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INTRODUCTION


Some loathe Australian football as a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing. Scoreless draws and ethnic wars scribbled by hoodlums and zealots, sheilas, wogs and poofters. To others it’s just ersatz: Australia is where the world game ends, and not with a bang but with a whimper.


The truth is that football holds an uncomfortable mirror to the society that plays it. It’s as boring as the beholder, inviting Australia’s patriotic conceit and reflecting its global insignificance. At worst it’s an immature culture cringe, but at best it’s a pure meritocracy and nothing can connect this lonely, isolated rock to the rest of the world quite like it does. 


That’s why the following stories transcend sport: each is a unique Bildungsroman. Some of the footballers within these pages were born outsiders longing for a culture they didn’t understand, while others were frightened teenagers travelling alone to hostile lands. Some attempted to change a nation, and others tried to connect with a damaged family. Many became global superstars, and a select few scrubbed toilets or posed naked for calendars just to fight for social justice. The remarkable ethnic, sexual, physical and financial diversity of Australia’s greatest footballers create the most accurate national representation in Australian sport: they’re all united by the round ball’s spotlight. 


It’s been 100 years since the formation of the first Australian national football team. This book is foremost a centennial celebration of the incredible athletic feats – the quintessential underdog tales – that have defined Australian sport to the wider world. However, the individual stories behind the triumphs provide the real inspiration. They’re a time traveller’s guide from when Australia was regarded as a global backwater whose best and brightest were forced to leave for worldly recognition, a time when professional football meant battling foreigners on their turf for their jobs, and representing Australia deserved barely an inch in the back pages. It spans the length and breadth of Australian football to the modern era, when Australia boasts one of the greatest footballers in the world, yet still the fight continues.


The obstacles each of these footballers overcame reflect Australia’s eternal struggle for recognition on the world stage. Thousands of footballers made the pilgrimage; the following 18 are the strongest who survived. If Australian football ever truly finds its feet, then Australia will have found a greater place in the world. That may mean we’ll never see the likes of these again – they’re immortals because they’ll never be replaced.


The term ‘immortals’ as the basis for this book needs some context and explanation. Borrowed from elsewhere in the sporting world, it’s the practice of honouring a very select group of former players regarded as the game’s elite. Immortals in a sporting sense are not just high achievers, they are influential identities who set new benchmarks and changed the way their sport is played.


This is the fifth book in Gelding Street Press’s Immortals of Australian Sport series. It spans seven decades of Australian football history by analysing and recounting the lives of the most famous and important Australian footballers of all time. It’s comprised, in felicitous fashion, of 11 chapters for Australia’s dream team, seven for an immortal football bench and then a single chapter for the only coach who could steer such an extraordinarily aggressive formation.


Players were chosen for their impact, skill and legacy. It’s the first book in the series that’s non-gender specific, and the first to call its sport one name on the cover and another throughout the text. It’s soccer for the public, football for the purists and sokkah for the haters. By the end, you’ll definitely be one of the last two.


Lucas Radbourne


May 2022
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1


MARK SCHWARZER








	Birthdate

	6 October 1972






	Place of birth

	Sydney, New South Wales






	Major teams

	Australia, Middlesbrough, Fulham






	Position

	Goalkeeper










Mark Schwarzer was the third-most gifted Australian goalkeeper born in 1972, yet the sheer magnitude of his success is largely unparalleled in Socceroos history.


Footballers strike penalties at 120 kilometres per hour 10 metres from goal, leaving the goalkeeper 500 milliseconds between the ball leaving the boot and passing the goal line. Ninety-nine per cent of goalkeepers guess, relying on statistics, poor shots and dumb luck, but throughout history there have been a select few who can enter the mind of their opposing striker, a psychological deviance that defies reality and allows them to wait until the ball has been struck. It’s 16 November 2005, the most famous date in Australian football history, and the entire nation’s about to discover they have one of those savants.


