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For all the diehard Aussie sports fans. [image: ]
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A packed Allianz Stadium in Sydney watches the Sydney Roosters and South Sydney Rabbitohs playing in the venue’s first NRL match in September 2022.
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Australia is a big country, and sport is a big part of that big country. From the heavily populated main cities to the outback, sport is there. It has seemingly always been here, even before white people showed up and decided to stay. The Kabi Kabi people of south Queensland played a game called buroinjin, the rules for which sound remarkably like those for touch footy. Played with a ball made of kangaroo skin, the aim was to run as far as possible and cross over a line at the other end of the field without being touched. Various tribes also played versions of tag and lawn bowls.

The best-known First Nations game would be marn grook, largely because of the Australian Football League’s insistent attempts to claim it as the origins of its own code – while ignoring the subtext of white people taking yet another thing from those who were here first. Not to worry: the reality is Australian rules can’t trace its origins to marn grook. Yes, the game that saw people kick the ball into the air and catch it does resemble Australian rules as we recognise it, but that’s not what Aussie rules looked like during its creation. It was one big scrum that moved around the field until someone got close enough to kick a ball through the posts.

White people also brought a love of sport to Australia, usually those they could gamble on. Horses were brought over with the First Fleet, which soon paved the way for horse racing by 1810. The Sydney Gazette, the first Australian newspaper, reported on a cock fight in 1805, and while it tried to claim the sport was terrible it also felt the need to give a complete match report. Kangaroo hunting was considered a sport, as was shooting at pretty much anything else. Convicts and free settlers likely had their own sports, but the Gazette seemed to be only interested in the sports of the upper classes.

From that start Australia grew to a nation so keyed into sport we ended up with multiple versions of some. We have four codes of football: there’s football aka soccer, Australian rules, rugby league and rugby union. When it comes to cricket we like to make hybrids: we got a 50-over version when Tests were deemed to go on for too long, then a 20-over match when those 50-over affairs suddenly seemed to move at a glacial pace. There are several sports that involve putting a ball through a hoop – netball and basketball – and at least three forms of animal racing in greyhound, horse and trotting.

By some strange neurological quirk we are able to become instant experts on any sport before us. Every time the Olympic Games roll around we are all able to discuss at length the nuances of any of those sports, including the ones we had never watched since the previous Games finished.

We make movies about our sport: The Club, The Great Macarthy (AFL), Ride Like a Girl, The Cup (horse racing), Dawn! (swimming), Backyard Ashes (cricket), Footy Legends, The Last Winter (rugby league), Crackerjack (lawn bowls) and Coolangatta Gold (surf life-saving). Most of them aren’t great, because while we excel at sport we don’t bring that excellence across to making movies about it. However, movie-length stories aren’t enough: we also go for sporting mini-series on TV: Bodyline, Howzat and Warnie (all cricket), The Challenge (about the 1983 America’s Cup triumph), Brock (motor racing), Tracks of Glory (cycling) and Cliffy (a biopic of ultramarathon shuffler Cliff Young).

Sport is so very important that it even warrants a day off in some states. Not a day off in the sense of calling in sick, but a genuine government-sanctioned day of not going into work – because it’s not as though Australia already has too many public holidays. Victorians get a day off for the Melbourne Cup and the Friday before the AFL grand final: not the day of the grand final, but the day before the grand final. Even those Victorians who hate Aussie rules, and there are about three of them, still get that day off. The other sporty state is South Australia, where residents get to stay away from the office each year for Adelaide Cup Day… unless, of course, if you work at the track where the cup is held.

Fascinatingly, we’ll also pay visits to the nation’s great sporting venues even when there is no sport being played. Australians will pay good money to go on a tour of, say, the Melbourne Cricket Ground just to see the empty team locker rooms and media area, walk down the players’ race and stand out on the turf, perhaps to convince ourselves we can feel the presence of those who have trodden on that turf before us.

