The Next Step

The Eighties

Altona continued its chequered history with the FDFL Competition and moved back to the Western Suburban League. North Footscray won both A and B Grade flags, with Kingsville winning the A3 premiership. Mark Komp had a great season for Parkside, winning the A Grade Best and Fairest and then going to Footscray for the next two years, where he played twenty-three senior games. Future Footscray and Collingwood player Darren Saunders won the Under 15B Best and Fairest and a famous name in football in the west—Corey Bissett, son of Georgie—won the Under 11B award.

The year 1980 also saw the league embroiled in a legal dispute with North Melbourne Kensington. The then President Peter Hollings was reaching for the headache tablets over it:

We had a hell of a court case brought on us by the Kensington Football Club. They put an injunction to us just prior to the finals being played to stop us from conducting the finals. The Master of the Supreme Court provided them with an injunction for that purpose…our tribunal had suspended the club from the District League because of an altercation that had occurred in an underage final. We felt that the Tribunal had done their job and had done it properly. We endorsed their decision. Needless to say, Kensington decided to jump up and down and say, “You know we’re aggrieved at this,” and therefore because they had legal aid they were able to go to court and get an injunction. We had to answer that injunction to play the finals. We got Winneke to appear for us who was more a junior barrister in those days. 

It is an event Ron Angwin, then on the Tribunal, remembers well:

They had had a dust up and a couple of the seventeen-year-old kids got laid out on stretchers and such, there were about twenty odd reports. The tribunal sat from 7.30 at night and I closed the door at quarter to five on the next morning.

The committee was meeting the Wednesday night and Peter Hollings (the president) rang up and said, “Can you come along and give us a report on what happened”. So I went along there and gave a report. The upshot of this was that we had a legal case on our hands because we hadn’t shown natural justice to the North Melbourne Kensington football club because they didn’t have a representative to give their side of it. So we went to the court and we were talking to Winneke and he said, “Now what happened”. And I told him.

As a result the committee cancelled the B Grade finals…no finals were played in that division. That was the only way to get around it, we either let these people play or we cancelled the whole thing.

The beginning of 1981 saw a change in naming of the senior grades; A Grade became A1 and B Grade became A2, while in the juniors the Under 10s were dropped in favour of Under 9s to give the age groups a more even balance. Wembley Park joined the competition as a result of a merger between Kingsville YMCA and Brooklyn.

The league reached a record 129 teams and exceeded four thousand players for the first time. Parkside won the A1 flag with Sunshine YCW taking out the A2; Spotswood was the A3 premier. In the juniors among the League, the Best and Fairest winner was Tony Pastore (Spotswood) who went onto play for Richmond and was a premiership player with Williamstown.

The A1 Best and Fairest player was Jim Blyth of St. Albans; a player revered by some of the competition’s biggest names, including Barry Priest, who rates Jim as the best player he ever saw in the league:

Hands down for me, I’ve always stated that. He played at St. Albans and Jimmy was very, very similar in many ways to Keith Greig (North Melbourne dual Brownlow Medallist). He was the sort of player, you loved to see him play mate. He just could do anything, play him across half forward, he could play wing, he could mark, he could run like a gazelle and kick the ball. He was a beautiful player mate, and I loved watching him play. Super player to me, he was the best player who [image: image1.jpg]
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ever played in this competition.

The year 1981 also saw Ron Angwin take over as president from Peter Hollings, who was ready to move on:

I always had a feeling that presidencies are of a limited duration. You don’t want to go on too long, ‘cause otherwise you tend to do the same things over and over. You need new blood and the chappy that followed me in (Ron Angwin), I’d known Ron for a number of years and I thought he’d handle the job well and I thought he’d continue on there for at least ten years.

Ron, though, might have been fortunate to last his first year given the baptism of fire he copped in his first twelve months in the position.

I had a brawl between Albion and Spotswood on a Saturday afternoon, they allowed booze into the ground. It was the first year I was President and they had about three or four hundred people there. If you’ve ever tried to stand in front of a football crowd and try and sort it out…I said this is not going to happen again, and they said, “What can you do about it”. I said, “We can ban it and play the finals on a Sunday afternoon instead of a Saturday” and they said, “You’re not gonna get it through”. I said, “Watch me”.