Close observers already had an inkling: seconds before Australia’s defining penalty shoot-out against Uruguay to qualify for their first World Cup in 32 years, Simon Hill called Mark Schwarzer the ‘calmest man on the pitch’. Uruguay stated before the match they had ‘a divine right’ to be at the World Cup, but they were facing a man who six months earlier had saved a penalty from the striker dubbed ‘God’. Amid 85,000 boos and screeching horns there was Schwarzer, flinging the ball in the air, bouncing it like a basketball, tossing it carelessly at Dario Rodriguez. The Uruguayan took a step then paused. Schwarzer remained motionless. Another step, another stutter. Schwarzer’s a rock. Rodriguez struck the ball with exceptional power before the Australian’s feet left the ground, but Schwarzer was so certain of where the ball would travel that he got both arms behind the shot and swatted it like a fly. Marcelo Zalayeta approached the spot with full momentum but Schwarzer stared him down, treating him like a child and checking his ball lay exactly on the spot. Zalayeta blasted his shot even harder and higher than Rodriguez, swerving into the top right corner, but Schwarzer leapt like a tiger onto a gazelle and slashed the ball with the very tip of his outstretched hand. ‘It’s as big as we’ve ever seen in Australia,’ Craig Foster cried as Schwarzer spun to his feet, arched his back and roared, echoed by an entire nation. ‘Mark Schwarzer, you are a champion.’ 


Only two goalkeepers have saved more penalties in Premier League history than Schwarzer. First-placed David James saved just three more than the Australian from an additional 14 attempts, but Schwarzer’s not only one of the best penalty savers of all time – he’s statistically one of the best goalkeepers of all time. He holds the record for the most Premier League appearances of any foreigner, and he has the third most clean sheets in Premier League history despite spending his career with Britain’s 31st and 33rd most successful clubs, making a whopping 836 saves. He led both English minnows to Europa League finals before finally joining a club of his momentous stature at 41 years of age. He then became the oldest Premier League winner and, at 43, the first player to win back-to-back Premier League titles with different clubs. 
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Schwarzer saves Rodriguez’s penalty with ease to help Australia qualify for their first World Cup in 32 years.


His international achievements are equally enormous. Schwarzer is the only Socceroo who can lay claim to being one of the best ever in their position. He’s the most capped Socceroo of all time and the longest lived figure in Australian football history. He was there from the first glimmer of the golden generation in 1992 all the way to its painful demise in 2013. José Mourinho called him ‘amazing’, Petr Čech said he ‘left a huge mark on the Premier League’ but Ange Postecoglou surmised his legacy best, stating he’s ‘an absolute icon of our game’.


‘A lot of lows, mostly lows, a lot of kicks in the teeth. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.’
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Schwarzer celebrates John Aloisi’s winning spot kick that cemented Australia’s place at the 2006 World Cup.


Schwarzer’s remarkable career is made gobsmacking by the fact that he was arguably the third most talented Australian goalkeeper born in 1992. Mark Bosnich is nine months older but had signed for Manchester United while Schwarzer was still playing in Sydney’s youth leagues. Zeljko Kalac is two months younger but was a National Soccer League (NSL) starter by the age of 16, had 29 Socceroos caps by the time Schwarzer made his fourth appearance and set a still-standing Australian transfer record when he was 23. Schwarzer’s desire was so incredible that it not only exceeded his Australian competition but the entire world’s. 
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Schwarzer saves against Brazil in Australia’s second group match in 2006.


Schwarzer’s parents migrated to Australia from Germany four years before his birth with ‘nothing to lose’. He began playing at six years of age, but as soon as he left the local side his father coached he spent most of his time on the bench. His father Hans recalled to the New South Wales Migration Heritage Centre that ‘one particular year, he had a whole year sitting on the bench’ but that ‘mentally it made him much stronger’. Schwarzer joined Marconi Stallions as a teenager and began taking additional training sessions before earning his first contract in 1990. He barely played a match for the first two years under Marconi goalkeeper Bob Catlin, and when Catlin left for England Marconi replaced him with tough former Socceroos goalkeeper Tony Pezzano, 12 years Schwarzer’s senior. 
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Schwarzer and Cahill were the two most successful members of the Socceroos’ golden generation.
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Schwarzer takes a goal kick against Paraguay in 2010, keeping a clean sheet against the South Americans. 


In 1992/93, seven matches into his third NSL season and still warming the bench, it looked as though Schwarzer was destined for mediocrity, but when former Socceroos coach Frank Arok gave Schwarzer his first chance, his performances shook the NSL. He led Marconi from seventh to win a riotous 1993 grand final, keeping a clean sheet while the stands around him were set ablaze. He then won NSL Goalkeeper of the Season despite missing nearly a third of the campaign.


