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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO THE MIGHTY PORT KEMBLA BLACKS. AND OTHER PARK FOOTY PLAYERS EVERYWHERE.



[image: ]








‘OF COURSE IT’S A GRUDGE MATCH,’ SHEEDY SAID. ‘WHY WOULDN’T IT BE?’
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INTRODUCTION

Items of clothing are not supposed to start a sporting rivalry. Geographical proximity will do that, as will the loss of a grand final in the past, and a player bad-mouthing his old team as he joins a new one: that will do it too. The betrayal of a much-loved player viewed as a son to many who decides to go somewhere else will spark up a rivalry, as will both teams being high-flyers and the success of one requiring the failure of the other…

…but a jacket? That’s not meant to inspire any sort of animosity, a key ingredient in sporting rivalry, yet that’s what happened shortly after the full-time siren at the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG) on the afternoon of 18 July 1993. It was the round 18 clash between the Essendon Bombers and the West Coast Eagles, a game that put the two coaches – Kevin Sheedy and Mick Malthouse – head to head. They had been team-mates at Richmond in the 1970s, which can be enough to spark a coaching rivalry. It’s always a little bit sweeter when a victory includes beating a former team-mate.

There was plenty riding on this game. With the finals a month and a half away, it was a battle for the last spot in the top six. West Coast had it, while the Bombers were right behind them in seventh place. That Essendon were so close so late in the season was a surprise, because in 1993 the team was blooding a bunch of kids. The media called them the ‘Baby Bombers’. That season was supposed to be an investment in the future: give them a taste of top-level footy and see which players rose to the occasion.

They pretty much all did. What was supposed to be a rebuilding year started to promise more as the kids got in sync and managed to sneak into the top six by round 10. They stayed there until the week before the West Coast match, when North Melbourne whomped them by 38 points. The Eagles, on the other hand, were the defending premiers. They’d been a fixture of the top six from the start of the season but were coming off a bye in round 15, so they needed to get a win to keep the momentum going into the finals.

The Eagles took charge early, taking a 14-point lead into quarter-time and 11 points at the half, but it was clear the Baby Bombers weren’t going away. The kids pounced in the third quarter to lead by 13 points, then the Eagles came back in the last quarter to lead by four with less than a minute on the clock. The ball went to Bombers’ big man Paul Salmon inside the 50, who was awarded a free kick for a push in the back from defender Glen Jakovich. There wasn’t a lot of confidence in the Big Fish that afternoon: he’d only kicked three behinds. Salmon remembered team-mates saying it would be in his best interests to put it between the big sticks. ‘That was just an indication of the tension in the game,’ Salmon told the Sunday Age. ‘I laid back on it more than I’d like. There was an initial flutter of the heart and I thought “Oh, god”, but actually from hand to boot it was good.’

It was good after that point too: the goal gave Essendon the win, although Salmon’s reaction after kicking six seems to speak more about relief and thinking about what may have happened if he missed rather than any jubilation. Around 40 seconds later the siren sounded, which is about when Sheedy and his jacket made an appearance. In the Essendon coaches’ box, just like on the field, there were plenty of hugs, then Sheedy left the box and started walking down the stairs to the field. He was carrying his club jacket in his left hand and, overcome by the moment, he raised it over his head and waved it in the air in celebration.

‘I got a little bit excited that day,’ Sheedy remembered in the Herald Sun in 2020. ‘I just walked out and did it without even thinking. It was an unbelievable win. West Coast had won the flag the year before and we were a team that sort of came from nowhere.’

As Sheedy lowered his jacket he had a quick glance over his left shoulder, which some people have suggested was in the direction of the Eagles’ coaches’ box to make sure Malthouse saw it. The Eagles coach did, according to a West Coast official, and it wasn’t the only thing that had Malthouse riled up. After the match he pulled out the expletives to describe the umpiring performance and also backed a footy journalist into a wall.

