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Introduction


Jock McHale did not take Ron Todd’s defection well. After a week of equivocating, and some soul-searching, Todd had finally decided to take up the Williamstown Football Club’s three-year, £500 offer to switch codes and play in the Victorian Football Association (VFA).


It pained the twenty-three-year-old to leave the Collingwood Football Club and the Victorian Football League (VFL), where he had risen to stardom as a high-marking, goal-kicking machine. But with a maximum yearly compensation of £60 provided by the Magpies, and a desire to enter the world of business and buy a home in Melbourne’s bourgeoning outer suburbs, Todd found that the offer to jump ship was simply too good to refuse.


What was a pragmatic decision for Todd was, for McHale, the Collingwood coach of three decades, betrayal. Todd had violated the number-one rule that governed McHale’s approach to coaching, football and life: loyalty. Loyalty to the team over the individual, to the jumper over the pound. Such was the culture of egalitarianism that McHale sought to weave into the club’s fabric, he insisted all players be paid equally, and no more than £3 a game, regardless of talent or performance. He accepted no more for himself as coach.


This creed had proven fruitful for many years. Under McHale’s iron-fisted leadership, Collingwood reigned supreme in the VFL, winning eight premierships, including four from 1927 to 1930. However, the times were changing. Todd, moulded by the hardship of the Depression, would not conform to McHale’s anachronistic ways, walking out on the Magpies just weeks before the commencement of the 1940 season.1


An enraged McHale felt it necessary to send a message on the value of loyalty to the rest of his team. Storming into the clubrooms, he ordered Todd’s portrait to be turned to the wall, before roaring at his players: ‘That’s what we do to traitors!’ There the portrait would stay, gathering dust in darkness, for the next twenty-three years.2


*


Todd’s defection was a shock for McHale and the Magpies. But such moments were not occurring in isolation during the 1940 football season. The actors in this dramatic episode were merely swept up by footballing history, an era plagued by turmoil, hostility and treachery.


Between 1938 and 1949, the VFA and VFL would struggle for control of the Victorian, and by extension the national, footballing landscape. This struggle is commonly known as the football ‘schism’, a split in the game’s ecosystem that divided it into opposing yet co-existing factions.3 But those who partook in this conflict understood it as a ‘football war’, in which both sides fought to subjugate or destroy the other in pursuit of total control over the game.


It was a war long in the making. For over four decades, beginning in 1896, when eight of the stronger VFA clubs defected to form the VFL, the latter had pilfered the former’s players, clubs, spectators and finances. The League reigned supreme, dictating terms of engagement and treating the Association and its clubs with an arrogance that bordered on contempt. ‘It was a very one-sided battle after 1896,’ surmised football historians Leonie Sandercock and Ian Turner.4 The economic Depression of the 1930s accentuated the Association’s fall, as well as confirming the power of its great rival, which underwent a period of sustained popularity.


Resentful of its usurpation by an upstart, and now confronted with its imminent demise, the VFA decided to unleash its greatest challenge to the footballing establishment seen yet. In 1938, leadership broke ranks with the game’s national governing body, the Australian National Football Council (ANFC), and declared open warfare against it and the VFL, waging its assault on five key battlegrounds.


First, it altered the ANFC’s sanctioned rulebook, primarily by introducing the revolutionary ‘throw-pass’, in the hope of making a more attractive spectacle for fans and distinguishing itself from the VFL. Second, it dissolved its player permit agreement with the League, embarking on an aggressive campaign to recruit its rival’s biggest stars. Third, it expanded this new throw-pass code beyond its borders, playing exhibition games rurally and interstate to attract potential allies. Fourth, it sought to gain access to the nation’s best sporting arenas, most notably the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG), which, thanks to League pressure, had previously been denied to it. Finally, it unleashed a propaganda campaign to both promote its code and call into question the ANFC and League’s self-anointed right to govern the game. These messages were carried via sensationalist interviews with the press and the broadcasting of matches on the new medium of the wireless radio.


In effect, the football war is a story of the VFA’s attempt to break the VFL’s monopoly over Australian rules football, both for its own survival and for the sake of the game. And for some time, it appeared to be doing the impossible: it started to win. As the League’s crowds stagnated, the Association’s began to swell. Home and Away attendances almost doubled from pre-1938 totals, while its showpiece Grand Final regularly pulled in crowds of 40 000–50 000 people.5


Many of these new fans followed the waves of VFL stars who defected to their cross-town rivals. Though it may be difficult to imagine today, those who graced the fields of the MCG were, as champion player Jack Dyer called them, ‘desperate men’.6 Port Melbourne historian Ron Bedford explains: ‘They lived through a horrible time. They went from a Depression, through a couple years of peace and then into World War II. So any money you got from football was a huge bonus’.7


What constituted a life-preserving incentive for the players, however, was a pittance compared with what the game was generating for itself. From the Australian record sporting attendance of 96 834 people at the 1938 VFL Grand Final, the players received less than 3 per cent of the gate. Footballers were ‘top entertainers’ being paid as ‘bond slaves’, and they knew it.8 It was inevitable that when the VFA began waving its chequebook, the game’s best came running. Dozens would defect during the football war, including ten future inductees to the Australian Rules Football Hall of Fame.


Other curious punters came to see the attractive new spectacle they had all heard about. Once bogged down by congestion and violent play, the throw-pass code enabled the development of lightning-fast ball movement and unprecedented high scoring. In the nine seasons the two codes played in direct competition, the average VFA team score stood at 101 points per game. These scoring feats were propelled by some of the game’s greatest individual performances: sixteen VFA players would kick 100 goals or more in a season during the football war, with Todd kicking a national record 188 goals in 1945 and Bob Pratt kicking 183 in 1941. In comparison, the VFL could muster an average team score of only eighty-seven points per game, with just four players kicking 100 goals in a season.


