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Hello and welcome to Grand Final history, in this episode we go back to
1953 the 57" season of VFL, when Geelong set a record that still stands
and also made a finals selection decision that stunned supporters. Ron
Barassi and Tommy Hafey made their debuts, starting careers that would
intersect for decades to come and a Melbourne premiership captain would
help get the Olympics to the MCG.

For now, let's have a look at what was going in in 1953, the stories and
articles getting the attention of players and supporters, after they got
through the sports section of their newspaper. Then we will look at the
preseason preparation, how the season unfolds and the excitement of the
finals.

In February, Melbourne was lashed by a hailstorm that flooded the MCG,
broke windows and roofs, caused black outs, stopped trams and trains
and, for the first time in history, a storm caused the adjournment of the
Court. A piece of ice bounced across the bench at Mr. Justice Clyne,
narrowly missing him."

The Australian flag often flies at football stadiums but it was not until
December 1953 that this flag was officially recognised by legislation rather
than by regulation or common practice. The Legislation confirmed
Australia’s national flag but the act also confirmed that the country still
viewed itself with a British perspective, mandating that the ‘right or
privilege' of a person to fly the Union Jack is not affected by the Act.?

Australians of this era were proud of their country yet a significant part of
the national identity was being proud, active members of the British
Empire. Demonstrated clearly with the enthusiastic and extensive
celebrations of Queen Elizabeth’s coronation in June. Coronation fever
swept the country There were street decorations, public parades and
commemorative medallions for schoolchildren On the eve of Coronation
Day 500,000 people gathered in the city, a coronation ball was held in the
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Melbourne Town Hall with stage decoration resembling Windsor Castle,
with similar events in other suburbs, cities and towns across the country. At
Government House 10,000 members of the National Square Dance Club
performed to a crowd of about 100,000 people, many singing God Save
the Queen. Thousands gathered in public locations to listen to radio
broadcasts of the coronation.

It may have all been happening 17,000km’s away in a different country, a
different time zone but it was an integral part of life for the people of
Melbourne and Australia. As part of the celebrations in Canberra a special
vice-regal levee was held. Men (but not women) could pay their respects to
the Queen by shaking the Governor General's hand. The queue stretched
around Parliament House. Apparently, the Governor General shook 15
people's hands per minute. The women could buy a copy of the CWA
Coronation Cook Book. An Australian military contingent was also selected
to participate in the Coronation Parade in London. However, a campaign to
have Lieutenant Reg Saunders, the first indigenous Australian army officer,
included in the contingent was unsuccessful.?*

Preparing for the Olympics meant that as 1952 came to an end the
redevelopment of Princess Park was beginning. Hence, the challenge of
where Carlton would play their home games in 1953 loomed large. Early
thoughts of playing a Coburg were being reassessed. The option of playing
at the MCG was fiercely opposed by Richmond who did not want the
crowds at the MCG on the same day they played at Punt Rd. Melbourne
and Richmond home games had long been coordinated not to occur on the
same day. MCC officials were concerned about damage to the ground from
non stop play, although Melbourne reserves were using the ground every
second week. ® Coburg was the new focus with a commitment the ground
would hod 34,000 by the start of the season.®

In the new year everything changed. The new Labor Premier, John Cain
Snr, declared the Victorian government would not fund a second stadium.
There were not enough events to justify two large sporting venues and the
costs would never be covered. He spoke to MCC president Dr McLelland,
who was also the VFL president, and soon the MCC resolved to give
wholehearted support for the MCG to be used for the Olympics. As for the
two cricket seasons and one VFL season that would be lost in levelling the
ground? Well, a new plan was devised, filling one side, levelling the other
and nothing touching the centre wicket area.
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This new MCG plan still needed federal funding and one man who knew
the MCG like few others played a pivotal role. Melbourne’s full back
Premiership player and vice captain Noel McMahen was the PA to the
Federal Assistant Secretary of Treasury who had been given accountability
for the Olympic Games. So McMahen drafted a report and went to
Canberra and he got PM Menzies to give the MCC $500,000, even though
Menzies was a died in the wool Carlton man. By early February the
Princess Park plan was over before it had really started and the MCG was,
finally, the Olympic stadium. Everything would be fine now.

Carlton President Kenneth Luke left the Olympic committee and would
eventually lead the VFL in establishing their own ground at VFL Park.
Which would, in time, be the catalyst for another clash between the VFL
and Premier John Cain, son of the John Cain leading the state in 1953.

In an April a meeting in the IOC backed the Melbourne Olympic Games
amidst confusion over stadiums, quarantine bans impacting equestrian
events and fears the games will be awarded to another city. °\What could
possibly go wrong.

In global news, March 1953 saw the death of Soviet leader Joseph Stalin,
leaving the world on edge wondering what new leadership would mean.
Also attracting significant attention was the release of Professor Kinsey’s
report on the sexual behaviour of American women. The book was a top
seller and the reporting in the Melbourne papers was calm and direct.
Seems talking about sex was not always a scandal in the 1950s.

In May the British Empire had another triumph when New Zealand’s
Edmund Hillary and Nepal’'s Tenzig Norgay became the first men to climb
the world’s highest peak Mt Everest. As a New Zealander Hillary was
almost Australian. Just days before the Coronation it was an exciting time
to be in the Empire. Another benefit of being a part of the British Empire
was hosting a pair or atomic bomb tests at Emu Field in the deserts of
South Australia. Due to radioactive contamination subsequent atomic tests
would take place in Maralinga.

In July the Korean war finally ended, an armistice agreement setting the
border between North and South Korea near the same place it started.
There still has been no peace treaty to formally end hostilities. In another
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Asian conflict US government gave France US$385 million for combat in
Indochina which might not have delivered the long term benefits they were
hoping for.

In the Middle East, a joint US British operation backed a coup against
democratically elected PM Mohammed Mossadegah which also might not
have the long term benefits they were hoping for. Much easier to judge
these things in hindsight.

A momentous scientific discovery was announced in February 1953 with
future Nobel prize winners Francis Crick and James Watson announcing
the double helix structure of DNA, the instruction manual of life. Football
clubs are still searching for the DNA of a successful premiership team.

Another scientific breakthrough generated excitement and hope when Dr
Jonas Salk announced successful Polio Vaccine tests with clinical trials to
begin the following year. Polio was still breaking out across Australia,
striking children and adults down without warning. 357 people died in 1951
alone, during the early 1950s over 2,000 infections occurred every year. A
vaccine was desperately needed.

So now let’s focus on the footy

Supporters of international expansion would have been happy with San
Francisco Chronicle writer Will Connolly article on the Australian code, He
liked what he saw and hoped it would be played in the US. | will put his
article in the episode notes.®

In previous decades the VFL had been quite friendly in welcoming touring
teams of other football codes. There had even been soccer played as a
curtain raiser before an interstate game in 1920. In 1951 England played
Australia at Punt Rd while Melbourne and Richmond competed at the
MCG. Things were different in 1953. A Hong Kong Soccer team was
touring and the VFL rejected an application to use the MCG on a Saturday
when it was occupied by a Melbourne Reserves game. Permission was
granted to use the Junction oval for a mid week and a Saturday game.
Then the Saturday permission was rescinded when St Kilda and South
feared they might loses some spectators at their game at the Lakeside oval
that day. Soccer was an enemy to be fought now. *
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Meanwhile Radio broadcasting of footy was getting the League’s attention.
Radio stations would have to pay £50 a season per ground to broadcast
game. The fee to be split evenly between the club and the Ground
Management Committee.™

Jack Dyer’s coaching days were over and 1953 was the start of his radio
broadcasting career on 3KZ, where he would become famous for his
unique version of the English language. He did not have a classic radio
voice but he did have the voice of football experience. 3AW had dropped
racing to focus on football featuring Norman Banks.