The win saw Essendon back in the top six, and they finished the season on top. West Coast was there too at the end of the regular season, though only just: they’d squeaked into sixth spot ahead of the Cats on percentages. West Coast won their elimination final while Essendon went down by two points to Carlton, which set up a semi-final meeting between the two teams that helped to solidify the rivalry. The Bombers won by 32 points and won the flag two weeks later. In that match against West Coast the waving of clothing over the head resurfaced, though this time it was the Essendon fans doing it.

From that point on it became a tradition after West Coast–Essendon matches for the winning fans to wave jackets, scarves or whatever was close to hand. When the premiers visited Subiaco in the back end of the 1994 season, the Eagles won 11.14 (80) to 5.14 (44) over a very inaccurate Bombers outfit. As Sheedy left the ground, fans joyfully raised various items over their heads and gave them a wave. The reaction gave lie to Malthouse’s claims in The Age just days before the match that ‘It’s not a grudge match for us on Sunday, it’s the same as any other game.’

Even in 2001 the Eagles tried to hose down any talk of grudge matches, which Sheedy just rubbished. ‘Of course it’s a grudge match,’ he told the Sunday Times. ‘Why wouldn’t it be? It started with that jacket-twirling thing at the MCG and last year I got fined for that half-time incident.’

What Sheedy called an ‘incident’ saw him fined $7,500 for making a throat-slitting gesture towards Eagles forward Mitchell White. Assistant coach Mark Harvey later said that after seeing Bombers’ replacement Mark Johnson lying on the turf, he told Sheedy that White did it and the coach should have a spray at the Eagles player at half-time. Instead of a spray, Sheedy chose a throat-slitting gesture.

Despite that jacket sparking a Bombers–Eagles rivalry, Sheedy later felt less than proud of it. ‘It was something you never did,’ he said on Talking Footy in 2020. ‘I mean, I’ve gone out and head-butted blokes and belted blokes and I’ve got no problem with all of that, but to wave your jacket and just get remembered for that, that’s a problem.’ Perhaps the core of the problem lies in the mother-son relationship. After the 1993 match Irene gave her son a call. ‘I thought Mum was ringing to congratulate me on the win,’ Sheedy later explained. ‘Instead she said, “Kevin, I’d just like to remind you that there’s an idiot born every day.” ’

The rich history of Australian rules is chock full of stories like Sheedy and his jacket, even before the modern-day wall-to-wall coverage the sport now attracts. Some of them you’ll read about in the following pages, including tales about the player who allegedly took the field with a hook where his arm should have been, a Carlton hard man who tarnished his legacy somewhat by mistakenly thinking he was an actor and a candidate for the worst team of all time.

Sure, there are stories you already know, which is inevitable given the respect footy shows for its own history. They include Dogs coach Luke Beveridge’s actions on the dais after the 2016 grand final and Tayla Harris taking on the tools that live online, but there are also a few moments that live in the margins such as the shortest coaching stint in league history, footy players in court for punching on during a match and why Fitzroy fans in the early 1900s were terrible.

In the pages that follow you might find something you didn’t know about the great game of Australian rules. You’ll surely be reminded of some of the iconic and infamous moments from more than a century of the code.






REALLY, WHAT WERE THE OFFICIALS THINKING BY ALLOWING SOMEONE WITH A HOOK TO PLAY FOOTBALL?
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1 [image: ] OUT COMES THE HOOK


Okay, so let’s say there was a one-armed Australian rules player running around in the late 1800s. It seems a safe bet that sports writers might mention that in their reporting from time to time, because it’s not as though the late 1800s were a wonderfully enlightened time. It was an era when phrases such as ‘cripple’ and worse were used without a second thought. Now, if that player took the field with a hook in place of the missing limb it would be a certainty that it would be mentioned in newspaper coverage, especially if that aforementioned hook took someone’s eye out or inflicted some other serious injury. Really, what were the officials thinking by allowing someone with a hook to play football?

