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    Bruce Hearn Mackinnon was born in Melbourne in 1957. He is married and has a son and a stepdaughter.




    He is a senior lecturer with the School of Management and Marketing at Deakin University. For the past 30 years he has been lead singer and trumpeter with Australia’s most celebrated ska band, Strange Tenants. Bruce is also vice-president of a maverick coterie, the Collingwood Industrial Magpies, an organisation committed to reconciliation between black and white Australia, and which formed a special relationship with the remote Central Australian Aboriginal community of Yuendumu in 2002. This relationship with Yuendumu led to Liam Jurrah first visiting and later living with Bruce and his family in Melbourne, as he pursued his dream of becoming an AFL player.
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    This book is dedicated to all Yuendumu footballers, past


    and present, especially those no longer with us.
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    FOREWORD




    Liam Jurrah is not easy to write about. The first time I met him, which was in 2007, he said one word to me. ‘Yes.’ I had asked him if he wanted to play AFL. The truth, however, is that I didn’t believe his answer. I’d been to Yuendumu. Playing AFL was as far away as the moon to the people out there, or so I thought. Liam proved me wrong. Liam has proved a lot of people wrong.




    That first time I met him, I showed him and his two Warlpiri companions around the MCG. I introduced them to the statue of Tom Wills, showed them where the so-called first game was played, took them to the scarred tree, the big one on top of the rise. They spoke in Warlpiri. Later, I saw a translation of what they had said when they returned home. They said they’d seen an old tree, which told them the Law had been in that country too—the difference, they said, was they were still living theirs.




    The second time I interviewed Liam I also got only one word out of him. That was in the 2009 pre-season and a lot had happened by then. He’d started with Melbourne. He came to the interview flanked by Indigenous players Aaron Davey and Aussie Wonaeamirri. They knew Liam didn’t want to do the interview at all—from his perspective, what could be more unnatural and intimidating?—and he certainly didn’t want to do it on his own. They lined up in front of me like kids called to the headmaster’s office. ‘How’s it going?’ I asked Liam. ‘Good’, he said. End of interview.




    Liam and I have done a number of stories since then. The most I ever heard him speak was when we were bumping around in a four-wheel drive on the Warlpiri tribal lands looking for roos to shoot. He talked a lot that day. He sang, too. From my point of view as a journalist, the problem was he spoke in Warlpiri, but at least I saw him in his element.




    The conversation I recall most vividly was in April 2010 when Liam was in rehab for a shoulder injury sustained preseason. It was raining. We sat in a car outside the MCG, listening to the North Tanami Band. His uncle sings with them. Liam told me he played ‘a bit of drums, guitar and bass’ with a Yuendumu band called Rising Wind. ‘You must be musical’, I said. ‘Yeah’, he replied in his matter-of-fact way. ‘Sometimes no footy going on, we play a bit of music.’ He started playing music when he was nine with his ‘best mate’ in a school band. His best mate, his brother in the tribal way, died in 2008 when Liam was at Collingwood. Earlier, Liam had brought this friend to Melbourne because his last wish was to see Collingwood play. There’s a film in that part of his story alone.




    When we met in April 2010, Liam had just returned from Yuendumu. He’d gone home to get some ‘bush medicine’ to complement the rehab program provided by the club physio. Melbourne, in its wisdom, had let him go. Liam had previously used traditional remedies. ‘I did a collarbone in ’06’, he told me. First round of the desert competition, playing Central Anmatjere. I asked him what medical treatment he got for the injury. In the desert, he told me, that’s not the way it happens. You see a doctor once a month. He didn’t get any treatment. That’s when a woman he called his ‘ mother’s grandma’ first used the healing oil on him. His arm was moving in a couple of days. In a couple of weeks he started marking the footy again. ‘I missed eight with the collarbone’, he told me. The year before that, he had had an appendix operation. He had lost a lot of weight, his body was weak. He went and saw his mother’s grandmother then also. ‘The older ladies started singing for me traditional way’, he told me. He got his weight back. ‘I started playing good footy again.’




    Liam had starred in his first season of AFL footy and then got injured before the start of his second year. The footy clichés that swung into play around this set of circumstances were that Liam was devastated, distraught at missing games. But he wasn’t. I asked him why not. ‘I don’t really get frustrated with myself. I love seeing the boys have a win.’ Then he added, ‘I get frustrated when someone close to me dies’. I thought of his best mate, his brother, the one he brought to Melbourne to see the Magpies before he died, but then realised that would by no means have been his only experience of death in a desert tribal community. I said, ‘A lot of people you’ve known have died, haven’t they Liam?’




