“The Abers Home Among the Gum Trees”
The Story of the Early Years of the Aberfeldie Sports Club
1940s Beginnings to 1953 Football Premiership
by Stephen Alomes
Aberfeldie … The story of a suburban sports club

What makes up the story, and the stories, of a sports club, or of a footy club such as Aberfeldie, the Abers?  It has to begin with a committee, which brings things together. And with a ground which went from sheep paddock to oval and from earthen floor shed to clubrooms. It is also the premierships won - and those that got away. And beautiful long drop-kicks, precision handball and dedicated tacklers in the last line of defence.  
It includes the characters who have been around the club forever. Its times not only include match days but also the Pleasant Sunday Mornings that got a little boisterous. Its stories include training on cold winter nights and dropping down the bank in the fog so you run one lap less, and fighting out matches in the mud. Its characters include the players who have come through from juniors to seniors and been with the club on the field for over 20 years and the stars, some coming and disappearing, others staying with the club for the long haul. 
Its junior teams run due to the volunteer goal umpires and water-boys and the drivers of Mum's and Dad's taxi all over the north-west of Melbourne. And the women who have heated the pies, washed the jumpers and helped keep the accounts in order. And the coaches and goal umpires and water-boys. Ongoing and often behind the scenes, are the unsung heroes of the committees, meeting into the night to plan fund-raising drives as well as to appoint a new coach or attract a new recruit. 

It is also the story of the sacked coach and the 1953 premiership, the rest area down the hill when doing laps, and some of our nearest relatives - the Gorillas.

The history of any club such as the Aberfeldie Sports Club, and its predecessors is partly an on-field history, of players and characters. It is also a behind the scenes history of committees and work, and like Graham Kennedy's role in The Club, plots and schemes.

There is also the potential for bitter controversy. When was the club founded? In 1948, when its constitution was approved? In 1944 when it was first thought of and which it has long acknowledged as its foundation year? Or perhaps it can be dated from the mid-1940s when a few local kids including the Woods brothers, first Geoff and Tom, who would later be succeeded by Tom and then his son Leigh today, started to kick a footy around and organise some scratch matches where Ave Maria school is now and down by the Council depot.
In its early history, Aberfeldie, the Abers, had all these stories above, and more. 

Sowing the seeds, moving the soil: the club begins

The Aberfeldie Men's Club, the Aberfeldie Community Centre and the football and cricket teams, and for a time the other sporting and cultural activities, which grew out of them were also part of Australian history. Like the early years of the Melbourne Cricket Club over 100 years earlier, just after World War Two the Abers had to keep the sheep off the ground. 

The Aberfeldie story is also part of another aspect of Australian history, as the suburb grew in the era of post-war reconstruction and baby boom housing. That story begins more than half a century ago, in an era before contemporary football and cricket heroes, before celebrities - to the 1940s of Glenn Miller, Jack Dyer and Don Bradman and the 1950s of John Coleman.

After nearly six years of World War Two, most Australians wanted three things: a house, a family and a better way of life. That third one partly meant new appliances, or necessities for the house: venetian blinds, a radio for 43 pounds or a radiogram or the refrigerator advertised in the Aberfeldie Community Centre's monthly journal, for only 124 pounds and 19 shillings from Perry's of Puckle St (ACC Journal Sept 1950)  or several weeks pay.  If you could not afford a fridge, you could 'Keep on taking ice this winter to avoid food spoilage' obtained from Floyd's ice and cold storage works P/L at 347 Ascot Vale Rd Moonee Ponds. (ACN April 1950)
The other big idea of the 1940s was the community centre, to help produce a happier and fitter nation, a place of activities and sports, of recreation and music. Often it remained an idea , not really taking off. Prime Minister Chifley, directing Australia's period of Post-War Reconstruction, preferred to use the bricks on houses and a decade later TV in the lounge room and the new FJ Holden seemed more important than community activities.


At Aberfeldie, the community spirit worked. Through the Aberfeldie Men's Club, which was established in 1944 before the end of the war, the people of the suburb established the Aberfeldie Community Centre. Originally, there had been a proposal, also drafted in 1944, for a similar body called the Aberfeldie Educational Community Centre. (AC News Sept 1949) The club was then formed from members of the state school committee and it incorporated 'the welfare of the Aberfeldie State School' into its constitution.  (Oct 1947 Jack Smith, Secretary, Letter to Town Clerk)  That would become particularly important after later dramatic events.