KZ and AW would provide uninterrupted coverage of football so they got
first selection on which games to host then the choices went to 3AR, 3UZ
and 3DB who would interrupt the football with racing coverage. 3GL would
cover home games in Geelong but they did not have a travel budget. When
Geelong was in Melbourne they would arrange a relay of whichever station
had the Geelong game. On Saturday evenings, there were post game
reviews. Jack Dyer on 3KZ’s Pelaco Football Inquest and 3AW'’s London
store show. Several stations had time scheduled on Thursday evening for
reading out the Teams for Saturday's games.*

While clubs could earn some money from radio broadcasts the weaker
sides still had financial challenges. By Mid season Hawthorn were looking
for cash-flow assistance from the League. Hec de Lacy’s analysis in the
Sporting Globe was remarkable in its foresight. He suggested they leave
Glenferrie oval, it was too small, align with Box Hill Football Club that was
an emerging VFA presence and look to the growing Eastern Suburbs. At
the time that went as far as Doncaster. While Waverley and Dingley were
not yet developed as suburbs, Hec’s advice was sound. Otherwise the
League might have to look at Coburg or another progressive suburb.™

While pooling of receipts was not going to be supported by the stronger
clubs, Collingwood’s delegate Gordon Carlyon suggested taking £200 from
gate receipts before the money was split with ground managers, i.e. the
Cricket Clubs that had control of the grounds. That £200 could be split
between clubs for player payments. This would suit the clubs but put them
on a collision course with the Ground Management Association. '

By the end of the season Hawthorn had managed it’s affairs and no special
assistance was required so the fight with the Ground Managers had just
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been put off once more. ™

The VFA continued to struggle with many clubs barely covering costs.
Prahran President and VFA Vice President Jack O’Conner saw the only
way out was to play their games on Sunday, avoiding the head to head
competition with the VFL. He was ahead of his time with the move to
Sunday games starting in 1960, giving the Association a new leas on life.*”
People were ready for Sunday football in 1953, 32,000 attended the
Sunday Amateur Football League Grand Final at Port Melbourne at the
start of December. The VFA’'s Grand Final managed to get 40,000 but to
only get 8,000 more than an Amateur competition that was less that 10
years old must have worried some in the Association.

There were a couple of notable debutantes in 1953. Tom Hafey played his
first game for the Tigers against Collingwood in Round 6 and a couple of
weeks earlier Ron Barassi was picked as 20" man for Melbourne against
Footscray. While Barassi had a more illustrious playing career, as coaches
he and Tom Hafey would battle each other for years in some Grand Final
classics.

Despite living with the coach Ron had to read the newspaper on the Friday
before the game to find out he was in the team. Norm Smith made a
conscious effort to ensure there could be no allegations of favouritism with
his young lodger. Barassi was soon back in the reserves and did not
impress seconds coach Jack Mueller with his attitude. Mueller wrote a
report for Norm Smith.

After reading his former team mate’s critique, Smith picked Ron up from his
Brunswick job at the rope factory to drive him to training. By the end of that
car ride Ron Barassi found out what it was like to get a serve from Norm
Smith. He recalled it as the longest car ride ever saying, ‘I still get the
shakes when | think about that blast”. The message was delivered and
heard. Barassi knew he had to concentrate of team rather than himself."

Essendon would be bringing on new players too, they entered 1953 with
just 8 players from their 1950 premiership team. Time was moving on.™

As the year started Geelong, had another fight to keep a premiership
player player who had headed West. In 1952 Bobby Davis went to
Adelaide seeking a clearance before eventually returning. In 1953 Geelong
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were mystified why crack full forward George Goninon was in WA in
January and looking for a clearance to play for Perth. Especially as they
declared they had done nothing to recruit the player, he had just turned up.
The Cats were adamant, he would not get a clearance. °

Decades later George explained that he had gone off with his second wife,
shot through to Perth to avoid the gossip, scandal and headlines. He made
his way back in time for round one and was eventually married to his
second wife for 50 years with two sons and a daughter."

On the coaching front there were just two changes for 1953, just a bit
below the average for this era.

Jack Dyer was out at Richmond and he was bitter about being sacked. He
would not return to Punt Rd for many seasons. Charlie Pannam would take
over, a Collingwood man coaching the Tigers, although there had been
other Magpies in that role including infamous Dick Condon when the Tigers
joined the VFL and dual premiership captain coach Dan Minogue. Alby
Pannam would be focusing on Controlled Pace taking his lead from the
changes that Geelong had demonstrated. *®

At South Gordon Lane was out after three seasons and that embarrassing
fade out at the end of the 1952 season. He had retired as a player at the
end of the ‘52 season and was not a candidate for the 1953 job.™ Laurie
Nash was in. He was planning on a premiership. He had some new ideas
about changing positions for key players, moving Ron Clegg to Full
Forward and Bill Gunn at Centre Half Forward. Otherwise it was a focus on
physical fithess and making sure players knew what to do with the ball, wild
kicking was a sin for Nash. %

Before we get into the 1953 VFL season | want to recognise the
outstanding effort in 1953 by South Fremantle’s Full Full forward Bernie
Naylor, Australian Football Hall of Fame member, who kicked 167 goals,
including 23 in one game against Subiacco. Not surprising South Freo won
the premiership in the WANFL and, since 1996, the leading goal kicker in
the WAFL receives the Bernie Naylor Medal. *'

Back to the VFL.

The season began on Saturday 18" of April with 133,247 attending the six
games. It was a day for full forwards. Collingwood'’s Bill Twoomey kicked 9
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as the Magpies had a big win at home against South. Footscray beat a
tiring and cramping Blues by just 5 points. Geelong were at home,
traditionally would have unfurled their 1952 premiership flag but that
honour was to be conducted by State Governor Sir Dallas Brooks.
Scheduling conflicts meant the flag had to wait until Round 6. Despite the
change of tradition Geelong had no trouble beating Hawthorn, their 11" win
in a row. Richmond beat Melbourne by one goal to give Charlie Pannam
his first win as a coach and North Melbourne had an easy win over St
Kilda. The Saints had cleared full back Tom Meehan to Fitzroy who thought
he would be a good option against Coleman in their Round 1 game.

That game meant Tom Meehan would become the “Other Man” for the
second time in his life. In 1949 he was captured in an iconic Jack Dyer
photo where Captain Blood looks like he is belting Tom Meehan. The truth
is Jack was hitting the ball, Tom was swerving, an optical illusion was
created and the legend took care of the rest. In Round One 1953
Coleman’s first touch was a classic Coleman mark. Looking like he was
out of position, then leaping high, his knees on Meehan’s head, hovering,
shifting position mid air, then grabbing the ball, while press photographers
grabbed the shot. That mark is now memorialised as a bronze statue in
Hastings. Commemorating Coleman’s links to the town, with Coleman still
hovering in the air, above Tom Meehan. For the second time in his life, Tom
Meehan was immortalised as “The Other Man”. Coleman had a good
match, 3 goals in the first quarter, another 3 in the first 66 seconds of the
second quarter on his way to 10 for the game as Essendon won by 23
points. %%

The following Saturday was Anzac day with strict bans against
entertainment and sport. Anzac Day games for the VFL only started in
1960. Instead, foreshadowing a tradition that would begin in 2015, there
was an Anzac Eve game. However in 1953, rather than a regular season
game between Richmond and Melbourne at the MCG it was a charity
game between Fitzroy and Collingwood. Proceeds went to the St Vincent's
Hospital and Colourful Racing Identity John Wren donated £100 to go to
the winning team. 22,000 were at the game, although it was not always
easy to see the play. A big third quarter saw the Magpies win by four goals
and £3,000 was raised for the hospital.

