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Dedicated to Amber and Penelope, Isabelle and Matilda, as well as the passionate banner-makers around the country.






FOREWORD

Stitched into the rituals and traditions of our indigenous game are the quirks and obsessions of our character. It helps explain why sport has such a hold on our imaginations. What we regard as the fabric of Australian Rules Football is drawn from an idea of who we are and what we value.
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It’s the charm of inventing your own sport, rather than adopting, adapting and attempting to master a game drawn from elsewhere. And it’s a test of confidence and self-assurance whether the unique traits and peculiarities survive to be celebrated or become the source of cultural cringe.

A society’s tastes are forever altering and evolving and sport is hardly immune. But what is fabric and what is fad determines ultimately what is treasured and what becomes a relic of the times.

The club song recordings of The Fable Singers. Ludicrously tight shorts. Jumpers without names. The long white coats of the goal umpires. The banner. How a crepe paper construct made by devoted fans and adorned with amateur poetry came to win its place as quintessential ritual is lovingly captured in the pages that follow.

A war cry, an open taunt, a prayer of encouragement, an acclamation and even a hazard, the banner has many guises. And there have been enough gaffes – from tripping up spellers to tripping up players – to have been casually dispensed with by now. Yet in the moments where a banner is absent from an AFL field it leaves a void. A team is merely left to enter an arena without any sense of connection, ceremony or theatre. Where alternatives have been borrowed or enacted they come across as pale imitations, no matter how luminous the lights.

Australian Football has compromised or imported much from elsewhere, too insecure at times to ignore the trends and innovations of ‘sophisticated’ sports overseas. Most acutely, it has fundamentally changed the spectacle from the positional game the founders envisaged to an invasion game prevalent around the world. The loss of the most distinct aspects of footy have homogenised the game. Not for the better.

Of course the banner is twee. But chuckling or cringing at the four lines of prose before the players slip through the flaps of crepe enacts a vital ritual. Your army sent forth onto the battlefield in the collective quest for pride and glory.
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Gerard Whateley






INTRODUCTION

For more than 150 years the game of Australian Rules Football has captured the hearts and minds of people from all corners of the country. It’s become synonymous with our national identity and continues to reflect a changing cultural landscape, one that promotes mutual respect, inclusivity and diversity. Whether it’s played in rural communities or private schools, on community grounds or grand stadiums, Aussie Rules brings people together like little else.

The nature of the game itself is unmistakably different to other sports but it’s the small quirks that make it uniquely ours. Some practices have spanned generations, such as the long torpedo punt, the execution of a perfectly timed bump and, of course, the gravity-defying ‘specky’. One of the most famous footy traditions is that of the team banner, or ‘run-through’ as it’s known by the purists. This iconic symbol reflects the passionate tribalism inherent in every club and gives supporters a rare opportunity to cross from the stands and be a part of something bigger.


[image: Image]
1984 – Members of the Essendon cheer squad spring into action to erect their banner.
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1984 – Hawthorn break through their Grand Final banner in front of more than 92,000 spectators at the MCG.



From humble beginnings as loose streamers adorned on wire mesh above the players’ race to the towering structures of recent times, the banner has become an essential part of the pre-match fanfare. Be they humorous or heartwarming, political or powerful, these carefully constructed messages capture a fleeting moment in time.

Banners enrich our match days only thanks to the love and dedication of cheer squad members around the country who sacrifice countless hours each week to delicately craft these giant structures. This painstaking process crescendos in a big reveal – a flash of glory – before the team bursts through.

It’s one of the traditions that make our sport so strong. Like the banners themselves, the foundation of Australian Rules Football will always be shaped and supported by the fans. [image: ]
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1994 – Gary Ablett Sr and the Geelong Cats battle West Coast for the premiership, falling short by 80 points.
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1970 – South Melbourne’s Peter Bedford breaks through a commemorative banner recognising his Brownlow Medal win that same year.







NO MATTER HOW FAR

OR HOW WIDE WE ROAM

WE STILL CALL

ARDEN STREET HOME




NORTH MELBOURNE

1985 – North Melbourne’s last game at Arden Street, against Richmond.





IF YOU WANT COLLINGWOOD

TO STAY AT VIC. PARK

RING VFL HOUSE ON

MONDAY. PH: 654 1244




COLLINGWOOD

1988 – Collingwood encourage fans to protest against a proposed move from Victoria Park.






THE EARLY DAYS

As hard as it is to imagine in today’s celebrity-obsessed culture, the players of the late 1800s walked through the crowd and onto the playing arena with little or no fanfare. Unfortunately, a number of ground invasions and assaults took place in the years shortly after the turn of the century, including a particularly ugly incident in which Essendon players were set upon after the final siren at Brunswick Street in 1908.