That year, then Socceroos coach Eddie Thomson was keen to test alternatives to Robert Zabica and had already capped Kalac and Bosnich, but the latter Premier League starlet was rarely available. Schwarzer lucked into his Socceroos debut in a 1993 World Cup qualifier against Canada when he was named on the bench, but Zabica was red-carded after 15 minutes. Schwarzer made numerous errors across both play-off legs, but in a stroke of fortune the tie came down to a penalty shoot-out in front of 25,000 Sydney fans. Seconds before the shoot-out an assistant coach advised Schwarzer to stare his opponent down and not commit until the final second. What followed was a mirror image of his defining performance against Uruguay 13 years later: he remained motionless as one Canadian striker stuttered before making a brilliant reaction save. He then infuriated Canada’s next striker, insisting he re-place the ball exactly on the penalty spot before saving equally emphatically. Schwarzer’s virtuosic display boomed his reputation, and because he had a German passport he left for a contract with Dynamo Dresden. 
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Schwarzer rose above the rest of Australia’s talented goalkeeping stocks, and was the perennial choice against quality opposition.


He landed in East Germany five years after unification as an ‘outsider’ to his ‘suspicious’ teammates, later telling Optus Sport ‘It was never going to happen.’ He moved to FC Kaiserslautern but continued to struggle. ‘There was anxiousness,’ he said. ‘A lot of lows, mostly lows, a lot of kicks in the teeth. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. It’s how much do you want to be a professional footballer? How much do you want to prove your critics wrong?’ 


Schwarzer’s Socceroos fight was just beginning and he only won three caps in seven years after his debut, but his club career exploded after he landed a successful trial with Bradford City in 1996. The English second-tier club paid what they thought was big money – £150,000 – but after 13 matches sold him to Middlesbrough for £2.5 million. Bradford manager Chris Kamara later told radio network SEN: ‘The chairman gave me £15,000 out of his own pocket as a big thank you and said, “There’s no way in this world that we would ever have had a goalkeeper of the quality of Mark Schwarzer at this football club.”’


Schwarzer’s level of mental fortitude was rare, but his ability to read opposing strikers was unique. He joined the Premier League club as a backup keeper, but they were relegated in his first season so he became Bryan Robson’s first choice in his second campaign. He made 44 appearances that season and conceded the league’s fewest goals to earn immediate promotion. Even more incredibly, he conceded just three goals in seven matches, including a miraculous clean sheet against Liverpool as Middlesbrough made the 1998 League Cup final. Schwarzer was born for the Premier League – he described his debut as being ‘like a drug’ – and guided Middlesbrough to as high as fourth on their return before they eventually finished ninth. His commanding displays led the club to its highest finish in more than 20 years, and over the next nine seasons he became Middlesbrough’s greatest goalkeeper of all time. 


In 2001 Bosnich was in his second spell at Manchester United and Kalac was excelling in the Eredivisie, but Schwarzer’s 102 Premier League appearances in just three years had broken new ground for an Australian footballer. That’s how much it took for Schwarzer to earn his Socceroos breakthrough at 29 years of age, for the 2001 Confederations Cup. Schwarzer made incredible saves to continuously deny the world’s best strikers as Australia shocked Mexico 2-0, France 1-0 and Brazil 1-0 to finish in third place. His performances were so impressive they essentially relegated the other two best goalkeepers in Australian history to being Schwarzer’s understudies for the rest of their careers. 
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Schwarzer playing for Fulham against West Ham in 2012. His success in Europe mirrored his achievements with the national team.


In 2001/02 Middlesbrough conceded less league goals than five of the six clubs above them, which became a regular occurrence, and finished 12th despite scoring the third least amount of goals in the competition. Middlesbrough also kept five successive clean sheets to make the 2002 FA Cup semi-finals. Schwarzer won two penalty shoot-outs within a fortnight against Everton and Tottenham in the 2004 League Cup before shutting out Arsenal in the semi-finals and beating Bolton in the final to guide Middlesbrough to their first major trophy in the club’s 128-year history. He won his second – and the last official – trophy of his 26-year professional career that year in the OFC Nations Cup against the Solomon Islands. 
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Schwarzer continued to be omnipresent for the Socceroos throughout his third consecutive World Cup qualification campaign in 2012.


The small Teeside club became one of the 2005 UEFA Cup’s unlikeliest entrants, but Schwarzer kept five clean sheets in their first six matches to guide the club through qualifying, then the group stage, then the round of 32 before they were finally beaten by Sporting Lisbon. 


