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The Queenslanders celebrate their series win in 2006, which kick-started an unprecedented period of dominance as they won 11 series in 12 years, including eight successive series victories.
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The Blues enjoy their 2014 series triumph, after NSW’s previous series win took place nine years earlier.









INTRODUCTION


Choosing all-time great players and teams in any sport inevitably leads to a mixture of viewpoints, arguments and disagreements. I always find it a contentious undertaking, mainly because sport – like anything – changes and evolves throughout the course of history.


As soon as I was asked to choose an all-time greatest team for both New South Wales and Queensland in State of Origin rugby league I knew I would have my work cut out for me. Attempting to rank players across numerous decades is virtually an impossible task, due to the ways that rugby league and society have changed over time. Players have become much fitter, faster and more athletic than their predecessors, yet when I watch a replay of a game from the early 1980s I don’t think the players from that era can be rated above or below their successors.


Frankly, this undertaking has left me on a hiding to nothing. No matter who I select, there will inevitably be readers insisting: ‘How can you include this player and exclude this other player?’ Believe me, I have asked myself that question many times! What’s more, I have changed my mind plenty of times with some selections. I have sought opinions from a range of followers from both sides of the border, and I appreciate their thoughts. Undoubtedly there are players in my lists who don’t rate highly in other people’s opinions, while automatic selections for other people may not feature in my lists at all. This is simply unavoidable but, hopefully, it can lead to constructive and interesting debate without the need for any sinister or spiteful comments. Rather than simply wonder how a certain player can be omitted, it’s worth noting the qualities of the players who are in my lists and realising that there are limited spaces available.


Trying to establish any sort of criteria is also fraught with danger. How much emphasis should be placed on a player’s ability, skills and displays? How much emphasis should be placed on consistency? Can these things even be measured? Should a player rank highly if he took part in numerous series wins? If a so-called ‘great’ halfback is in as many defeats as victories over a 10-year period, should this sway me against him in favour of another halfback who has tasted more wins in a different decade? Because Queensland won 11 series from 2006 to 2017 should a large proportion of players from that era be included, or were players from the 1980s more deserving when Queensland also had plenty of success? It certainly is impossible to equate the merits or achievements of one player to another when they played a number of years apart.


With rugby league having an official Immortals concept featuring 13 elite rugby league identities as of 2023, I decided that all of the Immortals with State of Origin experience had to be included in my State of Origin Immortals lists. This meant Andrew Johns was an automatic choice for NSW while Wally Lewis, Mal Meninga and Arthur Beetson had to be among the Queenslanders selected. But this led to another dilemma, as I decided the coach could not also be picked as a player. Should Meninga be picked as a player with Beetson as coach, or vice versa? Or should both be picked in the 17-man team while Wayne Bennett is chosen as coach? How do you decide?
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The Maroons rejoice while the Blues are less than enthused as Greg Inglis scores a try in game two of 2013.


One aspect that can be stated definitively is that players have been chosen solely according to their State of Origin careers. Some players may have thrived at club and international level yet been patchy in Origin football. With interstate supremacy up for grabs in a best-of-three series each year, the fervour of Origin football reaches great heights each year while the margin between success and failure is often minuscule regardless of what the scoreboard says. The difference between a player making the cut and missing the cut in my Immortals lists is similarly minuscule in a lot of cases.


If I were to name my all-time top 10 Queensland players I’m sure I would include Allan Langer and Cooper Cronk, yet I couldn’t find room for either of them in my team of 17 Queensland Origin Immortals as the interchange bench is no place for a specialist halfback – even if Cronk came off the bench six times in Origin football! I could also find no room for Gary Belcher, Justin Hodges, Corey Parker, Matt Scott, Dale Shearer, Matt Sing, Sam Thaiday and Paul Vautin in my Queensland squad.