In 1946, Moonee Ponds Labor MLA, the trade unionist and enthusiast for cultural and community development, Sam Merrifield, after whom the Moonee Ponds Library is named, also successfully lobbied for two surplus RAAF Nissen huts for the school. At a time of a great shortage of building materials, this was an achievement, as was the later installation of a concrete floor (the asbestos construction materials used in the huts was not then seen as the health problem that would be recognised later.) (Letter to Minister for Public Instruction, 27/8/1946).
The Aberfeldie Men's Club led in developments, perhaps because many women at the time were busy having babies, 'the baby boomer generation' as they would be known.

The organisation's first grand project and perhaps its biggest tangible achievement was Clifton Park, turning a sloping cow paddock into a football and cricket ground. While some grading of the land had been done in the 1940s (Oct 1947 letter to Town Clerk) the big development came later.  In the typescript story of how paddocks became a football ground 'The First Sod is Turned', said the report, on Thursday April 7 1950. The club had over 200 members in 1950, and a women's auxiliary of 150, but it believed that the Oval should be the 'No 1 Project' in Clifton Park, asking 'what is more important than to serve 2000-3000 children?' (First Sod). 

The club had planted several hundred trees, and moved 3000 cubic yards of soil to build the oval, supported by the council on a pound for pound basis (ACN April 1950). The slope was such that the "fill" was 3 to 4 feet (or over 1 metre) in places.  Despite a shortage of water pipes, it had made arrangements with the MMBW/Board of Works to take water to the edge of the oval- it would have to wait till later for pipes on the oval. The oval was to be sown in March 1950 while tree-planting also enhanced the beauty of Clifton Park.
That was a new beginning but it also came nearly six years after the Aberfeldie Men's Club had been formed and the first plans for community activities discussed. Sporting sections were organised over the next few years but this was also a time when people were busy getting married, having children and building houses (and many Australian houses were owner-built). 
Such private demands must have slowed things down, as ‘working bees’ were sometimes well attended and sometimes not. In the 1940s the future was being prepared and the kids were getting ready to get out of their cots, but Aberfeldie was already up and running.

In those early years, in November 1946, the Aberfeldie Men's Club held a carnival (rather like today's suburban festival) to raise money for the Essendon District Memorial Hospital and its own Community Centre Fund. (Oct 1947 letter to Town Clerk). It held a fete the next year with some proceeds going to the Essendon St John's Ambulance.

A community club….More than a footy and cricket club

The Men's Club's original aims, like the activities, suggested an ideal that was not quite as sportocentric (or even footycentric) as Australia is today. Its three objects were:

(a) Welfare of Aberfeldie School

(b) To initiate and give support to any project that aims at the Civic and Cultural improvement of the community.

(c) To promote within the Club such social clubs that provide recreational and vocational faculties, not only for the members but for the community in general.

The pioneers included Jack Smith, long-time secretary and president, who was also secretary of the bowling club, Gar Ash, Fred Landgren and, other names that echo still,  Messrs Coulson, Garvey, Maslen, McKenry, Schurer, Oliver and Robinson senior. 
In some ways, through the focus on links with the Aberfeldie Primary School, was more than a local proposal. In association with the education and health departments and the city of Essendon, its proposed roles and facilities - which included pre-school and kindergarten, a focus on children’s health (including screening and immunisation), a modern luncheon room to encourage good nutrition, and on sports as part of a recreation program to encourage physical fitness -   were pioneering ones. As the ACN remarked in September 1949 the original 1944 ‘Aberfeldie Educational Community Centre’ proposal was a model for the Australian nation – it became a ‘national scheme’. 
Recreational facilities expanded beyond the oval. The club also had built the tennis courts and later 'basketball courts' for girls, that is netball as we now call it. Nor was the calendar just organised around the football and cricket seasons. It included organised community singing concerts (with an average attendance of 400 in 1947 (Oct 1947 Letter to Town Clerk). Other events included: a talent quest (with prominent radio producer Dorothy Crawford (?) as one of the judges (ACN April 1950); a September Ladies Night, an annual display by the gymnastic section (ACCJ Sept 1952);a trophy presentation night; sometimes a Cup Eve dance (ACCJ Sept 1952);occasional film nights at the Regal picture theatre (ACCJ Nov 1950).