‘I called him out a few times and it led to me putting in a transfer request and wanting to leave the club. Even after I came back off it, because they wouldn’t let me go, he lied to me again.’
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Schwarzer celebrates leading Australia to its fourth World Cup finals in 2014.


Throughout 2005 Schwarzer was instrumental in Australia’s friendlies and World Cup qualifying campaigns. His November heroics against Uruguay cemented his place in Socceroos history and secured the team’s ticket to the nation of his heritage. Meanwhile, despite Middlesbrough often spending little or nothing on transfers, Schwarzer continued to drive the club to new heights. ‘Australia is very far,’ Cech admired to My Football. ‘Schwarzer was going for 20 years to play with the national team, so you can imagine you go all the way, just before the game you played in the Premier League. It’s not easy but I think it just shows how committed [he was] to the national team, going back and forth.’ 


On the final day of the 2004/05 season Middlesbrough faced Manchester City away, the latter being two points behind Middlesbrough for the league’s final European qualification place. In the 89th minute City won a penalty and one of the deadliest strikers of the era, Robbie Fowler – the man English fans humbly called ‘God’ – stepped up in front of a packed home crowd to take what the commentator termed the ‘most vital kick of his career.’ As always, Schwarzer strutted towards him and made the icon pick the ball up and move it two inches back onto its mark. Schwarzer waited until the final second, then dived and not only saved but caught the ball in both hands at full stretch. His save broke Middlesbrough records again and qualified the club for the 2006 UEFA Cup. 


The Australian didn’t concede for the first six matches, then he guided the minnows past Stuttgart, Roma, Basel and Steaua Bucharest – winning two man of the match awards on the way – to make the final against Sevilla. The final was a disaster: two weeks earlier Schwarzer had been elbowed in the face and suffered a fractured cheekbone, and was wearing a protective mask. Sevilla scored twice from rebounded Schwarzer saves and Middlesbrough fell apart. By this point the exhausted Australian had played 350 matches in the preceding nine years, and he had a strained relationship with Middlesbrough manager Steve McClaren. Arsenal was desperate to sign the Australian, but McClaren refused to let him leave. ‘He was never honest with me,’ Schwarzer told All to Play For. ‘I called him out a few times and it led to me putting in a transfer request and wanting to leave the club. Even after I came back off it, because they wouldn’t let me go, he lied to me again.’


He entered the Socceroos’ historic World Cup campaign just a month later, in the most difficult period of his career. To make matters worse, he was blocked off the ball by a Japanese attacker in their opening match to concede a controversial goal, and Guus Hiddink dropped him for Kalac in their final group match. Hiddink later told Schwarzer: ‘I only made a couple of mistakes in my career and one of them was when I replaced [you] for the game against Croatia.’ He was promptly reinstated against Italy and shut the eventual World Cup winners out for 92 minutes, only for Lucas Neill to concede a penalty. As always Schwarzer knew where the ball was heading, although this time Francesco Totti’s penalty was unsaveable: Schwarzer stretched his entire frame towards the ball but Totti hit the absolute upper edge of the left corner. 
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Schwarzer, in a lap of honour, flanked by fellow Socceroos legends Brett Emerton and Jason Culina.


The following year Schwarzer was Australia’s standout performer at the 2007 Asian Cup, but when their quarter-final against Japan went to a penalty shoot-out Australia’s first two penalties were both saved, meaning not even Schwarzer could rescue the Socceroos. A slightly shocked Schwarzer told The Age: ‘That’s the first penalty shootout I have ever lost in my career.’


After breaking Dennis Bergkamp’s record for the longest-serving foreigner at one club, Schwarzer rejected a two-year contract to finally leave Middlesbrough in 2008 after 11 years. He was 35 years of age but still garnered offers from Bayern Munich and Juventus, which he rejected because they couldn’t guarantee him a first-team place. England’s biggest clubs all had successful goalkeepers at the time but Schwarzer shocked many by joining Fulham, which had just finished 17th, the last place above relegation. He described the team as ‘a band of misfits and players written off and a manager written off’. The next season, with Schwarzer playing every minute between the sticks, they conceded 24 less goals, finished seventh and qualified for Europe. 