This player supposedly sporting a hook was one Alex Bruce, though some online pundits insist it was George Bruce. That can be easily disproved by looking at photos of Georgie Boy, which clearly show him with not one but two arms. So, okay, not George Bruce, but is it Alex Bruce who is the one-armed man? Cue the shoulder shrugs.

The main source of the story of one-armed Bruce and his hook comes from the memoirs of Victorian Football Association president T.S. Marshall, written in 1896, more than a decade after Bruce played. ‘He had one arm, but his one arm was equal to most people’s two backed up as it was by an artificial one with an iron hook at the end of it,’ Marshall wrote. ‘He was a good tempered and fine player, but I verily believe he was the cause of more oh’s and ah’s… than a dozen ordinary footballers, for when he pushed from behind, always of course with an iron hook, it meant weeping and wailing, and gnashing of teeth to his unfortunate victim.

‘No matter how his victim took it, Bruce always perceived a calm, unruffled countenance.’

There’s no doubt that a tight marking contest with a hook-wielding opponent would result in ‘weeping and wailing’, but did he really take a hook onto the field? Aside from the Marshall quote there is not a single contemporary mention of Bruce and his hook. It’s unlikely that Marshall made up the fact that Bruce had one arm and liked to whack opponents with a hook, but perhaps he conflated things: perhaps Bruce wore the hook in his day-to-day activities but took it off during the game. Newspaper articles that include Alex Bruce don’t mention his hook, although that would really be something a reporter would jot down into their notebook.

Bruce seems to have been around for the founding of the sport. In May 1859 the Melbourne Cricket Club wrote down the first rules of the game – there were 10 rules, and none of them explained what sort of ball was to be used – and Bruce’s signature is included on the first page. It looks as though he played for Melbourne and moved over to Fitzroy in 1860, and he pops up in a few match reports.

In late May 1859 The Argus reported on ‘an excellent game of football’ at the Melbourne Cricket Ground, a game for which Bruce had to rope in people hanging around the place to make up the numbers and he kicked the only goal in the match. In June that year there was a report of the Melbourne club’s weekly game on the Richmond Paddock: ‘Sides were selected by Mr Hammersley and Mr Bruce, and after some three hours’ kicking three goals were obtained – two by Mr Hammersley’s side and one by that of Mr Bruce,’ Bell’s Life reported. If only one of those mentions had included a photo of the guy, which would clear up the whole hook thing.

Incidentally, there has been a one-armed footy player, although without a hook. In 1954, 17-year-old Royce Dickson found himself picked up by Geelong and there was talk that he’d make his way into the top side. That talk ended in March of that year when he got his arm caught in the rollers of a mechanical blower at the wool mill where he worked. The rollers tore off his arm 10 centimetres below his shoulder, ending his chances at the Cats. A fundraiser for Dickson was held, with Geelong donating £100 to the fund and players presenting the hospital-bound Dickson with an electric razor. In 1954 that would have been a new-fangled gizmo and a flash present for the times.

He might not have made the top grade at Geelong, but Dickson didn’t give up on footy. In April 1956 he took the field for Golden Square against Sandhurst in the Bendigo League reserve grade competition. He impressed the judges, being voted best on ground in his team’s 27-point win. Later that year he got the call-up to the firsts but was forced to leave the field with the game just a few minutes old after injuring himself in a collision with an opponent.

In 1956 Dickson had a big win when he took wool mill owner Collins Bros to the Geelong Supreme Court. By then a student teacher, Dickson was awarded £5,000 in compensation: the equivalent of $182,000 in today’s money.







2 [image: ] BOB MURPHY’S MEDAL


It’s the moment most people remember from the 2016 grand final, the moment when Bulldogs coach Luke Beveridge called the injured heartbeat of the club, Bob Murphy, to the dais after the Dogs had beaten Sydney 13.11 (89) to 10.7 (67). It’s a moment that will live on forever in people’s memories and the history of the sport, but there was so much history to overcome for that moment to happen. For so long the Dogs had been the sort of team that was never quite good enough; their last flag had been in 1954, when they beat Melbourne by 51 points. Their last visit to the big dance had been in 1961, when they lost to Hawthorn; footy geeks will know that was the first grannie not to feature a VFL foundation club.