The club provided a Christmas Treat for the children at the state school and ran a summer trip to the beach at Bonbeach in February (ACCJ Nov 1950). It was involved in carnivals by the Maribyrnong River in March and it held its meetings at the existing Aberfeldie Bowling Club. 
Occasional big footy trips took the boys to the country (Benalla, Bacchus Marsh, and Seymour) or the Dandenongs to play local teams and have a picnic. One trip to the country by the junior football team was made in the tray of an open tip truck; fortunately the mechanism was switched off and no players were lost. (ACCJ Oct 1952) At a time when not every young boy or girl went on to high school, and some left school in their early teens, four scholarships were provided in 1949 to two girls and two boys who went from the Aberfeldie State School on to Essendon High School.

Significantly, at a time when a mixed marriage meant something different to today (between different Christian denominations - Catholics & Protestants -  rather than ethnicities) and when political divisions were also deep and sometimes bitter, the club declared itself 'non-political, non-sectional and non-denominational'. It also sought  'at all times' to promote 'the highest ethical standards in the Community'. (ACN April 1950)
In those days, the club was already introducing zoning and managers. Not on the field, but for recruitment - of members as well as players. Each month the 2000 copies of the Aberfeldie Community News (later the ACC Journal) were distributed through 17 Zones, each under a Zone Manager who delivered it to the members in his Zone and others who were interested. It even had a Public Relations committee, as this was the time that a new interest developed in PR, or the people now more cynically called spin doctors. 
Different individuals played an important role. Local member Sam Merrifield, and whose brother Bill was senior football coach in 1953, lobbied the state government to make the community centre a post-war project. Star Haulage, the ground levelling contractors, made their contribution through a very generous donation of 200 pounds, that would be thousands of dollars in today's values. (‘First Sod’)

Advertising the ‘New World’ in the suburbs

The progressive club already knew the value of advertising, which paid for the magazine. The small and large ads reminded readers that 'Sporting Goods for all Games' could be obtained from Sim's in Puckle St, Fred Landgren of Rose St Essendon could 'solve your footwear problems' ( Fred was a committee member and Sims weren't selling designer brand runners at the time) and WW Poynton could satisfy 'all your garden requirements'. (ACCJ April 1950) The Aberfeldie Community News even carried a page on plants for the new suburban gardens that many people were then shaping- marigolds, zinnias and asters, exotic traditional plants rather than the fashionable natives of today. (ACCJ Nov 1950). In a later issue, ‘The Garden - Sow What?’ offered practical advice by WW Poynton (ACCJ Nov 1951) and for a time the ACC group even had a Horticultural Section (Oct 1947 letter to Town Clerk). There were even more important things on the advertising pages: Plarre's served their famous beefsteak pies hot between 12 and 2 pm and were 'also Famous for Wedding and Fancy Cakes' (ACCJ Sept 1950). 

The club and centre also had to raise money through other means.  In 1949, a ‘Monster Raffle’, in association, with the Mayor’s Carnival offered ‘wonderful prizes’ for the new homemaker – a washing machine, a stove and a pressure cooker.(ACN March 1949) In those more temperate days, the club raised 34 pounds and 19 pence through the sale of ice cream and drinks, the latter undoubtedly soft. Importantly it took in pounds (or over £100 after costs including hall hire and artists) from community singing concerts, and raised much of its other income through subscriptions to the different sports sections and donations, including to the trophy funds. (Jan 1949 financial. statement)

First seasons to first premierships

The club's first premiership was won by the cricket team in 1949-50, playing in the Melbourne Boys' League Under-19s, Peter New also winning the batting average as well as having a hat trick with the ball. (ACCJ Sept 1950)  The nucleus of the team had played in the Under-17s the year before; invaluable experience said the News. (ACN April 1950)
'The first season of any sport is generally hard' reported the 1949, Fifth Annual Report regarding the new football team, which was sometimes short of players. Despite this it finished third and, in the phrase of the day, 'gave a good account of itself'. At a wind-up night, some of the boys gave live stage presentations suggesting that they could, like many footballers, act off the field as well as on. 
Two years later, the premiership of the 1951 Under-17 footballers, in which Graeme Robinson played, was the next big premiership, its importance indicated by the success of the 50-year reunion in 2001. Graeme Robinson recalled ringing one player who had long ago crossed the Yarra and lost touch. He was not interested at first, but when reminded of a goal he kicked in the Grand Final, he replied, 'You mean when I was on the half-forward line…' and continued… He came - enthusiastically.
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   The only known surviving print of the club’s inaugural 1951 U-17 Premiership team (Courtesy: Graeme Robinson).