Footscray Football Club was taking two players from the league each week to play in its reserves side; a big incentive for the FDFL players.
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West Footscray won the ‘82 flag with Sunshine YCW winning the A2 and A3. Rohan Smith won the League Under 12 Best and Fairest playing for Kingsville.
In 1983 the A4 Division was introduced, which included:

· Essendon High School Old Boys

· Old Essendon Grammarians

· Albion

· Crossroads.

In junior ranks Joshkin (Jack) Aziz won the Under 15B trophy, later becoming a goal kicking star with Werribee and Williamstown. The 1984 season saw nine new teams join, and the Grand Final saw Wembley Park play in its first A1 Grand Final, taking on the red-hot Spotswood side. Spotswood won but the Wembley Park side might have gotten the last laugh. Rex Swann was administrator at Spotswood at the time:

We beat Wembley Park in the Grand Final and we’re all having a big turn and somebody rang the coppers, and it’s raining like hell, and said there’s a bomb in the Spotty club rooms. So we couldn’t take the chance; we evacuated. I always remember we were standing out in the middle of the bloody oval half drowned. We met (Wembley Park) on the Monday…they used to go to Salmons, the big pub in Spotty. The Wembley boys said, “How’d you like the bomb scare we rang the bloody coppers”. We were good mates…there was never any trouble.
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The other highlight of the year was the Open Age Interleague side, which defeated Diamond Valley (21.13.139 to 11.5.71) to become the Metropolitan Champions of the Victorian Metropolitan Football League. The team was coached by Ron Brown and selected by Barry Priest and Rod O’Connor.

It was one of the highlights of general manager John Huntington’s eleven-year tenure with the league, and turned out to be his last:

I really did enjoy the interleague stuff particularly in 1984. Footscray District League won the Metropolitan Championship, we were presented with the cup on Channel Seven Sport, and afterwards we had the absolute pleasure of meeting one of football’s absolute gentlemen, Jack Dyer. Jack was a beautiful, beautiful man in his old age.

The year 1985 saw a new league general manager appointed in Lindsay Patching, and for the first time it was a full-time position. Rex Swann recalls the appointment:

Johnny Huntington had done it for years and he came up in the interview, and the recommendation from the board was that he didn’t get it. Oh Christ he was up in arms, but he used to go and watch Essendon play every week, he never saw a Footscray District League game on a Saturday and the clubs were all against him for that. He was a very good, very capable administrator.

John certainly was up in arms about the appointment:

I went to the annual general meeting and convinced them that it was time to have a full-time general manager, and I still remember after the event people were coming up to me and going well done mate, congratulations. I said, “There’s only one problem, guy, I won’t get the job”, and they all laughed at me. There were several people who came up to me on the night it was announced, that they’d appointed Lindsay Patching from the Dandenong and District League, and they came up and said, “Mate you weren’t joking”. I said, “No I could have told you that.” I think what hurt me most was some of the people that told me they would vote for me then went and voted against me. In the end the Executive decided. I think Linds always felt a little bit embarrassed about it, but I always made a point of saying to him on at least a dozen occasions, “Linds they made two decisions: A, not to appoint me and B, now that we haven’t appointed him who do we appoint in his place; and that was you”.

Lindsay and I were good mates until his untimely death in 1995.

Crossroads changed its name to North Sunshine, Steve Kolyniuk won a junior Best and Fairest, and Albion won the A1 flag by defeating Sunshine YCW. West Footscray won A2; Port Colts A3 and A4; A5 was taken out by Sunshine YCW. The A5 section was comprised of clubs’ third 18s. 

The league also moved into the Footscray Footy Club rooms, courtesy of Ron Angwin:

We got Tony Capes along to an executive management committee meeting and the result of that was we gave the Harriers room to the Footscray Football Club so that they could build their entertainment area; we’d been meeting there for years. We took over a room at the football club, which meant we were closer to the action. Garry Merrington was there and Garry O’Sullivan. We used their facilities and we used their phones and all that sort of thing and the relationship became very close, it was great.