He became the first Australian to receive the Premier League’s Player of the Month and won Fulham’s Player of the Season. He kept a ridiculous 21 clean sheets in all competitions in 2009/10 and guided an English minnow from the qualifying rounds all the way to the Europa League final for the second time. He saved a crucial penalty against Roma, starred in an historic 4-1 win against Juventus and beat Shakhtar Donetsk, Wolfsburg and Hamburg among others to reach the final, a heartbreaking loss against Atletico Madrid due to a 116th-minute winner. Arsenal made three more bids to sign Schwarzer after that final, but Fulham rejected every one. 


When Schwarzer won his 100th Socceroos cap in 2012 he was given a trophy of his save against Zalayeta engraved in glass.


In the two years leading up to the 2010 World Cup Schwarzer saved three penalties and kept an incredible 15 clean sheets for Australia in 21 appearances, but at the World Cup, for the first time in his career, Australia’s giant unravelled. He was at fault for both of the Germans’ first two goals in a 4-0 rout and was finally outfoxed by a penalty, when Ghanaian Asamoah Gyan sent him the wrong way in their second match. He even spilled an easy save in the final match against Serbia for a late consolation. 


For a moment it seemed time had caught up with the-then 38 year old, but after another formidable season at Fulham – he saved three penalties in the 2010/11 season alone – he led the club to Europe once again, conceding the fourth least goals in the Premier League. He performed incredibly at the 2011 Asian Cup, keeping four clean sheets from five matches, including sensational solo performances against Bahrain and Iraq. In the 2011 Asian Cup final Schwarzer became the most-capped Socceroo of all time in his 88th appearance. He shut out Japan for 109 minutes, but could do nothing to stop the Samurai Blue’s eventual winner. When Schwarzer won his 100th  Socceroos cap in 2012 he was given a trophy of his save against Zalayeta engraved in glass. 


While Schwarzer would play another 20 times for the Socceroos, this was the beginning of the end for the golden generation. Between 2010 and 2013 Mitch Langerak had broken into German giants Borussia Dortmund, Mat Ryan had won an unprecedented 10 Australian individual awards and Adam Federici had recently kept the most clean sheets in the entire English football league. The fact that Schwarzer still played 19 out of 20 Asian Cup and World Cup qualifying matches in this period proves his unparalleled consistency, but also the power of his legacy over Australian football. The saying goes you either die a hero or live long enough to see yourself become the villain, and Schwarzer’s 109th and final match for the Socceroos was the worst of his career: a 6-0 thrashing from Brazil that ended most of the golden generation’s careers. Critics have argued that Schwarzer was so dominant he shut out an entire generation of Australian goalkeepers, but the fact remains he only broke into the Socceroos at nearly 30 years of age and 12 years later was still playing at football’s global pinnacle. 


After his 40th birthday Schwarzer said his final career goal was to play in the Champions League, and five months before his Socceroos retirement in 2013 he left Fulham for Chelsea. Expected to be a third choice or even a training keeper at the English giants, he instead made 12 appearances in his debut season, becoming the Champions League’s oldest ever debutant at 41 years of age and keeping three clean sheets in his first three Chelsea matches. He became the club’s oldest Premier League player by four years that season, keeping his 150th Premier League clean sheet in a crucial title match against Liverpool at Anfield. 


He capped off the campaign by shutting out Atletico Madrid in Chelsea’s Champions League semi-final. The next season he played no matches in Chelsea’s title-winning 2015 campaign and left the squad midway, but he received a replica winner’s medal at the insistence of José Mourinho. He joined Leicester and played his final eight career matches that season, helping the club narrowly avoid relegation. He finished his career fittingly the next season, winning a second straight Premier League title. Unsurprisingly, he’s now a highly regarded Premier League analyst. 


‘He’s one of the greatest ambassadors to have played the game and a true gentleman on and off the park.’


‘He’s one of the greatest ambassadors to have played the game and a true gentleman on and off the park,’ Tim Cahill told My Football. ‘He’s a true professional and nothing but class . . . I take my hat off to him.’
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MILE JEDINAK








	Birthdate

	3 August 1984






	Place of birth

	Camperdown, New South Wales






	Major teams

	Australia, Sydney United, Central Coast Mariners, Gençlerbirliği, Crystal Palace, Aston Villa






	Position

	Defensive midfielder, centre back










There’s a thin line between global sporting stardom and shovelling bricks. Mile Jedinak is Australia’s most successful captain and a reminder that world class footballers are made in every mould.
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Mile Jedinak is the most successfu captain in Socceroos history.
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