Hec de Lacy in the Sporting Globe saw that night football was coming, the
only question was who would take advantage of the opportunity? Soccer, a
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private competition using League stars, a revitalised VFA or the VFL. The
league would start an end of season knock out competition for teams that
missed the finals in 1956, so the night football future is not too far away,
although matches for premiership points were still some time off.?**

South Melbourne hosted Essendon in Round 2 and the treatment of
Coleman by opposition players and supporters generated plenty of
comment. On field a policeman and four umpires had to break up a melee
when South players set upon Coleman. All through the game South
Melbourne supporters threw rubbish, bottles, rocks and even the remains
of someone’s lunch. Coleman didn’t mind the lunch but a chunk of bitumen
that someone hurled towards him might have caused real damage. Despite
all the attention he kicked 11 goals to have 21 after two games. Yet
Essendon lost and some thought they were relying too much on their star
forward and not giving him enough support or protection.?

South Melbourne’s former champion full forward Bob Pratt, the man who
had kicked 150 goals in a season, said “If | was better than Coleman then |
was twice as good as | thought myself.” He too bemoaned the lack of
protection for the Bombers star.

Keeping the other Essendon players away from Coleman was Reynolds
plan, giving him plenty of space to lead into even if that meant he was
isolated and double or triple maned. At times Coleman suggested a
change of tactics, using him as a decoy with passes going to the free
players but Reynolds would not have it. He had set the plan and would not
change.”

Round 3 saw the Grand Final Replay. Collingwood were hit by injuries and
they only had 10 players from the Grand Final team in their side. Geelong
won with a strong 4™ quarter by 25 points, their 13" win in a row. *
Coleman kicked 10 against St Kilda to have 31 from 3 games

Ron Barassi’s debut game was sitting on the bench in Round 4 against
Footscray at the MCG. He only went on to the ground mid way through the
last quarter and had little impact. At one point Footscray captain Charlie
Sutton ran towards him, flicked the ball out, sold the dummy and swerved
past leaving Ron grasping at thin air. At the post match function Charlie
spoke with Ron and said he can always move the ball quickly with his
hands, so when tackling you should aim for the body. It was advice Ron
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would remember.3¢

Round five was a terrible weekend in Melbourne, rain and cold weather
meant crowds were less than half the normal number. The drains at the
Western oval had become blocked turning half the ground into a lake.
Fitzroy had won all three games so far but were almost embarrassed by a
scoreless game. With only 6 minutes left in the game Fitzroy's skipper
Allan Ruthven kicked the ball off the ground, or perhaps out of the water,
and, as Ted Whitten recalled, the ball floated through the goals.* It was the
Maroons only score for the day. St Kilda still holds the record for the lowest
score, 1 pointin Rd 17, 1899.

At Princess park the Carlton St Kilda game descended into an all in brawl
with some spectators jumping the fence and officials getting involved. Two
mounted police, police on foot and umpires took about 5 minutes to bring
the wild affray under control** The Age declared it the worst incident since
the 1945 Grand Final. Carlton won the game, not sure who won the fight.

Geelong welcomed the State Governor Sir Dallas Brooks for their Round 6
game to unfurl their premiership flag with suitable vice regal pomp and
ceremony before beating the Swans by 53 points.*® Their 16" win in a row.

The completion of Round 6 meant the season was one third done.
Geelong were unbeaten on top of the ladder. Hugh Buggy in the Argus
described them as playing jet propelled football, with lightning moves, long
passing that was poetry in motion.*® Footscray were second, starting the
year well with five wins. Then Collingwood, North and Fitzroy all on four
wins. Essendon and Carlton had 3 wins and held 6" and 7" spot. Followed
by South and St Kilda on two wins and then Melbourne, Richmond and St
Kilda with just one win and wondering what was happening with their
season.

Between round 6 and 7 there was the Coronation day public holiday on the
Tuesday that all of Melbourne was getting excited about. The League’s
contribution to festivities was yet another lightning premiership at the MCG.
36,000 people attended and Richmond had their one bright spot of the
year winning the knock out tournament. It was the sixth lighting premiership
and the last until the concept was revived one last time as part of the AFL’s
centenary celebrations in 1996.%°
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The Round 7 match of the day was between Footscray and Collingwood,
second and third on the ladder. Collingwood hung on to win by one point
despite only scoring four behind in the third quarter and not registering any
score in the last quarter. Not scoring a goal in the second half is not the
recommended way to win VFL games but they got the result this time.

Geelong went to St Kilda in round 9 and were a point behind at three
quarter time. The Cats had been trying, in a way, to lose a game, to break
the streak which was becoming a burden to carry. They thought they
needed to get the loss out of the way before the finals. Geelong captain
Fred Flanagan thought this is the day we’re after but they couldn't do it.
The Cats won by 16 points, their 19" win in a row. *

Round 10 saw Collingwood make an effort to support players wives by
providing reserved seats in the Committee Reserve at Victoria Park. It was
a token of appreciation given the wives still had to prepare their husbands
lunch and take any children to a sitter. At least now they could leave later in
the day and not have to spend the afternoon standing in the rain in the
outer. Girlfriends did not qualify for the privilege. *?

In Round 11 Melbourne were playing St Kilda at the Junction oval. The
Demons were second last, only one win for the season just below the
Saints. Norm Smith was at the end of his tether. Frustration boiling over he
refused to address the players before the game. He just told them, “If you
think you can do it your way, go out and do it your way.” If it was a reverse
psychology trick it didn’t work, the Saints led by four goals at quarter time
and Melbourne lost the game by four points. It was a tough season at
Melbourne.*

On the other side of town Collingwood hosted neighbouring rivals Fitzroy.
The Magpies were fourth and if they won they knew they would overtake
either Footscray or Essendon who were playing each other. But they lost
by one point to the Maroons despite having 9 more scoring shots. They
were still fourth but now just ahead of Fitzroy by percentage. Phonse Kyne
spoke to the team after the game, his main focus was asking for a “Special
Effort” for the remainder of the season. He would have been disappointed
by the result that day but in time he would have been proud of the
response by the players to his request.*

Geelong went to Arden street to play 8™ placed North Melbourne. A win
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would break Collingwood;s record set in 1929. It should have been a
simple win but nerves and expectations can do strange things to a team. At
three quarter time North were 15 points up. With three minutes to go North
were seven points up. With seconds to go the scores were tied. A
desperate kick into the forward line and George Swarbrick, in just his 17"
game leapt up and took the mark. A quick shot on goal went off line but the
behind put them in front. As the goal umpire signalled the siren went, a one
point win was enough for Geelong to claim the record with 21 unbroken
wins.

Round 12 was a split round over two weeks to allow for the National
Carnival in Adelaide. Geelong were still on top, undefeated, their streak
now 22, Footscray were second on 9 wins followed by Essendon and
Collingwood on 8 wins. North and Fitzroy were just outside the four on
seven wins, finals were still in their sights. Carlton ad South were another
game behind sitting seventh and eighth with St Kilda 9™ on three wins.
Richmond were tenth with just two wins and a draw while Hawthorn were
11" with two wins and Melbourne last just one win and a draw against
Richmond to their name. The change of coach had not shifted them from
the bottom of the ladder.