    ‘Yes’, he replied.




    The principal point I wish to make in this foreword is that this book could have been done very badly. Liam’s story could have been twisted and distorted in a thousand ways. And it hasn’t been. I thoroughly applaud Bruce Hearn Mackinnon’s journalistic method in writing this book. It is Liam as Bruce has seen and known him and learnt about his background. It’s a similar method to the one James Boswell used many years ago to write about Dr Samuel Johnson. Its foundations are respect and modesty and it amounts to an eyewitness’ version of the truth which, at this stage, is as close as anyone’s going to get.




    This book has an amazing cast of characters. Liam’s a star. Some would say he was from the day he arrived at the Melbourne Football Club. Some say he was always a star—we just didn’t know about him. Liam’s story cannot be told independently of the Warlpiri community from which he comes and his large extended family. Then there are figures like Brett Japaljarri Badger, the whitefella toiling away in the desert, trying to pick up the pieces and put them back together after a culture that believes in timelessness collided with one that can’t travel quickly enough, even when it’s not sure where it’s going. Brett is Liam’s friend and part of his story. So is Rupert Betheras, the expressionist painter and former Collingwood footballer. If they awarded Brownlow medals to the great characters of the game, Rupert would have one—possibly several. And no summary of Liam’s story would be complete without mention of the Collingwood Industrial Magpies, the AFL football’s most interesting small society. Finally, there’s the author, Bruce Hearn Mackinnon.




    The simplest thing I can say about Bruce is that he’s the sort of person socialism started with. Not ended up with when the idealism was exhausted—started with. His politics, his working-class origins and his support of the Collingwood Football Club all amount to pretty much the same thing. His great-great-grandfather owned three pubs in Collingwood and there’s something of the publican about him. He’s an unusual mix—an academic who is large-spirited and street smart. He also plays a mean harmonica. Bruce is the man telling the story and, if I were you, I’d listen. Liam Jurrah is like no other sports story in Australia, and possibly the world, at this time.




    Martin Flanagan




    Melbourne




    February 2011


  




  

    
Introduction ON WARLPIRI BUSINESS




    I’ve never seen any player have this much impact on any club in such a short space of time, given the number of games [seventeen] he’s played. Even in his first year alone, where he played nine games, he just switched people on. People were going away from games saying, ‘This is unbelievable, this kid, you’ve got to come and see him play’. You could just see that he had something which no-one else had. He electrified everyone.




    Jim Stynes




    President of the Melbourne Football Club




    You couldn’t have found a more exotic location to stage a football match if you’d tried. Some 8000 kilometres from the home of football—the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG)—in the suburbs of bustling Shanghai, the Australian Football League (AFL) staged an exhibition game between the Melbourne Football Club (the Demons) and the Brisbane Lions Football Club. Usually, such games are considered of little importance and soon forgotten. However, someone forgot to tell this to Liam Jurrah.




    As it turned out, 17 October 2010 will surely be remembered (by Demons fans at least) as the day Liam Jurrah—variously known as ‘the Warlpiri Wizard’, ‘the Jurrahcane’, ‘the Warlpiri Warrior’, ‘the Cougar’ or, as his teammates call him, simply ‘LJ’—the Aboriginal* athlete from the most ancient of the world’s peoples, set the game alight with an audacious display of football prowess in China, the world’s oldest ‘civilised’ nation. Surrounded on all sides by high-rise apartments, Shanghai’s Jiangwan Stadium, built as a military parade ground by one of Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang generals in the 1930s, may have experienced a lot of cannon fire over the decades, but I doubt it had ever witnessed a performance as explosive as the one delivered by Liam.




    Before an enthusiastic, though somewhat bemused crowd of around 7000 expats and locals, Liam Jurrah, from the community of Yuendumu, located deep in Central Australia’s Tanami Desert, stole the show with a best-onground performance, an outcome unsurprising to those of us familiar with this proud Warlpiri man. Those with a romantic sense of history might well have described this match as being 40 000 years in the making. Liam himself would probably shrug and say it was just another game. History says otherwise. Yuendumu to Shanghai is some trip!




    

       

    




    * The term ‘Aboriginal’ refers to Australia’s mainland Indigenous people, whereas the term ‘Indigenous’ includes Torres Strait Islanders.