Likewise, Andrew Johns’s inclusion in the NSW list means there is no place for Peter Sterling, Steve Mortimer and Ricky Stuart. I could also find no position for Ryan Girdler, Eric Grothe (Senior), Jarryd Hayne, Michael Jennings, Ben Kennedy or Ian Roberts, as their success and impact were either too brief or sporadic. Paul Gallen played in 24 matches but was not considered as he was in just one series win. Bradley Clyde missed out because he played his final Origin game at the age of 24; his career was tainted with injuries. At the time of writing it would also be premature to pick players who debuted at some stage from the late 2010s to the early 2020s.


There are no right or wrong answers when choosing all-time best teams and players, and it is always likely that you cannot find enough room for everyone you wish to include. Regardless of how much you agree or disagree with my selections, I hope you enjoy reading about many players who made such a huge contribution to the wondrous rugby league competition that is State of Origin.


Liam Hauser
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After being selected on the wing in his maiden Origin series and then being in and out of the Queensland side for a few years, Billy Slater made the custodian role his own.







BILLY SLATER






	PLAYING RECORD






	Positions

	Fullback, wing, replacement






	Active years

	2004–18






	Matches

	31 (including 2 as a replacement)







	Wins

	Losses






	19

	12






	12 tries: 48 points






	

	

	

	

	






	COACHING RECORD






	Active years

	2022–






	Matches

	3






	Wins

	Losses






	2

	1






	1 series win






	

	

	

	

	







Billy Slater entered State of Origin folklore in just his second appearance when he scored a sizzling try at Suncorp Stadium. ‘Billy the Kid’ was two days shy of his 21st birthday at the time. Maroons skipper Darren Lockyer put through a short and low kick for Slater, who burst onto it near the halfway line and veered right. With New South Wales fullback Anthony Minichiello approaching him, Slater chip kicked to the left and scurried through to swoop on the ball and cross the try line.


The momentous occasion was in game two of 2004, with Slater scoring two tries in a man-of-the-match display. However, it was not until 2008 that Slater was part of an Origin series win, and it was not until 2009 that he entrenched himself in the fullback role.


The rest, as they say, is history.
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Slater defuses a kick in front of the Blatchys Blues crew at Sydney’s ANZ Stadium in the third and deciding game of 2013.


Slater was among many major contributors in Queensland’s seven series wins from 2008 to 2015, and he also took part in Queensland’s 2017 series triumph before having mixed fortunes in his farewell in 2018. Many times he was widely rated as one of the best fullbacks in rugby league history. He possessed lightning speed, and had the uncanny ability of producing something out of nothing. His support play was a huge asset, and he was also skilful at leaping and knocking the ball back after one of his teammates put up a high kick.


Slater could be relied upon to make try-saving tackles as well. Johnathan Thurston classified Slater as a ‘once-in-a-lifetime player’, and commented in Johnathan Thurston: The Autobiography: ‘He stopped as many tries as he scored. In my eyes, he is Queensland’s greatest ever fullback, and that is a remarkable achievement considering he was dropped in 2005 and wasn’t picked again for three years.’


Although Slater made a costly error from time to time, he had the ability to not let it get the better of him. Mercurial but also a match winner and someone with a genuine X-factor, Slater always had opponents on their toes.


Slater played on the wing while Rhys Wesser was at fullback in 2004. Following his heroics on Brisbane soil, Slater came crashing back to earth in the series decider on Sydney soil three weeks later. In the early stages, NSW second rowers Nathan Hindmarsh and Craig Fitzgibbon produced a lifting tackle and slammed Slater on his back. For some reason a penalty was not awarded even though Slater’s legs were well above the horizontal, meaning the tackle should have been classified as dangerous. Slater subsequently had an unhappy night despite scoring a try, with NSW romping home 36–14. NSW’s first try followed a mistake from Slater, who recklessly held the ball one-handed under pressure.


Johnathan Thurston classified Slater as a ‘once-in-a-lifetime player’.
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Slater makes a dangerous run during his man of the match display in the dead rubber of 2010.