That brings us to this book, which is an overview of the country’s sporting fields, arenas, tracks and even oceans. Of course, there are those that are walk-up starts in any discussion of sporting venues: the Greats, including the beautiful mix of old and new at the Sydney Cricket Ground and the sports focal point that is the Melbourne Cricket Ground. And in the world of rugby league there is Queensland’s Suncorp Stadium.

For those who like their sport fuel-injected there’s Mount Panorama and Phillip Island. The sporting greats in and on water include Bells Beach for surfing and that Boxing Day staple: the start of the Sydney to Hobart yacht race.

Then there are the venues sitting on the next rung, those that might not be considered iconic but still provoke fondness in the heart: the Local Legends. We’re talking about venues such as rugby league’s Henson Park, the home of a team kicked out of the top flight comp way back in 1983. There’s also the Stawell Gift sprint, held on a grassed oval in country Victoria. Head over to the Northern Territory and you can visit the home of the Henley on Todd Regatta, possibly the only boat race in the world that gets cancelled if it’s too wet.

Other Local Legends include the outback race meeting at Birdsville; Belmore Sports Ground in suburban Sydney, the spiritual home of the Bulldogs; and Australian Football League club Collingwood’s home turf of Victoria Park.

This book of great Australian sporting sites is about more than just the venues; it’s also about the stories that happened there, because that’s why these places are revered. Flicking through these pages might just give you inspiration for your next pilgrimage – or holiday, if you want to call it that.








The greats
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Situated just outside the city’s CBD, the Melbourne Cricket Ground is one of Australia’s most-loved sporting venues.
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Address: Brunton Avenue, Richmond, Melbourne, Victoria

	
Date opened: 1853

	
Capacity: 100,000



Sydney and Melbourne have an infamous long-standing rivalry: come up with a topic and both will decide they’re better than the other at whatever it is. It’s an odd flex, and one the rest of the country rolls their eyes about: ‘Oh, god, they’re at it again.’

In terms of cricket grounds it’s pretty safe to say the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG) has it all over the Sydney Cricket Ground (SCG). Sure, the SCG came first – by just a few years, mind you – and it still has elements of yesteryear in some of the old stands, but the oval field configuration isn’t sympathetic to the dominant footy codes in New South Wales whereas the MCG works perfectly for Aussie rules, meaning it gets used all year round.

The SCG field is smaller than the MCG, or the ‘G’ as it is fondly known. At 100,000 people, the MCG’s capacity is more than double that of the SCG and it is the biggest in the country and the second-largest cricket ground in the world. Compare the two, and the SCG is the boutique oval full of charm while the MCG is the mega stadium that attracts all the events.

Granted, that humungous capacity can work against a venue. Put 10,000 spectators in there and it looks like no one has turned up and the atmosphere is a real downer, but it’s not like the MCG is that empty that often. When it comes to the MCG’s two biggest sports of cricket and Australian rules they pack the joint out, and it is easily accessible. The MCG is located just south-east of the CBD, so you can walk there and experience the matchday thrill of walking in a crowd of fans in the colours of their clubs. You can also jump on a tram, a form of public transport derided by locals but praised by any visitor from a city where public transport sucks (hello, Sydney) and get dropped off right outside the G. You could drive there, but why shut yourself off from all that pre-match atmosphere?


[image: A large, packed stadium hosting a sports match on a green oval field under cloudy skies.]
It’s not an uncommon sight to see a full house at the Melbourne Cricket Ground. Here the fans have turned up to watch the 2015 AFL Anzac match between Collingwood and Essendon.



The G has been creating that atmosphere since it got up and running in 1853. The ground was the new home of the Melbourne Cricket Club, after the government kicked them off their South Melbourne ground because it wanted to build a train line right through it. The government gave the club a choice of new places to establish an oval, and the club chose the paddock the mounted police had been using to house their horses.

The club got moving, building the first grandstand that year and playing the first club cricket match the year after that. In 1877 players from Australia and England played the first-ever Test match on the field, though neither side knew it at the time: years later someone went back through the history books and decided which matches would now be considered Tests, and it turned out the one at the G was the first.