    The Kaspersky Cup match between the Demons and the Lions was intended by the AFL to promote the game internationally. For the Melbourne Football Club, the match held a special importance. Having dragged themselves out of massive debt over the previous two years, an effort led by their (then) inspirational president, the late Jimmy Stynes, the Demons were keen (an understatement) to leverage a financial return from the game. The Shanghai match provided the Demons with an opportunity to showcase their talented team in front of the chief executive of the Russian software firm Kaspersky, with a view to getting it to commit to a longer sponsorship arrangement with the club.




    At three-quarter time, with the Demons more than five goals in arrears, the prospects of Melbourne clinching such a deal with its sponsor looked decidedly shaky. Enter Liam Jurrah, a player with only seventeen games behind him, but already considered by many to be an authentic star. Having earlier kicked two goals—one with a booming kick from outside the 50-metre arc in the second quarter—Liam almost single-handedly won the game for the Dees in the final quarter.




    Ten minutes into that quarter, Liam sped out from the goal square to receive the ball but found himself surrounded by Lions opponents. Instead of grabbing the ball, he deftly tapped it sideways into the arms of teammate Jamie Bennell, who was running at full speed past Liam towards the goals. Bennell ran into the unguarded goal square and kicked an easy six-pointer. This was a goal from nowhere. Liam, however, was just warming up.




    With only nine minutes left on the clock and the Dees still almost three goals in arrears, Liam received a handball on the half-forward line and, surrounded by opponents, was forced to run at an angle away from the goals. Rather than attempt to hook the ball with his non-preferred left foot, he casually executed a banana kick with the outside of his right boot. It sailed through for a goal.




    Three minutes later, Liam soared over the top of his opponent to take a speccie in the forward pocket. He calmly walked in and nursed the ball through for another goal. The Dees were now only 1 point behind. And Liam was not finished yet.




    With one minute to go, Jamie Bennell, more in hope than anything else, let fly with a long kick to the Dees’ forward line. Lynden Dunn was trying to outmuscle three opponents and position himself to attempt a mark when, from out of nowhere, Liam flew over the top of the entire pack, pulling down the greatest mark ever taken in China! With thirty seconds to go, Liam, as cool as ever, kicked another goal—his third in ten minutes—to win the game for the Dees.




    Back in Australia, the banner on the sports page of one newspaper would read, ‘Liam Jurrah wows China’s red (& blue) army’.




    After the match, Kaspersky signed on for an extended sponsorship deal with the Melbourne Football Club. Liam had delivered in more ways than one. The Demon’s chief executive at the time, Cameron Schwab, was full of praise for the talented player:




    

      There is a sense of fate about the guy. He’s gone from the red dirt of Yuendumu to the green of the Melbourne Cricket Ground to Shanghai in the space of 18 months … It’s quite an extraordinary story. I get the feeling he is taking us on a journey—it’s about where he’s taking us. There is no precedent. He’s a pretty good player, obviously, but he’s a special person as well. I just see what everyone else sees, a guy with a gift and a real sense of occasion.


    




    He’s a ‘special person’ alright, one with an innate ‘sense of occasion’. Hearing Schwab’s comments, my mind immediately swung back a touch over two years to another game Liam took control of. Once again it featured a ten-minute display of power, speed, agility, skill and, dare I say it, audacity, that won an important game of football. This one, however, was a grand final—they don’t come more important than that.




    The inaugural season of the Central Australian Football League (CAFL) took place in 2008 after the previous town and remote community competitions had been merged. The semiprofessional town teams were expected to dominate this new competition, with the amateur community teams, such as Yuendumu, thought likely to do little more than make up the numbers. A third of the way through the season, this prediction looked on the money—until Liam Jurrah arrived on the scene.




    Returning from a six-month spell with Collingwood’s Victorian Football League (VFL) team, Liam found his home team of Yuendumu languishing on the bottom of the CAFL ladder with only one win from six games. However, with Liam back in the team, the Yuendumu Magpies won their remaining twelve games of the season, just enough to squeeze into the finals. As it is such a proud and great team, it was no surprise to those of us ‘in the know’ that Yuendumu then proceeded to win its way through to the inaugural CAFL Grand Final.




    On 17 September 2008, the Yuendumu Magpies squared off against the Pioneer Eagles, regarded as far and away the strongest team in Alice Springs. Yuendumu was the clear underdog in this contest, but was accorded some respect due to its history of being a finals specialist. The Grand Final began as a pretty tight contest, with scores level halfway through the first quarter, which was when Liam Jurrah took charge.




    Sebastian Watson kicked a half-volley to his teammate Liam on the 50-metre arc. Liam was tackled and fell to his knees, yet somehow regained his footing, all in one motion, then spun away from his opponents and kicked the ball around his body for a goal.