Having played at fullback in the first two matches of 2005, Slater lost his place after spilling two bombs and conceding a silly penalty in game two. Moments after fumbling a high punt in the first half, he atoned as he scored an 88-metre intercept try. This showed how dangerous he could be, but his next blunder from a bomb led to a NSW try as the pendulum decisively swung NSW’s way.


Slater missed the 2006 series through suspension before injuries hampered him in 2007, so he was not recalled until 2008. After a wayward display at fullback in the series opener, he was demoted to the bench for the second and third matches while Karmichael Hunt was preferred in the custodian role. ‘It seemed no way to treat a player who as much as anyone else could compel a crowd to its feet, but Queensland’s selectors seemed to think they had better options, or that the little errors Slater had in his game outweighed his match-winning abilities,’ Paul Connolly reported in his book The Streak. 


As it turned out, halfback Scott Prince broke his forearm in the 15th minute of the 2008 decider, which resulted in Slater playing most of the match at fullback while Hunt moved to five-eighth and Thurston to halfback: their same positions from game one. Ultimately, Slater scored the winning try as he backed up a break from Thurston. In hindsight, he seemingly turned a corner in his Origin career.


The 2009 series was somewhat typical for Slater, who had some great moments but also made some errors that led to NSW tries. In game one he showed his incredible athleticism when he chased a grubber kick and flew spectacularly to force the ball for a try just centimetres from the dead-ball line.


‘Billy is ready to pounce on any opportunity,’ Darren Lockyer said.


Perhaps 2010 was Slater’s best year in Origin football as he won the Wally Lewis Medal, while Queensland topped off its fifth successive series victory with a series clean sweep. In the first half of game one, Slater swooped on a banana kick from Thurston to score a try. In game three, man of the match Slater made a brilliant try-saving tackle on Anthony Watmough and later scored a vital try as he bamboozled NSW’s defence with mesmerising footwork. 
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Slater scores for the Maroons in game three of 2014.


In 2011 Slater scored the winning try in game one as he powered onto a Lockyer pass and sliced through the defence. In game three he played a key role in the lead-up to the opening two tries and later burst through to score off a clever set play to effectively seal the series.
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Slater celebrates with Maroons fans after Queensland levels the 2017 series with a thrilling triumph in Sydney.


Slater and teammate Matt Scott crucially saved a try when NSW led 4–0 in the 2012 series opener, before a brilliant no-look pass from the Maroons’ custodian set up Queensland’s first try. Slater was a little erratic in game two, before missing the decider with injury. He played in another series win the following year, before Queensland’s eight-year series-winning streak ended on his 31st birthday as NSW narrowly won game two of 2014. Slater had a hand in a couple of tries in 2015 before injury forced him out of the decider, which Queensland won with a record margin.
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Slater and Justin Hodges are buoyant after Slater scores a try to give the Maroons an unbeatable lead in the 2011 series decider.


Slater’s troublesome shoulder also forced him to miss the 2016 series, before he was surprisingly overlooked for the first game of 2017. Brought back for game two after the Maroons lost game one decisively, he had a hand in two of Queensland’s three tries. With Queensland trailing 16–12 in the last five minutes, Slater drifted sideways before linking with Michael Morgan, whose flick pass led to Dane Gagai’s series-saving try. With Darius Boyd and Thurston missing game three while Greg Inglis and Matt Scott missed the entire series, Slater’s experience and fine form were invaluable as the Maroons won comfortably.


Despite missing game one of 2018, Slater’s displays in the remaining two matches enabled him to somewhat controversially win the player of the series award. He also became the fifth Queenslander to play Origin at 35 years of age. A roaming Slater played a vital role in two tries as Queensland jumped to a 10–0 lead in game two, only for NSW to score 18 unanswered points and later hang on for a series-sealing 18–14 victory. 