In 1977 the two countries returned to the MCG to mark that match in the Centenary Test. Unbelievably, Australia won by 45 runs. That game is best remembered for England’s Derek Randall and his second innings knock of 174, debutante David Hookes hitting Tony Grieg for five consecutive fours and Rick McCosker getting his jaw smashed by a fast ball only to later return to the crease with a head wrapped in bandages.

As well as claiming the first Test, the G also owns the first international one-dayer. It happened in 1971, but only after three days of Melbourne rain caused the third Test between Australia and New Zealand to be abandoned. To appease the fans, on the fifth day the sides agreed to play a short match in which each side would face 40 eight-ball overs. Noted slow starter Geoffrey Boycott didn’t adapt to the new format that put a priority on run scoring, making just eight off 37 balls. Australia’s Ian Chappell understood the brief, scoring 60 from 103 balls and 26 of them off two Basil d’Oliviera overs. That innings set up an Australian victory by five wickets with around five overs to go.

The MCG has also been home to the Australian sporting tradition known as the Boxing Day Test, where the home side takes on whichever team is touring that summer. While it feels steeped in history, it really only became established in 1980. Some have credited media tycoon Kerry Packer with its creation, having landed the broadcast rights to Test cricket a year earlier. There is also another obvious reason for the event’s success: it starts on a public holiday, so anyone not going to the Boxing Day sales is free to attend.

There have been some big Aussie rules games at the MCG, though it took the cricketers a while to let it happen. Despite Aussie rules having originated as a way for cricketers to keep fit during the winter months, footy wasn’t allowed on the MCG lest it wreck the playing surface. In the early years the footy games were played next door at Yarra Park, which led to the ingenious creation in 1876 of a reversible grandstand: via a system of ropes and pulleys, the seats faced the MCG field in the summer and then Yarra Park for the winter football matches.

Since 1902 the G has been home to the grand final, with the exception of the years of World War II, in 1991 and later during the two years the COVID-19 pandemic saw it held at the Gabba in Queensland and Perth Stadium in Western Australia. There have been so many great contests in those grand finals, but some stick in the memory. Throughout the 1980s Hawthorn was the dominant force in the league, making an incredible seven grand finals and winning four of them. One of them, the 1989 decider against Geelong, is remembered as one of the greatest grand finals ever. Hawthorn won a high-scoring affair 144 to 138 and led at every break, but Geelong never went away. On top of the scoring shoot-out, it is the toughness of the game that lives in the memory of footy fans.

At the opening bounce Geelong’s Mark Yeates ran straight through Hawthorn enforcer Dermott Brereton, leaving him with broken ribs and a bruised kidney and causing internal bleeding. Brereton refused to leave the field and instead went to the forward pocket, kicked three goals and stayed on for almost the entire match. His Hawks team-mate John Platten was concussed and didn’t remember most of the match, and Robert DiPierdomenico had his ribs busted and a lung punctured but also stayed on the field.

In a losing side, Gary Ablett won the Norm Smith Medal for best on ground after kicking a grand final record–equalling nine goals. Yeates escaped any league sanctions after the match, but DiPierdomenico was outed for five matches for cracking Geelong’s Garry Hocking with an elbow across the jaw in the third quarter.

For sheer emotion it’s hard to go past the 2016 grand final, which saw the Western Bulldogs defeat Sydney 89–67. It was a hard-fought contest, with the biggest margin at the breaks being just eight points, and it resonates so much because it was the Doggies’ first flag since 1954. Many long-suffering Doggies fans had been sitting on the edge of their seats, worrying whether the ill fortune that seemed to have dogged them for so long would resurface and cruel their chances. When the final siren sounded many were crying and hugging in the stands. Any dry eyes left at the G teared up at the medal presentation when the Dogs coach called injured club stalwart Bob Murphy to the dais and handed over his medal. ‘This is yours, mate,’ the coach said. ‘You deserve it more than anyone.’