    A minute later, the ball spilled from a pack in the goal square, whereupon Liam swooped on it and fired a handpass to his uncle, Hermann Sampson. Hermann was then tackled, but not before he managed to handball back to Liam, who immediately swung around to his right and kicked a left-foot goal from about 25 metres out. By this stage the Yuendumu crowd, all decked out in black and white, were dancing, shouting and jumping with joy. But Liam was only getting started.




    About three minutes later, Liam sped out from goal at lightning speed past two opponents to take an incredible one-handed mark. He then calmly kicked his third goal for the quarter. A few minutes later he flew for another mark, rising right over the top of his opponent and, incredibly, landing in front of him. In the process, however, he received a punch to his stomach, which caused him to drop the mark. Liam’s big, burly opponent trotted past, delivering a few choice words. Liam ran up and delivered a powerful elbow to the guy’s head, knocking him to the ground. Make no mistake: Liam might be a wizard, but he’s also a warrior through and through.




    Just before the quarter-time siren, Sherman Spencer ran through the centre of the ground and delivered a lace-up pass onto the chest of his brother, the leading Liam. From about 40 metres out, Liam nursed through his fourth goal, capping an explosive ten-minute spell of pure football brilliance. By quarter-time, the Grand Final had been effectively won by Yuendumu. It would be their fifth premiership in six years, one delivered primarily by Liam Jurrah.




    Can he play football? You bet he can.




    Despite his prodigious talent, however, Liam Jurrah was only briefly on the AFL stage, so why on earth would anyone want to write a book about him? More importantly, perhaps, why would anyone be interested in reading a book about such a player? Why indeed? In years to come, sportswriters will analyse the beauty, the artistry, the excitement, the skill and impact of his ability. Others, especially those who have played the game, are better equipped to articulate the football prowess of the Warlpiri Wizard. That, however, is not the purpose of this book.




    While the events are still fresh, my aim is to record the incredible journey taken by Liam Jurrah, a fully initiated young Warlpiri man from the remote Aboriginal community of Yuendumu—a journey from desert teenager to emerging AFL star. Importantly, while this is the Liam Jurrah story, it is in no way Liam Jurrah’s story. Perhaps one day he will tell his own tale, but this book is the story of Liam as seen through the eyes of one man in Melbourne, someone who inadvertently became involved in Liam’s life during his transition to a professional footballer.




    To explain how a white, Anglo-Celtic, middle-aged, professional male who has lived all his life in Melbourne’s inner city and never played anything beyond school football, let alone had anything to do with AFL recruiting, could find himself in the middle of the Northern Territory’s Tanami Desert, playing a central role in Liam Jurrah’s entry into the ranks of the AFL, I’d better provide a little information about my own background.




    I hope that Melbourne supporters will not be too dismayed to discover that I am a fifth-generation Collingwood person. Before Dees fans stop reading, I urge them to grin and bear the next couple of pages, as they will soon discover how my Collingwood background was integral to the opening up of Liam Jurrah’s pathway to the Melbourne Football Club, a club that had displayed immense integrity and had a progressive outlook. At the time I didn’t want Liam to be at any other club.




    While I was growing up, even after my family had moved across Victoria Parade—something of a Berlin Wall—from Collingwood to the upmarket, leafy suburb of East Melbourne (South Collingwood), my head was full of stories of working-class life in Collingwood, including tales of SP bookmaking (an activity both my Nan and Pop dabbled in), backyard sly grog and two-up joints, crooked cops, poverty, gang violence, poor nutrition and health, unemployment and labour movement politics. And above all, our beloved Collingwood Football Club. Aspects of Frank Hardy’s seminal novel Power without Glory, with its descriptions of life in ‘Carringbush’, were based on lengthy discussions he had with members of my family. I am proud that three generations of my family—including myself—have been trade union officials, a testament to the partisan world outlook that was passed down from one generation to the next.




    Collingwood, to me at least, represents many things, including a suburb, a football club, a community, perhaps even a mythology, all based on a proud, staunch and resilient working-class history and tradition. It was in this environment that my outlook on life was shaped by the holy trinity of family, politics and football, or what I call ‘the three Cs’: Clan, Class and Collingwood! It seemed perfectly natural, therefore, that when an opportunity arose to do something concrete to assist some of the most marginalised and disadvantaged people in this country, those living in a remote Aboriginal community, that I would do so in the name of Collingwood.




