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DEDICATION

This book is for the sons of the west, for those joining in the chorus or riding the bumps with a grin, the fans who have stuck with their teams in the hard times while embracing success when it comes. For old-timers like Graeme who’ve seen Bulldogs premierships and wooden spoons and 60 years in an abyss, those of my age like Matthew and Andrew who have seen premierships and rebuilds at North and Hawthorn, and the young ones like Gabi and Byron who have been blessed with success at Hawthorn and Amelie who dreams of the same at North.

Following a football club can be tough, but if it was easy, would winning matter so much?

For all of them, and all of you, the glory days for your tribe are waiting again in the near future.

ANDREW CLARKE





[image: Image]



[image: Image]





INTRODUCTION

In 1925, 100 seasons ago, three clubs joined the Victorian Football League. The combined history of Footscray, Hawthorn and North Melbourne is a story of embracing Australia’s Indigenous football code and the search for identity in the evolving suburbia of Melbourne. Today we know all about each club and the identity that has thrived in the spread from their own suburbs into broader Melbourne, of periods of dominance and of battles for survival. This is the story of the rise to power of the minnows.

Odd numbers never work well in a sporting competition; no one wants a bye. When the University Football Club didn’t return to the Victorian Football League (VFL) after World War I, the VFL was faced with the task of finding another club. Instead of one, though, it brought in three and together we call them the 25ers – Footscray, Hawthorn and North Melbourne.

This book is the combined story of all three clubs. It is not the definitive history by any means, but it tells a story of resilience, challenges and success.

The challenges for all three clubs came early in their stories. Each was semi-nomadic, sometimes inside the borders of their cities but also occasionally outside. The North Melbourne Football Club can trace a form of existence back to the 1850s not long after the rules of the Melbourne Football Club were drafted by a working party led by Tom Wills on 17 May 1859. The first teams to be called Footscray Football Club and Hawthorn Football Club came later.

Footscray is the only one to have survived since its formation without disbanding and reforming or, in the case of Hawthorn, being recreated. Their paths to the VFL were very different. Footscray was eventually the dominant team of the Victorian Football Association (VFA), and North also became a powerhouse.

In the first 48 years of the VFA, Footscray (nine) and North Melbourne (six) had nearly a third of all the titles decided, and since joining the league with Hawthorn they have won between them one in every five premierships decided. They have evolved from being the clubs of their people, of representing places that evolved from villages, towns and cities to suburbs of the largest city in Australia, into clubs with a more national and roaming focus. Both Hawthorn and North Melbourne in 2024 played home games in Tasmania, while the Western Bulldogs (formerly Footscray) played in Ballarat. None of the teams still play games at their traditional homes, and Hawthorn doesn’t even train at its ground.

Hawthorn today is one of the power teams of what is now the Australian Football League (AFL), the seventh largest club in the competition during a rare recent ‘down period’ as the club rebuilds after topping the league for many years as the Victorian club with the most members. It is well run and innovative. When you see the number of years of membership on scarves and hats, Hawthorn did that first, and in recent times it wins a premiership every four or so years.

But it nearly didn’t survive the 1990s.

I thought I knew every North Melbourne supporter, but then I met another… at which time I believed I knew them all, again. Not to trivialise its support base, but one of my good friends whose grandfather was a best and fairest winner at North, says it is a ‘boutique club’, and he is happy not to have to battle for seats and the like at games. On the membership table it sits last among the Victorian teams, marginally trailing the Western Bulldogs.

But being a boutique club has its challenges, and the finances to compete at the very top is just one of them.

Each club has tasted premiership glory, Footscray the most recent and also the first of the 25ers with nothing in between. North had patches in the 1970s and 1990s where it won two premierships in each era but has spent plenty of time there or thereabouts. Hawthorn, which started as the competition’s whipping boy, eventually emerged as a powerhouse both on and off the field and has been the most successful club in the VFL/AFL since the three clubs joined, with 13 premierships since its first in 1961 and its second a decade later.