Glen Humphries
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The Ladies Stand at the Sydney Cricket Ground has stood firm while more modern grandstands have been built around it. The result is that the ground retains a special charm.
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Address: Driver Avenue, Moore Park, Sydney, New South Wales

	
Date opened: 1878

	
Capacity: 48,000



The Sydney Cricket Ground (SCG) has long been the heartbeat of the city’s sporting culture. While newer stadiums have been built in the suburbs and even next door to cater to specific sports, the SCG occupies a special place in the hearts of sporting fans. It is a place of sporting successes, cherished moments that live on in our memories, along with near riots and even tragedy.

The SCG is the oldest major sporting stadium in the country, with its origins reaching back to 1811 when then New South Wales governor Lachlan Macquarie parcelled up a broad swathe of land and established the Sydney Common. Part of it was used as a rubbish tip until 1851, when someone with a bit of foresight gave the section near the Victoria Barracks to the army for use as a garden and cricket ground for the soldiers. Those soldiers quickly became more organised and formed the Garrison Club, turning their oval into the Garrison Ground.

The government eventually took the ground from the military and in 1875 put it in the hands of the New South Wales Cricket Association, which chose to rename the place after itself. However, instead of applying the word ‘cricket’ they opted for the much more mundane Association Ground. The first Sydney cricket Test was played there in 1882 between Australia and England, with the home side winning by five wickets, but still no one had figured out the obvious name of the place was Sydney Cricket Ground. That light-bulb moment happened in 1894.

As the venue grew various stands were erected. In 1882 there was the Brewongle Stand at the southern end and the old Members’ Stand at the north-west corner. The members decided they wanted something better, so they got a new one in 1886. The Ladies Pavilion came in 1896, built right next door to the members: both with matching green roofs and wrought-iron railings. They still stand today, providing a beautiful olde-worlde vista and somehow not appearing at all out of place next to the more modern grandstands.

Other stands came and went: the Bob Stand – so named because it cost a bob to get in – the Sheridan Stand and the Doug Walters Stand, all knocked down in the march of progress. Perhaps the most-missed part of the SCG didn’t have seats at all: The Hill. Once located on the opposite side of the ground to the Members’ Stand, The Hill was a man-made grassed area that had been there since the mid- to late 1800s. It was the cheapest place a punter could sit and watch a match, and for that reason it was preferred by the working class and probably hated by the members, who had to look directly across the field at it.

The Hill was home to the legendary Yabba, known to his mum as Stephen Gascoigne, a noted heckler of the 1920s and 1930s. Rather than throw out stock-standard sledges Yabba’s words were well crafted, suggestive of him thinking them up days before the match. When spotted trying to swat away a fly, British Bodyline captain Douglas Jardine was told by Yabba, ‘Leave our flies alone, Jardine. They’re the only friends you’ve got here.’ When a batsman was having trouble hitting a ball, Yabba recommended that the bowler ‘bowl the bastard a grand piano and see if he can play that instead’.

The vibe on The Hill changed in the 1960s as a result of the development of beer cans and portable Eskies. Standing out in the hot sun all day drinking beer is seldom conducive to good behaviour, so the mood on The Hill tended to get a bit sticky. That increased in the wake of World Series Cricket in the late 1970s, which drew a crowd more interested in the spectacle than the slow, steady nuances of Test cricket. In 1991 individual seating was introduced on The Hill, and in 2007 the area was replaced with what is now the Victor Trumper Stand. There you’ll find Yabba immortalised in bronze, taking up a seat in the second row up close to the picket fence and with a hand raised to his mouth as though to shout some barbed remark to the players in the middle of the field.


[image: A cricket match in progress with players on the field and a large crowd in the background.]
Australia and England do battle for the Ashes on the Sydney Cricket Ground wicket in 2014.



Plenty of sports have come and gone from the Sydney Cricket Ground. In the late 1880s tennis courts were set up at the northern edge of the ground in front of the Members’ Stand. Cyclists also used the ground for races, with a track once ringing the ground. Baseball has been played there, with several United States teams staging matches there as far back as 1888. In 2014 the Arizona Diamondbacks and Los Angeles Dodgers kicked off their Major League Baseball seasons at the ground. Even motorcycle racing has made an appearance: in 1898 what is believed to be Australia’s first-ever motor race was held on the cycle track.