With Inglis sidelined from the third match, Slater gained the Queensland captaincy for his final Origin appearance. He retrieved a chip kick from teammate Daly Cherry-Evans and appeared to score the opening try, but it was disallowed after replays showed that Slater juggled a ball that had touched an opponent. In the second half he threw the final pass for a try to Valentine Holmes as Queensland levelled the score before going on to win 18–12. After full time, Slater was triumphantly chaired off the field by Melbourne and Queensland teammates Cameron Munster and Will Chambers.


In an edition of Rugby League Week titled Dynasty that focused on Queensland’s domination from 2006 to 2012, Lockyer said of Slater: ‘While he has come up with a lot of the big plays, it is the little things he does for you as a team that makes him so special. Billy is never lazy. He is always going to be on the spot . . . Billy is by far the best positional No. 1 in the game and it is because he has the work ethic and he wants to be where we need him. Billy is ready to pounce on any opportunity. It is great to have a fullback with such skill and a great work ethic at the same time. Defensively he is fantastic and he is always looking to get the ball on the full.’


In another edition of Rugby League Week titled Heroes of Origin, Lockyer reported: ‘Other fullbacks float around the field but he [Slater] wants to be involved in every play. You can hear him when he is behind you saying, “Put a kick over here for me”. He’ll tell you “I’m inside” or “I’m outside”.


‘He is so quick, reads the game well and has that excellent work ethic out there that makes him the perfect fullback.’


Slater became Queensland’s coach in 2022 after Paul Green guided the Maroons in 2021 when they suffered two hefty defeats. Slater coached several players he had played with in 2017 and 2018, and added another dimension to his immortality as Queensland recorded a stunning series win. The Maroons won game one by six points following a masterclass from Slater’s ex-teammate Cameron Munster, and then suffered a 32-point defeat in game two after holding a four-point lead in the shadows of half-time. Despite the absence of Munster in game three, Slater’s team earned a shock 10-point triumph on home soil.
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Darius Boyd was a regular try scorer for the Maroons throughout his Origin days from 2008 to 2017.





DARIUS BOYD






	PLAYING RECORD






	Positions

	Wing, fullback, centre






	Active years

	2008–17






	Matches

	28






	Wins

	Losses






	19

	9






	17 tries: 68 points






	

	

	

	

	







Darius Boyd’s record at representative level was close to perfect: Australia won every one of his 23 Test appearances while his State of Origin record was almost as good. He played for the Maroons from game two of 2008 until game two of 2017, and featured in only one series defeat. He was temporarily the competition’s leading try scorer, before finishing one try adrift of Greg Inglis.


Boyd formed a lethal pairing with Inglis, with this duo repeatedly combining superbly while Johnathan Thurston was sometimes involved as well. The final pass for many of Boyd’s tries came from Inglis or Thurston, but it was nonetheless a credit to Boyd for his positional play and ability to finish the job others had created. In his book Battling the Blues Boyd commented: ‘I was at the end of a left edge that featured G.I. and J.T. playing inside me. The Blues would sometimes need to commit two defenders to stop J.T. as he jinked and stepped. That often meant G.I. was able to break free, so defenders would have to rush across to stop him if J.T. found him. And that would leave me with plenty of room on the left wing, loving the fact that these two magicians inside me were causing so much trouble.’


Boyd had a dream debut, capitalising on Inglis’s brilliant work to score the first two tries of the match. He would have notched a hat-trick but for a dodgy forward pass ruling, ironically after his second try should have been pulled up for a forward pass. The back page headline in The Courier-Mail the following day read: ‘BOY, OH BOYD’. Queensland levelled the series with its 30–0 victory before winning the decider 16–10.
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Boyd scores one of his two tries in Queensland’s 26–6 win in game two of 2013.


A last-minute try to Boyd sealed Queensland’s 28–18 victory in the first match of 2009, with Inglis having done the lead-up work following a scrum. Although Boyd was by no means prominent as the Maroons wrapped up their fourth straight series win, he was destined to remain entrenched in Origin football for years to come. As the Maroons faced defeat in game three of 2009, Boyd twice fended off Jarryd Hayne during a raid before Kurt Gidley’s splendid cover tackle took Boyd over the sideline.