Each club has boasted some of the biggest names in the sport. Whitten, Hudson, Matthews, Carey and Franklin all featured in Gelding Street Press’s The Immortals of Australian Football – and yes, Gary Ablett did too, but his handful of games with Hawthorn barely qualifies him as a Hawk.

The story in this book starts before the VFL and concludes with the 2024 season, their 100th season in the league, and tells three very different paths to success in Australia’s pre-eminent sporting code.

Let’s start from the beginning.

But first, all references to teams, colours and nicknames will be appropriate for the day. Footscray has been referred to as the Tri-colours and the Tricolours, as well as The Footscrays and The Scrays and for the past decades as the Bulldogs. It is also now known as the Western Bulldogs, although its company name remains the Footscray Football Club.

North Melbourne similarly tried a new identity, dropping its suburban names and playing as the Kangaroos momentarily, and it has carried nicknames such as the Shinboners. The Hotham History website gave three theories to the unique name without taking an unequivocal stand.

The first was that Happy Valley butcher, Horrie McEwan, decorated the veranda of his shop with ribboned shinbones whenever North had a great victory. Health authorities eventually put an end to the practice of hanging blue and white ribbons off the dangling bones. The practice stopped but the name stuck.

The second story was that North’s fiercest players were backline players who worked at the Kensington abattoirs and arrived at training with blood spatters on their legs. They were known as tough guys with indestructible shinbones who knew how to show their opponents a thing or two, and the third was that for many years some of the Irishmen who played football for North on Saturdays played their own national game of hurling over in Royal Park on Sundays. Since hurling has the reputation of being a rather anarchic game – a sort of aerial hockey that often seems to be won by the team who delivers the greatest number of thwacks to its opponent’s shins – their Sunday reputations carried over to their Saturday sport and the whole team became known as the ‘Shinboners’.

Choose whichever one you like.

Hawthorn has always been Hawthorn, but it was famously the Mayblooms before immortal player Roy Cazaly decided that wasn’t tough enough for the side he was coaching and tagged them the Hawks.

For its entire time in the VFL outside of World War II, Footscray has been based out of the Western Oval, but now plays its games out of Marvel Stadium (Docklands) and Mars Stadium in Ballarat. North Melbourne spent a season in Coburg but has otherwise been domiciled at Arden Street for the past 100 years, now with home games at Marvel Stadium and Bellerive Oval in Hobart.

Hawthorn started its VFL journey at Glenferrie Oval, then moved to Princes Park for its home games while continuing to train at Glenferrie Oval. It then played its home games out of Waverley and then the Melbourne Cricket Ground when Waverley was closed. Waverley then became its training ground, and soon it will leave there for a state-of-the-art facility in Dingley, with home games at the MCG and York Park in Launceston, although this may end when the Tasmanian Tigers enter the league in 2028.

The colours have shifted minimally over time, the designs have moved more. Aside from two seasons during World War II, Footscray has always been royal blue with red and white. It has mostly been a blue jumper with a single red and white hoop but had one year in vertical stripes with a white V before the jumpers were ‘accidentally’ destroyed and the club returned to the previous jumpers. The bulk of today’s jumper is very similar to the 1925 strip.

It is worth noting that Collingwood, when it was called Brittania, carried these same colours and was forced to change when it joined the VFA – as Collingwood in 1892 – to the now famous black and white stripes.

Hawthorn started with a brown jumper with a gold V and gold HFC insignia, inverting those for one season – the famously derided ‘Mustard Pots’ – before heading back to the brown base without the HFC. In 1950 it switched to the brown and gold stripes to make them look bigger and has played in a variation of that ever since, ignoring the various away strips.

North Melbourne started with a royal blue jumper and a white V, and in 1933 it changed to stripes which remain today.

Each team’s jumpers will be referred to in the main story.

