





[image: ]













[image: ]











For Barry Ross (1941–2023), who loved the game of rugby league and the camaraderie of all sports people.









I wish to acknowledge the First Nations people as traditional owners of the land that this book was inspired by, conceived and written about. I acknowledge Elders past, present and emerging.


First Nations people are advised that this publication may contain references to people who have passed away.









A Gelding Street Press book
An imprint of Rockpool Publishing
PO Box 252
Summer Hill 
NSW 2130
Australia


www.geldingstreetpress.com


ISBN: 9780645207033


Published in 2024 by Rockpool Publishing


Copyright text © Alan Whiticker
Copyright design © Rockpool Publishing 2024
Copyright photos © NRL Imagery (cover), Newspix (internal colour images, spine and 1980 b&w team shot) and Ian Collis (b&w internal images). 


Design and typesetting by Christine Armstrong, Rockpool Publishing
Acquisition editor: Luke West, Rockpool Publishing
Edited by Daniel Williams


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.




[image: ]











CONTENTS


Introduction


1. Tom Raudonikis


2. Chris Anderson


3. Greg Brentnall


4. Bob Cooper


5. Mick Cronin


6. Graham Eadie


7. Steve Edge


8. Gary Hambly


9. Jim Leis


10. Steve Rogers


11. Alan Thompson


12. Graeme Wynn


13. Craig Young


14. Robert Stone


15. Steve Bowden


16. Les Boyd


17. Terry Fahey


18. Eric Grothe Sr


19. Ron Hilditch


20. Barry Jensen


21. Terry Lamb


22. Ray Price


23. Phil Sigsworth


24. Peter Sterling


25. Peter Tunks


26. Garry Dowling


27. Max Krilich


28. John Coveney


29. Steve Mortimer


30. John Muggleton


31. Ziggy Niszczot


32. Tony Rampling


33. Royce Ayliffe


34. Brad Izzard


35. Tony Melrose


36. Brett Kenny


37. Phillip Duke


38. Don McKinnon


39. Paul Merlo


40. Geoff Bugden


41. Geoff Gerard


42. Wayne Pearce


43. Ray Brown


44. Steve Ella


45. Paul Field


46. Marty Gurr


47. Neil Hunt


48. Lindsay Johnston


49. Gavin Miller


50. Stan Jurd


51. Kevin Hastings


52. Noel Cleal


53. Ross Conlon


54. Garry Jack


55. Steve Roach


56. Rex Wright


57. Brian Hetherington


58. Pat Jarvis


59. Andrew Farrar


60. Royce Simmons


61. Brian Johnston


62. Steve Morris


63. Chris Mortimer


64. Chris Walsh


65. Peter Wynn


66. Michael Potter


67. Benny Elias


68. John Ferguson


69. Michael O’Connor


70. David Brooks


71. Des Hasler


72. Steve Folkes


73. David Gillespie


74. Les Davidson


75. Andrew Ettingshausen


76. Mark McGaw


77. David Boyle


78. Paul Langmack


79. Phil Daley


80. Cliff Lyons


81. Jonathan Docking


82. David Trewhella


83. Paul Dunn


84. Steve Hanson


85. Greg Florimo


86. John Cartwright


87. Bradley Clyde


88. Laurie Daley


89. Mario Fenech


90. Chris Johns


91. Paul Sironen


92. Greg Alexander


93. Glenn Lazarus


94. Peter Kelly


95. Bruce McGuire


96. Brad Mackay


97. Alan Wilson


98. Mark Geyer


99. Phil Blake


100. Terry Matterson


101. Ian Roberts


102. Ricky Stuart


103. Ricky Walford


104. Rod Wishart


105. Graham Lyons


106. Geoff Toovey


107. Brad Fittler


108. Mark Sargent


109. David Fairleigh


110. Craig Salvatori


111. Paul Harragon


112. Graham Mackay


113. Paul McGregor


114. John Simon


115. Robbie McCormack


116. Steve Carter


117. Tim Brasher


118. Jason Croker


119. Jason Taylor


120. Scott Gourley


121. Terry Hill


122. David Barnhiill


123. Brett Mullins


124. Dean Pay


125. Ken Nagas


126. Mark Carroll


127. Craig Hancock


128. Andrew Johns


129. Matthew Johns


130. Steve Menzies


131. Jim Serdaris


132. Adam Muir


133. Matt Seers


134. John Hopoate


135. Brett Rodwell


136. David Hall


137. David Furner


138. Jamie Ainscough


139. Jim Dymock


140. Nik Kosef


141. Ken McGuinness


142. Trent Barrett


143. Michael Buettner


144. Rodney Howe


145. Adam MacDougall


146. Tony Butterfield


147. Robbie Kearns


148. Darren Albert


149. Bryan Fletcher


150. Matt Geyer


151. Craig Gower


152. Robbie Ross


153. Jason Stevens


154. Ryan Girdler


155. Anthony Mundine


156. Luke Ricketson


157. Ben Kennedy


158. Michael Vella


159. Brett Kimmorley


160. David Peachey


161. Shaun Timmins


162. Scott Hill


163. Matthew Gidley


164. Michael De Vere


165. Nathan Hindmarsh


166. Mark Hughes


167. Luke Priddis


168. Mark O’Meley


169. Matt Adamson


170. Andrew Ryan


171 Luke Bailey


172. Danny Buderus


173. Brett Hodgson


174. Jamie Lyon


175. Jason Moodie


176. Steve Simpson


177. Timana Tahu


178. Braith Anasta


179. Jason Ryles


180. Craig Fitzgibbon


181. Anthony Minichiello


182. Phil Bailey


183. Josh Perry


184. Craig Wing


185. Willie Mason


186. Ben Hornby


187. Luke Lewis


188. Ryan O’Hara


189. Luke Rooney


190. Brent Kite


191. Trent Waterhouse


192. Brett Finch


193. Matt Cooper


194. Mark Gasnier


195. Matt King


196. Anthony Watmough


197. Eric Grothe Jr


198. Luke O’Donnell


199. Paul Gallen


200. Jarryd Hayne


201. Jarrod Mullen


202. Brett White


203. Kurt Gidley


204. Anthony Tupou


205. Brett Stewart


206. Greg Bird


207. Ryan Hoffman


208. Hazem El Masri


209. Ben Cross


210. Anthony Quinn


211. Peter Wallace


212. Anthony Laffranchi


213. Steve Turner


214. Joel Monaghan


215. Mitchell Pearce


216. Michael Jennings


217. James McManus


218. Terry Campese


219. Robbie Farah


220. Ben Creagh


221. Justin Poore


222. Glenn Stewart


223. Michael Weyman


224. David Williams


225 & 228. Josh & Brett Morris


226. Michael Ennis


227. Tom Learoyd-Lahrs


229. Jamal Idris


230. Beau Scott


231. Michael Gordon


232. Jason King


233. Kade Snowden


234. Tim Mannah


235. Josh Dugan


236. Trent Merrin


237. Jamie Soward


238. Akuila Uate


239. Dean Young


240. Will Hopoate


241. Keith Galloway


242. Todd Carney


243. James Tamou


244. Jamie Buhrer


245. Tony Williams


246. Tim Grant


247. Blake Ferguson


248. James Maloney


249. Andrew Fifita


250. Josh Reynolds


251. Nathan Merritt


252. Aaron Woods


253. Boyd Cordner


254. Trent Hodkinson


255. Daniel Tupou


256. Josh Jackson


257. David Klemmer


258. Matt Moylan


259. Josh Mansour


260. Adam Reynolds


261. Dylan Walker


262. Tyson Frizell


263. Jack Bird


264. James Tedesco


265. Wade Graham


266. Nathan Peats


267. Jake Trbojevic


268. Tom Trbojevic


269. Latrell Mitchell


270. James Roberts


271. Josh Addo-Carr


272. Nathan Cleary


273. Damien Cook


274. Reagan Campbell-Gillard


275. Jack De Belin


276. Paul Vaughan


277. Angus Crichton


278. Tyrone Peachey


279. Matt Prior


280. Tariq Sims


281. Nick Cotric


282. Cody Walker


283. Jack Wighton


284. Payne Haas


285. Cameron Murray


286. Daniel Saifiti


287. Dale Finucane


288. Clint Gutherson


289. Luke Keary


290. Junior Paulo


291. Nathan Brown


292. Isaah Yeo


293. Jarome Luai


294. Brian To’o


295. Liam Martin


296. Mitchell Moses


297. Api Koroisau


298. Stephen Crichton


299. Kotoni Staggs


300. Ryan Matterson


301. Matt Burton


302. Siosifa Talakai


303. Jacob Saifiti


304. Tevita Pangai Junior


305. Hudson Young


306. Nicho Hynes


307. Stefano Utoikamanu


308. Reece Robson


309. Bradman Best


310. Keaon Koloamatangi


State of Origin results 1980–2023


New South Wales coaching records (1980–2023)


NSW Origin records (1980–2023) 


Bibliography


Acknowledgements


About the author









INTRODUCTION


Thirty years ago, I wrote the Encyclopedia of Rugby League Players with a young statistician named Glen Hudson. There was no internet available in 1993, and computers back then were little more than glorified typewriters, so it was a case of using old-school methods to encapsulate the careers of more than 8000 players dating back to 1908.