Impressed by what was emerging in metropolitan Melbourne, other disgruntled competitions in rural Victoria and Tasmania joined the VFA’s rebellion. Exciting exhibition games, meanwhile, caused further fissures in the powerful footballing state of South Australia and the expansion state of New South Wales. The almighty MCG, previously denied to the Association, opened its doors in 1939, while radio stations for the first time began to broadcast its matches for wider public consumption. The Association and its throw-pass code, reported Sporting Globe football correspondent Hector de Lacy, had the crowds ‘roaring from bell to bell’.9


The price of this success, however, was an increasingly embittered football world. Much as administrators were loath to admit it, football had become a business by the 1930s. In its Victorian heartland alone, there existed a pot of over 43 000 players, 24 000 officials, and 450 000 supporters associated with the game from top to bottom. This mass of humanity translated into real pounds and pennies. For instance, the VFL’s annual expenditure tallied almost £200 000 a season ($22 million in 2022 terms).10 So wealthy had the VFL become it was able to purchase a property on the corner of Melbourne’s Spring Street and Flinders Lane for £21 000 to serve as its headquarters, which it called Harrison House in honour of the ‘father of football’, Henry Harrison.11


With so much at stake, it was only natural that a contest for control of the game would produce sparks. Whereas the VFA and VFL had in times of peace worked in unison for the benefit of the game, they now fought tooth and nail to gain financial and cultural ascendency, whatever the cost. Association officials castigated their rivals in private and public, comparing them to ‘gangsters’, as well as forbidding their own from fraternising with friends across the football divide. The League, too, waged its own propaganda campaign out of Harrison House headquarters, accusing the Association of debasing the game’s soul by tampering with its traditional format. As the struggle intensified, ruthless efforts were made to weaken and even kill off each other through poaching players, barring from grounds, reneging on ‘gentlemen’s agreements’, inciting legal and parliamentary action, and even stealing whole clubs.


The emotional impact of this turmoil inevitably spilled out of the committee room, directly impacting the lives and careers of many associated with the game. While covering the broader picture, this book will zoom in on the experiences of four famous players: Jack Dyer, whose loyalty to Richmond in the face of temptation would see him rewarded for life; Bob Pratt and Laurie Nash, whose impoverished backgrounds and poor treatment drove them from South Melbourne, only to be welcomed home with open arms; and Ron Todd, whose betrayal of Collingwood would see him remembered as ‘the Traitor of Victoria Park’,12 never to be forgiven.


The conflict also aroused angst among fans, especially when ‘their boys’ defected, leaving them to decide between devotion to their heroes and loyalty to their footballing tribe. There were serious concerns that the Australian game would be divided forever, thereby exposing itself to the external threats of ‘foreign’ enemies such as rugby and soccer. ‘The house that is divided against itself is the easiest upset,’ warned ANFC president Walter Stooke in 1948.13


What this reveals is that the football war was not simply a contest for the administrative control of Australian rules football, but also an existential challenge to the traditional ethos that had governed sport and life. Moral integrity versus material gain, loyalty to the community versus freedom of the individual, urban versus suburban identity, Australiana versus foreign culture, tradition versus modernity, all were in contestation during this time..


It was a cultural clash that echoed throughout inter-war and wartime Australian society, captured most evocatively in George Johnston’s semi-autobiographical novel My Brother Jack, which pinpoints two competing national identities through the brothers David (progressive, ambitious, willing to betray family and friends to achieve personal success); and Jack (conservative, loyal, willing to serve his community to his own detriment).14 The VFA and VFL did not always take a pitched side on either of these ideologies. Yet both marshalled such ideas in favour of gaining supremacy over the other.


The war, the real war anyway, ultimately halted the momentum of the VFA’s rise. In particular, the eruption of the Pacific War on Australian shores in 1942 revealed just how ruthless the VFL was in its determination to hold sway over the game. Despite the cries of patriots, it chose not to follow the Association into recess, instead forging ahead during the national crisis and in doing so consolidating its position as the premier footballing competition in the land.


The VFA would wage a noble yet futile fight after its return to play in 1945. In the end, however, the VFL emerged victorious in 1949, when a deal between the two bodies was finally struck, and the Association returned to the fold of the ANFC, its tail lodged firmly between its legs. From there it would endure an inevitable decline until, weakened by time and fate, it disbanded in 1994 and turned its remaining clubs over to the League’s successor, the Australian Football League (AFL), for use in its reserves competition. After a century of resistance, the Association was no more.


*


The clash between the codes during the football war was front- and back-page news for years, so it is surprising to find so little of its history in the game’s vast literary record. Even the most insightful accounts of Australian rules football, covering the game from its inception to the modern day, have spared only a few pages for the decade-long conflict.15 Admittedly, World War II slowly overshadowed competition between the rival bodies, making the internal squabbles of the game trivial in the eyes of those following the events unfolding in Europe, North Africa, the Pacific and Asia.


The overwhelming responsibility for this memory lapse, however, must be placed squarely on the gatekeepers of history. One might forgive storytellers for focusing on football’s battle to simply exist in the middle of a world at war, if not for the troubling tendency among historians, journalists and the AFL to overlook or disregard the historical importance of the VFA. ‘It was this ongoing conflict,’ football historian Rob Hess explains, ‘that eventually led to a “whitewashing” of football’s history by a rapidly dominant VFL with the result that much of the vibrant past of what became the VFL competition has remained hidden and neglected.’16


If a lack of secondary source material was not bad enough, reliving the VFA’s halcyon years was made even more difficult by the fear that its minute books had been tossed in landfill by disinterested officials after the competition’s demise. ‘Just think about that. Most of the board minutes of more than 100 years of the VFA have not survived—or, at least have yet to be found,’ mused former AFL commissioner Colin Carter in 2022.17 History is written by the victors, after all.


Despite this, enough empirical documentation has survived to tell the story of the football war in all its colourful detail. Newspapers, player and administrative memoirs, interviews with witnesses, the VFL’s periodical the Football Record, club histories, and the in-house minutes of the Melbourne Cricket Club (MCC), the VFL and, to this author’s excitement, the VFA have helped to re-enact the conflict in all its rich complexity.18


The power and might that the AFL wields today implies it has always been thus—a national game destined to be governed by a singular body, without interference or rival. The reality, of course, was nothing of the kind. The hegemony of the VFL in those heady days of the last century faced a legitimate challenge from a rival code, one that helped to shape the modern game through its innovations and provocation of the footballing establishment.