The National Carnival was held in Adelaide with both the VFL and VFA
playing as well as teams from SANFL, WANFL and Tasmania. The
Victorians were undefeated. In the final game against SA that decided the
championship the Vic beat SA by 99 points in front of 52,000 bitterly
disappointed locals angry about the Victorians vigorous tactics.*® For the
first time an official All Australian squad was announced, based on
performance at the carnival. No team was named, rather a squad of 20
listed in alphabetical order. Nine Victorians got Blazers, seven VFL and two
Association players. *” | will put the squad into the episode notes. Possibly
the best player of the tournament was South Australia’s Clayton “Candles”
Thompson. He topped the goal kicking and was the target of every
Victorian recruiter. He was sure to go to one of the big clubs wasn'’t he?

At the start of August with 5 rounds left before the finals Collingwood
travelled to Kardinia park. It was a physical, tough game. At half time Bob
Rose prowled the rooms and as they went onto the ground for the third
quarter he was yelling “We’'re only two goals down “Let’s get stuck into
them.” Geelong led by two points at three quarter time and then, with that
special effort that Phonse Kyne had asked for a couple of ounds earlier,
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they kicked four goals to one to win by 20 points.*

The record streak of 23 wins was over, 26 without a loss since that defeat
by Essendon in that night game in Brisbane in Round 8 1952 given they
drew with Essendon in Round 11. The closest any team has come since,
ironically, was Essendon in 2000 and Brisbane from 2001 to 02 both on 20
wins. Both level with Collingwood’s 1928-29 effort.

Geelong's Russell ‘Hooker’ Renfrey said “it was a strange feeling, the relief
was so strong it felt like winning a premiership”. An eventual loss had
obviously been a talking point among the players as the run of wins
marched on. Captain Fred Flanagan, Renfrey and John Hyde were not too
concerned believing that a loss, when it inevitably happened, “would
relieve the pressure”. Russell Middlemiss did not share the sentiment. He
believed “you play football to win, any thoughts of a loss being a blessing
in disguise were wrong.” *°

Across Geelong'’s streak of 23 wins the average margin was 32 points, 7
players made their debut and not one player was reported. Russell Renfrey
was the only man to play in all 23 wins. %

While some in Geelong thought the loss relieved the pressure, others in
the VFL saw Geelong'’s invincibility bubble had been busted.

The following week’s game between second placed Essendon and top
team Geelong was always going attracts a big crowd and Hec De Lacy in
the Sporting Globe, once more, pointed out the absurdity of an empty MCG
while 41,000 crowded into Windy Hill. 10,000 more were turned away®' and
there were at least 150 crammed on the Croquet Club’s roof. Many inside
the ground could not see and demanded their money back. The Health
Commission began to take action after this game demanding proper
turnstiles with counters and enforcement of maximum capacity with a
threat of immediate prosecution for continued overcrowding. Essendon
won by 11 points. Were the Cats starting a different type of Streak?

Football in Melbourne has often been described as a religion. In Round 17
supporters at the Windy Hill watching the North Essendon game got both.
In a scene that is unlikely to be repeated in the modern era Rev. Alan
Walker, leader of the Methodist Mission to the Nation addressed the crowd
for 5 minutes at half time over the PA. Walker was quite a celebrity in the
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1950s, he opposed the Cold War and the Vietnam War, campaigned
against Australia’s "White Australia" policy, spoke out against apartheid in
South Africa and was a pacifist. After his address he got some applause
and then the game started again. It became one of the toughest of the
year, with plenty of hard knocks, a melee involving most of the players and
fighting in the crowd. Perhaps the payers and supporters didn't hear the
message about tuning the other cheek °?

Before Round 17, with just two game to go, Collingwood was still sitting
fourth well behind Footscray and Essendon on percentage. They couldn’t
drop out of the four but to get the double chance they had to keep wining
and hope other results went their way. They were at Punt Rd playing
Richmond who were 10™ At three quarter time they were a goal down and
had been playing with only 17 fit men from just after half time. That double
chance was looking slim. A captain’s effort by Lou Richards, leading
throughout the game and kicking three goals in the last quarter, got the win
by 14 points. >

Murray Weideman, aged 17, kicked one goal in his third game and he still
wasn’t the youngest player or goal kicker in the Collingwood team. Keith
Bromage debuted aged just 15 years and 287 days, kicking 2 goals. A
champion schoolboy, he started the season with two games in the Under
19’s before promotion to the reserves.

Long considered the youngest V/AFL player ever, research by Stephen
Rogers in 2012 identified Claude Lindsay Clough who played in Round 1,
1900 aged just 15 years and only 209 days, as the youngest player. Keith
would only play a couple of games in 1953 in a 69 game career extending
to 1956 and a lifetime of fame and questions about being the youngest
payer on debut. He might have avoided that fuss if the Lindsay Clough’s
details had been better known. °*°°°

It was a brave win by the Magpies rewarded with the unexpected and
welcome news from Windy Hill. North had beaten Essendon by one point.
Collingwood were now third, equal on points with Footscray, their
opponents in the final round. Now they were in control of where they
finished on the ladder. The other shock result was South beating Geelong,
the mighty Cats were looking vulnerable at the wrong time of the season.
The Sun’s Jack Baggot said Geelong could not win a premiership with the
forward line it fielded against South.*® But what changes would they make?
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The Magpies hosted Footscray at Victoria Park, both clubs knew they had
to win for the all important shortcut to the Grand final, via the second Semi.
Collingwood dominated the first three quarters leading by 32 points at
three quarter time. Footscray had only kicked two goals for the game but
they lifted kicking 6.3 in the last quarter but the gap was too much and the
Magpies won by 19 points.

According to former Collingwood President Tommy Sherrin, the game also
included “The Heavyweight Championship of Victoria Park”. Bulldogs full
forward Jack Collins had been having an ordinary game and was moved to
Centre Half Forward on to Collingwood's Frank Tuck. It was soon on, toe to
toe, no beg pardons. The Goal Umpire reported they used every type of
blow known under the Marquees of Queensbury rules — bar knees and
boots. They went at each other for about 3 minutes. Both had
appointments at the tribunal and despite Player Advocate Dan Minogue’s
innovative request for unprecedented suspended sentences, so they could
play finals, both were suspended for four weeks. Would they ever get
another finals chance? >

The end of the Home and Away season saw Geelong set a new record
having sat on top of the ladder every week. They had won 15 matches but
lost 3 of the last 5 games. Breaking the streak might have broken their
confidence. Collingwood was second on 14 wins and were performing at
the right end of the season. Since that one point loss to Fitzroy in Round 11
they had won every game and looses by Essendon and Footscray allowed
them move into the Second Semi Final with the double chance. Footscray
were third with 13 wins, that last round loss to the Magpies costing them
second spot. Essendon were back in the four with 13 wins.

Carlton was fifth, well back on 10 wins. The Blues adding another
AlmostUs Award to their collection for just missing the finals.

Fitzroy were 6™ also on 10 wins followed by North at seventh and South
Melbourne eighth both on 9 wins. The Saints were Ninth with 5 wins which
was a better season for them, would it be enough to keep their coach?
Richmond had slid to 10" on just 3 wins and a draw in a tough first season
for new coach Charlie Pannam. Melbourne were 11™ also on 3 wins and a
draw.