My job in writing hundreds of biographies of the game’s most notable players was not just about ticking off career highlights but trying to capture the qualities of each champion using an economy of words. These original ‘pen portraits’, as they’re known in publishing circles, were researched using newspaper reports, tour programs, magazine profiles and good old-fashioned one-on-one interviews. Over the years, and across some six published editions of the original ‘bible’ of rugby league, many of these bios have become the basis of countless Wikipedia pages and can be readily found on the internet.


So, when the good people at Gelding Street Press came to me with the idea of detailing the 300-plus players who’ve worn a NSW Origin jersey, my first thought was, Haven’t I been here before? But when they explained they wanted a companion publication to Robert Burgin’s excellent The Maroons: Queensland’s State of Origin Heroes (2023), I was intrigued. Why not flesh out the stories behind each player and document not only their impact on the Origin arena but also their motivations, quirks and frailties?


Some players have had entire books written about their careers; others, I admit, I knew very little about until researching this book. Regardless, writing between 250 and 1000 words on more than 300 players was challenging. Not so surprisingly, some players who’ve had very little Origin time also have the best backstories. For those Origin legends who’ve amassed a veritable treasure trove of awards and achievements, I endeavoured to add that human dimension – not only what makes them champions but also relatable as people.


I have been writing about rugby league for almost forty years now and have had the privilege of interviewing many of the great players in this book. I also took this opportunity to talk to past players I had not previously had the chance to meet, notably Jim Leis, Alan Thompson, Peter Wynn, Michael O’Connor, Mick Potter and Craig Gower. I am also indebted to the many journalists, podcast hosts and websites that helped tell the story of every NSW Origin player. I would not have been able to complete this book without the assistance of the Rugby League Project (www.rugbyleagueproject.org), which makes cross-referencing so many players and their careers all the easier.


I trust the reader enjoys the more than 120,000 words and 300 chapters that follow, the many personal stories and essential facts that make up the NSW Origin story. Some players have very complex legacies. In all cases, I have endeavoured to be fair and balanced, no matter how complicated or controversial their careers might have been. Play on . . .


Alan Whiticker
March 2024













	

FOG 1. TOM RAUDONIKIS
TOM TERRIFIC


One Origin: 1980










The son of Lithuanian immigrants, Tom Raudonikis was born in a migrant camp in Bathurst in 1950. He was a tearaway as a child, and the nuns at his local primary school in Cowra introduced him to rugby league as a way to channel his excess energies. Young Tommy took to the game at once and modelled his halves game on St George champion Billy Smith, whom he would later replace in the NSW and Australian Test teams.


At age 18, Raudonikis joined the RAAF as an apprentice mechanic. He was playing for the Wagga Kangaroos in 1968 when he was recommended to Wests by former club great Arthur Summons, who captain-coached close rivals, the Wagga Magpies. Raudonikis spent the next decade shedding blood for the black and whites, playing a club record 202 first-grade games. He also represented NSW and Australia every season from 1971 to 1980.


There were many controversies along the way that would have ended lesser careers. On the 1973 Kangaroo Tour, Raudonikis led Australia to Ashes glory after Graeme Langlands and Bob McCarthy were injured, only to be replaced as captain in France by Arthur Beetson after almost being sent home for misbehaviour. In 1976, Raudonikis mockingly outed himself as the ‘phantom biter’ in Rugby League Week after a club game against Manly and the rugged halfback was promptly fined and banned from writing a newspaper column. Then there were the infamous face-slapping motivational tactics under coach Roy Masters in 1979 that Raudonikis embraced with both hands. Somewhat incredibly (in 1972), he was named Rothmans Medal winner as the game’s best and fairest player. Tommy? Best, sure. But fairest?


At the end of the 1979 season, he accepted a huge contract from close mate and drinking buddy John Singleton to play for the Newtown Jets. Raudonikis shocked everyone in the game when he signed a three-year deal with the cellar-dwellers, but it was the final contract of his Sydney career and few could begrudge the veteran for trying to do the best for his young family. For a man who lived with his wife and three children in a working-class home in Blacktown, the $50,000 a year contract was like winning the lottery.


In 1980, it was only fitting that ‘Tom Terrific’, one of the most tenacious competitors in the ferocious NSWRL competition, captained NSW in the inaugural State of Origin match – and yet it almost didn’t happen. Canterbury hooker George Peponis, the NSW and Australia captain at the time, was originally selected to lead the Blues in the historic match after captaining NSW to victory in Brisbane in the first interstate fixture that year. In the week leading up to the State of Origin promotion, however, Peponis was ruled out and Raudonikis promoted to captain. Interestingly, Peponis never played a State of Origin match. Raudonikis played just the one, but that game has passed into rugby league history.


During his first year at the Jets, in 1980, Tommy was selected for Australia’s short tour of New Zealand. When the touring squad returned from New Zealand, the NSWRL bowed to pressure from the QRL to play the third interstate match under State of Origin rules.


When Raudonikis led NSW onto the old Lang Park in front of more than 33,000 fervent Queenslanders, little did anyone know that a beast was about to be unleashed on the world of rugby league.


‘There was the big blue in the first five minutes,’ Raudonikis told me in 2003. ‘I just loved it. I got knocked out in the blue, but I finished the game. I don’t sort of remember the first half.’


If Raudokinis’ Blues had won that inaugural State of Origin match, it’s doubtful the Origin concept would have endured beyond 1980. In what would be Tommy’s final representative appearance, the Arthur Beetson-led Maroons won 20–10, with Tommy scoring a late try to bring NSW back into the contest.


After leading the Jets in their 20–11 loss to Parramatta in the 1981 grand final, Raudonikis saw out the remainder of his playing career in Queensland before entering the coaching ranks. In 1995, he returned to Wests to coach at a crucial time in the code’s history. When Wests qualified for the Top 8 in the crowded 20-team ARL competition, Raudonikis was invited to take over from Phil Gould as NSW coach during the divided 1997 season. With both teams ravaged by Super League defections, Tommy’s Blues recorded a 2–1 series victory over Paul Vautin’s Maroons.


That series provided Origin with another infamous chapter when Raudonikis – an old-school coach with a ruthless approach – instructed his players to start a brawl when he called out the code words ‘cattle dog’ from the sidelines. During the wild melee that followed, Blues hooker Andrew Johns was felled by his opposite Jamie Goddard and had to leave the field for medical attention. The Maroons won the fight, but the Blues took the match and the series.


At the start of the 1981 season, Raudonikis’ position as the premier halfback in the competition was under threat. With a new breed of young talent emerging – Steve Mortimer (Canterbury), Steve Morris (St George), Peter Sterling (Parramatta) and Kevin Hastings (Easts) – Raudonikis battled injury and indifferent form in what was his 13th season in the NSWRL before seeing out his career in, of all places, Queensland.


Years later, Tommy would tour clubs and hotels with his good mate Arthur Beetson to relive that historic first Origin match. He was often invited into the NSW camp to motivate a new generation of players about what State of Origin meant. Raudonikis was a rugby league original, pure and simple.