The website https://footyjumpers.com/ has more information if you are interested in the jumpers of the VFL and AFL clubs.
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FOOTSCRAY TO 1925

In the decade following World War I, Footscray became a powerhouse of the VFA. Its inclusion into the VFL was a relatively simple decision in terms of form compared with the other 25ers, but it wasn’t really that straightforward. It had been recruiting players from the VFL and was in Essendon’s recruiting zone – both were obstacles to overcome.

Footscray in the mid-19th century was a small village split from Melbourne by a swamp (Batman’s Swamp) and the Saltwater River that is now known as the Maribyrnong River. It was, for all intents and purposes of the day, a stop-off for people travelling to the picturesque seaside town of Williamstown.

Football was played there informally not long after the game began in 1858, and as it changed from being a town to an industrialised suburb it moved from gentrified industry to hosting just about every odour omitting factory of Melbourne. Its knockers call it Stinkopolis, but locals including the council preferred to think of it as the Cinderella suburb.

Whatever the impact of the growing level of industry meant, Footscray was flourishing, and by the mid-1870s the Footscray Football Club (FFC) was formed and played as ‘The Footscrays’ out of a field in Cowper Street, and mainly against other teams from what was now becoming the western suburbs. In 1877, it joined the junior ranks of the Victorian Football Association, which meant it was the second level down from the biggest organised football competition in Australia.

It was briefly renamed Prince Imperial Football Club in honour of Prince Louis Napoleon (France’s Prince Imperial) who died at the hands of Zulus while on active duty with the British Army. In the next two seasons the club struggled to get a team on the field, and then a rival club was formed in Footscray (Footscray Excelsior) and the Prince Imperials returned to being The Footscrays to reclaim their town.

A red cap was added to the club’s blue and white hoops as the first iteration of the tricolour. There was an intense rivalry between The Footscrays and The Xs (Excelsior), and there was also an attempt to merge the two clubs, but that didn’t happen and eventually only The Footscrays survived, thanks in part to having a better home ground – now at Market Reserve but soon to be Gardens Reserve while trying to move to the Western Reserve – and the support of the local newspaper, The Independent.

When the VFA decided to expand its senior competition in 1886, Footscray Football Club joined the state’s elite competition. From the time football was first played on the streets of Footscray to its arrival in the VFA, the population had risen from 1,000 to nearly 20,000, and the base from which to build was strong.

The first VFA season for Footscray was far from a failure, but it also was not a success with four wins and six draws from 19 games. But the second season was a disaster on and off the field. At times only 12 players turned up to wear the new uniform of perpendicular stripes of red, white and blue, the back room brawling started, and many pundits questioned the club’s position in the senior ranks.

Another attempted merger with Excelsior failed, and the battles between the teams from the west – Footscray, Williamstown and Port Melbourne – were becoming increasingly hostile and violent on the field. When Footscray finally beat Williamstown for the first time, it was on the back of a bookie offering players at Williamstown to ‘play dead’, and that lead to an even more violent encounter in October which saw multiple reports and Williamstown back on top.

There was a push to drop Footscray out of the VFA, but it didn’t happen as the association was keen to keep its numbers. Footscray plodded along, and in 1892 when the Collingwood Club (formerly Britannia Football Club) joined the competition, the new team was forced to change its colours from the same red, white and blue stripes that it had worn as Britannia to the now famous black and white stripes. The Scrays as they were often called, more than doubled their wins in 1893, and for the first time finished a season with more wins than losses and did so again in 1894 which was the first year of the standardised fixture where each team played every other team over the course of a season, and now only those teams in the VFA.

But just when it needed to be strong, it dropped off again and in 1896 finished 10th out of 13 teams with five wins out of 18 games. A breakaway group from the VFA was being formed with the six strongest clubs – Collingwood, Essendon, Fitzroy, Geelong, Melbourne and South Melbourne – creating the Victorian Football League in order to protect their evolving financial base.

Those six decided they needed two other clubs to make an eight-team competition and invited Carlton and St Kilda to join rather than Footscray, which was regarded as a weaker club financially.