The VFA’s relentless push for equal rights to the MCG forced the VFL into making a lengthy and financially unpalatable deal with the MCC. From this frustration emerged the push for a football-owned venue in the form of VFL Park, and later Docklands Stadium. The Association’s flirtation with Sunday football during the war, meanwhile, would lay the groundwork for its successful exploration in the 1960s, and then by the League in the 1980s.


Furthermore, the VFA’s momentary offering of an alternative employer forced an increase in player payments and the first embedded footballing welfare structure: the VFL provident fund. Todd remained as proud of this as his many on-field achievements, despite the toll it took on his personal reputation. ‘I do think that Laurie Nash going to Camberwell and myself to Williamstown helped to make things better for players,’ he reflected. ‘I never regretted joining the Association.’19 Indeed, Todd’s flight from Collingwood in 1940, labelled by de Lacy as ‘the greatest football sensation the game has known’,20 deserves to be spoken about alongside Ron Barassi’s 1965 defection from Melbourne to Carlton as a seminal moment in the emancipation of professional footballers.


The mechanics of the AFL’s modern on-field product, moreover, may as well have been copied from the VFA rulebook. The throw-pass never caught on, but the current rules for out-of-bounds, 50-metre penalty, downfield free kick, kicking in danger, and dropping-the-ball rules can all trace their origins to the Association’s throw-pass era. The ideological imprint was just as formative. The focus on fast play and crack-down on thuggery was clearly visible in the Association long before the AFL cleaned the game up.


‘Modern Australian football enthusiasts think the exciting chain of handballs that has revolutionised the game, sometimes bringing high scoring, is something new,’ wrote Laurie Nash biographer Ned Wallish. ‘But those who witnessed the throw pass exhibited by the top Association teams over the 1938/41 period will tell you of the exchanges of hand passes by as many as four running players opened the game ...’21


Most importantly, the VFA’s insistence on a united, independent body controlling Victorian football would lay the groundwork for the creation of the AFL commission in the 1980s, which would do what the ANFC never could: unify and grow the game nationally. Rather than falling into oblivion, the ghosts of the Association continue to haunt their conquerors decades after its demise. The football war serves as a reminder that no individual, body or corporation truly owns Australian rules football and that all share a role as custodians of the national game.





Chapter 1
________


Might Is Right


It is ironic that one of the most ruthless acts of Australian sporting treachery occurred in the civilised confines of Melbourne’s Buxton Art Gallery. On the night of 2 October 1896, six clubs of the Victorian Football Association gathered there to plot a mutiny. The clubs, Collingwood, Essendon, Fitzroy, Geelong, Melbourne and South Melbourne, comprising the competition’s powerbase, decided they could no longer abide their affiliation with the VFA.


They committed themselves to the formation of a new organisation, the Victorian Football League, and would invite two fellow clubs to join: Carlton, a sleeping giant despite its recent poor playing form; and St Kilda, less successful but occupying the impressive Junction Oval ground, thereby giving the rebels a foothold in the city’s south. The VFA’s five remaining clubs, Williamstown, Port Melbourne, Footscray, Richmond and North Melbourne, were to be ‘left out in the cold’. 1 The decision to secede was as ruthless as it was opportunistic, having been scheduled during a meeting of the Association and just hours before its inaugural Grand Final.


Football’s first rebellion did not occur in a vacuum. Australian rules football had emerged four decades earlier in the parklands outside the colonial backwater of Melbourne. The game, and the city that spawned it, truly took off on the coat-tails of the Gold Rush and its accompanying waves of European immigration. A shortage in skilled labour to accommodate the booming populace forced employers to pay high wages to workers, as well as granting them an eight-hour working day that left ample time for leisure. Open land was plentiful thanks to the disenfranchisement of the Indigenous population, and the winter weather kinder than the gloomy northern hemisphere.


With time, money, space and sunshine in healthy supply, people from all walks of life searched for entertainment. They found it in football. Crowds of 10 000 at matches were common by the 1870s, a phenomenon hard to ignore. ‘What other sport is there that will, week after week, draw as many people together as will a club [football] match?’ pondered one local writer.2 A formalised competition, the VFA, was established in 1877 to institute some form of control over the sport.


The new body, however, struggled to come to grips with its own success. Large attendances required sophisticated fixtures, promotion, ticketing, fencing of grounds, security, seating and shelter, uniforms, equipment, umpires and players—all costly ventures. The need to face these commercial realities was apparent to almost everyone except the VFA’s amateur-inclined executive, who pushed back against traversing a corporate direction. Competition secretary Thomas Marshall endeavoured to funnel revenue solely towards charitable purposes, rather than into the pockets of clubs and players, which he argued led to gambling and corruption.3


Tensions festered as the economic depression of the 1890s began to bite. A series of bank failures, debilitating droughts, mass unemployment (reaching as high as 28 per cent) and violent industrial strikes engendered an atmosphere of social discord across the country.4 And as ‘Marvellous Melbourne’ was dragged under by the ensuing turmoil, the VFA’s wealthier clubs felt chained to a corpse. They watched on with apprehension as public interest in the game dwindled, particularly among a group of weaker clubs.


Despite this friction, Marshall’s determination to mould the VFA to his ideological liking only intensified. In May 1896, he made a stunning and personally fatal move, proposing the competition’s executive be empowered to administer the recipients and finances of all clubs, with profits being distributed evenly from the central administration. Where the scheme received enthusiastic support from the weaker clubs, the stronger clubs saw it as a personal power-play by the secretary, with no benefit for them.5


Geelong, Fitzroy, Melbourne, South Melbourne and Essendon began to plot their escape. The support of Collingwood, an emerging force in the competition, was needed before any succession could take place. As luck would have it, the VFA executive virtually handed the reluctant Magpies to the rebels on a platter, botching the organisation of that year’s one-off Grand Final, which Collingwood was to participate in, by delaying its scheduling so the weaker clubs could finish their seasons first.6 With Collingwood on board, the rebels finally made their move.