In April 2021, the rugby league community was saddened by Tommy’s passing after a long battle with cancer just days before what would have been his 71st birthday. NRL chief executive Peter V’Landys said: ‘Tommy was one of a kind. There will never be another Tommy Raudonikis. He was everything that makes rugby league the greatest game of all.’


The great irony of Tommy’s career is that his style of play would not have survived in the modern game with replays from every angle, the bunker and social media.


Thank goodness, then, that we have our memories of the 1970s and early 1980s. Tom Raudonikis was very much a man of his time who helped define rugby league as one of the toughest sports on the planet.













	

FOG 2. CHRIS ANDERSON
THE PRODIGAL SON-IN-LAW


Four Origins: 1980–83










When Chris Anderson came down from Forbes to play with Canterbury in 1970, teammates dubbed him ‘Opie’, after the kid on The Andy Griffith Show, because he was such a country kid. He learned fast.


Derided early in his career for being the son-in-law of Bulldogs club supremo Peter ‘Bullfrog’ Moore, Anderson’s record would eventually speak for itself: 94 tries in 230 first-grade appearances for Canterbury, both club records at the time, and a dual Kangaroos tourist in 1978 and 1982.


In 1980, Anderson was in rare form, and after making a return to the NSW team after an absence of five years, he toured New Zealand with the national side. It was in this context he earned selection in the inaugural State of Origin match in July. Anderson capped a stellar season by scoring a try in Canterbury’s 19–4 win over Easts in the grand final – the club’s first premiership in 38 years.


In 1982, Anderson again took his place for NSW in the first State of Origin series. After NSW’s 20–16 win in the opening match in Brisbane, the veteran winger was ruled out of the remainder of the series (which was won by the Maroons) before being selected for that year’s Kangaroo Tour of Great Britain and France.


Anderson’s greatest claim to Origin fame was becoming the first Blues player to score three tries in a match (that record has been matched several times but not bettered in the 40 years since). Unfortunately, Anderson’s hat-trick came in the Blues’ 43–22 loss in the deciding match of the 1983 series in what was his final representative appearance.


Having assumed the club captaincy in 1983, Anderson had played a record 232 first-grade games for the Bulldogs when, in 1984, new coach Warren Ryan dropped him to reserve grade. Under Ryan, it was a new regime for the club who’d been ‘The Entertainers’ under previous coach Ted Glossop. Now, defence was king. Canterbury would win the premiership that year but by grand-final time, Anderson had already relocated to English club football with Hull Kingston Rovers.


Taking on captain-coach duties at Halifax for the 1984–85 season, Anderson lured former Manly fullback Graham Eadie out of retirement and turned the flailing club around. In 1987, Anderson’s charges defeated St Helens 19–18 in the Challenge Cup final. He then took on a lower-grade coaching role with the Bulldogs in 1989 before controversially taking over from Phil Gould the following year. Gould had taken the Bulldogs to premiership success in 1988, but Anderson’s appointment was seen as undermining the under-pressure coach.


Anderson, the 1993 Dally M Coach of the Year, formed a great partnership with club captain Terry Lamb, with the Bulldogs beating hot favourites Manly in the 1995 grand final. It followed a stunning form reversal that year after Anderson dropped four star players for reneging on their Super League contracts.


Named foundation coach of the Melbourne Storm for the 1998 NRL season, Anderson guided the club to victory over St George Illawarra in the 1999 grand final after making the difficult decision to drop his son, five-eighth Ben Anderson, when the club went through a rough patch. Storm players of that era credit Anderson with bringing a family ethos to the young club. His singlemindedness in preparing the Kangaroos for the 2000 World Cup and the 2001 Ashes tour, however, saw him fall out with Melbourne powerbrokers and he shifted to Cronulla.


Anderson’s time at the Sharks was just as divisive – he dropped crowd favourite Preston Campbell (and several others) and took on club officials by continuing to coach Australia. While watching the vital Third Test of the 2003 Ashes series at Wigan – a match in which he selected former Bulldogs player Darren Smith from outside the squad – Anderson suffered a heart attack and was rushed to hospital. After spending six weeks convalescing in England, he was promptly sacked by Sharks management on his return.


Anderson seemed a poor fit as Roosters coach in 2007 and lasted just half a season before standing down because of ill health. His return to the Bulldogs as a member of the football club board – wife Lynne was chairwoman – was equally disastrous before he resigned in the wake of Phil Gould’s return as general manager.













	

FOG 3. GREG BRENTNALL
THE BOY FROM WAGGA WAGGA


Four Origins: 1980–83










With a strong kicking game honed from his background in Australian Rules football in Wagga Wagga, Greg Brentnall followed childhood friends the Mortimer brothers to the Bulldogs in 1977. The Riverina boys would win a premiership together with Canterbury, although it took several seasons for the tall, athletic utility back to cement his place in the ‘Entertainers’ team after suffering two broken-arm injuries.


In 1980, Brentnall made his debut for NSW as a centre in a traditional interstate match before touring New Zealand with the national squad and appearing in two Tests. Selected on the wing in the inaugural Origin match, he has the distinction of scoring the first try in Origin history after finishing off a determined passing rush midway through the first half. Queensland led 9–5 by half-time, however, and went on to win 20–10.


‘I often wonder what would have happened if NSW were better prepared for that first match and we actually won the game,’ Brentnall later reflected. ‘What effect that would have had on the Origin concept …’ Origin might never have taken off.


Brentnall finished a memorable season by playing a star role in Canterbury’s grand-final win over Easts (interestingly, he shifted to fullback only after Stan Cutler was injured in the major semi-final). It was Brentnall who put up the towering kick that was fielded by winger Steve Gearin in one of the best tries scored at the SCG.


Brentnall went on to represent NSW again in the 1982 and 1983 Origin series, both won by Queensland, and played 13 Tests for Australia. The 1982 Rothmans Medal winner, Brentnall was fullback in all five Tests on ‘The Invincibles’ Kangaroos Tour that year, as well as in the first-ever Test against Papua New Guinea.


Brentnall retired at the age of 26 to take up a rugby league development role in the Riverina district. In 1998, he joined former Bulldogs teammate Chris Anderson as assistant coach of the Melbourne Storm and was later football development manager and chairman of Victoria Rugby League.













	

FOG 4. BOB COOPER
THE CATALYST


One Origin: 1980










Rugged Wests forward Bob Cooper was called into NSW’s inaugural State of Origin team when former teammate Les Boyd, then playing for Manly, was a late withdrawal. The second rower, who was discovered playing rugby by Magpies coach Roy Masters in 1976, had impressed selectors in back-to-back finals campaigns with the club. Despite the Blues’ 20–10 loss in the historic match, Cooper was very much seen as a future rep star. 


Fast forward 18 months and Cooper’s career was in tatters. In June 1982, he was sent off after a vicious brawl in the match against Illawarra at Wollongong Showground. Wests went on to win the match, 23–5, but Cooper was subsequently suspended for a then-record 15 months by the NSWRL judiciary (a record later broken, ironically, by Les Boyd in 1984). But the background to that match is just as interesting as the fallout that followed.


Coooper was out of favour with new Wests coach Terry Fearnley that year and wasn’t even supposed to play against the Steelers after spending the previous month in reserve grade. Returning to the top grade, Cooper wanted to impress his coach with a strong performance but things went wrong from the outset. There was bad blood between the two teams from earlier in the season and when Illawarra prop Greg Cook hit Paul Merlo in an alleged high tackle, Cooper came in to support his teammate with both guns blazing. Cook was knocked out; winger Lee Pomfret had his jaw broken and Cooper was marched from the field.


The great irony was that coach Fearnley was a noted disciplinarian whose teams did not indulge in the rough stuff but the damage, both personally and to the game itself, was immense. When Cooper’s appeal to the NSW Supreme Court over the severity of his suspension was dismissed he opted to play Australian Rules for St George to keep fit during his enforced break. He returned with Norths in 1984 but was forced into retirement after just five games with a dislocated shoulder. 


In 2022, the player who, rightly or wrongly, was credited as being the catalyst for the League finally cleaning up the game, passed away after a short battle with cancer, aged 67.