The opening clash of 2011 was a rare occasion in which Boyd’s defence was more distinctive than his attack.


Boyd was more prominent in 2010, when Queensland won all three fixtures. He spilled a bomb that resulted in New South Wales scoring the opening try of the series, then he scored the next try. In the second half he had a hand in Inglis’s try, which helped Queensland to an eight-point lead. During game two Boyd fortunately escaped injury as he was on the receiving end of a dangerous lifting tackle, which led to an all-in brawl. Later in the first half, fine work from Darren Lockyer and Inglis enabled Boyd to run in a try that set up a 16–0 lead before the Maroons went on to win 34–6. In the dead rubber he scored the first try after yet another pass from Inglis.


The opening clash of 2011 was a rare occasion in which Boyd’s defence was more distinctive than his attack. He twice pummelled opposition centre Mark Gasnier, with Boyd anticipating Gasnier’s move due to the fact they were club teammates. Queensland won 16–12 that night before the Blues squared the series with an 18–8 win to inflict Boyd’s second defeat in his 10th appearance. With NSW leading 12–8, Inglis’s flick pass sent Boyd breaking away before the winger’s awkward inside pass was spilled. The deciding match belonged to the Maroons, who led 24–0 before prevailing 34–24.
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Boyd celebrates scoring a double in game one of 2014, but it wasn’t enough that night as the Maroons went down 12–8.


NSW scored the first try of the 2012 series when Boyd erred from a bomb, before he finished fine ball-handling movements to score the next two tries in an 18–10 victory. Although the Maroons lost the next game 16–12 he was involved in both of Queensland’s tries as he knocked the ball back from high kicks. In the decider he opened Queensland’s account following a cut-out pass from Thurston, and the Maroons fought back from an 8–0 deficit to win a thriller by one point.


Boyd scored Queensland’s lone try in game one of 2013 following lead-up work from Thurston and Inglis, but the Maroons never looked like erasing their 14–0 deficit; it might have been a different story had a few little things gone Queensland’s way. When the margin was eight points Boyd was forced into touch with the try line beckoning. Game two was a contrast as Thurston set up two tries for Boyd in a 26–6 triumph, with Boyd crossing untouched on the first occasion. 


He enjoyed his sixth Origin series win after Queensland’s tight win in game three before he became one of several Maroons to suffer a series defeat for the first time the following year. He scored all of Queensland’s points in game one but it wasn’t enough, as the Blues prevailed 12–8. In the 74th minute he nearly registered a hat-trick that could have turned the game and the series Queensland’s way, but the final pass was a little erratic before Boyd was tackled into the corner post. In the dying seconds the Maroons moved the ball left from a scrum, but Justin Hodges failed to feed Boyd as open space beckoned. After the Maroons relinquished their crown in game two, having been kept tryless that night, they triumphed 32–8 in the dead rubber. They led 14–8 when Thurston threw a cut-out pass that could have been intercepted, but Boyd scored instead to instigate a late onslaught.
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Boyd (right) and Brent Tate enjoy Boyd’s first try of the 2014 series.


Boyd played a key role in a great try to Inglis in game two of 2015, but the Blues won 26–18 to keep alive their chances of back-to-back series wins. In the decider a cut-out pass from replacement back Michael Morgan sent Boyd dashing across in the left corner. Thurston’s great conversion made the score line a staggering 40–2, before finishing at 52–6.


Boyd moved to the custodian role for the 2016 series in place of the injured Billy Slater. Boyd remarked in Battling the Blues that he was nervous about the positional change even though fullback had been his regular position in club football for several years. ‘A good or bad game at fullback can be the difference between winning and losing. That may not always be the case on the wing, where I had played each of my previous twenty-three Origin matches.’