In the wake of the uprising, the remnants of the VFA met at Young and Jackson’s Hotel, in the heart of the city, to consider their options. Marshall had already resigned, acknowledging his position was no longer tenable. But before sailing into the annals of history, the fallen secretary implored the football world to heal itself for the sake of the game:




I deem it my duty before finally severing my connection with football to endeavour to do something towards lessening the breach, and, if possible—and I do not think it should be impossible—to bring about an arrangement whereby the present differences should be reconciled.





Marshall proposed the formation of a two-tiered football competition, wherein the seceding clubs would occupy the top tier and the remaining clubs the bottom tier, with the option of promotion/relegation at season’s end via a match played between the bottom-placed top-tiered club and the top-placed bottom-tiered club.7 The VFA clubs voted in favour, accepting their subsidiary place within the scheme. The VFL politely declined, confirming Marshall’s worst fears that the five remaining clubs would be ‘cast adrift’.8


Thus, the most popular sport in Australia’s grandest city was left divided. The VFA expressed its determination to ‘carry on’, yet the manner of the split indicated the VFL’s willingness to, in the words of the North Melbourne Courier, ‘exercise power and might over right’ in the pursuit of football supremacy.9


*


Jack Dyer darted down the putrid back lanes and past the shabby wooden huts of Richmond as his attackers closed in around him. Life had improved since Dyer’s childhood days of no boots and bloody feet down at the Yarra Junction. In 1926, the thirteen-year-old had accepted a sporting scholarship to the prestigious De La Salle Secondary College, located in the wealthy suburb of Malvern. There he would receive the kind of first-class education his parents would have only dreamed about providing him.


There was just one problem. The college blazer and tie that came with this new life stood out like a red rag to the boys of Richmond’s alleyways. To attend De La Salle, Dyer was forced to move in with his aunt, who resided in the heart of the destitute inner-city suburb. These quarters were close enough to his new school geographically, yet worlds apart from the beautiful public gardens and grand mansions of Malvern. Dyer would walk an extra 3 miles home each day in the hope of avoiding a beating from the local toughs, who loitered on every corner. But today he had been surrounded and his assailants were in no mood for mercy. They dragged him into the gutter, where they unleashed a flurry of brutal kicks and punches upon the teenage footballing prodigy.10


Their unprovoked hostility aside, Dyer harboured no ill will towards his attackers. The ‘self-contained universe’11 that was Richmond was a cruel place for these boys, who did not possess the natural athletic gifts that would allow them to escape the slums some day. By the winter of 1931, almost 3000 locals had applied for the government’s meagre sustenance program. Two years later, 29 per cent of the suburb’s male workforce was unemployed.12 These boys were trapped in this place, with little prospects of a comfortable home and hot meal to return to that night, let alone a future of fame and fortune. They did not like anyone getting things the easy way, especially a boy in a college blazer.13


Welcome to Depression-era Melbourne.


*


Few escaped the world’s economic collapse of 1929, not even an organisation with the power and might of the VFL. After a decade of unrivalled success, officials suspected the decrease in club memberships and attendances across the 1929 season was due to the worsening ‘industrial depression’.14 With the economic situation only deteriorating across the summer, there was a nagging fear for the future of the competition. ‘Most of the League clubs are feeling the pinch,’ wrote the Herald’s football columnist Wallace ‘Jumbo’ Sharland, ‘and this season all expenses are likely to be cut to the bone.’15 The recent upsurge of player wages, totalling more than £100 000 since 1925, was identified as an indulgence the game could no longer afford.16


Tightening purse strings was now top of the agenda. In March 1930, the VFL introduced the Coulter Law. This regulation set maximum match payments at £3 per game, about two-thirds of an unskilled working man’s weekly wage. Sign-on fees and other lump sum payments were prohibited, and no minimum wage was set. Any club convicted of breaching the law could face a fine of £250 or the loss of premiership points, while players and officials could be suspended indefinitely.17 Sharland was supportive of the new legislation, seeing benefits beyond reducing costs. ‘It should do much to promote general harmony and should tend ultimately to even up the strength of the teams.’18


The VFL then moved to shore up its other vulnerable point. Desiring to reduce player trafficking, which ultimately raised the overall value and bargaining power of players, the VFL signed a new, three-year permit transfer agreement with its cross-town rival, the VFA, in 1931. Similar to the internal permit system, players seeking to move from one competition to the other were forced to gain permission from both their former and their new clubs before a transfer was authorised. The player would have no avenue for appeal if a clearance was denied and faced a lengthy ban if they transgressed.19


The VFL had battened down the hatches; now it had to ride out the storm. Average match attendances fell from 17 161 in 1928 to 14 708 in 1931, with smaller clubs such as North Melbourne left teetering on the brink of insolvency.20 However, the revenue raised from the League’s powerhouse clubs—Collingwood, Carlton and Richmond—helped to keep the rest of the competition afloat. By 1933, with the Depression not over but its worst years behind it, crowds began to skyrocket. Just under two million patrons attended matches that year, including a record Grand Final attendance of 75 754. ‘The big majority walked miles to the ground, just to save the train fare,’ recalled South Melbourne full-forward Bob Pratt. ‘It just shows how much Melbourne people love their football.’21


Against all the odds, the 1930s proved to be a golden era for the VFL. In a time when luxuries were actively discouraged, football remained accessible to most people. The League was made up primarily of clubs located in the densely populated inner city, where urbanites could access most grounds by foot or via Melbourne’s public transport network. A patron could expect to be taken from their local tram stop to their home ground in an average of just nine and a half minutes.22 General admission to a football match, moreover, cost less than a bottle of beer.23


The game, meanwhile, provided value for money. Several new rules introduced during the previous decade turned football into an aesthetically pleasing spectacle. The out-of-bounds rule, which awarded a free kick against the last team that touched the ball before it went out of play, meant players were unwilling to approach the boundaries for fear of turning it over, choosing instead to direct the ball straight down the middle of the ground. The shape of the ball was also streamlined, enabling players to kick with far greater control and accuracy. These changes facilitated attacking play that moved at an exhilarating pace, contributing to huge scores. South Melbourne racked up 2187 points in 1934—at an average of 121 points per game—whereas in their 1909 premiership they had averaged only sixty-four points a game.24


Fans flocked to see the game and those who played it best. Haydn Bunton Snr (Fitzroy) and Dick Reynolds (Essendon) won three Brownlow medals each in this decade. The flood of scoring also made for the first generation of illustrious full-forwards who kicked bags of goals week after week. Gordon Coventry (Collingwood) kicked 100 goals in a season on four occasions during the 1930s, while Pratt (South Melbourne) compiled a record 150 goals in 1934.