	

FOG 5. MICK CRONIN
THE CROW


Six Origins: 1980–83










Mick Cronin is regarded as one of the nice guys of rugby league; an exceptional goal kicker, premiership winner and consummate Test player with one of the cleanest records in the toughest era the code has known. It’s ironic, then, that the champion centre is erroneously remembered as the recipient of a punch – one allegedly thrown by then Parramatta teammate Arthur Beetson – that ignited the inaugural Origin match and, more broadly, the Origin concept.


The reality is very different. Midway through the second half, with Queensland holding an 18–5 lead, NSW was desperately trying to get back into the game when Arthur Beetson came in with a swinging left arm that did nothing more than brush Cronin’s chin. But that ‘hit’ signalled a new era of rugby league warfare, of ‘mate versus mate’. If ‘Big Artie’ was willing to belt his good mate ‘The Crow’, the story went, then it was game on!


What the public didn’t know was that, as far as the players were concerned, the contact was nothing to get excited about. Beetson and Cronin even sat beside each other on the return flight to Sydney the following day.


Cronin had waited for years to come to Sydney after representing Country, the Blues and Australia from the NSW South Coast. He believed his game was stagnating in the bush and his rep career was at the crossroads; it was either go to the city or retire. After making the move to Parramatta, with Cronin driving hours to training while continuing to live in his hometown of Gerringong, the Eels made their first grand final only to fall to archrivals Manly, 13–10.


In 1978, Cronin achieved almost everything possible in the game except a premiership title. In that one calendar year, he scored a massive 547 points in 52 matches (including the end-of-year Kangaroo Tour fixtures and all other rep games), including a record 282 premiership points (surpassing Eric Simms’ 1969 record) and a record 26 goals in succession. To cap an amazing year, he was named Rothmans Medal winner for the second season in a row.


Cronin, quietly spoken and gentlemanly in a rough, unrefined era, was at the peak of his career as the 1980s rolled around. He went on to appear in six Origin matches before announcing his retirement from rep football following the 1984 Ashes series. While he never won an Origin series, his career spanned the era between NSW’s dominance in traditional interstate matches in the 1970s and this new Origin platform the Blues couldn’t yet master.


Eels fans revere ‘The Crow’ for his role in the great Parramatta teams that won grand finals in 1981–83 and 1986 – the last Cronin’s final match after returning from a serious eye injury and kicking his team to a 4–2 win. With an ounce of luck, Cronin’s goal-kicking may have brought the Parramatta club a couple of other premierships: his missed attempts in deciders cost the club dearly in 1977 (the 9–all draw with St George) and in 1984 (the 6–4 loss to Canterbury).


As Cronin told me shortly after his retirement: ‘I never worried about kicking goals until I missed a couple that counted.’


After a stint as Eels coach from 1990 to 1993, Cronin retired to Gerringong, where he ran the family hotel business and coached in the local competition . . . unassuming to the end.













	

FOG 6. GRAHAM EADIE
WOMBAT


One Origin: 1980










Graham Eadie played in just one Origin match, the first. Surprisingly, having stood down from Australia’s midseason tour of New Zealand in 1980, the Manly fullback wasn’t originally selected for the Blues and received the call-up only when injury forced Parramatta’s Garry Dowling to withdraw days before the match.


Originally from Woy Woy on the NSW Central Coast, Eadie was graded as a teenager by Manly in 1971. During the 1970s, he appeared in 22 Tests – including two Kangaroo Tours (1973 and 1978) and two World Cup competitions (1975 and 1977) – as well as in 13 traditional interstate matches.


A popular winner of the 1974 Rothmans Medal, Eadie captured four premierships with the great Sea Eagles teams of that decade (1972–73, 1976 and 1978). He twice won the Clive Churchill Medal as man of the match – in Manly’s 1976 and 1978 grand-final wins over Parramatta and Cronulla respectively.


But by 1980 a line had been drawn through the careers of a host of great players. When Eadie declined to tour New Zealand for business reasons (he’d just opened a gym) he was promptly suspended by the ARL for three weeks. Called into the Blues squad at the eleventh hour, Eadie traded punches with Queensland forward Rod Morris midway through the first half. This was a different type of rugby league warfare.


None of the 15 names in the inaugural NSW State of Origin team went on to play more than a handful of Origin matches – Eadie included. When he retired, somewhat abruptly, after Manly’s loss to Parramatta in the 1983 grand final, he’d scored a NSWRL record 1917 points (71 tries and 847 goals). He was not yet 30 years old.


In 1986, ‘Wombat’ Eadie was coaxed out of retirement by former Kangaroos teammate Chris Anderson to play for English club Halifax. Following Halifax’s win in the 1987 Challenge Cup final, the veteran fullback won the Lance Todd Trophy as player of the match – a fitting final reward for a champion player.













	

FOG 7. STEVE EDGE
THE CLUBMAN


One Origin: 1980










Steve Edge was the hooker in the inaugural Origin match but rarely got his dues at rep time. The St George junior captained the Dragons to premiership success in the historic grand-final draw and replay in 1977.


Shifting to Parramatta after St George’s win in the 1979 grand final, Edge was called into NSW’s Origin team after Test captain George Peponis failed a fitness test. In the opening scrum, the veteran hooker realised this match was being played on another level when his then Parramatta teammate, Arthur Beetson, nailed him with an uppercut.


‘I’m not playing with you now,’ the Queensland captain barked. ‘I’m playing against you.’


Although this proved to be his only Origin appearance, Edge went on to captain Parramatta to three successive grand final wins (1981–83). Retiring after leading the club in their 6–4 loss to Canterbury in the 1984 decider, he later had a long career in club management with the Eels and Dragons.













	

FOG 8. GARY HAMBLY
THE FORGOTTEN MAN


One Origin: 1980










Unfashionable Souths forward Gary Hambly grabbed his Origin moment when selected in 1980’s inaugural match. The bearded prop, a cousin of former Parramatta international Brian Hambly, had not played in any of the rep games that year and would never wear the blue of NSW again.


The Rabbitohs junior played an indirect role in Origin folklore when Maroons captain Arthur Beetson hit him on the jaw 17 minutes into the second half. From the ensuing penalty, Beetson crunched his Parramatta teammate Mick Cronin in a tackle, which did not draw a penalty. Over the years, fans and commentators alike have often conflated the two incidents.


Hambly left Souths in 1983 and played for English club York to finance a trip to Europe and Alaska. He is proud of his place in Origin history.













	

FOG 9. JIM LEIS
1980: A METEORIC YEAR


One Origin: 1980










Originally from Tamworth, Jim Leis represented Northern Division as a centre before shifting to lock to be closer to the action. In 1980, after fielding offers from Norths, St George and Balmain, the 22-year-old linked with former Tamworth teacher Roy Masters at Wests just as the club was going through a rebuilding phase.


‘I thought I would go down to Sydney and sit on the bench for a while,’ Leis says from his home in Umina on the NSW Central Coast.


But in just his second game with the club, he scored four tries in the Magpies’ 27–24 win over Penrith in Round 2 on his way to winning two Dally M awards – for rookie and lock of the year. Midyear, Leis was selected as a reserve for NSW in the second interstate match, which was used as a trial for Australia’s looming tour of New Zealand. In a match played at Leichhardt Oval in front of just 1200 fans, the Wests lock had minimal game time but was selected as a back-up to Ray Price on Australia’s short tour of New Zealand, where Leis played in minor games but did not appear in a Test.


Leis was then selected in the second row for the inaugural State of Origin match before shifting to lock when Price withdrew from the team.


‘That was the fastest game I ever played in,’ he recalls.


Shoulder, knee and hamstring injuries hampered his time at Wests before he linked with Canterbury in 1983. The following year, Leis achieved another first when he was selected for NSW Country in the inaugural City v. Country Origin match. After a short stint with Cronulla, he finished his career as captain-coach of Macksville in the NSW Group 4 competition (1987–88).


Having recently retired from working in the airline industry, Leis is heavily involved in the Family of League charity and enjoys catching up with former players and old mates.