Norm Smith’s second season at Melbourne was quite a drop from the
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1952’s 6" on the ladder with 9 wins. He had coached for 5 seasons, never
made finals and had a win rate of just 46%. The Demons had played 15
debutantes during the year but some at the club thought Smith would be
lucky to be reappointed for the 1954 season. Yet Melbourne’s faith in Norm
Smith would be rewarded.

Hawthorn were yet again last, yet again another wooden spoon with just 3
wins. They were testing their supporters’ faith.

The Brownlow votes were counted on the Wednesday before the first semi
final. Bill Hutchinson had tied in 1952 and lost to Roy Wright on count back.
He may have thought he was too old for another chance but the umpires
had no doubt, he won with 26 votes beating Bob Rose who polled 22. He
started his career in 1942, aged 18 but looking so young an Essendon
official was about to kick him out of the rooms. His was an extraordinary
career, 16 seasons, 290 games, 12 finals series, 9 Grand Finals, 4
premierships, two Brownlows (one awarded retrospectively) and he almost
had a third when he missed by one vote in 1955, seven best and fairest
and 496 goals. He never drank or smoked and focused on training more
than most. He and Dick Reynolds would run laps of the oval crouching
over, touching the boundary line to strenghten their legs ensuring they did
not get knocked off the ball during the game. ®' Despite these
achievements he is sometimes overlooked with the focus on the likes of
Coleman and Reynolds but his peers had no doubt about his place at the
top of the game. He listened to the vote count at home with his wife and
when congratulated by Percy Beames from the Age, Hutchinson said “All |
want now to make the year complete is a premiership”. > When interviewed
by the Sun he said he still makes mistakes but doesn’t get criticised now. *°

There were 68,533 at the first semi final between Footscray and Essendon.
With the increase in car traffic for such a crowd, the police had co-opted an
RAAF helicopter monitoring traffic for football and Moonee Valley races.®
Melbourne was getting busy. Both teams had missed the finals the year
before and were keen to make amends. Despite a turnover of players
since their last premiership in 1950 there was still plenty of finals
experience at Essendon. For the Bulldogs this would be their seventh semi
final since joining the VFL in 1925 but they were yet to get a win. There
best result had been an 8 point loss to the Bombers in 1951,
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Footscray did beat Essendon by 16 points in Round 11 so that was a
confidence builder. The Dogs had selection trouble with injuries to Allan
Martin and Jim Gallagher and the suspension of Jack Collins. The
Bombers worry was the health of John Coleman. He had been in bed all
week with the ‘Flu yet they picked him. Footscray were first onto the
ground running around then wondering where their opponents were.
Umpire Jack McMurray Jr, carefully picked his way through the streamers
across the Essendon Race, so as not to disturb them, and went into the
Bombers rooms to remind them they had a game to play.®” John Colemany
led the team onto the ground as they then formed a guard of honour for
their captain and Brownlow medallist Bill Hutchinson. °°

Footscray atacked in the first quarter and if they kicked straight they might
have had the game won then, but 3.7 to the Dons 1 goal kept the Bombers
in it. There was just a point the difference at half time and Footscray led by
just 4 points at three quarter time. It was a low scoring game, the Bulldogs
had only kicked one goal since the first quarter. The big news though was
Coleman, he had barely moved from the goal square spending time with
his hands on his knees and his head hanging down. He had missed shots
from right in front of the goals and didn’t get a touch in the third quarter.
The trainers had bought out what looked like medicine. Clearly he was not
fit enough to play. The Bulldogs kicked their fifth goal at the start of the last
quarter extending their lead but this was matched by Coleman who kicked
his only goal for the day. The Bombers were 2 points down into time until
John Kerr kicked truly for Footscray extending the lead to 8 points, their
winning margin when the siren went shortly after, the same margin they
had lost to Essendon a couple of years ago. They had been in the VFL for
28 seasons and now had their first finals victory.

There is a short snippet of film from this game, a rare opportunity to see
Coleman in action, even if not on his best day. | will put a link in the
episode notes.

The second semi pitched Geelong against Collingwood. While the Magpies
had been the team to end the Geelong Streak in Round 14, and the Cats
had lost two out of the following three games, a survey of leading
footballers by the Sporting Globe found no one willing to tip Collingwood.
Even South Melbourne ruckman Don Scott who had been part of a team
that beat Geelong by 43 points in the second last round was not willing to
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tip against the Cats®® 70,292 were at the game, many having queued
overnight and a big contingent travelling from Geelong. The Cats got off to
a good start with rover Peter Pianto kicking four of his team’s first 6 goals.
Halfway through the second quarter they were three goals up but the
Magpies recovered, and at the long break there was just a 3 point gap.
Collingwood had focused on preventing Geelong generating their fast
attacking runs through bumping, tackling and using their own pace with the
likes of Thorold Merret giving the Magpies pace on the field.

Geelong could have taken the game away in the third quarter but their poor
kicking, some as a result of Magpie pressure, saw them kick 7 behinds in a
row. Their forward line just wasn’t functioning. Goninon was dropping
marks and was beaten by Jack Fink. He was moved from full forward to the
half forward flank but it did not help. At Three quarter time Geelong were
four points up with Collingwood coming home with the wind. The decisive
move was Collingwood’s Neil Man shifting out of the ruck to full forward.

He kicked two and helped in a couple of others. Bob Rose came good, at
one point, running away from trainers who were treating his legs for cramp,
to grab the ball and kicking straingt. Your legs don't cramp when you can
kick a goal. Geelong could manage just one goal in the last quarter, out
played and out scored they lost their fourth game in six matches by 30
points. Collingwood were in their first Grand Final since 1939, the Cats
were playing the Dogs in the Preliminary. %%

Geelong dropped their full forward George Goninon for the Preliminary
final. It was both a shock because he had been their star forward and was
second on the goal kicking list with 65 goals for the season but also a little
bit expected because his form had been so bad in recent weeks. The Sun
described his permanence in the Semi final as Timid and “an abject failure
in front of goal”. He was clearly out of sorts, a few weeks earlier when they
lost to South one report said of Goninon “He stood for so long in one spot
he might as well have grown roots on his stops.””""?> Experienced Ruckman
Russell Renfrey and Half Back Russell Middlemiss were also out injured so
it was a bit of a new look Geelong team in this must win game. The
Bulldogs regained star half back Alan Martin recovered from an ankle injury

The Preliminary final was played on a cold wet day with heavy rain keeping
the crowd down to 58,615, continuing a trend of recent seasons where the
semi finals crowds outhumbered the penultimate game. Cats supporters
were getting anxious when the bad kicking in the semi final continued at
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the start of the Preliminary. 7 straight behinds was not the way to win
Finals. They finished the second quarter with two goals to trail the Bulldogs
by just one point at half time. In the second half Geelong kicked three
goals in four minutes and then dominated in slippery, muddy conditions.
Perhaps their strong finals experience or a fierce determination to make
that third grand final in a row gave them the edge. In the wet conditions it
was a bit of a slogging tough game and the cats demonstrated they could
win hard games as well as fast games. They were in their third Grand Final
in a row. The Bulldogs had moved from 10" on the ladder last year to 3"
and proved they could win a final, now they now had plenty of time to plan
how to win more.

On Grand Final eve, Captains Lou Richards and Fred Flanagan had
messages to their supporters delivered via the Sun. Addressing the
Collingwood faithful Lou said “—I think we will win because we have had
two successive victories over Geelong. Added confidence from these wins
will help our boys, but we are not over-confident.” For the Cats barrackers
Fred declared “Last Saturday’s win showed we had regained our
confidence, and Collingwood will meet a different Geelong from the team
beaten in the semi-final. Naturally we expect a very hard game, but | feel
sure our greater all-round strength will land us our third successive
premiership.”