With two extra teams joining A1 in 1986 (North Melbourne Kensington & Port Colts) the League introduced a final five. Night games for points were also played and the Weekly Football Record was published for the first time. Ron Angwin recalls:

Rex used to write (the Record) but it was only two or four pages in those days, we had all the player’s numbers and the clubs used to write their own bits and pieces. Lindsay used to write bits for it as well and the snippets from the clubs. The home clubs used to come and pick their records up on a Friday night and hand them out at the games.

The RAAF clubs went into recess due to the personnel on-base being relocated.

The FDFL was supplying Footscray with many senior players as a result of the strengthened relationship; Mark Cullen, Darren Saunders and Zeno Tzatzaris all making their senior VFL debuts. Steven Kolyniuk was an All Australian Under 17 and Saadi Ghazi from Kingsville ran fourth in the FDFL League A1 Best and Fairest; not bad for a seventeen year-old.

The umpiring fraternity was celebrating too, with Shane Carlson, David Jordan and Craig Clarke off to the VFL. The other big move for the umpires was their own venue for social and training purposes at Scovel Reserve, Braybrook, and the appointment of Terry O’Donnell as umpire’s adviser. Terry came from twenty years at the AFL, so it was an interesting transition:
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The standard was pretty poor, they were all older umpires. There had been no development as far as new umpires were concerned, that was the first thing they could do…develop new umpires. We went out and recruited a lot of younger ones…they came into the game and we gave them a chance and that’s where the Matty James and the like came from.

The other major innovation by Terry O’Donnell was the introduction of female umpires, even if he did have an unusual way of recruiting them. WRFL Life Member and veteran whistle-blower Terry McGarity has a warm and fuzzy recollection of Terry’s recruiting method:

She (Terry’s wife Josephine) was an interesting story; she never started until she was thirty-five years old. It was very unusual, an Italian girl, she came out from Venice. She was right in the midst of running all these marathons and Terry said, “Do you think she’d be a boundary umpire”. I said, “She don’t know the rules mate,” and he said she’s followed junior footy and we’ll teach her. So, three bottles of red wine later, she said yes. Terry O’Donnell was very smart then, he gave it to the Herald Sun who took it up and said, “Female umpire in the Footscray district league Josephine McGarity, marathon runner,” and all this sort of stuff. It was a big story on it. So away we went and Jo, she was the first vehicle for it.

Graham Saville, who was a District League icon in umpiring, his daughter was the first central umpire and she did junior football.

Terry (McGarity) has embraced the introduction of females:

I think it’s good for us, I think it adds another dimension to it and probably helps us in terms of being a better group of umpires. It’s not just a male thing you know, it’s not a male bastion. We have these dances and dinners and the women come along. We have a lot of the young women around now, which the men don’t mind having around the place either, so yeah it’s good, I like it. Talk about funny things with Jo, I remember the ball went over the boundary line and the boys were picking it up for her and going over and giving it back to her. We actually umpired as a family one day; me, Jo and our sons Beau and Paul.

Josephine remembers a few interesting moments, as she and a few others pioneered females into the umpiring ranks:

I was doing boundary and Joy (Cox) was doing goals in the A1 reserves down at North Footscray. We all had to change in the same rooms, there was no option. We thought we’d get there early, get changed and get out and let the boys get changed. We were in there and this really good-looking guy comes in…Joy said, “Who is that, I’ve never seen him at training,” and we just kept on talking. They had a little table on the corner…Joy was here and I was there…and he was talking to us and having a real good conversation with us, and we didn’t think anything of it. He started getting undressed and he got right down to his jocks. Joy’s looking at me and I’m looking at her, and next thing he’s got nothing on.
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At Ascot Vale they didn’t have umpire change rooms, you’d have to change with the players. I was the only female in there and I’m thinking, “How am I going to get changed after the game?” They were all in and out, in and out and all the umpires are there, and I’m thinking I don’t want to stay in my gear all day, cause I was all sweaty and it was quite a warm day. So I got these chairs and put them all around, and they said, “Paul,” (McGarity; her son) who was quite big, “you stand there,” and I had to get changed. Bad luck if anybody walked in, it was quite funny in those days, no showers for us females.