In living memory the Dogs had been a team that seemed far more likely of going out of the competition altogether rather than going all the way. In the mid-1980s the club had been full of debt, but it somehow managed to stay on its feet. Things hadn’t improved by 1989, when the VFL and some on the board entertained the idea of a merger with Fitzroy as a lifeline. Despite dwindling attendance at home games that year that suggested the fans had turned their backs on the Dogs they launched a fightback helmed by later premiership president Peter Gordon. The courts granted an injunction to stop the merger and give supporters and the club a chance to pull themselves out of debt. Somehow, they did it: the Dogs’ fighting spirit saw more than 10,000 attend a rally at the Western Oval, and within three weeks more than $1.6 million had been raised.

The 1990s brought a more competitive version of the Dogs, and more heartbreak too. Western Bulldogs sides made the preliminary final in 1992, 1997 and 1998 only to lose them all. The 1997 match perhaps hurt more than most: playing under the Western Bulldogs name for the first season, they lost to the Crows by the slender margin 12.21 (93) to 13.13 (91). They went into the match raging favourites to reach their first grand final since forever, but the Crows got it all together in the final quarter to kick four goals to none for a come from behind win. It cemented the Dogs’ image, both to their fans and others, as the team that would never quite be good enough and saw an approach among fans that for whatever reason the Dogs just weren’t going to be allowed to have nice things.

It wasn’t pessimism, but was the reality of supporting the Dogs. In his book A Wink from the Universe Martin Flanagan quoted Bulldogs historian Ace Arthur’s view that defeat was synonymous with the Doggies: ‘We’ve had five decades of it. You don’t want to accept defeat, but you have to.’ Not only did the 2016 squad have to shake off the idea, burnished to a shine through the club’s history, that defeat was always hiding in the shadows waiting to waylay the Dogs, they also had to overcome more recent events that should have crippled a team certain the fates forever had it in for them.

The sports media always like the sound of the phrase a ‘club in crisis’, and they attached that to the Dogs in the 2014 off season. The sportswriters were also no doubt happy the Dogs had given them something to write about when there was no footy being played. That season the Dogs finished in 14th place on the ladder, with just seven wins. Team captain Ryan Griffen left the Bulldogs in October, heading to the GWS Giants. His justification was that the captaincy had ruined his love of footy: ‘I found myself in a hole,’ he told afl.com.au after becoming a Giant. ‘If I’d stayed at the Bulldogs for another 12 months I would have ended up leaving the game… I’m getting a bit emotional about it but I needed a change.’

At the same time coach Brendan McCartney resigned, amid rumours that the captain walking out didn’t speak well for his role going forward. Despite losing the Dogs captain and coach in the same week, Peter Gordon insisted it wasn’t time to jump into the lifeboats: it wasn’t a crisis, just a tough week in the office he said, though he admitted post-premiership that, yeah, it was a crisis. Of course it was, but the Bulldogs made their way out of it by appointing a new coach in Luke Beveridge. A journeyman footballer, he’d played 31 games for the Bulldogs in a 118-game career across three different clubs. As a coach his success rate was much better: he had been involved in six premierships in eight seasons, including those when he was on the coaching staff at Collingwood and Hawthorn.

One of Beveridge’s first jobs was finding a new captain, but rather than picking one himself he looked to get the players involved. ‘We will make sure that the decision will be a collaborative one, and that means with the players and the coaching staff,’ he said to the Herald Sun. The smart money was always on Bob Murphy, who had been with the club since making his debut in 2000, as guiding the team out of the turmoil of 2014 would take an older, wiser head. After he got the job Murphy admitted he felt it was his time. ‘It had never been a burning ambition for me but with the last couple of months and Griff walking away, I felt compelled to step forward and I haven’t doubted that instinct for a second since,’ he said in the Cairns Post.