The major sports to use the SCG are cricket (obviously) and various codes of football. The rugby league grand final was played at the ground for more than 50 years, from 1934 through to 1987. In that time fans saw legendary matches such as the 1970 decider, where John Sattler had his jaw broken, Parramatta’s three-peat of 1981–83, which included Eels coach Jack Gibson sporting that iconic kangaroo fur coat, and the biff fest that was the 1973 Manly–Cronulla grand final.

The SCG was the ground where the St George Dragons won their 11 consecutive grand finals from 1956 to 1966. At that time the league also played the game of the round at the SCG. During the Dragons run they were so dominant they actually played twice as many games at the SCG than at their home ground of Kogarah Oval.

An image from one of those grand finals lives on to this day in the National Rugby League trophy. The representation of Dragons’ Norm Provan with his arm around Wests’ Arthur Summons comes from a legendary photo taken after the mud bath of the 1963 grand final. Sun-Herald photographer John O’Gready snapped the award-winning image, now known as ‘The Gladiators’, which unbelievably didn’t make the front page of the following day’s paper. It landed on page three, bumped by a train accident in Dubbo two days earlier. Legend has it that grand final referee Darcy Lawler had backed the Dragons that day, making it impossible for Wests to win. According to Summons, at the moment O’Gready pressed the shutter button he was telling Provan they were lucky to win because the ref was on their side.

The Sydney Cricket Ground has also hosted 71 rugby union Test matches, the most infamous of those being in 1971 against the South African Springboks. It was during the apartheid era in South Africa and protesters made their opposition to the Australian tour well known. Some tried to cut down the goal posts before the game, while balloons filled with tacks were thrown onto the field by some protesters along with flares, fireworks and golf balls. Police had anticipated the drama: hundreds of them ringed the field and barbed wire had been strung along the perimeter fence to deter pitch invaders. The fact the visitors won the match 21–12 was relegated to a footnote in the story.

In more recent years the code of football most closely associated with the SCG is Australian rules: the ground has been the home base for the Sydney Swans since the team relocated from South Melbourne in 1982..

When it comes to cricket, the SCG has seen far too many special moments to mention them all. One worth noting explains the origin of the light towers that surround the field. In 1977 media mogul Kerry Packer rocked the establishment when he created the breakaway World Series Cricket. The concept saw Packer bleeding money in the first season, and it took a match at the SCG between Australia and the West Indies in November 1978 to break through. It saw the then-novel concept of a day-night match under the floodlights that had been installed earlier that year. Contrary to popular belief, Packer didn’t foot the bill: SCG members and the taxpayer did.

The crowd continued to grow throughout that game, many taking advantage of being able to see a cricket match after finishing work. When the official crowd figures reached 44,377 the gates were closed for security reasons, leaving punters stuck on the outside. When he heard this, Packer rushed down and ordered the gates be opened and people let in for free. Both the chock-a-block grandstands and the fact people were lining up to get in showed the rebel competition had turned a corner. These days cricket under lights isn’t unusual, but it was a big deal in 1978.

During the 2003 Ashes series Test captain Steve Waugh was facing endless questions about his future in the game. The combination of a run drought and his age creeping too close to 40 saw many figure he was due to fall out of the team. The chatter hadn’t abated by the second day of the fifth Test at the SCG, when Waugh was in the pavilion waiting for his turn out in the centre.

One thing would surely stop that chatter: a Test ton, and Waugh seemed to think it was possible. Before the SCG Test he was asked in a press conference for the defining moment in his career. He responded: ‘Well, perhaps it will happen in this game.’ It turned out he was right. On the second day Waugh raced out of the pavilion with Australia in a spot of bother at 3/56. At stumps Waugh walked off the field with the scoreboard reading 5/237, and next to his name on that scoreboard were three numbers: 102. The captain had made an innings for the ages, driving the last ball of the day to the fence. That century also saw him equal Don Bradman’s record of 29 Test tons.

‘It was almost a perfect day,’ Waugh said.