Collingwood’s coach was Phonse Kyne. He had played 245 games and
taken over from Club lIcon Jock McHale amidst turmoil in 1950 but now,
four seasons later he had the club back in a Grand Final after those lost
years since 1939. This would be his 80" game as coach, while he had the
support of Jock on the selection committee this was his team. His message
to supporters before the game was ‘Collingwood has the enthusiasm, the
incentive, the heart and the football ability necessary to win today's grand
final against Geelong. Our players are determined to win the club's

first title for 17 years. All have been steeped in the "Collingwood tradition,"
and are confident they can add a page to the history of the club.”

Geelong was guided by club legend Reg Hickey. He may not have been a
tactician but he was a leader, He had the undivided loyalty of his players,
he had enabled a revolution in speed and attack that had taken Geelong to
that winning streak of 23 games. He had one premiership as a captain
coach in 1937, against Collingwood, and two more as coach. His message
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to supporters “If our players play as well as they did against Footscray last
week, Geelong will apply a very stern test to Collingwood today, and, |
hope, will win the grand final. | realise Collingwood has a great incentive to
fight through to its first League pennant for 17 years. But Geelong also has
an equally strong incentive to make club history by taking Its third
successive premiership.” As an aside Reg Hickey’s Grandson was
Matthew Primus who played for Fitzroy and Port Adelaide, missing out on
the 2004 premiership when he injured his knee early in the season.

The umpire was Jack McMurray Jr for the fifth of his eventual 6 Grand
Finals. He had missed out the last couple of years but after doing the first
Semi Final he was back in favour. He was now level with his dad Jack
McMurray Snr who umpired his fifth Grand Final in 1928, when
Collingwood beat Richmond. Was that an omen anyone thought of? Jack
was a firm believer in being friends with players off the field and would go
to the after match functions and discuss the game with players and
coaches. He was willing to admit when he might have made a mistake but
also spent time explaining why he had made a decision. This helped build
trust with players who might not always agree with a given decision but
they had confidence in his knowledge of the rules and his approach to the
game. ”’

Despite Collingwood defeating the Cats the last two times the sides had
met Geelong remained the overwhelming favourite in all the predictions
before the game. Of the VFL players surveyed only Bill Hutchinson tipped
Collingwood.

When the Goninon dropping is discussed or written about it's often
positioned that he was dropped for the 1953 Grand Final but as we
discussed, he was out of the team a week earlier. Interviewed years later
Goninon was still unhappy about it and blamed Hickey and his favouritism
of Catholics over Protestants. Goninon says it was the affair with the
married woman that upset the moralistic Hickey. To me, that doesn’t add
up. First, in his own words he had shot through to Perth with the married
woman at the start of the year. Given that he returned to Geelong and
played the entire season its hard to see that Hickey would pick mid way
through he finals to take a moral offence at Goninon’s behaviour. Russel
Henfrey says it was form and nothing to do with Religion. The fact that
Goninon’s truck broke down on the Colac Rd outside Winchlesea on the
Thursday before the Preliminary final did not help. In an era before mobile
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phones and marooned far from a payphone and he he missed training and
Hickey would no have been impressed.

As | have noted before the whole Catholic Protestant divide is hard to
fathom these days but up to the 1960s it was a real thing. Yet when you
look at the facts at Geelong the argument for a dropping Goninon based on
bigotry and a club riven by sectarianism doesn’t really stand up. Hickey
was married to a Protestant, his favourite player was Nipper Tresize who
was not only a protestant but a Freemason as well, Hickey would argue
with committeeman Arthur Coglan who was Catholic but got on well with
Protestant Jack Ross. The Geelong teams of the early 1950s had more
Protestant players than Catholics. Yes Hickey might have bought Father
Brosnan into the rooms before games but Bill McMaster, perhaps sums it
up best, “Reg Hickey was a strong Catholic but one thing mattered to more
to Reg Hickey than anything else, and that was wining football matches.
He always picked the best side”. ™

Goninon did return in 1954 for 11 games but never recovered that goal
kicking form™

Russel Henfrey had missed the preliminary final after hurting his ankle.
Back in the team for the Grand Final he was selected at the unfamiliar Full
Forward spot, usually occupied by the missing Goninon. Henfrey looked at
his coach and said “What the Christ are you doing to me Reg.” the coach
stared back and said “You just shut up, get out there and play.”®

Collingwood made two changes at the selection table. Jack Hickey had
broken a bone in his hand and was not able to play. He would be back in
1954 for another chance. After tearing his hamstring in the 1952
Preliminary final Peter Lucas broke his collar bone in the Semi and also
missed out on his second grand final in a row through injury. He must have
wondered what he he’d done wrong but he too would be back for another
go next season. Murray Weideman was given a chance, at 17 years and
222 days he was one of the youngest players to make it to a Grand Finall.
He started the season with two games in the Under 19s, 12 in the reserves
and four in the seniors. He missed the second semi with the flu’ but had his
chance now, selected on the bench. "

Also making the team for Collingwood was Pat Twomey who had not
played since Round 17. He jointed his two brothers Mick and Bill for the
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unique record of three brothers playing in the same team in a Grand Final.
In fact, Collingwood set a unique Grand Final record with three sets of
Brothers, along with the Twomeys was Ron and Lou Richards and Bob and
Bill Rose.

With Hickey out Jock McHale spent a long time forcing the other selectors
and Coach Phones Kyne to accept his point of view that Ron Richards
should move from the half forward flank to the Wing. McHale had a knack
for knowing where to place players and eventually, wilting before his
determined insistence, the others agreed. 12 months earlier Keith
Batchelor had debuted in the Grand Final at Full Back against an in form
George Goninon who kicked 4 goals. Keith had played the first 6 games of
the season but was back in the reserves for all but one game until the
finals when he was selected at Full forward given injuries to key players.
He kicked one goal in the semi and kept his spot. Now in his 10" game of
League footy he was playing his second Grand Final, at full forward this
time.

With only a handful of reserved seats available for the public and
legislation stopping the League providing any more, getting to the front of
the queue was the only way to be sure of a good seat. Two young women
were the first to line up on Friday afternoon, both missed work, one also
missing a dentist appointment to claim her spot. Insert your own cliche
about Collingwood supporters and teeth. The overnight crowd did not sleep
much, there was singing, dancing, some kick to kick with a footy by street
light and card playing to pass the time and keep warm. 25,000 were
already at the ground at 9.00am when the gates opened, two hours early.

A capacity crowd of 89,060, 510 more than the limit imposed by the Health
department, filled he ground when the gates were shut. 20,000 were
reported to have travelled from Geelong, there were 8 trains running up
and down rather than the usual four and the Geelong Rd was packed.
Thousands more missed out. Some tried to clime a 30 metre high concrete
wall desperate to get in. Others were trying to leave, frustrated they could
not find anyway to see the ground. They demanded their money back and
got no satisfaction there either. Despite police efforts many jumped the
fence to once more line the boundary, leaving no gap between the playing
field and crouching spectators. ™

Because the gates were shut before all the Collingwood players were in
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some had to go via the Geelong rooms down the race, along the boundary
and then enter their rooms. They got a big cheer from the crowd as they
moved past. *

George Goninon drove to the MCG on grand final day and went down into
the rooms and wished his teammates well. As he was leaving Collingwood
selector Gordon Hocking spotted him and said, “Come and sit with us.”
Goninon sat under cover among Magpies as they took on the Cats.

