first to play 300 games and to pass 1000 career goals. He changed the art of the full-forward.





Coventry was an unlikely hero, so humble he barely made it to his first training session at Victoria Park, Collingwood’s home for much of the 20th century. He was clean and fair despite his size and strength. His first report was in his 287th game, and he was so rocked by the eight-week suspension that he retired from the game, although he did return for one last season.

Born in Diamond Creek just after the turn of the century, the eighth child of 10, he left school early to work on the family farm while playing football for Diamond Creek Football Club. His first game in the Seniors was as a 13-year-old, and at times he played with five of his brothers.

Coventry was stocky and square of build. His hands had a vice-like grip and his legs gave him the power to withstand any push and shove. As a child, he had an unusually large head that led to his nickname ‘Nuts’ and was prominent in many cartoons of the day.

Playing football at a young age brought him to prominence and put him in front of the Collingwood Football Club. The Argus (8 September 1934), reflecting on Coventry’s 250th game the previous week, told how Ern Copeland, Jack Joyce and Jack Peppard sought him out. Copeland, whose name adorns the Collingwood Best and Fairest award, was concerned that spearhead Dick Lee was losing form and coming to the end of his career, so the trio searched for a replacement.

They heard of Coventry and hunted him down. As soon as they saw him play, they invited him to train with Collingwood. Coventry told them: ‘I am not good enough for your team.’ Jack Joyce replied, ‘You leave that to us.’

The next part of the story says Coventry almost backed out of training when he stood on the Victoria Park station, again uncertain of his ability. He did train despite his doubts and Copeland, Joyce and Peppard immediately signed him, and began work on the transfer from Diamond Creek. Later that year, he debuted for the team on a forward flank while Lee was out injured. He kicked one goal but was left out of the next game and then returned the week after, the same day Lee returned to the team after nine weeks on the sidelines.

Still playing on the half-forward line, he outscored Lee and then played all three finals, kicking five when Collingwood won the first Grand Final for that year with Lee on the sidelines. Richmond had finished Minor Premiers, and despite being knocked out by Carlton, whom Collingwood had beaten in a Grand Final that is now listed as a Preliminary Final, it was allowed to challenge Collingwood, and did. Collingwood lost that second Grand Final, and Coventry, who was one of the best the previous week, again shone for the Pies with three goals.

The 1920 loss was Collingwood’s sixth Grand Final defeat, three of them under the Argus system, which, in its most common form, allowed the Premiers to be challenged by the team that finished top of the ladder. It had won three the other way, so it balanced out.

Coventry went from his five-game, 13-goal first season with both a winning and losing Grand Final to 1921 with 11 games, many alongside Dick Lee (64 goals) and a return of 19 goals. At this point in his career, he hadn’t yet earned a regular spot in the Jock McHale-led side.

Just as Copeland expected, Lee was starting to struggle with his ageing body, and his game count began to drop, as did his goal return. After a 14-game, 38-goal season, the VFL’s top sharpshooter retired with a record 707 career goals – fittingly, his last kick was a goal in a losing Grand Final in which Collingwood was playing because of the Argus System. McHale’s focus now turned to Coventry.
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Coventry was nicknamed ‘Nuts’ as a kid because of the size of his head. Retaining his country simplicity despite being a superstar of the game, he wore only three pairs of boots during his long career.




‘It is a glorious feeling to be fit enough to play strenuous games. I feel happy to think that I was able to go further than the average footballer’s span. And I never lost sight of the fact that football was a game—and a glorious one at that.’ – Gordon Coventry



As the main focus in the goals, Coventry more than doubled his goal return, and his strength and size were the perfect antidotes to the new trend of dropping a player into space to stop a full-forward. In his 50th game, he kicked seven goals, which was equal to his best at that time. But in rounds nine, 10 and 11, he went goalless, and his season averaged only a two-goals-per-game return.

Coventry still had not proven himself indispensable, which, given his self-doubts, played havoc in his head. He was reportedly thinking of heading to Tasmania for 1925, but he stayed with Collingwood.

He was dropped after a two-goal return in the opening round of 1925. He had played 62 games and kicked 130 goals. He returned in round four, and after consecutive games with only two goals, he booted six and started to gain confidence. By the end of the season, he was within one good game of topping the VFL goal-kicking for the season with 68 goals. He had lifted his goalkicking rate to nearly four a game, with his best haul being nine against Essendon.

One of his big issues was reportedly accuracy. Statistics from the time don’t record behinds, so we can only go by quotes from papers like the Sunshine Advocate, which said: ‘He is shockingly erratic’, which makes you wonder what was possible.