As it transpired, Boyd won the Queensland player of the series award in 2016. He had a hand in the lead-up to Queensland’s try in game one, which the Maroons won 6–4. In game two he threw the final pass in the lead-up to two tries, including the last try of the match to seal Queensland’s 26–16 win. Thurston and Boyd combined to set up a try for Inglis in the early stages of game three, before Boyd scored from teammate Cooper Cronk’s high kick with six minutes remaining. This gave the Maroons a 14–12 lead, before a 79th minute try to Michael Jennings denied Queensland a series whitewash.


Boyd won the Queensland player of the series award in 2016.


The Blues were too strong in game one of 2017, winning 28–4, with Boyd denied a consolation try thanks to a great tackle. Amid mass changes for game two he shifted to the centres to accommodate debutant winger Valentine Holmes and the recalled Slater. Thurston, Slater and Boyd linked to set up a try for Holmes, but NSW moved ahead 16–6 before the Maroons snatched a series-levelling two-point win following a great conversion from Thurston. This turned out to be the last Origin appearance for Boyd and Thurston, as injuries forced them to miss game three while injury forced Inglis to miss the entire series. Without them, Queensland won the decider 22–6. Boyd was available for game one of 2018 but was not chosen as his form began to slide. He pulled the pin on his representative career, and the Maroons underwent a significant changing of the guard.
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Greg Inglis became the leading try scorer in State of Origin history, having played at wing, centre and fullback.





GREG INGLIS






	PLAYING RECORD






	Positions

	Centre, wing, fullback






	Active years

	2006–18






	Matches

	32






	Wins

	Losses






	19

	13






	18 tries: 72 points






	

	

	

	

	







Having scored two tries in each of his first two State of Origin appearances, Greg Inglis was destined to become State of Origin’s leading try scorer. Moreover, he often played a decisive role during Queensland’s dominant era from 2006 to 2017.


Inglis also had an array of attributes that made him a legend of the game. For several years he had a somewhat lean physique and was flamboyant, stylish and poetry in motion, as well as being quick and athletic. When he bulked up he no longer had the same style or athleticism as previously, yet he became a more imposing figure as he was still a formidable presence although in a different way. 


Diminutive duo Steve Turner and Nathan Merritt made one Origin appearance each for New South Wales, in 2008 and 2013 respectively, while Inglis was one of their club teammates. Both times Inglis completely dominated his club colleague on the Origin stage. Corey Parker, who played plenty of Origin football with Inglis and plenty of club football against him, commented in Iron Man: ‘I’ve never known a guy who at the flick of a switch can just impose himself upon a game and dominate.’


Inglis’s eligibility was always a sore point in NSW, considering he was born and raised south of the border before moving north as a teenager and playing for the Maroons on a technicality. He was among seven Queensland debutants in game one of 2006, and produced a patchy display on the wing despite scoring two tries in the second half. The Maroons recovered from a 14–0 deficit to level at 16–all before losing by a field goal. 


Inglis missed the next two matches with injury before returning the following year. He caught a Johnathan Thurston kick to score the opening try, but NSW jumped to an 18–6 lead before Inglis finished a fine movement to score again and put the Maroons on track for their 25–18 win. He also scored Queensland’s first try in the next game, which the Maroons won 10–6 to clinch their maiden victory at the Homebush-based stadium; it was also the first time Queensland had won back-to-back series in 18 years. A knee injury forced Inglis to exit game three in the first 25 minutes, with the Blues ultimately winning 18–4 after scoring two late tries.


Inglis moved to the centres in 2008 and was outshone by NSW’s Mark Gasnier in game one, which the Blues won 18–10. Hell-bent on redemption, Inglis produced a man-of-the-match display in a 30–0 victory in the next bout. After making an early mistake he was deadly when given room to move and made a mockery of Gasnier and Turner. Inglis set up two first-half tries for debutant Darius Boyd, although the second try featured an undetected forward pass. After this game Darren Lockyer rated Inglis as the most gifted player he had seen. Inglis was less prominent in game three, although he crucially defused a high kick as the Maroons protected their 16–10 lead in the final 10 minutes.
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