	

FOG 10. STEVE ROGERS
REMEMBERING SLUDGE	


Four Origins: 1980–83










One of the great ironies of Origin is that Steve Rogers, a Gold Coast junior, played for NSW, while two decades later his son Mat, a Cronulla junior, played for Queensland. Father and son were both born in the Cronulla district before moving north as teenagers, but ended up wearing different-coloured Origin jerseys.


A talented junior five-eighth, Steve Rogers shifted to the centres after being graded by the Gold Coast Tigers in 1972 (for many years Southport Leagues Club had a large photo of Rogers playing for the club hanging over its main bar). The following year, the teenager was back playing with Cronulla after being scouted by ARL official Bob Abbott, and he played in the grand-final loss to Manly as well as for state and country.


In the remainder of the decade, Rogers achieved almost every honour in the game – a Rothmans Medal win in 1975, selection for two World Cups (1975 and 1977) and two Kangaroo Tours (1978 and 1982) – though a grand-final win eluded him. In 1978, he captained the Sharks to an 11–all draw against Manly in the grand final, only to lose the midweek replay 16–0.


As great a player as Rogers was in the 1970s, he wasn’t originally selected in NSW’s 20-man train-on squad in 1980. A recurring neck injury had kept the Cronulla speedster out of rep football leading up to that historic Origin before being selected to partner Mick Cronin, pushing incumbent Test centre Greg Brentnall onto the wing. Cronin and Rogers had played together at rep level throughout the late 1970s.


After captaining Australia in the two-Test series against the visiting France squad in 1981, Rogers led NSW in the second Origin match played. Not that he was enthusiastic about the fixture, which was played only because the Blues had already won the traditional interstate series. ‘I hope it is canned this year,’ Rogers wrote in his column in The Sunday Telegraph before the game. ‘The players have enough representative football this season . . . (and) don’t relish the thought of the match.’


If NSW had won that second Origin, the concept may have died then and there. Ironically, it was Rogers’ illegal tackle on opposing centre Mal Meninga which gifted the Maroons a penalty try and secured their 22-15 victory. He finished the year as the Gold Dally M winner as best and fairest player, as well as lock of the year.


Although he was replaced as captain by Max Krilich in 1982, Rogers played two games in the inaugural Origin series – first on a wing after taking a shoulder injury into the opener at Lang Park, won 20–16 by NSW. The return match – also at Lang Park – which Queensland won 11–7 to square the series, proved to be Rogers’ final Origin appearance, although he did make a third Kangaroo Tour that year. (Queensland won the decider 10–5 at the Sydney Cricket Ground.)


In 1983, Rogers switched to St George in search of a premiership as his career wound down. Although that achievement eluded him, Rogers did represent Australia again in the Test series against the Kiwis that year. Lured back to Cronulla after St George were beaten on the bell by Parramatta in the 1984 preliminary final, Rogers suffered a broken jaw in a high tackle in the opening match of the season against Canterbury (he later sued the player responsible, which he would come to regret).


His run of bad luck continued. Shifting to England to play with Wigan, he broke his leg in icy conditions in his debut match. Returning to Australia to play with Illawarra in 1986, Rogers was forced into retirement when his injured leg did not sufficiently heal.


With his young family, Rogers moved to Lennox Head on the NSW North Coast to get rugby league out of his system. Later, he pulled out of a co-coaching role at Cronulla with Arthur Beetson to head up the Darwin Rugby League in 1992. A stint with the Western Reds as football manager in 1996 led to his return as Cronulla chief executive just as son Mat was making his name in first grade.


On 3 January 2006, Steve ‘Sludge’ Rogers died suddenly, aged 51. In April of that year, the NSW state coroner reported that Rogers had suffered from depression in the years following the death of his wife, Carol, and had died from an accidental overdose of prescription medication combined with alcohol.













	

FOG 11. ALAN THOMPSON
LOYAL TO A FAULT


Six Origins: 1980–84










Alan Thompson played a then-record 263 first-grade games for Manly between 1974–84 and represented his state and country in a stellar career. Fast, with a good step, the five-eighth delivered pinpoint passes to a champion Sea Eagles backline that won premierships in 1976 and 1978. The Manly junior still lives in the area overlooking Narrabeen Lagoon and remains a  fervent Sea Eagles fan.


When Alan’s mother passed away when he was a toddler, he was adopted by a family member because his father was serving in the navy and couldn’t care for him. ‘I didn’t find this out until I was nine or 10 years old,’ Thompson tells me. ‘I would get Christmas cards and birthday presents from him, but he really didn’t want to interfere. I have a lot of respect for him for how he handled what happened.’


When Alan finally connected with his biological father, his father was the captain-coach of the local Narrabeen A grade. Playing league was in his genes.


‘I started playing rugby league for the ’Beens when I was four and a half years old,’ Alan remembers. ‘My [adoptive] brother is five years older than me, so I played in his under-10s team for several years. I mainly played on the wing but couldn’t help going into dummy half and getting involved. I was small but my teammates protected me . . . so did the opposition. I just loved playing.’


Thompson was coached by Jimmy Gartner, the former Canterbury player and father of future teammate Russel Gartner, in Manly’s junior rep teams before being graded by the Sea Eagles as a teenager. ‘I played winger, centre, five-eighth and even a bit of halfback in the early days,’ he recalls.


He made his first-grade debut in Manly’s record 70–7 win over Penrith in 1973, scoring three tries as a winger, and sat on the bench in the famously brutal grand final against Cronulla after playing in the reserve-grade win over St George.


‘Manly was a very happy club in the 1970s,’ he recalls. ‘All 60 players from the three grades trained together on the Tuesday night and we were all good mates. ‘Bozo’ (Bob Fulton) was the same at training as he was on the field
. . . he wanted the ball and fast!’ When Fulton shifted from five-eighth to the centres, ‘Thommo’ made the pivot role his own.


‘The [1978] grand-final win over Cronulla in the replay on the Tuesday was a highlight. I think we had to play six games in 16 days, including two replays, and we were pretty much training and playing full time, which was a first.’ Gartner then toured with the 1978 Kangaroos and was the Australian five-eighth in the Ashes series in 1979, playing all three Tests. But Origin was something else.


‘In 1980, we came back from the Australian tour of New Zealand and the Origin team was picked on the Sunday and we played on the Tuesday night. I remember Tommy [Raudonikis] running out onto the field and the Lang Park crowd were going berserk. “I think this game is serious,” he yelled out. We had taken it lightly – I think we got paid $200 for the match – and we were used to winning for all those years against the local Queensland teams. It took a couple of years for NSW to catch up.’


Although his Test career ended in 1980, Thompson returned to Origin in 1982 and played all three games in that inaugural series. He was the starting five-eighth in the first two matches before coming off the bench in the decider at the SCG.


For the opening game of the 1983 series at Lang Park, Thompson was again selected on the bench, but hours before kick-off, NSW coach Ted Glossop replaced Parramatta five-eighth Steve Ella and promoted Thompson to partner Peter Sterling. Queensland won comfortably, 24–12, and Thompson was dropped for the remainder of the series.


In 1984, Thompson was again selected as Sterling’s halves partner for the series opener. When Queensland won the match, 29–12, Thompson was again dropped (along with Sterling) in favour of Canterbury pair Terry Lamb and Steve Mortimer.


The Dally M Captain of the Year in 1983, Thompson led Manly in their 18–6 loss to the Eels in the grand final that year following the retirement of Max Krilich. ‘We had been the best team all year and won the minor premiership but lost the game that mattered most,’ he rues. He retired at the end of 1984 to take on a lower-grade coaching role with the Sea Eagles. ‘I was only thirty years old and had work commitments and a young family,’ he says, before adding, ‘but if I got paid what players do today, I might have played to 40.’


The chance to get into coaching and work under club legend Fulton was too good to pass up. Thompson worked with former teammates Krilich and Terry Randall for several years, and when his reserve-grade team won the 1988 grand final, he was the logical successor to Fulton, who was taking on the national coaching role.


‘The truth is, I never had a contract with the club, but I thought if we made a strong start to the [1989] season, I might get the job long-term.’ Unfortunately, several key players returned to training late after playing in England and, rattled by poor results, the club tore itself apart. ‘Les Boyd rang me from England and said there was a rumour [New Zealander] Graham Lowe was going to be the new coach [in 1990]. The next I heard about that was when the club announced it weeks later.’