As an interesting aside, 1896 was the second time a play-off game was used to decide the premier when Collingwood and South Melbourne ended the season on top of the ladder with 14 wins, one draw and three losses each. Percentages were not used at this stage and behinds were also not part of the equation even though they were recorded. The previous grand final was to resolve a dispute between Melbourne and Geelong in 1878, and Geelong won despite Melbourne having a better record across the season.

The league made two significant changes quickly, the first was that it was going to permanently instil finals into the process for determining its premiers, and the second was to officially use behinds to calculate the score of a game, with a goal worth six points and a behind one. The VFA followed immediately with the behinds but delayed the introduction of a finals system.

The five remaining VFA teams – Footscray, North Melbourne, Port Melbourne, Richmond and Williamstown – were joined by Brunswick for a six-team 20-round season. Footscray finished third in that season with 13 wins. With behinds now being used as part of the formal score there was only one drawn game for the season. If the previous scoring system was used, two of Footscray’s losses that season would have been draws, and with all the other games adjusted it would have finished second on the ladder rather than third.

The Scrays still had issues getting its squad to turn up to games, and in one match had only nine players turn up and the team was padded out to 18 using trainers and the like. It now wore a predominantly red jumper with a blue-white-red-white-blue sash and was officially called the Tricolours.

But things were changing out west. Australia was in the middle of a Depression so large the first insolvency laws were drafted to try and save the banks. Some locals in Footscray were doing well, among them James Cumming, and he tucked the Footscray Football Club under his wing as his pet project after finishing several terms as mayor of Footscray. It was the best thing to happen to the club.

Officially, in 1898, the VFA introduced the final four and a series of matches to decide the premier from those four. The results of the finals were added into the ladder and the team with the best result over 17 matches was the premier. With a win over North Melbourne in the first week of the finals, Footscray took an unassailable lead, and despite a loss to Port in the final game of the season, Footscray had its first VFA premiership with North Melbourne the runner-up.

The finals were skipped in 1899 with two new teams bringing the numbers to eight, and Footscray went back-to-back with its second premiership, North again finishing second. There were no finals again in 1900 and Footscray went back-to-back-to-back for its third premiership.

The minnows were now giants of the competition, pulling support from the western suburbs and the club was now well run by Cumming. Its identity was evolving, and the west was proud. By 1900, the club was debt-free and continuing to grow. In 1900 it changed jumper design again, settling on the now famous blue jumper with a hoop in each of red and white with a narrow blue strip between them. It is essentially the same design used on today’s home strip, although other ways of arranging the same hoops have been used over time.

The successful club became a target for recruiters and Footscray lost a lot of players in 1901 and slipped down the ladder. In 1903, the Tricolours had started to replace the lost players and climbed back to third when the VFA reintroduced the finals system, this time running knock-out semi-finals with the winner of each game playing off for the premiership, but under the crazy Argus system, the team that finished top of the ladder could challenge the winner of that game, resulting in a second grand final.

The first three premierships under this system were decided by a challenge, which denied Footscray the runner-up title twice, while North Melbourne won its first two premierships and Richmond its second. In all three years the challenger was unsuccessful.

Footscray missed the finals in 1905 but snuck back into the finals for 1906 and lost the grand final to West Melbourne, and then in 1907 it dropped out of the finals with a loss to bitter rivals Williamstown with a young and building team.

In 1908, when Richmond (with only two premierships) left to join the VFL with University (from the Metropolitan Junior Football Association, which later became the Victorian Amateur Football Association [VAFA]) the young Footscray team was emerging and was back on top with the premiership that season. Footscray dropped down the ladder in 1910 and 1911 before topping the regular season in 1912 and losing the grand final to Essendon Association.

Up until World War I, it could rise to the top, but it couldn’t remain there.