Glen Humphries
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Located in Brisbane, the Gabba is likely to be the only stadium that includes a pool, which makes an appearance every now and then.
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Address: Vulture Street, Woolloongabba, Brisbane, Queensland

	
Date opened: 1895

	
Capacity: 42,000



The apparently endless knockdown-rebuild renovations that every stadium seems to go through these days rarely offer something new. They all end up with a lot more seats, even though some of them are so far away from the action you’d be closer if you were watching the game at home on the TV, more food and drink outlets so you can pay $12 for a cup of hot chips and other things that are the same from one stadium to the next.

At least when it came to renovations the Gabba did something different: they put in a pool. Yes, a pool, a 6- by 8-metre tiered pool along with two decks of seating. Situated close to ground level and right on the boundary, there is an unobstructed view of the game from the pool. Constructed for the 2017–18 Ashes series and known to make a reappearance every now and then, what makes it even better is the egalitarian approach to entry: you can’t buy admission, you have to earn it.

‘People wear the best beach attire or swimwear and they will just be chosen at random from among the crowd to come onto the pool deck,’ a Cricket Australia representative explained. ‘Those with their pool gear, or a Hawaiian shirt or something similar – boardshorts, that sort of thing – they have the chance of getting onto the pool deck and into the pool.’

The future of the most glorious addition to any stadium anywhere is unclear. Brisbane will be hosting the 2032 Olympic Games, and the state government is planning a knock-down and rebuild of the Gabba. To be fair, the facilities are somewhat dated; some spectators in wheelchairs need to use a goods lift to get to their seats and there are no women’s change rooms. Still, with a price tag of $2.7 billion you would hope that will be enough to include a pool.


[image: Australian fast bowler Mitchell Johnson in action as the batsman prepares to play the ball, and umpire in the background.]
Australian fast bowler Mitchell Johnson about to let one loose at the Gabba in an Ashes Test match.



The venue has been around since 1895 and takes its name from the suburb in which it is located, Woolloongabba. The suburb name comes from First Nations people and is believed to refer to either whirling waters, a fighting place or a wallaby; however, some have taken to calling the place the Gabbatoir because Australian Test teams kill it there. Since the first Test in 1931 there have been 65 top-flight matches played at the Gabba and Australia has lost just nine times.

One of those Australian victories occurred under a 41-year-old captain who had retired a decade previously. It was 1977, and World Series Cricket (WSC) had ripped the guts out of the Test team. The situation was so dire former captain Bob Simpson, who had retired in 1968, was enticed back into the Test side that included Jeff Thomson and a bunch of players WSC wasn’t interested in. Touring side India felt Australia would be easy pickings at the Gabba, but they were wrong. After bowling the home side out for 166, India could only manage 153 in reply. In Australia’s second innings Simpson showed age had not wearied him, scoring 89 runs in a match Australia won by 16 runs.

The Gabba was also where Test player Kim Hughes decided to quit as captain. It is remembered, sometimes mockingly, for Hughes breaking down in tears and leaving in the middle of a press conference that had been called to announce his decision. The reality is this was a player who loved cricket and who felt the captaincy was so special that walking away from it broke his heart.

The last full sentence Hughes was able to read aloud spelled out the reasons quite clearly: ‘The constant speculation, criticism and innuendo by former players and sections of the media over the past four or five years have finally taken their toll,’ Hughes said. He’d come into the team at the tail end of the era of moustache-wearing tough guys, some of whom felt the captaincy should have been theirs and so offered little help to Hughes. One certain fast bowler would take it out on Hughes in the nets, bowling at match pace with a view to hitting his captain, while former player turned commentator Ian Chappell regularly criticised Hughes. Chappell’s Nine Network co-commentator Bil Lawry took a different view of proceedings, saying Hughes’s demise was ‘equal to be being dragged down like a dingo in the pack and devoured by your own’.

No one really gave Hughes a fair shake despite the obvious difficulties he faced: just eight of his 28 Tests as captain were played in Australia, and he took the job at a time when the Test team was inexperienced due to the frequent absence and eventual retirement of a number of senior players. ‘The saddest and hardest lot for any captain is taking over the remnants of a once-great team,’ Simpson said.
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