Although disappointed at the time, Thompson saw out the troubled season out of loyalty to the club and because he wanted to leave the door open for future opportunities.


Today, he sits on the Leagues Club and football club boards and supports the ‘Back to Brookie’ push after several years of the football club being based at the Sydney Academy of Sport and Recreation at Narrabeen.


‘The locals will always support the team at Brookvale Oval and that’s where the Sea Eagles belong.’


Alan Thompson should know. He’s been showing them the way his whole life.













	

FOG 12. GRAEME WYNN
BIG, FAST AND FURIOUS	


One Origin: 1980










Graeme Wynn’s career trajectory was as big, fast and furious as his playing style. The Quirindi High School student represented Northern Districts Under-18s in 1976 and coach Brian ‘Chicka’ Moore recommended Wynn to Wests Newcastle. From there, there was no stopping him.


A NSW Country rep in 1978, Wynn’s man-of-the-match performance in the Rosellas’ grand-final win in the Newcastle competition that year saw the strapping lock courted by several Sydney clubs. While older brother Peter signed with Parramatta for 1979, Graeme had only ever wanted to play for St George.


In his first season in Sydney, Wynn won a premiership with the Dragons as a member of ‘Bath’s Babes’ – the celebrated team coached by Harry Bath. In 1980, the goal-kicking backrower was selected in the second row for NSW in two traditional interstate matches before earning a place on Australia’s midseason tour of New Zealand. While he was picked for every game on the seven-match tour, he was a non-playing reserve in both Tests.


Wynn took his place in the inaugural Origin game, unsure whether the concept would work. ‘When we arrived at Lang Park, Queensland were full of energy and really had a desire to beat NSW,’ he later told author Daniel Pain. ‘We were probably ambushed; we didn’t expect that sort of intensity.’


When Queensland halfback Greg Oliphant hit Wynn with a sneaky punch midway through the first half, the St George prop didn’t think twice about returning serve. The resultant brawl, in which Arthur Beetson singled out Wynn for special attention, unsettled NSW more than they realised: the Maroons won the fight and the match.


After reaching such highs so quickly, this proved to be the final rep match in Wynn’s long career, in which he toiled with the Dragons for the remainder of the decade. If being suspended for biting in 1982 was his nadir, playing in the club’s narrow loss to Canterbury in the 1985 grand final was a disappointment-tinged high point.


Cut loose by incoming coach Brian Smith in 1991, Wynn gave a young Wests team the benefit of his hard-won experience in the final two seasons of his career.













	

FOG 13. CRAIG YOUNG
FAT ALBERT


Five Origins: 1980–84










There has been no more loyal servant to rugby league than Craig Albert Young. The Corrimal junior has spent more than 50 years in the game, from his selection in the Australian Schoolboys team that toured England under coach Roy Masters in 1972 to his role as chairman of the St George Illawarra Rugby League in 2021. The son of Australian soccer rep Bob Young, Young captained his club to premiership glory in 1979 before his son Dean repeated the feat with St George Illawarra in 2010.


In 1980, Craig was at the peak of his powers, fast on his feet for a big man and more than willing to engage in the rough stuff. His nickname, ‘Fat Albert’, was less an insult than a mark of affection. Midway through his 21-Test career (1978–84), he was selected in the inaugural Origin match. He also played in the one-off Origin game in 1981 and, not for the first or last time, finished the match with a bloodied mouth.


Young appeared in all three games of the 1982 Origin series. He also played in the opening game in 1984 but, following NSW’s 29–12 loss at Lang Park, selectors overhauled the Blues’ front row. Young’s form was still good enough to earn him a place in Australia’s First Test team in the Ashes series that year, but his rep career was petering out.


In 1985, the year he captained St George into another grand final (Canterbury won 7–6), Young was named Dally M prop of the year. He retired in 1988 to take on the coaching role at St George but was replaced for the 1991 season by Brian Smith following a boardroom coup. Young later returned to the club as football manager and served as the Blues’ team manager in 2005.


A former detective, Young resigned as chairman of the Dragons board after it was revealed he’d used club stationery to write a personal reference for Brett Finch – the son of former teammate Robert Finch – who was facing serious charges in 2022. While loyalty may be priceless, it often comes at a cost.













	

FOG 14. ROBERT STONE
STONEY	


One Origin: 1980










Robert Stone was a late call-up for the first Origin game after Les Boyd failed a fitness test two days before the match. Remarkably, Stone was selected from Saints’ reserve grade team after coming back from a shoulder injury. The St George forward had made his NSW debut in the second match of the traditional interstate series that year.


‘Stoney’ was graded as a teenager at St George in 1974 and won an Under-23s premiership in his first season. He made his first-grade debut the following year and took his place in the St George team walloped by Easts 38–0 in the grand final. Two years later, Stone scored a contentious try in the club’s 22–0 win over Parramatta in the grand-final replay. In the 1979 grand final, he came off the bench in St George’s 17–13 win over Canterbury.


In 1985, St George made the grand final in all three grades. Coach Roy Masters did not support using fresh reserves given that all grades were in action at the SCG. Stone was selected in reserve grade rather than firsts, because even though Masters had a soft spot for Stoney, who’d captained the top team the previous year, the coach was overruled 3–2 by the selectors. As  it turned out, the Dragons lost to Canterbury, 7–6, in first grade but won the reserve-grade and third-grade grand finals to give the veteran prop career premierships in all three grades.


Stone did not play first grade in 1986 and was crestfallen not to be offered a new contract for 1987 after playing 281 games for St George across all grades. He stood against St George president Danny Robinson, losing by one vote, and this would be his last foray into club politics. He later won premierships as captain-coach with Picton in the Group 6 competition (1987–88) and coached Wests reserve-grade team.


A schoolteacher by trade, Stone was invited by the St George board to take on the CEO role following the club’s merger with Illawarra in 1999. Sadly, he passed away in 2005 after a long battle with brain cancer, aged just 49.













	

FOG 15. STEVE BOWDEN
THE ENFORCER


One Origin: 1981










Steve Bowden holds the distinction of being the first NSW player sent to the sin bin in an Origin game – marched after a brawl broke out in 1981’s standalone match at Lang Park. A Canterbury junior who’d represented NSW Country in 1977 while playing for Newcastle Wests, Bowden joined Newtown the following year as part of the foundation club’s rebuild under coach Warren Ryan.


Bowden was in great form in 1981 as the unfashionable Jets threw down the gauntlet to heavyweights Parramatta, Manly and Easts. No doubt NSW selectors picked the rugged prop with a view to taming a Test-strength Maroons pack, but Bowden overplayed his hand when he and Queensland’s Rod Morris were sin binned after their clash sparked an all-in brawl in the opening minutes. As was so often the case in those early years (and beyond), Queensland found a way to win (22–15) after trailing by 10 points at the break.


Three months later, Bowden was involved in one of the most vicious brawls ever seen at the SCG. TV footage of Bowden standing toe-to-toe with Manly forward Mark Broadhurst, with the Newtown prop hitting his Kiwi opponent with elbows and fists, was beamed into Sydney homes. The Jets won the match and eventually made their way through to the grand final against Parramatta, but by then the fiery prop had been rubbed out by the NSWRL judiciary.


Looking back, Newtown were a good-enough team that year to beat the Sea Eagles on their merits – as they did Easts the following week in the preliminary final – so why resort to the age-old strategy of ‘unsettling’ their opponents? Why sacrifice a good player like Bowden to get Terry Randall sent off? Yes, it was a different era – but don’t feel too badly for Bowden. He’s done quite well for himself post rugby league.


After his playing career wound up the following year, Bowden went into the family’s hotel business, achieving enormous success. In 2007, the hotel magnate sold the Hurstville Ritz Hotel for $52 million, only to buy it back for $30.5 million in 2010. He then sold it again, along with the Cabramatta Hotel, for a total of $90 million in 2017.


Not too shabby for a front-row forward.