This was also a challenging time for the VFA as the issue of player payments kept arising, but Footscray was trying to build its squad from within rather than recruiting from all over Melbourne. With the juniors winning premierships, a direct line was being created from the junior club to the senior one, which kind of worked well when the VFA created zones and accepted that it was now OK to have professional footballers in its ranks.

In this era, FFC put its players on staff and offered contracts of employment, and any player not agreeing to the terms was sacked. In 1912 Footscray finished runner-up and in 1913 (the season Hawthorn joined the VFA) claimed the club’s fifth premiership, before losing to North in 1914 and questions were raised around ‘stiffening’, which was the term used at the time for players taking bribes by bookies not to perform. Five players were sacked after an internal investigation.

Part way through the 1915 season, the VFA abandoned the competition due to World War I and regular competition did not resume until 1918 when only six clubs were able to put teams on the park – four clubs missing that season before rejoining in 1919. Footscray finished on the bottom of the ladder after 10 rounds. North Melbourne won its sixth flag, placing it one ahead of Footscray, which was gearing up for 1919 after a fragmented 1918 campaign where it only fielded a team to protect itself from losing players to other clubs.

Sixteen Footscray footballers fought in the war, four did not return.

The period from 1919 to 1924 was dominated by Footscray, with four flags out of the six and finishing runner-up in the other two. In all, it won 104 of the 125 games it played in this period. Footscray had nine premierships in total, three ahead of North which was next best, and five runner-up titles and seven minor premierships (finishing top of the ladder), including four in a row between 1920 and 1924.

But Footscray bolstered its playing stocks by recruiting players from VFL teams. Bill Sewart came from Essendon in 1919 and was voted in as captain and was already the coach for that season. Harry Morgan and Jack Howell came from South Melbourne, Harry Greaves from Carlton and Norm Byron from Fitzroy and there were more the following years, including Con McCarthy from Collingwood who transferred without a clearance to lead Footscray on £400 a season, which while only the equivalent of $40,000 a year today was a huge sum in the day and more than double the average wage. That recruitment would later haunt its bid for a spot in the VFL, when Collingwood power broker John Wren tried to form a Public Service team to play out of the Melbourne Motordrome that he owned just to thwart Footscray.

The VFL was the superior competition, but the VFA clubs led by Footscray were hellbent on proving the VFA was a good option, even though many in the club harboured a desire to join the league. Its player payments were skyrocketing in the process, from around £600 in 1919 to nearly £1100 in 1922, but financially it was still okay.

The 1922 season decider was rife again with allegations of bribery, only this time not by bookies but by two Footscray players (including one who was sacked in the earlier gambling investigation but was recruited again for the post-war effort) and the club president who allegedly approached players from Port Melbourne. All three were charged by the VFA, and Vernon Banbury, the aforementioned player, was found guilty and banned for life, while the other player (Matthew O’Donoghue) and the president (George Sayer) were found not guilty. In a statement to the association, Footscray Football Club made Banbury a life member of the club at the same time.

The second grand final in 1923 was a spiteful game with plenty of fights, Footscray challenging under the Argus system following a loss in the original grand final. By this stage, The Scrays were eyeing a bigger prize. It was the best performing club in the association, both on and off the field, and was looking for a spot in the VFL, which had been running on nine teams since University’s demise.

Aside from North Melbourne which had felt the wrath of the association, the various bids for spots in the league were being run by local councils (as was North eventually too), and Footscray was no different. Despite now being very much a working-class suburb, the Footscray City Council was strong, powerful and cashed up. With a VFL team they could push harder for new train and tram lines, which would also help get more patronage for local businesses and lift housing values.

It was a strong and organised club with the full support of the local council which was committed to continuous improvement of the Western Oval for its 12.5 per cent of the gate.

Formally it tried three times in this era to join the VFL, and in January 1925 Footscray City Council was advised by the league that its local football club was invited to join the premier football competition in Australia. Footscray left the VFA with a 47-game winning streak at the Western Oval and a win over the VFL premiers Essendon in front of 46,100 people.