Those decisions made in the off season ended up bearing fruit in 2015. A season that was birthed in crisis saw the Dogs win twice as many matches as the previous season for a sixth-place finish. Although the history books showed they were knocked out in the first week of the finals, at the start of the season who really had expected them to even be in the finals?

Things looked on the up for the Dogs for the 2016 season, and that feeling lasted until the final minute of the third round against the Hawks. The Dogs were sitting at the top of the ladder courtesy of big wins in the first two rounds and looked to have the measure of the previous season’s premiers, then the captain’s knee went with just 70 seconds left in the game. Murphy had got tangled up with Hawk Luke Breust and reeled out of it immediately, holding his knee and hopping on one foot. The diagnosis that eventually came indicated a season-ending cruciate ligament injury, but Murphy knew how bad it was from the moment he got tangled up with Breust. ‘I was as certain as you can be,’ he said in a media conference the next day. ‘I felt the pop. I’m just letting it all wash over me at the moment. It has been a pretty heartbreaking 24 hours.’

After that game many Dogs fans figured the fates had whacked them yet again, tricking them into entertaining foolish dreams of success only to pull the rug out from under them. All the pundits figured they could rule a line through the Dogs for 2016; it was Beveridge’s task to ensure that didn’t happen. He was the right man for the job, leavening toughness with a strong understanding of the emotional heft of what had happened. ‘We did talk about it. I think the players were more emotional about Bob than the loss, and that’s understandable,’ the coach told The Age. ‘There’s an opportunity out there for someone, and for all of us, to spread that load. The message will be no different and then we’ll probably challenge them a little bit to support each other.’

Rather than fall into a heap the Dogs rose, winning 13 of their remaining 19 matches to land in seventh spot at the end of the home and away season, but still the fates were against them: no team had won the flag from that spot on the ladder. While the Bulldogs players surely knew that, they played like no one had told them it wasn’t possible. They travelled to Perth to take down the Eagles in an elimination final, then took care of business against Hawthorn a week later. That brought them into the dreaded preliminary final, the hurdle so many other Dogs teams had not been able to overcome.

The team had to travel again, this time to Sydney to play the Giants. In a tight match the Giants got 14 points in front in the final quarter, the biggest margin in the game, but the Dogs wouldn’t go away and levelled the scores at 82 a piece with five minutes left. Jack Macrae kicked a goal for the Dogs, only his second for the season, and the team held off a desperate Giants side to win 13.11 (89) to 12.11 (83).

The Dogs were heading to their first grand final in more than 50 years, and while they told themselves not to Dogs fans started to dream. For one person the dream came with a streak of torture: Murphy was in a strange position, as he was part of the team but keenly aware he would be sitting in the stands watching his team-mates on the Melbourne Cricket Ground turf rather than being down there among them. ‘I can’t help feeling cheated out of my destiny,’ he wrote in his autobiography, Leather Soul, of waking up on grand final morning, ‘that I’ve dedicated a good chunk of my heart, body and soul to my football club and just as we’re about to walk into the sunshine, I’m shackled in the shadows.’

He decided to wear his jersey underneath his club polo shirt, and as he pulled it over his head his wife Justine walked into the bedroom. No words were said – there was no need – and his wife left the room in tears.

It would be a hell of a game, with the score tight through to the final quarter when a Jason Johannisen goal from the 50 allowed the Dogs to open up a 13-point lead with six minutes on the clock. The faithful in the crowd roared, sure this had locked in the trophy, but the cruel fates chose to intervene. After a long amount of time the goal was disallowed on a score review, which cut the lead back to eight. ‘The Dogs supporters are dismayed,’ Dennis Cometti said in the commentary. ‘They fear things like this.’

It seemed like yet another hurdle had been put in the way of glory, but the Dogs on the field didn’t care: from the Swans kick out Jordan Roughead marked in the centre square in the middle of three Swans and sent it back downfield. Just on a minute later Dale Morris chased down Buddy Franklin and caused a turnover. Tom Boyd picked it up on the half-forward line and kicked to an open goal, and it bounced through. In that minute the Dogs players looked the fates square in the face – and gave them the finger.