Much of the hero worship from fans came on the back of the rising influence of the press, radio and cinema, whose proprietors, in their desire to attract audiences, found human interest stories particularly appealing. A Hollywood-inspired cult of celebrity turned Victoria’s football stars into ‘public figures’, and the game into a ‘product’ of immense commercial value. Bunton was the archetype. His athleticism, balance, stamina and grace made him the ideal rover. Yet it was his good looks, his careful appearance—it was said he washed and ironed his bootlaces before a game—and his charisma that made him a celebrity and a viable commercial prospect.25


Richmond ruckman Jack Dyer was Bunton’s antithesis, though no less a promoter’s dream. Where Bunton was handsome and fashion conscious, Dyer was gruff, physically strong, immensely skilful and notoriously violent. The most feared player in the game, known as ‘Captain Blood’ (after the Errol Flynn film), Dyer was universally adored by the Richmond faithful.26 When he married in 1939 the crowd of well-wishers was so large they could not be accommodated in the vastness of Melbourne’s St Ignatius chapel.27


Along with the spectacular players, the Depression years produced several dynastic teams that captured the public’s imagination. As the national economy began to tank, a team rose to become one of the greatest in football history: the Collingwood ‘Machine’. It played in every Grand Final between 1925 and 1930, winning four consecutive premierships. It added two more in 1935 and 1936. Led by their uncompromising coach Jock McHale, the team’s success was predicated on a combination of physical fitness, discipline and self-sacrifice, as noted by club historian Richard Stremski: ‘No one was indispensable; no one was a star. They were all part of a machine’. The weekly trip to Victoria Park remained an essential viewing expense, with club memberships rising from 3621 in 1929 to 3884 by 1934.28


Collingwood’s supremacy was slowly challenged by a rising South Melbourne, who adopted a different business model for success. Though the Coulter Law prohibited excessive player payments, club president Archie Crofts used his grocery empire to recruit a bevy of interstate talent through guarantees of employment. Western Australia was picked clean, as Brighton Diggins, Bill Faul, and Gilbert ‘Bluey’ Beard were all enticed east of the Nullarbor. These stars funnelled the ball to local boy Pratt, who, ‘slow moving’ as the ball entered his territory, would suddenly galvanise ‘into a flying machine’, leaping ‘into space without thought or care of what his landing might be’ before invariably plucking the ball from the sky and calmly slotting a goal.29


On the back of their irrepressible talent, the ‘Foreign Legion’, as they were dubbed, won the 1933 flag and finished runner-up for three successive years. Despite their disappointments, South Melbourne proved the most spectacular attraction of their day, once enticing 4000 spectators to a practice match.30 ‘It was fantastic football and my regret here is that only the real old-time South supporters saw it,’ recalled full-back Austin Robertson Snr. ‘Oh, for action replays of the 1930s!’31


The achievements of these Depression-era heroes took on additional meaning for providing spectators with a moment of relief. A 1933 Herald editorial titled ‘The Great Saturday Way of Escape’ explained: ‘In spirit the spectator goes charging across the ground with his team. He tastes the joy of each attack, the triumph of each high mark so cleanly taken. For an hour his mind is swept clear of yesterday’s frustrations’.32


*
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The VFL controlled inner suburbs: cramped, claustrophobic, passionate. Courtesy of State Library Victoria.


Most of all, the enduring popularity the VFL enjoyed emerged out of the intense bond that existed between fan and club. Though Melbourne’s inner suburbs were initially artificial creations, born out of the whims of bureaucrats and property developers, a collective identity among their inhabitants soon emerged, one nurtured by a shared set of community ideals and networks. Football clubs, even more than the local church or political party headquarters, were the epicentre of this communal spirit.33


This relationship suffered from no artificial flavouring. Under a zoning system introduced in 1915, each club was allocated their metropolitan district wherein they possessed exclusive rights to any player born or residing there. In 1935, 52 per cent of Carlton, Melbourne and Richmond’s playing lists were locally sourced. For Collingwood it was as high as 82 per cent.34 Fans knew many of ‘their boys’ intimately, watching them from childhood kicking footballs in cramped back alleys all the way through to the open spaces of the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG). One Richmond woman could ‘not bear to be separated from her boys’ even in death, deciding to have her last remains sprinkled over the club’s Punt Road Oval turf.35


Tribalism was fiercest among the overcrowded and impoverished inner suburbs, whose inhabitants searched more intently for symbols of civic pride. These downtrodden neighbourhoods, particularly Collingwood, Richmond, Carlton, Footscray, Fitzroy and North Melbourne, used their public houses, bingo nights, colourful street life and workers’ unions to find community in the face of adversity. Above all these, however, was the football club. Richmond historian Jane McCalman explains:




Becoming a club member was a way a nobody could rightfully feel a somebody. And in watching over ‘our boys’, anxiously scanning their training sessions, patting their backs as they ran up the race, comforting them, in pain, drinking in the perfume of male sweat, eucalyptus and oranges, one could be bathed, for just a moment, in sympathetic magic.36





The Depression only tightened this bond. Collingwood staged dances in the Town Hall to raise funds for the municipality’s unemployed, while Footscray and North Melbourne admitted the unemployed to home matches free of charge. By 1933, the unemployed were granted free admission to all VFL grounds upon the production of a sustenance card.37