The club was confident and felt it was well placed to create an entirely new future.
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HAWTHORN TO 1925

Hawthorn’s entry into the league in 1925 was off the back of strong support from its local council and that geographically it was in the heart of Melbourne’s growth corridor. It had no premierships to speak of and very little success to back up its push for the big league, but it had a unique identity and didn’t infringe significantly on the recruiting zone of the existing clubs.

There were a few stuttering attempts to start a Hawthorn Football Club before its final and lasting iteration from 1902. In all, four clubs have born the letters HFC and the 1873, 1889 and 1893 entities all fell over for one reason or another, but mostly from a lack of identity and playing venues.

Hawthorn was not alone in its search for a football identity. The Indigenous code was exploding across Melbourne and the Victorian Football Association from 1877 and the Victorian Football League from 1897 were drawing crowds, and the councils were keeping some of the gate for the games played on their grounds. Minor leagues were also providing financial returns to private land holders in the early days, and there was a push for organised sport to capitalise on the potential income.

It was also hoped that in 1873 the Hawthorn Football Club could engender some civic pride, which is not that dissimilar to other parts of Melbourne and its surrounding towns in the 19th century.

This HFC was pretty much an offshoot of the now defunct Hawthorn Grammar School which was in rural Power Street. It was like an old boys’ team, the sort of which dominate the modern day Victorian Amateur Football Association and wore a light blue and white striped jersey after dabbling with a Maltese cross on its hats.

The Hawthorn of today is very different to the 19th century suburb. Sometimes spelt Hawthorne, it was populated by brick makers, carters, dairymen and market gardeners, and the Hawthorne Hotel was well placed to cater for passing traffic from the outer reaches of what is now the urban fringe, but was then farms, forests and gold mines. It was far from the leafy affluent suburb that carries the name today.

It was at the Hawthorne Hotel (when Hawthorn was officially still a village) in February 1873 when around 20 people put in half a crown (one-eighth of a pound, which today equates to around $23) each to start a new football club. But there was no proper home for this club, and it wandered around various parks and paddocks, and nor did it have a league in which to compete when it was founded.

There was an informal challenge system where teams played other teams of similar standard, with senior and junior teams placed around Melbourne. In this era, a junior team was not an underage competition, simply a lower-level team. Hawthorn was a junior team, and its preferred venues were Grace Park – where the Glenferrie Oval was eventually sited – and Meaney’s Paddock on Barkers Road, but there were many more. Grace Park was a large private land holding surrounded by Burwood Road, Power Street, Glenferrie Road and Mary Street and was populated with Scottish deer, pheasants, grouse and quail, with the manor house (now at 19 Chrystobel Crescent) looking over the estate.

The playing surface was nothing like it is today, and livestock and trees were a part of the obstacles at all the venues.

Hawthorn’s first season was winless, with the best results of five drawn games from the 15 contested. The title of Victorian Champion was only started in 1889 by The Argus newspaper, and it awarded retrospective Victorian premierships dating back to 1870, not awarding any prior to that because the games and competition were all too haphazard.

Melbourne had won the first three Victorian premierships, but there weren’t a lot of senior teams competing at this level. In 1873, there were only three – Carlton (premiers for the first time), Melbourne and Albert-park. Hawthorn was rated as a junior club, which meant it played with 20 players or more rather than 18 for the three senior clubs. It didn’t help Hawthorn much and it took until 1876 to record its first win and it ended that season with five wins from its 14 games.

Hawthorn wanted to play with the big boys, but it really wasn’t good enough, and each time it played one of the senior teams it was comprehensively beaten, aside from one game in 1877 which was abandoned after an incident between a boy who was part of the crowd that stormed the MCG and a Melbourne player.

That was also the year the first formal controlling body for Australian football was formed, the Victorian Football Association. There were six senior clubs, 27 junior clubs – of which Hawthorn was one – six educational clubs and 55 other clubs in Melbourne. But the scrappy nature of the game was still evident in the senior ranks – Melbourne played the most games at 23 and Albert-park only played 12, which included matches against all teams, not just the senior clubs.