    In 1993, a few weeks before I got married, I invited my wife-to-be, Rea, to accompany me to a football game at Collingwood’s (then) home ground and spiritual birthplace, Victoria Park. From the mid-nineteenth century through most of the twentieth century, Collingwood had been the most deprived, poverty-stricken suburb in Melbourne, considered by outsiders as little more than a slum. In the middle of this slum, however, surrounded by textile and footwear manufacturing plants and breweries, stood Victoria Park, feared by football opponents for over 100 years. It was a cauldron of fanaticism, blind loyalty and solidarity, and a symbol of resistance.




    Rea had grown up in a migrant family in the Australian Capital Territory and had a non-football background, so I told her that she needed to see me in my natural habitat before she went through with our wedding. I knew at the time that this was a huge risk, because once she witnessed me having my out-of-body experience, screaming my fool head off, abusing umpires, and generally behaving in a way completely devoid of all rationality, I might not seem like such a good catch. Despite this risk, however, I didn’t want her, years down the track, to claim that she had had no idea of my fanaticism for all things Collingwood. If we were going to get married, she had to marry me warts and all.




    This particular game sticks in my mind for two very clear reasons. Firstly, it was a game in which the Pies were soundly beaten, an occurrence that was extremely rare at the fortress of Victoria Park. Secondly, but much more importantly, this was the game made famous by the heroic display of courage by St Kilda’s Nicky Winmar, who, after copping a torrent of racial abuse from a small number of Collingwood supporters, bravely faced the Magpie cheer squad just in front of where we were seated, lifted his jumper above his waist and proudly pointed to his black skin. It was like a line in the sand, with the clear message ‘I’m black and I’m proud’—to me his actions said, in the Australian vernacular, ‘No more of this shit’. For close on 150 years, Indigenous players had been forced to endure racial abuse as a matter of course if they wanted to play football. It was an accepted part of the game, usually dismissed by white players and officials with the line, ‘What’s said on the ground, stays on the ground’. From this day onwards, however, racial abuse would no longer be accepted, either on or off the field, in Australian Rules football.




    I recall leaving Victoria Park that day in a sad and sombre mood. I was not so much depressed by the result of the game—something that can happen after a loss—but rather, I was embarrassed by and ashamed of the Neanderthal-type behaviour of a small but vocal group of racist supporters. As much as I tried to explain to my wife-to-be that most Collingwood supporters were not like that, that our club was born out of adversity, that Collingwood was the club of the downtrodden and marginalised, that our legendary reputation was a product of the Magpie ‘Machine’ which had won four successive premierships at the height of the Great Depression when the working class from that precinct had nothing else to give them pride, my words sounded hollow after what we had just experienced. Deep down, I also began to wonder why Collingwood didn’t have a Nicky Winmar. Looking back on my years as a Pies supporter, I wondered, for the first time in my life, why we hadn’t had any Aboriginal legends of the game play for us. Sadly, we hadn’t had a Doug Nicholls, Polly Farmer, Syd Jackson, Barry Cable, Jimmy or Phil Krakouer, Michael Long, Gavin Wanganeen, Derek Kickett or Maurice Rioli. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, I could not avoid feeling that there was something wrong with the culture at Collingwood. It wasn’t until the new millennium, when Leon Davis emerged as a genuine star at Collingwood, that this really began to be addressed.




    Fifteen years after that seminal Victoria Park match, thanks to Liam Jurrah, I found myself within the inner sanctum of the Melbourne Football Club. While this book is devoted to explaining Liam’s incredible journey, in doing so it also reveals my own journey from a one-eyed Collingwood supporter to someone who developed a genuine affection and respect for the Melbourne Football Club, so much so that I have to confess to having regularly shouted out ‘Go Dees!’ when watching the red and blue in action. Only Liam Jurrah could have brought about such an act of alchemy.


  




  

    
Chapter 1 GROWING UP IN YUENDUMU




    Liam was actually born Shannon Liam Jurrah on 18 September 1988 in Yuendumu. However, he grew up using his middle name, Liam, as his first. Some twenty-two years later, this became a problem when he was required to officially change his name to obtain a passport under the name of Liam Jurrah, to enable him to travel to Shanghai with his Demons teammates. Newspaper reports at the time incorrectly reported that his passport application was held up because he did not have a birth certificate.




    Back home he is more often referred to by his ‘skin name’, Jungarrayi (pronounced Joonga-rye), or the more informal version, Jukurtayi (pronounced Jooka-day). In traditional Indigenous communities, a person’s skin name determines their extended clan relationships as well as who they can or can’t choose as a partner. Liam’s skin name is Jungarrayi because his father’s skin name is Japaljarri. Each new generation of the male line in his family assumes one of these names in turn: Jungarrayi, Japaljarri, Jungarrayi, Japaljarri and so on.