It was a jealous love. As these communities closed ranks to protect one another, a form of suburban xenophobia emerged. After flattening a North Melbourne player at their Arden Street Oval, Dyer was set upon by an enraged local crowd. ‘They wanted blood—mine. Their roars of rage stirred the Shinboners into retaliation and they piled on the pressure. I copped blows and kicks until my head rang.’ Dyer, a police officer when not playing football, grabbed his pistol and baton after the game and burst out the door and made the way to his car. ‘It was like running the gauntlet, surrounded by a sea of hostile faces, ugly and silent ... We were off with the crowd running after us, pelting rocks and with the car coughing, spluttering and back-firing its way to safety.’38


The club’s ‘suits’ could be just as hostile as the mob. After Geelong inflicted a surprise defeat on Collingwood at home, Magpie vice-president Alf ‘Rosie’ Dummett invited the Geelong president into the club’s Victoria Park rooms for a drink, only to find the ruthless Collingwood secretary Frank Wraith blocking the door. ‘I don’t care if he’s the president of the British Empire, he can’t get a drink here,’ Wraith snarled.39


Overseeing this proletarian empire was a discernibly bourgeois figure in VFL president Dr William McClelland. Educated at Brighton Grammar and Melbourne University, McClelland was ensconced in Australia’s political, business and sporting establishment. Having captained the blue-blooded Melbourne Football Club in his youth, he would rise to the role of club president, before being elected to the League presidency in 1926. It was an astute choice. As a Trustee of the MCG, and vice-president of the Melbourne Cricket Club (MCC), McClelland ensured the League retained close, if at times tense, ties with the powerful cricketing fraternity. Exclusive access to the MCG, colloquially known as ‘Victoria’s playground’, was its just reward.


A life surrounded by conservatives, however, produced a conservative outlook. ‘While on-field aspects of the Australian game across the country were often spectacularly unpredictable and entertaining, its off-field leadership was dour and measured,’ observed a recent history of the game.40 The competition McClelland inherited in 1926 would be indistinguishable from that he handed over three decades later. It nevertheless flourished, thanks to McClelland’s stable leadership and the tireless efforts of his secretary and right-hand man, Likely ‘Like’ McBrien. Reviewing a 1932 inventory of the Victorian football landscape that included an army of 526 000 devotees, McBrien could not help but be awed: ‘you realise what a big thing football is in our lives’.41


*
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One of the most feared players in the game. Richmond captain, Jack ‘Captain Blood’ Dyer. Courtesy of the Herald Sun.


CL Peters was not focused on the road as his truck gathered steam down High Street, Prahran. Despite carrying a full cargo of five tons of bricks in the tray behind him, it was hard to be. A die-hard South Melbourne supporter, Peters was daydreaming of the redemption that awaited his beloved Swans, who in two days’ time would take on Collingwood for the 1935 VFL premiership. The match was a tantilising prospect for any true football fan. So tantilising, in fact, that Peters was too distracted to notice that the tram in front of him had halted, its passengers disembarking onto the curb.


Snapping back to reality, Peters slammed on the breaks and executed a sharp swerve to avoid the crowd. But the velocity his vehicle had gathered made it impossible to avoid hitting one man, who was thrown to the footpath. Peters jumped out to find the victim alive and semi-conscious, though badly mangled by the crash. Among his injuries were severe lacerations to both legs, a broken thumb and damage to one of his ankles. On closer inspection, Peters realised, with horror, that the man he had hit was South Melbourne full-forward Bob Pratt.


Pratt wound up at home that night, lucky to be alive. Yet the damage to his ankle was enough to rule him out of the Grand Final that weekend, which South Melbourne went on to lose by twenty points. The injury, meanwhile, set Pratt down a troubled road. In March the following year, he welcomed his first son into the world, only to find himself out of work when his employer, the Star newspaper, unexpectedly folded.42 Playing through a sore foot and gritted teeth, Pratt lined up for every game in 1936, as much for the meagre financial compensation as for pride in the jumper. ‘You wouldn’t believe how hard times were,’ he recalled, ‘every penny counted.’43


Pratt soon took his fear and frustration out on the club committee, who lavished gifts on interstate recruits while treating the local boy as part of the furniture. ‘Bob, you were very spectacular but you weren’t very effective,’ one official replied after he asked why 150 goals was not enough to win him the 1934 best and fairest. Pratt never forgot the slight, putting his mistreatment down to being a Protestant in a predominately Catholic club.44


The blinding pain in his now arthritic ankle, and the South Melbourne committee’s refusal to cover his travel and accommodation expenses, pushed Pratt to the breaking point, and he began to seek an exit. A lucrative offer from Carlton, however, was summarily blocked. ‘The committee wouldn’t give you a clearance as the supporters would pull down the stand,’ club secretary Dick Mullaly informed him.45 With little recourse left, Pratt continued to turn out for the club he had fallen out of love with.


‘Pratt was typical of the problem that South Melbourne failed to consider or resolve,’ reflected club historians Mark Branagan and Michael Lefebvre, ‘he was trapped in the fear that his limited formal education offered little after football and was justifiably concerned about his future earning capacity ... Pratt had only one ace up his sleeve, his presence on the field.’46


*
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The Flying Machine. South Melbourne’s Bob Pratt, full-tilt, in the 1930s. Courtesy of the Herald Sun.


VFL footballers may have been the toast of the town during the Depression, but they lived off little more than toast itself. Recalling his early years at Richmond, Dyer learnt why football was more than a game.