Hawthorn bumbled along for a few years, failing to settle into a home ground and the nomadic nature of the club made it hard to thrive. It eventually folded in 1883, the year before the Grace Park subdivision that was to change the village and help it to become a town in 1887 prior to being a city in 1890, so rapid was the growth once subdivisions began. The City of Hawthorn was to play a significant role in the development of football in the region.

The 1884 Grace Park subdivision was not completely realised, meaning the council bought some of the land which eventually was turned into various sporting fields, including Glenferrie Oval in the 1900s. The affluent suburb we know today was starting to evolve.

There were a couple of attempts to revive or create a new Hawthorn Football Club, but its second incarnation came in April 1889 when the Riversdale Football Club was renamed the Hawthorn Football Club, for the local council thought it was important to have the name Hawthorn to match that of the city. The club used Riversdale’s yellow and black colours, and again despite council support it had a nomadic existence around Hawthorn with no true home ground.

It rented a playing field in Cam’s Paddock for one pound a week, and the following year went to Grace Park for a small but significant saving in its annual rent, but that arrangement didn’t survive and the club was on the move again. Hawthorn even played home games outside of Hawthorn, notably the Richmond racecourse which was located near Bendigo Street in Richmond.

This constant moving didn’t help, and the club folded after failing to secure an adequate home ground. A third Hawthorn Football Club (blue with a white sash) was created not long after, and its desire was to become a strong junior club on the way to becoming a senior club in the VFA. Lofty ambitions.

Football was a bit of a grubby game at this time, and the VFA was struggling with gambling issues, and on-and off-field violence while it tried to remain amateur. The big clubs didn’t want to remain amateur and wanted distance from the seedy side of the association, and they broke away and formed the Victorian Football League in 1897.

Football in the City of Hawthorn was active though, but this third HFC didn’t survive either. The Camberwell Rovers, Hawthorn Trades and in 1890 the Hawthorn City Rovers were all playing in the region.

The lasting entity known as the Hawthorn Football Club was formed in April 1902 and joined the Metropolitan Junior Association and the local council committed to creating a home ground at Grace Park for the club. The jumper was blue with red and white braces, and the socks were blue and white. There was a second 18 team (Glenburn, which was a merger of Glenferrie and Auburn) and the Trades team was also involved, and several smaller clubs nearby were consumed.

The first game was against Beverly at what is now St James Park, and then the meandering continued as the council was slow in delivering on its Grace Park promise. In May 1906, the ground that would be known as Glenferrie Oval was opened and there were a few more changes coming, including a season playing as Hawthorn City.

A merger with Boroondara in 1905 changed the playing strip to black with a red sash – à la Essendon – and then in 1912 after merging with Hawthorn City Rovers, which had won a few premierships in the Eastern Suburbs Junior Football Association, it switched to Rovers’ gold guernseys with a blue V which lasted until it joined the VFA for the final colour change to avoid a clash with Williamstown, switching the blue for brown so the jumpers were the same colour as a hawthorn bush – gold jumpers with a brown V and finally a unique identity.

It wasn’t a successful club by any measure, but when Melbourne City Football Club folded and left the VFA in 1914, the council applied for a spot in the VFA for Hawthorn. The VFA was impressed by the Glenferrie Oval facilities, and council accepted the offer to join the association, attracted in no small part by the potential gate revenue.

The VFA was a strange beast at the time, with clubs coming in and out regularly and mergers helping teams to become stronger. It was also battling for football supremacy with the VFL, and it reacted swiftly to moves by member clubs to join the league. North Melbourne was expelled in 1907 for approaching the VFL but was re-admitted the following year when a new committee was in place.

There were 10 teams in the VFA in Hawthorn’s first season, and plenty of uncertainty as World War I broke out in Europe and Australia was pulled in via its colonial ties. Regardless of that, Hawthorn now had a distinct identity through its unique colours. It had a great home ground – complete with a new pavilion and plans for a grandstand – and things were finally looking stable.