In 1925 Coventry dominated the first Grand Final with five goals in Collingwood’s 37-point win over Melbourne. He went goalless in the ‘challenge’ Grand Final, which Collingwood lost by 10 points. The next year, he kicked 83 goals for the season, 78 in the home-and-away season, which was the greatest season return ever by a full-forward and was edging towards the magic 100.

This time, he played in another losing Grand Final because Collingwood was able to use the challenge system to play Melbourne, which had beaten them in a semi-final but had won the first Grand Final. If you count only the Grand Finals now listed as official, he had played in four in his 99 games and didn’t have one Premiership to his name.

He started 1927 with a big bag of goals and continued that way for the season. Collingwood again finished top of the ladder, and Coventry played all 18 home-and-away games under the captaincy of his brother Syd in his Brownlow Medal year.

It was the second season Coventry topped the goalkicking, with 88 goals in the main season (which is how the Coleman Medal is awarded today) and a further nine in two finals, finishing agonisingly close to the ton. He might have got there on Grand Final day, but for torrential rain and freezing winds that saw only three goals kicked. In his quarter-time speech, Jock McHale implored his team to ‘Play soccer. You can’t pick it up. Kick it along the ground and get it forward.’ They did that, and Coventry kicked two goals in the second quarter.

The Magpies ran out winners by 12 points with the lowest score (25) to ever win a Grand Final. Syd was listed as best on the ground, and the hoodoo was finally broken. The Collingwood machine that Jock McHale had built went on to steamroll the competition with four premierships in a row, two by the challenge system, which was abandoned for the 1931 season when the Page-McIntyre system was adopted.

In terms of raw numbers, Coventry was now piling on the goals. In 1928 he scored 89 goals, kicking nine three times during the season, including in the Grand Final win over Richmond, which remains a Grand Final record to this day, equalled only by fellow immortal Gary Ablett Senior.

The next season he kicked 10 against North Melbourne in round 17, 11 against South Melbourne in round three, and a then-record 16 against Hawthorn in round 13. Club member John Wren gifted him a fifty-pound cheque via the Honourable Tom Tunnecliffe, MLA, for Collingwood to get around league rules which capped payments at three pounds a week.

Tunnecliffe, in handing over the cheque, declared Coventry ‘The best forward who ever played the game.’ When he became the VFL’s first centurion three games later, it was hard to argue otherwise. He ended the regular season with 118 goals and 124 by the end of the Finals.

Collingwood went undefeated in the home and away season, a feat never matched before or since, and finished three games clear on the top of the ladder from Carlton. On the back of its full-forward and playing system, it had scored 50 more goals during the season than any team in the history of the VFL to that point. The game was changing off the boot (interestingly, he only wore three pairs for his entire career) of Gordon Coventry.

He backed up with another century in 1930 and furthered the record for the most goals in a game to 17 against Fitzroy in round 12. During the 26-point Preliminary Final loss to Geelong, he moved past Lee with the most goals kicked by anyone in the VFL, and went on to create a record of 1299 career goals that stood from 25 September 1937 to 6 June 1999. It still rests second despite more games being played each season.

After four flags and six Grand Finals in a row, Collingwood was expected to drop off the boil, and it did. Coventry also gave less return. In 1931 he kicked only 61 and was beaten in the goalkicking award by ‘Soapy’ Vallance from Carlton. The next season he kicked 82 goals and was joined in the centurion’s club by Jack Moriarty from Geelong, who topped the goal tally for the first and only time in his career.

In 1933 Collingwood missed the finals for the first time in nine years, but Coventry was back on the job with 108 goals and topped the goalkicking from the home and away series. A young Bob Pratt from South Melbourne moved past him in the finals in the first of three amazing seasons where he kicked more than half the goals of an 11–season career, including a one-season record of 150 in 1934. Coventry also scored a century – 105 – in that season.

Collingwood had returned to the Finals that year but played only one against South Melbourne. Coventry won the battle of the full-forwards that day with five goals to Pratt’s four. In 1934, he kicked his 1000th career goal in his 241st game against North Melbourne and then played his 250th game against Geelong in round 15, becoming only the third player in history to do so: the first was his coach Jock McHale, and the other, Vic Thorp from Richmond, who held the games record at the time.

Fittingly, in 1935, Coventry played Richmond to equal that record in round 10 and then moved clear the following week against Hawthorn. He got another Premiership that year, and kicked four against a Pratt-less South Melbourne after the Swan was hit by a truck in Prahran on Grand Final eve.

After 287 games, in which most believe an umpire had barely spoken to Coventry, he was reported for the first time. He was found guilty and suspended for eight weeks – enough to keep him out of the 1936 Grand Final winning side. A week after the penalty was handed down, he retired.
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