    Liam’s home, Yuendumu, is a dusty, desert, Warlpiri township some 300 kilometres north-west of Alice Springs. There are between 800 and 1000 people living in Yuendumu, which is the largest remote Aboriginal community in Central Australia. Warlpiri lands occupy tens of thousands of square kilometres, stretching to the upper reaches of the Northern Territory as well as into Western Australia. In the Warlpiri language, which is integral to the identity and pride of Liam’s people, Aboriginals are known as Yapa and whitefellas are called Kardiya.




    Within the vast desert lands on which the Warlpiri people once lived as nomads, each family group has its own particular country where its ancestors traditionally roamed. It is important to Warlpiri people to maintain a connection with their family’s country. The spiritual significance of the land was brought home to me when Liam’s older skin brother, Kasman, took me on an eight-hour, four-wheel-drive tour of his land, much of it through thick scrub on barely visible tracks. Approaching a particularly spectacular desert spring at the foot of an imposing rocky hill-face, some 200 kilometres from Yuendumu, Kasman walked ahead of me and called out loud in his language. He later explained that he was asking his ancestors for permission to bring a visitor into his father’s country. Even for a cynical atheist like me, this was a very moving moment and one I felt privileged to be able to experience with my brother Kasman.




    While Warlpiri culture dates back tens of thousands of years, Yuendumu only came into being in 1946 as a ration depot, attracting Baptist missionaries. Four years later, its status as a settlement was formalised; today, it is referred to as a ‘community’. In those early years, Warlpiri people camped around the settlement in family groups, coming in during the day to work and to eat at the community kitchen—only Kardiya were accommodated in houses. Incredible as it may seem, at that time, some of the Warlpiri had never seen Kardiya before.




    Today, Warlpiri people in Yuendumu have a very strong sense of self, pride in their identity, language and culture. This is in contrast to many other Aboriginal communities where different language and tribal groups have been thrown together, often not on their traditional lands. But as impressive and resilient as Warlpiri culture is in Yuendumu, it would be wrong to view this community through a rose-coloured lens. Sadly, like many remote Indigenous communities, Yuendumu suffers from a high incidence of violence, imprisonment, alcoholism and other substance abuse, and all the associated emotional and physical side effects. During my ten-year association with the people of Yuendumu, many friends of mine have been involved in assaults, jailings and, most tragically, deaths. Yet despite these failings, Warlpiri people always seem to find ways to rise above the gloom and doom. For all their faults—and we all have those, don’t we?—they are ultimately an inspirational group of people, valiantly struggling to adapt to twenty-first-century culture while desperately trying to retain what is left of their own ancient culture.




    If I have learned one thing during my association with Yuendumu, it is that the solutions to the deep-seated problems in Indigenous communities are not black and white.




    Football resonates with Yapa in Central Australia, perhaps because of its connectedness to their own culture and traditions. In fact, a football contest of sorts has been a Warlpiri tradition for thousands of years. The old men in Yuendumu can remember playing an ancient game called purlja, using a ‘ball’ made from emu feathers bound together with human-hair string. At each end of the ‘field’, according to some accounts, were two posts that were much like the goalposts in modern football. In the south-east of Australia, the Koori people played a similar game, called marn grook.




    Purlja had ceremonial significance but was also part of ‘happy dreaming’ (jukurrpa)—it was both a joyous activity and one imbued with spiritual significance. Apparently, the last time a game was played in Yuendumu was in 1971 at the opening of its Men’s Museum. Friends in Yuendumu have suggested that the community is considering reviving purlja, perhaps by playing a game before each sports weekend—the regular, competitive get-togethers that are a mainstay of many remote communities—in recognition of its cultural significance. Hopefully, one day, the background of this Aboriginal game will be documented and it will be examined for its historical and cultural importance.




    In terms of the ‘modern’ game, in 1958—the year Collingwood famously won a premiership over arch-rival Melbourne—the songwriting legend Ted Egan, then a Department of Aboriginal Affairs superintendent in Yuendumu, formally introduced Australian Rules to the community. The Yuendumu Football Club’s first ever rover and one-time captain and premiership coach, Harry Jakamarra Nelson, is still one of its leaders and is now an important elder of the community. His son, Adrian (‘Simba’) Jupurrula Nelson, has also been a premiership coach.