The Under 19 Premiership had been decided at the start of the month at
Albert Park Oval, Melbourne beat Essendon avenging their loss in the
previous Under 19 Grand Final. Melbourne deliberately dropped Frank
Bluey Adams to allow him to play in the Under 19 finals when the seniors
were not going to be in any September action. He would have a 164 game
career with 6 premierships from 8 Grand Finals to go along with this 1953
Under 19 flag. For a man that originaly wanted to play for St Kilda he must
have been glad a mix up in addresses and a distance of about 200 yards
tied him to the Demons residential zone

Carlton defeated Essendon in the Curtain Raiser Reserves Grand Final. It
was the Essendon Reserve’s fifth Grand Final in a row for two
premierships to Allan Hird Sr. Despite that record he never got another
senior coaching role, no chance to show he could do better than the two
seasons he had as playing coach at St Kilda. Imagine, being a Hird and
missing out on a senior coaching opportunity at Essendon to show you
could do more. Unfortunate really.

In the Collingwood rooms before the games the Magpie Brain Trust moved
amongst the players. Syd Coventry, 2 flags from 24 games, Jock McHale,
9 flags across 975 games as player and coach, Dick Lee 3 flags from 230
games and coach Phonse Kyne 2 flags from 245 games as a player. They
weren’t giving advice or instruction, the had been done earlier in the week,
rather giving reassurance built of experience. " Well that was how lan
Johnson predicted things would look like in his Argus article on Saturday
morning. It was a good description based on many years of reporting from
Collingwood rooms. The reality was a bit different While younger members
of the team like Lerrel Sharp and Des Healy relaxed and read comics as
they got rub downs, the patriarch Jock McHale sat silently, his head bowed,
almost as if there had been a death in the family. He always got nervous
before finals, and while he wasn’t coach any more he felt the weight of 17
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years of expectations. His anxiety was writ large. The win might even heal
a few of those bitter wounds from that messy coaching succession a few
years earlier.®

As the players were getting ready to go out, keyed up as never before
Phonse Kyne told his men “Don’t worry about yourself, worry about the
team. If you are down and out, get up. Run past your mates and tell them
to get on with the game.”

In the Geelong Rooms Reg Hickey addressed the payers in a quiet
cultured voice, reminded them of the jumper and what it represented, He'd
already given the specific instructions on Thursday. He knew it was up to
the players now.”™

Lou was still jumpy and on edge when he went to toss the coin with Fred
Flanagan who put out his hand for the traditional good luck greeting. Lou
snapped back “Don’t wish me the best of luck. You see that flagpole on top
of the stand. Put your head down and | will kick your flaming head right
over it!” Fred was stunned, Lou wasn't sure what made him say it but it
signalled a level of intensity form Collingwood that was boiling over.®> Not
sure what to make of Lou’s comments Flanagan won the toss and chose
the city end, against a very slight breeze.

Collingwood realised the way to win was to match Geelong’s pace from the
outset and with a combined team effort, to nullify their prime movers So
from the start they would tackle them to the ground to stop their run on
game. They knew Geelong’'s John Hyde was carrying a bad thigh so they
placed Terry Waites on him and told him to run all day to wear Hyde down.
Bill Rose tagged Geelong'’s Bill McMaster keeping him out of the game for
the first half.

The game started with a roar and the Magpies had most of the play early
on with Batchelor scoring the first behind of the day. Pete Pianto was
repelling Collingwood attacks but one clearing kick was intercepted by
Magpie Wingman Des Healey and his set shot split the centre. Shortly
afterwards Keith Batchelor got a free and kicked the Magpies second goal.
He was enjoying this Grand Final more than his first. Geelong worked their
way back into the game in the latter part of the quarter with two goals. At
the first break it was 2.4 to 2.2 with Collingwood up by two points in a
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tense, hard fought game. Umpire McMurray had maintained a firm grip on
the game calling out any excessive man handling, with more than a few
players being spoken to. The Cats might have had more reward for the
effort but Full back Jack Fink was on top of Renfrey, cleverly punching the
ball away

Geelong got a couple of behinds early in the second to even the game up.
They were playing better football than the semi final and willing to go bump
for bump with their opponents. A clearing kick by Bennie Smith was
intercepted by Thorold Merrett, his long kick was collected by Bob Rose
who kicked the first goal for the quarter which was quickly answered by
Geelong’s Neal Tresize. As the quarter went on the Magpies were showing
a higher standard of play while the Cats began to look ragged, leaving
space for their men and Henfrey was having a shocker up front. Four
attempts for four behinds. He was not alone as Geelong kicked 1.6 for the
quarter, while Collingwood were able to pass to unguarded players to set
up goals. Without the efforts of Bernie Smith in the last line of defence the
situation could have been even worse. The half time score was
Collingwood 5.6 36 to Geelong 3.9 27 Geelong had more shots on goal but
the Magpies had been more efficient.

At the start of the third quarter Neil Tresize was on Ron Richards on the
wing. Richards had been on top of Reed and Tresize had not performed as
a rover. Ron Richards continued to drive attacks from the wing and Brother
Lou kicked his first goal for the day to extend their lead. Des Healey got
another and the momentum was all with Collingwood. Then making
matters worse, Bill McMaster went down like a log in the centre of the
ground. Players rushed in and started exchanging blows, Collingwood’s
Terry Waites was flattened by John Hyde. Things eventually settled down
and McMaster was helped off the ground and Ron Hovey went on. Bill had
suffered a concussion but worse was his bleeding kidney. He was sent to
St Vincent's Hospital. He recalls waking up in the hospital bed and seeing
Father Brosnan standing over him. He didn'’t think that was a very good
sign. He was back for the next season®* Geelong also had injury worries
with ruckman Harry Herbert playing on after being concussed finishing the
game out with blurred vision.?°

The Magpies dominated the third quarter, piling on the goals while forcing
Geelong into panic and errors. The siren went to the cheers of Collingwood
supporters, Collingwood 10.10 70 to Geelong 5.11 41. Phonse Kyne knew
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the game was not over, he had a very simple message “We can'’t give in,
we can’t relinquish the lead, we gotta hang on!”

Late in the game Lou Richards felt that awful tight grip of cramp in his legs
he hit the ground. A second later he heard a very familiar voice “Get up you
weak bastard”. His brother Ron reminding the skipper of what they had all
agreed at the start of the game. Lou got up running on with no feeling in his
legs.

Collingwood were tiring, they had put an enormous effort in. Pat Twomey
had left the ground at three quarter time replaced by George Hams.Then,
Bobby Davis ran bouncing the ball for 20 yards and goaled, 24points the
difference. The Magpies Back Pocket Arthur Gooch was done, limping off
with 17 year old Murray Weideman into the fray. Geelong were doing all
the attacking with Collingwood holding on grimly. Another goal to Bobby
Davis cut the lead to 15 points.

On the wing Ron Richards had been playing a great game, four different
opponents, 16 kicks and 14 handballs. He had one more magnificent
moment to offer.

Bernie Smith got a free kick in the Collingwood goal square. His long drop
kick was intercepted by Ron Richards. In Ron’s own words, “I don’t know
how, God must have lifted me, but | took this lovely mark in between two
Geelong players and by the time | came down | saw Bobby Rose by
himself, so, as | hit the ground, | hand balled to him and he kicked a great

goal”. %

While the crowd saw Rose kick true he felt the pressure of the moment.
Later saying “I had the horrible thought of what might have happened if |
had missed. As it went through, somebody in black and white waved to me,
and | returned the thumbs up.” 8 Goal celebrations in big moments are a bit
more expressive in out modern era.