From there it was all over, helped by a Swans miss from a set shot with four and a bit minutes on the clock. The scent of victory can be intoxicating, can provide a lift: the Bulldogs were running as hard at the end of the game as they had been after the first bounce. With just over two minutes to go Jake Stringer centred a kick to Liam Picken in the goal square, and Picken gathered the ball in and drilled it for six. ‘It’s over, it’s all over,’ Bruce McAvaney said. ‘The drought… the dam wall has busted.’ The cameras start scanning the ground, finding people in red, white and blue who were wiping the tears from their faces and hugging partners and parents who had waited so long for this.

More tears came at the medal presentation, in a moment that is remembered by many just as clearly as anything that happened during the match. After Beveridge accepted the Jock McHale Medal he ran through a list of thank yous: the Swans players, his players, the sponsors, the officials, the fans and the Dogs back room and front office staff. He then moved to walk off the dais, but something came to him in the moment that caused him to stop and return to the microphone. ‘Before I go,’ he said as he took off his medal, ‘I’d like to get Bob Murphy up on the stand.’ The crowd roared and Beveridge waited as Murphy’s team-mates hugged him. ‘This is yours, mate, you deserve it more than anyone.’

Murphy walked onto the stage and was greeted by stand-in captain Easton Wood. Their hug was not the general sort of sporting hug you usually see but one full of emotion, caring and respect. Beveridge draped his medal around Murphy’s neck, a moment that resonated because it was about love. That word is never mentioned in the alpha male world of Australian Football League (AFL) footy, but that was what it was. Back when Murphy had been injured Beveridge had said, ‘There’s a lot of man love between Bob and I.’ There was a lot of love in the Dogs camp in general. Wood expressed similar emotions about Murphy after the win: ‘He’s very close to me, I just love him,’ he told The Age after the match.

To amplify the medal gesture the coach took a step back as the premiership trophy was presented to let Murphy take his place and lift it to the heavens. The injured captain praised his coach’s generosity: after feeling like he had been hiding in the shadows during grand final week, Beveridge had brought Murphy out into the light.

At the same time people praised Beveridge’s selfless act some in the media looked to cheapen it by suggesting the AFL should issue a second medal to the coach. Part of the special nature of the gesture was that there was only one medal and the coach chose to give it to someone he thought was deserving. Creating a second one would have made Beveridge’s gesture meaningless.

As it was, Murphy returned the medal a week later. ‘I put him in a difficult situation, but he had to have recognition,’ Beveridge said at the Charles Sutton Medal presentation. ‘He returned the Jock McHale Medal. He said he couldn’t keep it but he thanked me for the gesture.’ The coach decided it wasn’t his medal either, and gave it to the club museum. Beverige got his own honour in short time, when the Sport Australia Hall of Fame presented him with the Spirit of Sport Award. It wasn’t presented every year, but only when the Hall of Fame panel found a truly outstanding candidate.

The Dogs were not the only sporting team that broke a drought in 2016. In the National Rugby League competition the Cronulla Sharks won their first grand final since entering the competition in 1967, and in the UK Leicester City took out the Premier League title for the first time in its 132-year history. The Chicago Cubs broke a 108-year-old curse when they won the Major League Baseball crown, while in the National Basketball Association the Cleveland Cavaliers became champions after 46 years. Finally, after 21 years the Hurricanes took out the Super Rugby title. Throw in Portugal’s first-ever tournament win at Euro 2016 and it truly was the year of the underdogs.