    Some elders in Yuendumu recall that when football was first played there, it was not uncommon for community fights to spill out onto the ground. Nevertheless, the game quickly took hold and in 1960, the first intercommunity games were played against Hermannsburg and Ali Curung (Warrabri). Soon after, the team travelled to Darwin and beat all the teams there except for St Mary’s. Eddie Jampijinpa Robertson, an ex-player and long-term president of the Yuendumu Football Club, told researcher and long-time Yuendumu resident Liam Campbell that ‘it was rough football in those days. Not like today. You would run with the ball and knock people down and keep running, bounce the ball and then kick it. We were a tough team’.




    Yuendumu staged its first sports weekend as a football carnival between Areyonga, Hermannsburg and Yuendumu in 1963, with its bare-footed players wearing black shorts and white singlets. It was around this time that the club wrote to the Collingwood Football Club in Melbourne asking for black-and-white jumpers. Collingwood responded by sending jumpers, shorts and boots, so cementing an affinity between the two clubs.




    This close on fifty-year relationship remains strong today, even with Yuendumu’s favourite son, Liam Jurrah, having played for the Melbourne Demons. In fact, it would be fair to say that a community that was once totally Collingwood-oriented now upholds a dual allegiance, with the Demons’ colours now almost as popular among the town’s youth.




    * * *




    Liam’s mum, Corinna, and his dad, Leo, were doting parents, but in Warlpiri fashion Liam was raised in an extended family environment, with his grandmother, Cecily Napanangka Granites, assuming a great deal of the parenting responsibilities, especially after Liam’s parents separated when he was a young child.




    Even when he was an infant, there was little doubt that Liam would grow up to become a top footballer, given his great blood lines. In 1974, his maternal grandfather, Martin Jangala Sampson, was the first ‘bush’ Aboriginal to win the Minahan Medal, Central Australia’s equivalent of the AFL’s Brownlow Medal for its best player. He is still revered today as one of Central Australia’s greatest ever players.




    Liam’s father, Leo Japaljarri Jurrah, was also a champion footballer in his own right, and in spite of Liam’s achievements is regarded by many as Yuendumu’s best ever player. A powerfully built full-forward known as the ‘Black Lockett’, Leo was ferocious in his attack on the ball—and on opponents. Lindsay Williams, one of Leo’s teammates and later the Yuendumu coach, says:




    

      Leo was a one-grab mark … he never juggled the ball but grabbed it in one go every time … and we could always rely on him to kick the goals … whenever we needed a goal we would always kick it up high to Leo, knowing that he would mark it and kick a goal.


    




    Leo, whose brother Roger was also a terrific player, was as tough as they come and is still an imposing figure today, despite his failing health. He told me that he spent a lot of time when Liam was a child teaching him to kick with both feet. Anyone watching Liam today would attest to his supreme skills and confidence on both sides of his body, in part the result of his dad’s training.




    Liam’s uncle, Hermann Sampson, the son of Martin Jangala Sampson, was, according to some, possibly an even better player than Leo. A powerful yet lightning-fast and highly skilled ruck-rover and half-forward, Hermann starred for both Yuendumu and Souths—the Alice Springs town team, which has a close affinity with Yuendumu—for well over a decade. For many years he played in tandem with Leo, the pair forming a goal-kicking machine for the Yuendumu Magpies. According to another uncle of Liam’s, Darren Talbot, ‘Hermann Sampson would have lit the AFL up. He could have been another Nicky Winmar or even better. He was awesome’.




    By all accounts, there is little doubt that Liam’s grandfather Martin, his dad Leo and uncle Hermann were all good enough players to make it to the VFL/AFL, yet at the time there were not the support networks available to assist them and, in truth, most clubs were extremely cautious about recruiting Indigenous players, especially those from ‘the bush’, who were viewed as unreliable and prone to ‘going walkabout’. It remains a tragedy that, for far too long, so much incredible talent was overlooked by football clubs.




    All through Liam’s childhood, the Granites/Jurrah household was filled with footballers. His older skin brothers, Kasman and Sherman Spencer, were raised in the Granites house after the tragic death in 1991 of their father and two sisters, who perished in the Tanami Desert after their car broke down about 50 kilometres from Nyirrpi on the road to Kintore—Sherman survived the tragedy. So it was that Liam was blessed, not only by having a marvellous pedigree of football talent, but also by growing up with two older brothers who were star footballers as well. Kasman, eight years Liam’s senior, and Sherman (‘The Shermanator’), three years older, were both significant influences on Liam’s football development.