In its first season, the club won three games – against Williamstown, Port Melbourne and Northcote all at Glenferrie Oval – and finished ninth out of 10. For every 100 points scored during the season, Hawthorn conceded 142.2 points. For a first-up season, it was rated a success, and the gate taking was good despite declining attendance after the start of the War in August, and civic pride was booming which is exactly what the council desired.

With 15 players enlisting, the next season didn’t go so well, and it finished bottom of the ladder with one win from 13 games in a shortened season when the VFA suspended competition because of WWI. When the competition resumed in 1918 with a 10-rounds season, Hawthorn wasn’t ready and waited until 1919 for its return with an eight-win season and sixth spot on the ladder.

Hawthorn City Council was, however, eyeing a bigger prize and it applied to the VFL for admission, which with University not returning to the competition had a spot for another team – nine teams meant there needed to be a bye each week, and no one liked that. Variously, five clubs applied for admission and another new club was proposed to play out of the motordrome which was a speedway near the current day rectangular stadium in Swan Street, Richmond.

But there were problems for most of the bids. At least five times, council wrote to the VFL between 1919 to 1924, talking about Glenferrie Oval’s location as an asset, council’s ownership and control of the ground and, perhaps most importantly for the VFL which needed 75 per cent of its clubs to support the introduction of a team club, the lack of teams in the eastern suburbs which meant it wouldn’t clash with any existing recruiting zones.

Council had plans to increase Glenferrie Oval’s crowd capacity to 45,000, which when you look at the ground today would have been an amazing feat.

But first it had to get its act together. In 1920 under at least four coaches – all playing captain-coaches – it slipped a little and finished eighth with six wins. The next season Hawthorn had a playing coach and a separate captain, which was unusual at the time but seemed to work if the win-loss ledger is what counts with seven wins from 17 games and back to sixth spot on the ladder.

The weirdest coaching situation of all though was in 1922. Bill Walton was recruited from Port Melbourne and appointed captain-coach for the season, only Port refused his playing transfer. For the first nine games he was a non-playing coach, but then Port forced him back onto the field and he coached Hawthorn during the week and played for Port on the weekend, including in two games against Hawthorn when it’s on-field captain, Arthur Rademacher, was the game-day coach.

It only missed the finals that year on percentage after winning the same number of games as Williamstown and Brunswick, both of which had a better percentage, and was inside the top four with two rounds remaining, only to lose both games. Walton played in Port’s premiership team after rejecting a £100 bribe to ‘play dead’ in the decider, with three people attached to the Footscray Football Club charged by the association with attempted bribery, although only one was found guilty.

Against Prahran on 5 August, the emerging Hawthorn set a new record score for top-level football with a 30 goals 31 behinds to six goals nine behinds win – 11 goals nine behinds coming in the last quarter alone. The total score of 211 exceeded the previous best by Footscray of 188 points in 1908 in the VFA and South Melbourne’s best of 189 in 1919 in the VFL. That score held up until 1939 in the VFA and 1978 in the VFL.

Then, in 1923, Hawthorn played finals in an 11-win season. It lost its only final against Port Melbourne at North Melbourne’s Arden Street ground in front of an estimated 12,000 footy fans. For much of the game Hawthorn was in contention, leading deep into the third quarter before being steamrolled in the final by the more experienced reigning premier.

Hawthorn’s final season in the VFA didn’t go to plan, and while in contention for finals for most of the season it missed out by one win.

But what mattered for the council’s bid for the VFL was that Hawthorn was no longer seen as easy beats, and despite what many think or report from the time, Hawthorn was not a last-minute inclusion into the VFL ranks, it was in fact second out of three. But more on that later.

In short, the ugly ducklings of suburban football had meandered through nearly five decades as four different football clubs. It had wandered from one home ground to the next, but now, in 1925, it was a part of the Victorian Football League.
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