AFTER HISSING THE FILM, THE THEATREGOERS LAUGHED AT IT,’ THE DAILY TELEGRAPH REPORTED.
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3 [image: ] A VERY CHITTY MOVIE


On the field only a fool would laugh at Bob Chitty, for Bob was a hard, hard man. He revelled in the punchfest that was the 1945 grand final, flooring at least two opponents before one of their team-mates evened the score by levelling the halfback flanker. He played the role of the very hard man throughout his 146-game career and clearly showed a canny knack for getting in his licks while the umpire was looking the other way: he spent just 16 weeks on the sidelines through suspension for offences such as elbowing and striking

The website australianfootball.com put it quite well: ‘Bob Chitty was one of the toughest, most fearsomely aggressive footballers ever to take the field. Some players manufacture aggression, others seem born to it; as far as Bob Chitty was concerned aggression oozed out of his every pore.’

Laughing at him on the field was very bad, but laughing at him on the big screen? That was fine; in fact, it was warranted. For reasons understood by pretty much nobody – perhaps not even the man himself – Chitty decided to take on the role of Ned Kelly in a movie. ‘No, I don’t know why I was selected to have a shot at the part,’ he told Melbourne Herald football writer Alf Brown. ‘I just happened to be Johnny on the spot. Of course, I could always ride, as before I came down to Carlton in 1937 I lived in good horse country at Cudgewa [in rural Victoria, up against the New South Wales border]. In those days you had to have a horse to get anywhere.’

When Chitty signed on for the role in 1947 he had been a year gone from Carlton and coaching the Benalla Saints (now playing in the Goulburn Valley Football League). That was handy, because he would have needed a lot of time off: shooting for the movie started in 1947 and the punters didn’t get to see it until 1951, because there was more drama going on behind the cameras than in front of them.

Chitty had agreed to play Ned Kelly in A Message to Kelly, directed by Harry Southwell. Born in Wales, Southwell spent part of his life working in America as a screenwriter but upon the move to Australia he began making up a new persona, branding himself as a renowned director nicknamed the ‘Welsh wizard’. This was despite the inconvenient fact that he had not directed a damned thing. However, he made up for lost time in that area, latching onto the Ned Kelly story and squeezing everything he could out of it. In 1919 he shot The Kelly Gang; the film reviewer for the Yass Courier, who believed most of their job involved relaying the entire plot, found it ‘a magnificent production, and held the audience spellbound’.

In 1922 Southwell went back to the Kelly well, making When the Kellys Were Out. ‘[S]tory rather vague. Lack of detail’ stated the review in Smith’s Weekly. Southwell told another variation on the story with 1934’s When the Kellys Rode, the first talking Kelly movie. It was several years before some people saw it; the New South Wales police didn’t much care for bushranger flicks, talking or otherwise, and banned it. ‘Anything that glorifies crime and criminals or suggests bringing constituted authority into a wrong light is not desirable in the public interest,’ the police minister, Frank Chaffey, said, sounding like someone who was probably no fun at parties.

The move was total hypocrisy, as K.O. Fowles from Southwell’s production company pointed out: ‘Every day the public sees American films glorifying the gangster and the outlaw but apparently no exception is taken to these.’ The police, though, might have done Southwell a favour: when the movie was finally released in the 1940s it got panned as a ‘woefully comic curiosity’ by the Daily Telegraph critic.

When it came to 1947 Southwell was out scouting locations for A Message to Kelly. In Benalla he bumped into Rupert Kathner, who was looking to shoot his own Kelly movie (jeez, the Australian film industry at the time wasn’t keen on fresh ideas). To kill off a competing film Southwell got Kathner to work on his film instead, and Chitty started work filming a bank hold-up in the town of Tatong [in the foothills of the Great Dividing Range in Victoria]. ‘Canvas chairs were set up in the main street and a few minutes later make-up men were busy with spirit gum and crepe hair transforming the clean shaven features of Bob Chitty into the bearded Ned Kelly,’ the Corryong Courier reported.

That unnamed reporter was clearly overwhelmed by being in the proximity of a real-life movie shoot. ‘One could almost believe that it was the genuine thing, as these four determined-looking men rode towards the bank,’ they wrote. ‘A curt command from the leader and the horses came to a halt, then a moment later Ned had smashed into the small building, to appear a moment later carrying the loot.’
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