In 1987 the League became the second biggest metropolitan league with 190 teams; more and more junior graduates were playing in the big league. Justin Charles, Steve Kolyniuk and Ron James played in the Teal Cup squad; local players were also making their mark in the Footscray seniors, including:

· Doug Hawkins

· Robert Groenewegen

· Zeno Tzatzaris

· Cameron Wight

· Mark Cullen

· Andrew Howlett

· Brenton Vilcins

· Lynton Fitzpatrick.

The year 1987, though, will be remembered for the fire that burnt down the Spotswood rooms. The then administrator of the club, Brendan Curry, has bittersweet memories of the event:

Spotty was in its sixtieth anniversary year and we were having a bit of a turn. We went down to play Seddon, and as was often the case we got down there and they knocked us off. Ronny Fenton, who was an ex-Premiership player and coached Spotty, got fined for not training on the Tuesday night (at Williamstown), and at thirty-seven years of age he cracked the poops and he asked to come back to Spotswood. So we worked out a deal that he would come back and play for match payments worth thirty dollars, and we had to buy him a new pair of boots. We had a big anniversary dinner, and the next day I was awoken about six thirty in the morning, and was told the rooms had burnt down. So it was a big weekend, that one. We were in crisis mode, “Where are we going to play”.

The next week we were due to play YCW, who were the top side in those days. I went down and saw Willy (Williamstown) and organised to play the game there. It was our home game. Ronny Fenton made his debut and Gibbo (Andrew Gibson) and he were always fierce rivals and they were both ready to lead the goalkicking. Ronnie in his first game back-kicked nine goals and we beat YCW, who were the top side, by nine goals.



Remarkably, a team with no change rooms or social facilities won the A1 flag. Brendan Curry was part of that Premiership:

‘87, yeah well that was funny, I lived in Spotswood my whole life and knew a lot of people at Spotswood…they (Wembley Park) were our fierce rivals. Spotty couldn’t form a committee, and they had two failed annual general meetings, and I was down at Spotty Pub on Christmas Eve having a few beers. That’s when Terry Fogerty, who was the president at the time, said, “Would you ever, God forbid, think of ever coming to Spotswood”. I said, “Let me sober up and I’ll think about it in the New Year”, and I did that and got appointed.

They didn’t even have a coach at that stage, and yeah I jumped on board, and then on the committee got a few onboard. I remember our first practice match that year; we played Keilor and got done by thirty goals and I thought this was not the smartest thing to do. The same day Wembley Park appointed Tony Schroder as coach and they were brimming and saying it was the silliest thing you’ve ever done in your whole life, you’re going to miss out on a flag at Wembley Park. But yeah, its funny how things work out, Spotty got up and won the flag in ‘87.
Paul Eudey won the League A1 Best and Fairest, continuing his stellar association with the competition that would endure for another two decades.

The year 1988 saw the Western Suburban Football League fold, and many of the clubs joined the FDFL. This was a move that had been on the table for some time as Peter Hollings (president 1977–1980) remembers it:

We moved through the prospect of amalgamation; we wanted to amalgamate with the Western Suburban League at that time (early eighties). It was run by an elderly gentleman from down in Werribee, and his little group was his castle, and he didn’t want anyone interfering with his castle. Overtures we made to him, he just wouldn’t consider running the competitions together because we sort of thought the promotion relegation system was really the way to go, similar to the ammos. We couldn’t do that with the number of teams that we had.

John Huntington was another who identified the future:

I was always at the Western Suburban League to try and get them to come and join us…I finished in ‘84 and I had ‘85 off. Then I was approached to become general manager of the Western Suburban League in ‘86 and I did that for one season, and in that season I would like to think that I paved a big foundation stone in the two competitions getting together.

President Ron Angwin was aware of the situation:

The West Suburban League started to disintegrate, and I had discussions with the president and we were talking about amalgamation probably twelve or eighteen months before it happened. John Huntington had gone from the District League to the Western Suburban League to be secretary, and I think they were just getting to the stage where they couldn’t get a lot of board members. They couldn’t see their way forward and so we virtually just amalgamated with them and I think it was a better competition.