In response to these unsavoury events, grounds began erecting narrow, fenced passageways, known as races, as a way to protect players and officials as they entered and left the field of play. With these barriers now in place, fans found a new way of showing their support, attaching loose streamers to the end of the races. The exhilarating moment when fans got their first glimpse of their heroes was now enhanced by a touch of pageantry.


[image: Image]
1957 – Melbourne’s John Beckwith (left) and Essendon’s Bill Hutchison lead out their respective teams onto the MCG for the Grand Final.




[image: Image]
1971 – The victorious Hawthorn side run through a banner after their seven-point Grand Final victory at the request of their cheer squad.
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1950 – Essendon great Dick Reynolds is honoured as a ‘champion and gentleman’ at his beloved Windy Hill as he breaks the league record for most games played.



From there, the decorating tradition developed quickly, causing the field umpire (there was only one per game until the 1970s) in charge of the 1939 Grand Final to crawl on his hands and knees to avoid disturbing the paper lattice that the Collingwood fans had attached to the race.

In those early days, the use of run-through banners was reserved for special occasions, mainly milestone games and finals. Dick Reynolds’ record-breaking game in 1950 was one such milestone, with the Essendon faithful paying tribute to the revered figure.

CONGRATULATIONS TO OUR

CHAMPION & GENTLEMAN

DICK REYNOLDS

The spread of run-through banners wasn’t confined to Victoria. In the same era, banners became commonplace in the state competitions based in Adelaide and Perth. By the early 1960s, most VFL clubs had their own cheer squads, which were comprised predominantly of teenagers, unlike the multi-generational groups we see today. It became the cheer squad’s responsibility to create the run-through banners as well as the signage that hung over the boundary fences, which were fair game until commercialisation of the code saw this prime real estate sold off.

By the 1960s, clubs stopped dangling banners from the end of the race and supported them instead on poles, allowing cheer squads to set them up on the boundary line at a greater height. One of the first clubs to do this was Geelong for the 1963 VFL Grand Final. On this occasion, legendary coach Bob Davis had invited popular television performer and Cats supporter Happy Hammond into the rooms before the match to play his piano accordion in an effort to relax the team. So calm were the men in the navy blue hoops that they made the unique move of inviting the entertainer (sans accordian) to run with them through the pole-supported banner. It worked for Geelong, who went on to defeat Hawthorn by 49 points.

Many regard the 1970s as the decade when Australia’s conservative culture was upended and things took a turn for the weird in the world of banners then, too. In 1971, at the behest of their cheer squad, Hawthorn ran through a banner before and after their seven-point Grand Final victory over St Kilda. The following year, all hell broke loose when Collingwood hosted Essendon at Victoria Park on the Queen’s Birthday holiday. The day started with an Essendon fan (the cheer squad denies it was one of them) running through the Collingwood banner before the players had entered the ground. The home fans responded by destroying the Essendon banner. With the ‘full house’ sign up, Victoria Park was set to explode. And it almost did in the second quarter as a fire broke out amongst the Essendon cheer squad when a flogger (a collection of streamers on the end of a pole) ignited. Hundreds of fans spilled onto the ground to escape the smoke before peace was restored. As you might expect, both clubs blamed the other for the damage done.


[image: Image]
1957 – WAFL legend Jack Sheedy breaks through a modest banner as captain-coach of East Perth, having previously shone as a great of East Fremantle.




[image: Image]
The banner says it all as Port Adelaide’s Russell Ebert leads his team onto the field in the mid-1970s before a brief stint at North Melbourne.




[image: Image]
1972 – Collingwood players mingle with spectators during a pause in play while a fire around the cheer squad is extinguished.




[image: Image]
1972 – The pointed Collingwood banner added fuel to an already heated situation as the Magpies hosted traditional rivals Essendon on the Queen’s Birthday public holiday.



Understandably, the VFL took such incidents seriously. It prohibited the use of banners and floggers, and set about implementing stricter governance around cheer squads. The banner phenomenon had stalled – though not for long. They were back as a mark of special occasion before the season was over. On Grand Final Day, 1972, Richmond ran through a banner while Carlton chose not to. Who knows whether these choices had any effect on the result, but Carlton were victors that day by 27 points.

From there, the banner movement only gained momentum. Through the eighties and nineties, banners became a talking point as cheer squads pushed the boundaries of banner design and community tolerance. Banners were now being created in all shapes and sizes. The monstrous era we were about to enter would belie the banner’s humble beginnings. [image: ]
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    A small toy mascot overlooks Melbourne icon Norm Smith as he leads the team onto the field in the 1940s.
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