The Richmond seconds were loaded with older players struggling to hold their position and the extra bit of depression day money coming in. I don’t know whether they ganged up on me because I was a newcomer and threatening their security, but I couldn’t get a kick ... They were desperate years and desperate men.47





If a player showed talent, a club could be generous. Just like the South Melbourne president Archie Crofts, John Wren, the infamous Collingwood bookie and lifelong devotee of the club, used his influence to provide positions for players on the local city council.48 Wren was also known to assist with hand-delivered incentives, should someone play an exceptional game. ‘You could say he was very generous,’ laughed one player years later.49 Others, notably Carlton and Richmond, simply bought the loyalties of the best players via under-the-table payments.50


But the players remained pawns, disposable when no longer useful, and entirely susceptible to the machinations of their clubs. Strangled by the Coulter Law, they received £3000 less in 1932 than what administrators were prepared to spend on uniforms and boots.51 Poor conditions were just as frustrating as a lack of pay. Outfitting and travel costs were often deducted from player earnings, while the zoning and permit systems bound players to their clubs in ‘perpetuity’.52 Signing a ‘form four’ contract may have put a player on a club’s books, but it did not guarantee them a game or payment. And now they belonged to the VFL:




I apply to be registered with the VFL as a player of the ___ club. In the event of the League accepting my application and in consideration thereof, I agree to be bound by the rules and regulations of the League, and I undertake not to play football in any competition or match, or series of matches, organised by any other club, association or body in the State of Victoria while I am a registered player of the League, or within two years of my ceasing to be a registered player of the League without first obtaining a clearance from such club and a permit from the League.53





Those who did not know their place were made to learn. Shortly after the introduction of the Coulter Law, it was revealed the eighteen-year-old Haydn Bunton Snr had illegally accepted a lump sum payment of £50 plus a £5 weekly wage to play football with Fitzroy.54 The real crime, however, was Bunton’s decision to communicate with several other clubs as to their price for his services. An embittered Carlton, who had come close to signing the budding star, presented evidence of its own illegal offer that had initially been accepted.55 At a VFL tribunal hearing, Bunton would be banned for a year, with Carlton and Fitzroy receiving no penalty. It was a kangaroo court, conceived solely to send a message to the playing fraternity: unlike the players, the clubs could circumvent the Coulter Law when it suited them.


Though appearing as the perfect pantomime villains, administrators did not always fit the bill. Charged with covering the expenses of an increasingly sophisticated organisation, many officials, themselves former players, cared deeply for the current lot, and offered their labour for nothing more than love of the club. The few who were paid, such as VFA secretary Russell Keon-Cohen, received as little as £4 a week for a role that demanded full-time service.56


Yet others were simply ‘fly-by-nighters’, who used the prestige of their positions solely to enhance personal interests. Long-serving Williamstown secretary Larry Floyd witnessed the influx of many ‘new friends’ in times of good fortune.




It is fair to state that some of these were needed and filled their positions with distinction and dignity, but it is just as true to record that others—who either gained office or just missed out—were plain opportunists and lasted just as long as the glamour of the 1939 premiership.57





The chasm in lived experiences also chafed. Where many officials were older, middle-class men who had made their fortunes, a 1940 survey conducted by the Sporting Globe of 191 VFL players found fewer than twenty-five occupying jobs in the ‘professions’. Most worked as clerks, brewers, policemen, firemen, drivers, mechanics, fitters and turners, welders, railway workers, printers, bakers, salesmen, labourers, or in other poorly paid professions.58


A generation earlier, St Kilda player Dave McNamara had sought to challenge the stigma around player empowerment. ‘A young man’s time in the game was limited, and as players spent their time and risked their bodies on-field, and in doing so put their day-jobs in jeopardy, so might they ask for as much compensation as could be given.’ McNamara continued, ‘If some demand more than is offered or considered to be reasonable, then they only act as do others who sell their labour, whatever it be’.59 Depression-era players accepted that the dire economic circumstances had forced clubs to tighten their belts, but the sight of thousands of fans flocking to games raised the ire of those putting on the show. Bunton, writing to the Fitzroy committee, echoed McNamara: ‘Football is a business and you have personally admitted that. Therefore, if a player does something exceptional and naturally brings greater revenue into the Club by such an effort, I feel that the player is entitled to a share of that extra money’.60


Intergenerational discontent bubbled away, boiling over spasmodically. In 1932, a Collingwood team refused to enter the playing field against Carlton, thirty minutes before a game, when rumours circulated that playing wages would be cut in half. A player’s representative, Bruce Andrew, was sent to the committee to find out. The committee responded that the club was in financial trouble but would compensate the players at the end of the year.


Before Andrew returned, however, club secretary Frank Wraith asked him to deliver another message to the team: ‘Any player who doesn’t play today will never play again’. Andrew relayed the explanation to the team, but was shrewd enough to omit Wraith’s threat. The players accepted reduced wages and entered the ground behind their captain, Syd Coventry, who roared, ‘Let’s go out and kill the basterds’. The episode reinforced the Collingwood legend: ‘The Magpies played for the guernsey not the money’.61


Supporters and officials had made a lifelong commitment to their clubs, and expected fidelity from ‘their boys’ in return. Loyalty, however, could not be eaten, nor would it keep a family warm at night. Opportunities for players to make good on their talents were limited under the status quo. But should that change, it would be hard to hold these ‘desperate men’ down. ‘Every man has his price!’ Collingwood player Lou Richards reflected years later. ‘And knowing footballers, particularly Victorians, most of them are like me—they’d eat a pound note with pepper and salt.’62


*


Joe Scanlon and Dick Mullaly sat snugly in the bowels of the steamship Nairana as it crossed the rough waters of the Bass Strait. The lengths football officials would go to land talent was famous, but even this seemed a bit absurd. Scanlon, a former South Melbourne captain, and Mullaly, the club secretary, were attempting to smuggle themselves undetected across the border to gain the signature of a much hyped yet still unknown quantity coming out of Launceston. If the letters of Hugh Cameron, Launceston Football Club president and a close friend of Scanlon, were to be believed, the twenty-two-year-old Laurie Nash was going to be the best young footballer in the land—a real ‘world beater’.63


Why else was half the VFL scrambling to get their claws into him? With his high leap and strong marking ability, Nash could play either centre half-forward or half-back, crashing packs with his solid frame and kicking to teammates, or at goal, with raking precision. ‘Nash was the only man I knew who could bite off more than he could chew, and chew it,’ Dyer explained.64


While Nash was rich in sporting talent, he was, in his own words, ‘a working man’s son’.65 He grew up in Fitzroy and Collingwood; his mother Mary had been an orphan, his father Robert worked as a gas stoker and a policeman. In search of a better life, the Nash family packed their things in 1929 and moved to Tasmania, where they purchased a public hotel in Parattah.