	

FOG 16. LES BOYD
THE END OF AN ERA


Three Origins: 1981–83










Les Boyd was undeniably a great player – tough and mobile, and a superstar in England where his brand of rugged forward play was highly regarded. But more than that, the man dubbed the ‘baby-faced assassin’ by the Sydney press inadvertently changed rugby league forever.


Boyd joined Wests after representing the inaugural Australian Schoolboys in 1972 under the coaching of Roy Masters. Boyd reunited with Masters at the Magpies in 1976 and was an immediate success at both club and representative levels. He also showed he wasn’t someone who would meekly follow the rules when he successfully sued the NSWRL after being suspended on video evidence after an incident in a match against Manly. Boyd argued he’d been denied natural justice in not being able to call witnesses after being cited on a gouging charge.


At the end of the 1979 season, Boyd and his Wests teammates John Dorahy and Ray Brown signed with archrivals Manly. After a slow start at his new club, Boyd played in both Tests for Australia on the 1980 New Zealand tour before being selected for the inaugural Origin match in July. Boyd had picked up a hamstring injury on tour, however, and was chosen on the NSW bench in the expectation that he would fail a fitness test. Boyd made it easy for the selectors in the end – he faked a shoulder injury and pulled out of the team because he didn’t see the value in playing the match.


Boyd made his Origin debut the following year in the one-off match won 22–15 by Queensland. He received the first caution of the game after getting involved in a punch-up with Chris Close. The following year, he played only in the third and deciding match, a 10–5 loss at the SCG, after missing the first two games with a rib injury. At the end of the season, he made another tour of Great Britain and France with the unbeaten Kangaroos.


Which brings us to the opening match of the 1983 series. Midway through the first half, Boyd hit opposing forward Darryl Brohman with his elbow, fracturing the Penrith prop’s jaw. Cited by the NSWRL, he was subsequently suspended for 12 months. (In 2007, Boyd alleged in the Courier Mail that, shortly before the game, three Australian selectors had pulled him aside and instructed him ‘to do what it takes’ to keep Queenslanders out of the national side.)


The injury to Brohman cost him a place in the Australian touring squad and he missed the remainder of the club season. In a decision he still agonises over today, Brohman sued Boyd for damages – a first for elite rugby league.


‘The Boyd incident was a tipping point in the game,’ Brohman told me in 2017. ‘The League, its sponsors and the general public weren’t going to stand for foul play anymore.’


In a sense, Boyd was already a dinosaur in the game – he just didn’t know it. When he returned in 1984, he played just three games for the Sea Eagles at prop before he was in trouble again. Following a match against competition leaders Canterbury, the NSWRL cited Boyd for gouging Billy Johnstone. Interestingly, the Bulldogs refused to cite Boyd, believing what ‘happens on the field remains on the field’, while Johnstone declined to give evidence against Boyd at the subsequent hearing, where the Manly firebrand was suspended for a record-equalling 15 months (see Bob Cooper), effectively ending his Sydney career.


In October 1985, as soon as his suspension finished, Boyd turned out for English club the Warrington Wolves. The following year, he won the Harry Sunderland Trophy as man of the match in the championship final. He stayed in England until 1989 but two broken arms restricted him to just 33 matches.













	

FOG 17. TERRY FAHEY
HOMESICK BLUES


Two Origins: 1981–82










Barnstorming NSW Country winger Terry Fahey hated the limelight as much as he hated losing. A member of the Western Division team that won the inaugural Amco Cup competition in 1974, the 20–year-old rejected several offers to come to Sydney before signing with Souths, who in 1976 were rebuilding after finishing with the wooden spoon. Fahey became known as the ‘Redfern Express’ in his five seasons with the Rabbitohs.


Originally from Wellington, in western NSW, Fahey and his brothers grew up in Carlingford Boys Home after their parents divorced and could not look after them. After returning home, he played first grade as a teenager before making his name on flickering black-and-white TV in the Amco Cup.


In 1975, Fahey represented NSW Country and Australia, in the World Series competition, but famously declined to play for NSW because he didn’t want to be away from his young family.


On 1 June 1975, Fahey made his international debut for Australia against New Zealand at Lang Park but was injured and replaced after just 13 minutes. Before the match had finished, he had showered and left the ground to catch a plane back to Sydney, where he slept at the airport overnight while waiting for a flight home to Dubbo. He later told irate officials that he missed his family and wanted to get back to work.


Fahey made his debut for the Blues in a traditional interstate match in 1976 and appeared in two domestic World Cup games against New Zealand and Great Britain the following year. Then, after representing Australia against the Kiwis midseason in 1978, Fahey pulled out of that year’s Kangaroo Tour because he didn’t want to be away from his family and unable to support them financially for 10 weeks. For Fahey, family came first.


If Fahey thought his approach to rep football would cause national selectors to put a red line through his name, he was mistaken, mostly because his form was just too good to ignore.


In the third Test of the 1979 Ashes series, he was a late call-up for the injured Larry Corowa and played a cameo role in Australia’s historic 3–0 series win. Perhaps officials appreciated Terry’s low-key approach to the big moments because he became something of a supersub for selectors.


In 1981, Fahey shifted to Easts, where he finished the season as the NSWRL’s leading try-scorer with 15. That same year, he was again a late call-up to the Australian Test team, replacing Kerry Boustead in a Test against France at the SCG. In what was to be his final mat in the green and gold, he scored two tries in Australia’s 17–2 win.


Ten days later, the winger made his Origin debut in the one-off match at Lang Park, won 22–15 by Queensland. His only other Origin appearance was the 10–5 loss at the SCG in 1982, when he was again a late replacement, this time for Ziggy Niszczot.


But the kid from the bush wasn’t happy living in the spotlight in Sydney. Shifting to Canberra in 1983, he represented NSW Country Origin the following year but broke three vertebrae in his neck and missed the entire 1985 season. He gave great service in his four seasons at the Raiders before announcing his retirement early in 1987 – the year the club made the grand final against Manly.













	

FOG 18. ERIC GROTHE SR
THE GURU


Nine Origins: 1981–86










In the 1980s, barnstorming winger Eric Grothe had a huge impact on the game and the early Origin era. Though he appeared in only nine Origin matches during the decade due to injuries, his legacy is immense. One of the most damaging runners of the ball the game has seen, Grothe used an electrifying combination of speed and strength to beat his opponents.


Making his Origin debut in 1981, the Parramatta junior scored two first-half tries, including a brilliant length-of-the-field effort to set up what looked like a winning 15–0 lead. Spurred on by a fervent Lang Park crowd, however, the Maroons would not be denied, and fought back to level the scores.


Late in the match, Grothe pulled off a try-saving tackle on Colin Scott, but then held on to his opponent for a little too long. Chris Close came over, pulled Grothe by the hair, and gave him a backhander to the face before diving over for a try from the next play-the-ball. Queensland went on to win a famous match, 22–15.


NSW coach Ted Glossop later bemoaned New Zealand referee Kevin Steele’s decision not to penalise Close, but the incident is now part of Origin folklore.


I remember commentator Rex Mossop bellowing from the broadcast box, ‘That’s not on . . . I would have sent Close off if I were the referee!’


At Test level, Grothe scored tries in each of his eight appearances in the green-and-gold jersey and was unstoppable on the unbeaten 1982 Kangaroo Tour. Grothe was such a crowd favourite in England that he was invited onto national TV to play his treasured guitar and sing. Owing to Grothe’s long hair and laid-back personality, teammates called him ‘The Guru’.


Grothe was on the wing again for NSW in 1983 and 1984 but did not taste success with the Blues until 1985’s breakthrough series win. His final match for NSW was in game three of the 1986 series, in which the Blues completed an historic whitewash.


After playing his part in the Eels’ grand-final win over Canterbury that year, the injury-plagued winger was selected to make his second Kangaroo Tour of the decade, only to be ruled out after failing a medical. He would never play in another rep game at any level.


Grothe will forever be remembered as an integral member of the champion Parramatta teams that won four premierships in the 1980s. His try against Canterbury in the 1983 finals series – when he beat player after player on a bullocking run to the line – is one of the best individual tries scored at the SCG. Today, Grothe continues to play music with son Eric Grothe Jr and close friends in a band called Eric Grothe and The Gurus.