    The Spencer brothers have both been recognised as members of Yuendumu’s all-time best team, and have each served as captain of the Magpies. While Kasman has (almost) retired as a player, Sherman continues to be one of their best players—‘The Shermanator’ T-shirts are often still seen on the backs of young kids in Central Australia. Both men had the talent to become AFL players, with Kasman a forward similar in style to the Swans’ Mickey O’Loughlin and Sherman more of a bullocking, strongbodied midfielder and goal kicker similar in size, shape and temperament to the skilled and fearsome pocket dynamo Byron Pickett. Early in his football career, Sherman was invited by the Essendon Football Club to come to Melbourne to train with them, but he did not wish to leave his beloved Yuendumu.




    Liam was fortunate to have such talented big brothers to play football with, and they remain very close to each other today. Nevertheless, there was obviously some tough love involved. In Kasman’s words, ‘We grew him up’,* by which I took to mean they spent a fair amount of time picking on him to make him tough. As Kasman put it, ‘Hermann toughened me and I toughened Liam’. Laughing, Kasman recalls that ‘me and Sherman used to throw the ball at him and make him cry’.




    Getting up to mischief was something the young Liam, like most of his peers in Yuendumu, took to naturally. His grandmother, Cecily, recalls a time when Liam was about seven years old and she received a call to attend the police station. Liam, along with four of his close mates, was being held for questioning over the theft of lollies from the local shop. Liam was let off with nothing more than a stern warning, after all the other boys swore that his role was simply to keep watch while they pocketed the bounty. Apparently he didn’t keep watch well enough on this occasion!




    But despite having a cheeky side, Liam was generally regarded as being a quiet kid, even by Yuendumu standards. His former coach, Lindsay Williams, describes him as ‘a good kid, very quiet, but he always listened to us coaches, wanting to learn more and more about football’. In a community where court appearances and even jail time are common for most young men, when I first met Liam he was almost alone among his peers in having never run foul of the law, save for a single minor driving offence. It seems that, even as a young teenager, Liam had an inner strength which distinguished him from others his age.




    

       

    




    * ‘Grew him up’ is a common Warlpiri expression describing the process of making a man out of a boy.




    In addition to football, locals played basketball on Yuendumu’s open-air basketball court. Liam, like his dad, was a great basketball player, but his prime sporting love was always football. Sometimes, however, the two would be combined into goal-kicking competitions where the aim was to kick the football through the basketball hoop. I suspect that Liam’s uncanny accuracy and relaxed nursing of the ball off his boot when shooting for goal is a legacy of his basketball goal-kicking sessions while growing up in Yuendumu.




    Another great influence on Liam’s football education was a whitefella, Darren Talbot, who grew up from the age of fifteen in the Granites/Jurrah extended family. Darren soon became Liam’s uncle via his adopted skin names of Jakamarra-Jungarrayi. A skilled and fierce competitor, Darren starred for both Yuendumu and Souths, as well as spending a brief period with the Port Adelaide Magpies. The experience with Port enabled Darren to pass on to Liam and his Yuendumu teammates what was required in terms of training to make it in ‘the big time’. Later, Darren played an important role in helping Liam break into the AFL.




    Perhaps one of the great myths concerning Aboriginal footballers is that they are born with magical talents. While many, like Liam, are indeed born with long limbs, which are well suited to Australian Rules football, it would be a mistake to underestimate the long hours of training necessary to develop this ‘magic’. Yuendumu-style training might be less structured and regimented than that which occurs in most whitefella football environments, but it is nonetheless rigorous in its own way.




    It was at Yuendumu’s red-sand footy oval that Liam, alongside his brothers, cousins and friends, spent his youth honing his freakish football skills, with the encouragement and guidance of coaches and older players. Yuendumu players have always been encouraged to play with flair, to go for speccies and to kick ‘miracle’ goals. Believe me, if you can perform miracles on the clumpy, dusty Yuendumu oval, it must be a breeze to perform them on the beautifully grassed MCG. But despite the encouragement of flair, Yuendumu is also renowned for its uncompromising commitment to the team ethos. Selfishness on the field is not the Yuendumu way, and I have heard stories of brilliant footballers being banished from the team because they failed to pass the ball to teammates in better positions. It must be one of the only football clubs in the world not to have an award for its best player, having instead an award for the best team player.




    Liam’s football prowess was recognised by his peers even at the age of five, as his grandmother Cecily recalls:




    

      When he was five or six, Corinna [Liam’s mum] was working at the school, and they took about seventeen older boys [aged around twelve] to Roper River for a football match, but they asked if Liam could play with them because he was tall. He played full-forward in that game and he was really proud. He started going to sports weekends with family when he was about seven years old and that’s when he would be the water boy, running onto the ground with the senior players.
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