Lindsay Patching was quoted in the Western Times:

It’s good for footy in the western suburbs with all clubs now under the one banner. Its probably a sad day for all those who had given so much service to the Western Suburban League and have been a part of it for a long time. The FDFL now has the responsibility for all western suburbs football, and we’ll be working hard to make it successful.

Clubs that joined the A2 section of the Competition included:

· Coburg Districts

· Ascot Vale

· Newport

· Williamstown United

· Hoppers Crossing

· Altona City

· Central Altona

· West Newport.

St. Albans won its first A1 flag in nineteen years but its Preliminary final was a more memorable game; former West Footscray and Braybrook identity (and current WRFL media commentator) Steve Thom was there:

I’ll never forget the 1988 prelim pre-game ‘run through’ by St. Albans against West Footscray. West were out on the ground stretching when approximately twenty-five St. Albans players ‘crashed through’ the West huddle, causing a number of West players to mysteriously go down. This delayed the start of the game by fifteen minutes. There were a number of reports. At quarter time, St. Albans were ten goals to West’s two. St. Albans went on to win, and then to win the Grand Final over Albion. It was a good day to be in-crowd and not on-ground.
Two new teams, Coburg Districts and Ascot Vale, fought out the A2 flag with Coburg Disticts winning.

The year 1988 also saw the league bring in the plan for relegation and promotion in the senior divisions, the full plan to be implemented for the 1990 season.

The warning bells were ringing in the Executive with the Tribunal hearing over 350 cases. Parkside and league Life Member Neville O’Connor spent many a Monday night at the Tribunal:

The Tribunal used to meet in the old Harriers room at Footscray. Whenever a Parkside player got reported there would be ten of the team up there outside waiting, giving him morale support. There was a cheeky little rover one night and he bolted the door of the Tribunal, locking them inside. It was three o’clock in the morning and some bloke goes past and he hears them yelling ‘help, help, help’. 

The League has always had a number of characters, and many of those came with a reputation from their playing days in the big league. Robert ‘Bones’ McGhie, the former Richmond, Bulldogs and South Melbourne player, was one of those. The dual Premiership player has been a fixture in footy in the west for many years. If you played under him you never forgot it. Steve Thom knows that only too well:

‘82,’83,’84 he coached, and as an eighteen or nineteen year old growing up at that club was just an absolute eye opener. I mean not just footy, to learn the skills of footy, but life on and off the field. Our Sunday morning training sessions were something in particular that has stayed in my mind. One perfect example, and it was after a loss in the middle of winter. We trained every Sunday morning (reserves and seniors) Bones called training down at the Brunswick swimming pool, which is an outdoor pool.

Nine o’clock was the starting time and don’t be late. We kicked it off with fifty laps; we had to run around the outside of the pool and after the fifty laps in which we’d warmed up a bit. Then came that cry from Bones, “Get in the water boys,” and no one hesitated; we jumped in with our gear on and the lot and I got to tell you it was absolutely freezing cold. We’d go back to the rooms every Sunday, after a good training session, and we were all disciplined enough. We had to clean the rooms and then brekky would be put on for us. The bar would open up then. We’d sit down at about eleven o’clock and go through until about six o’clock, watching the Sunday football on TV with Kahluas and milk or your choice of beer. The phones used to ring a lot with wives and girlfriends wondering what was going on. They were just fantastic days.

The year 1988 saw the formation of the Trainers Association with the six originals being Allan Williams, Julian Camilleri, Cheryl Johnstone, Bill Hardy, John Batty and John Mullenger.
The eighties finished with more change: Braybrook withdrew after round three of the season; EHSES became North Essendon; Wyndhamvale debuted in the league. St. Albans again won the A1 flag with Ascot Vale winning the A2.


Footy fans in the west, though, were mesmerised with the imminent demise of the Bulldogs, who looked like going under. No one really knew what effect that it would have on the local competition. The Bulldogs were financially supporting the League, and the League was using their offices; if they went under, those things were in jeopardy.
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