It was the sealer, the gap was now 20 points and Collingwood had the
game won. It could have got a lot tighter again after a late goat to
Geelong’s Noel Rayson was followed up by two missed shots by Ron
Hovey. He had come on during the third quarter and kicked 1.3. If that was
four goals he might have been the hero that everyone in Geelong
remembered, but he didn’t and they don't.
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Collingwood had slowed right down just scoring 1.1 for the quarter but
Geelong had wasted so many chances kicking 3.6 they were not able to
close the gap. The siren went, Collingwood’s first premiership in 17 years.
11.11 77 to Geelong 8.17. 65 8%

Supporters swamped the field, Captain Lou Richards was carried form the
ground, players took 15 minutes to get into the rooms where the
celebrations were free wheeling.

Eventually Jock McHale managed to stand up on a seat and call for some
order. He had a message from long term club benefactor John Wren. |
have a few seconds of Jock talking that I will play now

£500 pounds for the players, with the cheer a bit muted from cleaning up
the background noise. After the cheers had died down McHale went on to
say I've never been through a season in my life as | have this season
particularly today. It has been the most thrilling season that I've ever had
with the Collingwood team. Although I’'m not coach, I’'m only helping out
and giving a bit of guidance. Its the most thrilling feeling I've had in all the
premierships. I've never been so worked up as | have been this season to
get into the four, and for more reasons than one to win the premiership for
Phonsy Kine and all the players connected with the Collingwood Football
Club and our worthy President and our committee. ®

They were his last public words.

After that stage of the celebrations was done Lou Richards was leaving the
ground after the game and picked up by a supporter and carried on his
shoulders heading to his car. All great fun until he tripped on a beer bottle
and dropped Lou flat on his back badly bruising him. Then Lou was driven
into a radio station for an interview and Collingwood Secretary Gordon
Carlyon slammed the door shut, right onto Lou’s fingers. He had just
captained a premiership team, but taken more damage after the siren than
anything that happened in the game. He spent the night in agony, happy
but in a lot of pain. # Collingwood celebrated their premiership in style that
night. Players, wives and girlfriends plus officials, trainers and a few select
old timers were chauffeur driven in limousines to a secret location, the
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Marilyn Manor mansion in Sutherland Rd Armidale for a stylish dinner
dance where they could party the night away undisturbed.®

After the Grand Final it was time for the rewards. Thanks to donations from
supporters there was £3,200 to payout to players and coach for wining the
premiership. That's about $140,000 in modern money. Not the same as
today’s player payments but still a lot more than the £5 per game Coulter
Law limit. A chunk of the money went into Collingwood’s player retirement
fund to avoid breaking the Coulter Law’s limit of £2 for bonus payments. A
more elegant solution than a brown paper bag and encouragement for
players to remain loyal with the Magpies.®’

Collingwood players also went to Tasmania for a well deserved holiday.
They had to leave the unlucky forward Maurie Dunstan behind. He had
missed the finals with a broken wrist and then appendicitis kept him at
home rather than joining his mates on the end of season trip.

The tension of the Grand Final was too much for the two Magpie icons.
Jock McHale had a heart attach the following day and died within a week,
Colourful racing Identity John Wren also had a heart attack and was dead
a few weeks later. There is a separate special podcast on Jock McHale’s
life recognising his unique contribution to the game and Collingwood so if
you want more detail on the great man, check it out in your feed. At least
McHale and Wren went knowing the Magpies were on top again.

The football was done for the year but the Sporting Globe had one more
push for reform of ground management and conditions that most
supporters endured when watching football. The article imagined the time a
supporter could walk up to their reserved, under cover seat just before the
start of play, attendants who would ensure people stayed seated and not
block your view, access to uncrowded bars with hygienic food stalls,
provision of a clean toilet and advice on best public transport options as
you left the ground. All fairly standard in our modern era. So when you hear
people getting nostalgic about the old suburban grounds remember the
supporters of the 1950’s who could only dream of how we get to watch the
footy now. ¥

So let’s leave 1953 with the supporters dreaming how they might watch
football one day. Collingwood was mourning two of their icons while
treasuring a drought breaking premiership. Geelong had set a record
wining streak but were not able to get their premiership hat trick and all
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clubs were focusing on 1954 when her Majesty the Queen was coming, not
to the footy though.

If you have enjoyed Grand Final History please leave a review wherever you get your pod cast from.
The more goals we kick the easier it is for others to find the podcast.

If you have questions or want to leave feedback please email me at info@grandfinalhistory.au or
check out the grandfinalhistory.au website or Facebook and Bluesky for more grand final history.
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Add to Eisode Notes on Website
All Australian Team for the year
team list as publised in

Great Australian Football Stories Ken Piesse, The Five Mile Press, 2011 p49
R. P. Rodriguez (WA). The team was not named in positions.
In alphabetical order the team was:

Jack Clarke (VFL): Essendon and Victorian League centre, unbeaten during the championship. Jack Clarke
(WA): A rangy, spring-heeled follower. John Coleman (VFL): Full-forward and the greatest forward in
Australian football today. Kicked 15 goals in the three carnival games he played. Neil Davies (SA): Winger,
half-forward — a real dasher. Originally from Broken Hill. Len Fitzgerald (SA): Played centre half-forward
then was switched to centre half-back in the play-off match in an endeavour to check the influence of the
VFL’s Fred Flanagan. Bob Hank (SA): Captained the South Australians and played centre in all games — is a
smart mover but a roamer. Des Healey (VFL): Played brilliantly off a wing and repeated the performance in
the Grand Final for Collingwood against Geelong on the MCG. Ted Henrys (VFA): Full-back. Delighted with
his field kicking and general anticipation. Went on to win the J. J. Liston Trophy for best and fairest in the
Victorian Football Association. Jack Howell (VFL): Formed a winning ruck with club teammate Ken Hands
and Billy Hutchison. Bill Hutchison (VFL): Was Victorian captain and best rover in the Championships.
Frank Johnson (VFA): Was one of the star ruckmen. His marking was outstanding but his kicking was not of
such high standard. He’d won the Liston [Trophy] in 1952. John Leedham (Tas): Was the only Tasmanian to
win selection. Played mostly at half-back but by build would be better suited to a back pocket. Proved a terrier
in a side that went winless throughout. Jack Lynch (SA): Is a stylish wingman who has played better football
than he did in the 1953 championships. John Marriott (SA): A giant of a ruckman at 6 ft 3 in [191 cm] and
15 st [95 kg]. Steve Marsh (WA): Has been Western Australia’s main rover in the postwar years. Merv
MclIntosh (WA): Won the Tassie Medal for best and fairest and was the No. 1 personality of the
championships.
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Dream Teams

Bob Rose (VFL): A Victorian League champion. Has proved his calibre a hundred times with Collingwood.
Bernie Smith (VFL): Played brilliant football in the back pocket. Won the Brownlow Medal in 1951. Is a key
man with Geelong. Frank Sparrow (WA): Was West Australian captain. Started as centre, then switched to
centre half-back to meet team demands and to cover injuries. Clayton Thompson (SA): Played full-forward
and headed the goal-kickers’ list with 17 goals in three games.

First Semi Final Video https://www.nfsa.gov.au/stories/articles/lost-film-found-afl-goal-kicking-
legend-john-coleman
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