	

FOG 19. RON HILDITCH
THE HITMAN


One Origin: 1981










Parramatta ‘hitman’ Ron Hilditch was coming to the end of his career when selected in the second-ever Origin match, in 1981, as part of a new-look NSW front row. Queensland won the night, however, 22–15.


Hilditch savoured a piece of club history in 1981 as a prop in Parramatta’s grand-final win over Newtown. The following year he was selected for game one of the first-ever Origin series but withdrew with a groin injury.


At the business end of the 1982 season, he suffered a knee injury in the club’s 33–0 thrashing of Easts in the preliminary final and missed the club’s grand-final win over Manly. The Hitman made a good comeback the following year, only to suffer a shoulder injury in the win over Canterbury in the preliminary final and miss another grand-final success. He retired for good soon after.


Hilditch returned to the club as coach from 1994–96, but the results were inconsistent and the Parramatta legend, one of the hardest men the game has known, later admitted he’d been too soft on his players.













	

FOG 20. BARRY JENSEN
THE RAKE


One Origin: 1981










In 1981, Newtown hooker Barry Jensen became the first NSWRL player to be sin binned – for repeated scrum infringements in the opening round against Parramatta at Cumberland Oval. Jensen told the media that he’d appreciated the break, but selectors did not appreciate his honesty and dropped him to reserve grade for the next match.


Later that year, Jensen was called into NSW’s State of Origin team following an injury to the incumbent Test hooker, Easts’ Jeff Masterman. Queensland won the match 22–15, and Jensen never appeared in another rep game.


After playing in the Jets’ 20–11 grand-final loss to Parramatta, the veteran rake moved to the newly promoted Illawarra Steelers, but was forced to retire midway through the club’s debut season after suffering a neck injury.













	

FOG 21. TERRY LAMB
BAA, THE BLACK SHEEP


Seven Origins: 1981–89










It seems incongruous that Terry Lamb, arguably the greatest support player of the modern era, never scored a try at Origin or Test levels. In 1981, the 20-year-old Wests pivot was a late replacement for NSW after Parramatta’s Mick Pattison was ruled out (Pattison never got the chance to play an Origin match) and arrived at Brisbane airport on the morning of the match with no one from the Blues camp there to greet him.


‘I got to the airport by myself and when I arrived, there wasn’t a soul to meet me,’ Lamb told me 10 years after the fact. ‘I didn’t even know what motel the team was staying at. Luckily [media man] Peter Peters was on the same flight and took me to where the players were staying. I walked in to the final team meeting . . . all [coach Ted Glossop] could do was to tell me to play my natural game and wish me good luck.’


NSW led 15–0 in that match, only to lose 22–15 after an inspired Maroons fightback led by a young Wally Lewis. Lewis paid Lamb the supreme compliment of making a beeline for him in the opening melee in a clear attempt to put the youngster off his game. Lamb took the blows, learned from the experience – and came back harder and tougher. But family was paramount for Lamb, who declined to tour with the 1982 Kangaroos to spend more time with his fiancée, Kim.


A Canterbury junior, Lamb signed with Wests only because Bulldogs supremo Peter Moore baulked at offering the teenager a contract, figuring Garry Hughes had a mortgage on the No. 6 jersey. After winning the Rothmans Medal in 1983 – a year in which Wests finished last – Lamb shifted to Canterbury, where he won a premiership in his first season. A popular teammate who’d been dubbed ‘Baa’ at the Magpies, Lamb quickly became a favourite of Bulldogs coach Warren Ryan. Ryan even named Lamb club captain but the humble five-eighth opted out of the top job because he felt Steve Mortimer deserved it more.


Despite having Wally Lewis (Queensland) and an emerging Brett Kenny (NSW) to compete with for rep honours, Lamb proved his utility value for both state and country.


First selected for NSW for game two of the 1984 Origin series, Lamb was part of the 14–2 loss in which he partnered clubmate Steve Mortimer in the halves. Lamb did not taste success with the Blues until the 1986 series, in which he played in two wins off the bench.


Lamb was the competition’s leading point-scorer in 1984 (184) but after another stellar season in 1985, a leg injury suffered in the Bulldogs’ preliminary-final win saw him miss the grand final against St George. After returning to Origin that year, he made his Test debut off the bench in the three-Test series against the Kiwis. Lamb then showed his immense utility value on the 1986 Kangaroo Tour as the first player to appear in all 20 matches in England and France. Despite this record, Lamb regretted being away from his young son for three months and stood down from rep football in 1987.


But Lamb was too good to leave out for long. His final foray in Origin came with three losses in 1988–89 during Jack Gibson’s time as coach. Following Canterbury’s win in the 1988 grand final, he came off the bench in Australia’s World Cup final win in New Zealand. Interestingly, he was a reserve in all eight of his Test appearances.


The veteran pivot captained the Bulldogs in the 1994 grand-final loss to Canberra before savouring an upset win over minor premiers Manly in the 1995 decider. This would have been the perfect end to Lamb’s career, but Super League came along and the money was just too good to ignore (he also wanted to help the club after it lost so many top players in the contract war).


Before retiring at the end of 1996, Lamb became the first player to score 100 tries and 1000 points for the one club, while his 164 career tries placed him second only to the great Ken Irvine (212 tries). His time as coach of the Wests Tigers (2001–02) did not end well, but let’s not focus on the negatives. Terry Lamb was the real deal.













	

FOG 22. RAY PRICE
MR PERPETUAL MOTION


Eight Origins: 1981–84










Rugby convert Ray Price gave his all for his club, state and country in two football codes. If there is one image that best sums up his Origin career, it is the Rugby League Week photograph of a mud-soaked warrior – totally exhausted with steam coming off him – collapsed in the SCG dressing rooms after captaining NSW to a 10–6 win in game two of the 1983 series. ‘Mr Perpetual Motion’ just kept on going.


Price would have played in the inaugural Origin, but withdrew with injury following his return from Australia’s tour of New Zealand. He made his debut the following year, coming in for special attention from the Queensland forwards as the Maroons fought back to win from 15–0 down. In the wash-up, Price was criticised for conceding the penalty that gave Queensland a 17–15 lead after headbutting his Parramatta teammate Chris Phelan. But then, hating his opponents, even club teammates, came naturally to the tough lock.


You could sense Price’s frustration at the end of the 1982 series, which Queensland also won. This was the start of a feud with Queensland captain Wally Lewis that bubbled over on the 1982 Kangaroo Tour, where Lewis blamed Price for his demotion from Australia’s Test team in favour of Parramatta’s Brett Kenny. The premiership-winning Eels triumvirate of Price-Sterling-Kenny was simply unstoppable on that tour.


In Price’s mind, there was only one option for NSW in their search for success in this new Origin format: make him captain. Price succeeded Max Krilich in 1983, leading the Blues in the 24–12 loss at Lang Park. Price’s heroics in the mud in game two at the SCG kept the series alive, only for injury to rule him out of the decider, which Queensland won 43–22.


In 1984, Price announced his intention to retire from rep football after being named NSW captain. Chaired from the field by teammates after Australia’s win over Great Britain in the Third Test at the SCG, Price expected to finish his career leading NSW in the dead-rubber Origin match that was played after the Ashes series, but NSW selectors had other ideas and dropped him altogether. The veteran lock later said that he was ‘filthy . . . it really hurt, finishing that way’, but NSW won the match 24–12 under the leadership of Steve Mortimer, heralding a new era.


Ray Price had the last laugh when he captained Parramatta in their grand-final win over the Steve Mortimer-led Bulldogs in the 1986 grand final. In the decades since, Price has been a vocal critic of the Parramatta club, of various NSW campaigns and of the game itself. Still the warrior.













	

FOG 23. PHIL SIGSWORTH
THE LAST OF THE JETS 


Three Origins: 1981–83










Newtown utility Phil Sigsworth made his Origin debut at fullback in the one-off match in 1981, the same year he came off the bench in Australia’s 43–3 win over France in Sydney. Capping a breakthrough year, Sigsworth also played in the grand final against Parramatta, although the Jets lost a close contest, 20–11.
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