Nash quickly made a name for himself on the Apple Isle with his junior footballing and cricketing exploits. In early 1932, he would gain Test selection for Australia against a touring South African cricket team in Melbourne. But his use of intimidatory bowling, sledging, and his inclination to wear cut-off sleeves, a faux pas in the deeply conservative world of cricket, gained him a reputation as a troublemaker. ‘I didn’t wear the old school tie,’ Nash recalled. ‘I didn’t fit in.’66


The Australian selectors felt him too hot to touch. But Nash’s presence in Victoria had not gone unnoticed by several VFL scouts, who suspected his temperament might be better suited to the winter game. Nash had indicated his interest in the rising South Melbourne, though Richmond and Footscray were after him, as was Fitzroy, who could claim Nash as their property due to his former residence in the suburb.67 Cameron advised South Melbourne that the time to approach Nash was now.


And so, Scanlon and Mullaly, not wanting to draw undue attention to themselves or their mission, boarded the Nairana in the spring of 1932 under the cover of darkness. Arriving in Launceston, they would spend two days negotiating with Nash. Accommodation, a job at a sporting goods store and, of course, a weekly match fee did the trick.68 ‘South made me the biggest offer, five quid a week, so over I came,’ he told the Herald years later.69 Both Scanlon and Mullaly agreed it was the best thing they ever did for the club.70


*


If Depression-era football is a story of the haves and the have-nots, then the VFA fitted firmly into the latter category. After the exodus of 1896, the competition had given itself several blood transfusions, admitting clubs from the suburbs of Brunswick, Prahran, Preston, Brighton and Northcote. But a predatory VFL forever lurked in the shadows, ready to strike a blow when its rival became resurgent. It enacted two telling raids, acquiring Association powerhouse clubs Richmond in 1908 and most devastatingly North Melbourne, Footscray and Hawthorn in 1925, to make the League once more ‘supreme and unassailable in the control of football in Victoria’.71


With the VFL’s stranglehold over the inner city deemed too tight, VFA officials switched focus to Melbourne’s ring of sparsely populated outer suburbs, admitting clubs from Camberwell to the east, Sandringham and Oakleigh to the south, and Yarraville to the west. These new clubs retained rudimentary grounds and facilities, inadequate access to public transport, and limited local support. Association historian Marc Fiddian explains:




It [Camberwell] lacked large industries and the majority of business people around the Junction were there for a living and not to support the local sporting fraternity. As a dry area, the football club was unable to draw on the patronage of hoteliers and the majority of local residents were of sufficient means to indulge in golf or music or travel as a buffer to their work. Unlike the industrial areas, which spawned football clubs able to identify with their locale, Camberwell struggled for both talent and a tightly knit unit.72





But as long-serving Williamstown secretary Larry Floyd recounted decades later, Association officials in the late 1920s had their eyes fixed on the future: ‘It was inevitable that sooner or later the population would shift in large numbers from the inner to the outer suburbs as the city fringe became more highly industrialised’.73


Census data confirmed this migration. The populations of districts with a VFA club rose by 115 009 residents between 1921 and 1933, compared to the increase of just 11 270 residents in the VFL’s predominately urban strongholds.74 As the inner suburbs further decayed into slums during the Depression, the outer suburbs, with their wide streets, large houses and big backyards, became something for ordinary people to aspire to. Association officials patiently waited, hoping to some day capitalise on this demographic trend.


An investment in the future had been made, but for now attending a VFA football game was a costly and time-consuming experience in an era before widespread motor transportation was available. A Yarraville supporter faced a 12-mile journey east to Oakleigh, while a Preston fan confronted a 16-mile trip south to Sandringham. Where a Collingwood player might walk one neighbourhood over to Richmond’s Punt Road Oval, Port Melbourne’s team had to take ‘Fletcher’s boat’ across Hobsons Bay to play Williamstown.75 Entry into Association grounds was also prohibitively expensive, costing about 33 per cent more than what the League charged.76


Patrons also had to ask themselves whether the sacrifice was worth the experience. VFA followers had to contend with rudimentary stadium facilities, including a lack of shelter, as well as an inferior on-field spectacle. Clubs had limited capital to recruit and retain talent, who regarded the competition as a ‘dead end’.77 Any player with a modicum of skill, moreover, had to deal with opponents often more interested in fighting than playing. Youngster Tommy Lahiff sought the advice of Port Melbourne captain Bobby Skilton Snr before his first match for the club. ‘I’ll tell you what, son,’ Skilton informed him. ‘Every game you play with Port there’s gonna be a fight. If there’s a fight down there, turn round and stouch the bloke you’re minding.’78


As factories replaced homes and residents fled the inner suburbs, VFL clubs looked greedily to the VFA’s locally sourced talent to renew their thinning talent pools.79 In the 1920s alone, 110 Association players were seduced by the bright lights and better pay of the League, in return for fifty-six ‘has-beens’.80 The 1931 permit transfer agreement slowed the League’s pilfering, as did a half-hearted attempt to enforce a competition-wide ban on transfers. But the drain nevertheless continued as the desperate clubs put their own short-term interests ahead of the competition’s long-term health. After several promising seasons with Port Melbourne, Lahiff was induced to make the switch to Essendon in 1935. Port Melbourne, wanting compensation, agreed to a deal for two second-string players in return plus a £250 transfer fee.81


Unable to help itself, the VFA received little support from the Australian National Football Council (ANFC). In light of the federation of Australia’s colonies in 1901, football’s overlords recognised the need to establish a national governing body of their own. Formed in 1906, the Australasian Football Council (renamed the ANFC in 1927), comprising two delegates from each state’s preeminent body, was charged with determining football’s rules, managing interstate play and player transfers, and promoting the game to new regions.82
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