The story of those teams, and later the formation of a senior team in 1950/1951 (?) reminds us that the Abers was in the first place a junior club, a club doing something for the young families of what was for most of them a new suburb.
This was the pioneering stage, not out droving with Clancy or getting lost with the 1860s explorers Burke and Wills, but on the suburban fringe of Melbourne by the Maribyrnong. Working bees and a new concrete mixer were important, especially when they built the basketball courts in early 1952 (ACCJ April May 1952) in which the girls as well as the boys were amongst the workers.  However, only limited progress was made with the aspiration to build up a range of girls' sports, including softball and hockey. (ACCJ Sept 1950).
Problems: a fire, wandering cattle, disease, national service and ‘punctuality’
Sheep and cattle did have a role in the suburbs, however. The ACC Journal reported in October 1950, that 'on Friday 1st September, between 7.30 and 8 o'clock, another mob of cattle was driven across the oval at Clifton Park! Luckily the oval was due to be top-dressed and seeded again so very little damage was done'.  Although the club had appointed 'Rangers' (ACCJ Sept 1950) to try to stop other problems, vandalism happened while some tradesmen also took short cuts across the park. (ACCJ Oct 1950).  It is clear why, in contrast to today's trends, the club was most concerned to fence the oval.
Another dressing room was erected in 1952, a temporary structure due to finances, but with provision for four showers which 'we anticipate will be heated'. (ACCJ Oct 1952) Volunteer club members who were plumbers helped with the work, but the players had to wait until later for hot showers. 
There were other problems, some small, some big. One committee member (name not reported) complained about other committee members who did not turn up at 8.00 sharp for 8.00 meetings. 
Much more seriously, a fire during August 1949 caused massive damage to the primary school, leading to the club playing a major role in fund-raising during 1950. (ACN Sept 1949) The fire ravaged the school, destroying also many of the facilities provided by the club and approximately 60 pounds worth of cricket material, (several hundred dollars worth in today’s values) used by the Under-17 boys cricket teams, an expensive loss of uninsured equipment. As a result the 150 boys doing gymnasium work were homeless until the Essendon Football Club kindly agreed to let them use its rooms one night a week. 
The November 1951 introduction of  conscription in the form of six months military training for 18 year old men hit the junior team in 1952, (ACCJ May 1952) while the 1949 polio epidemic led to the cancellation in September of classes and of the planned gymnastics display. (ACN April 1950) More positively, all the boys in the gymnasium program were X-rayed for TB, or tuberculosis, another disease that was ravaging young post-war Australia at the time. (ACCN Sept 1949)  
Footy victories and losses and the 1953 B Division Premiership
More common problems, ones that always come and go in local sport, hit the senior team, which was competing in the local B grade competition under coach Bill Merrifield, in 1952 - players not always getting to training. A plea in the journal (ACCJ May 1952) recognised the difficulty some players had in getting there due to 'the widely spaced places of employment' (and most didn't have a car in those days, although there was no need to blame a traffic jam). It went on to appeal  'for a concerted effort in this direction, for, "as you train, so will you play". '

The Woods family story reminds us that the region's history goes back to before the rise of Aberfeldie and the surrounding suburbs. To days when tracks linked houses and East Keilor, where Tom Woods later lived, was a place for rabbit-shooting and mushrooming.

In the 1950s the Abers were known as the Gorillas, a name also used by Fitzroy at the time. But, when you hear the Woods family story, of having players in the club for the past half-century, from junior to senior, perhaps they should have been called the Woodsmen. Except certain AFL echoes might prove disturbing to Essendon and other supporters.
Those were simpler days. Riding the bike, the bicycle, to training and matches or getting taken in the tray of Stacy's tip truck if he wasn't working. Insurance of 4/- a week into the injury fund - a lot of money in those days, because if you couldn't work you needed compensation. 

Who deserves the credit for that 1953 B Division premiership? The coach was originally Bill Merrifield but, in a day when there were few parents involved, and the players ran the committee he was eventually called to account. 
As one player recalled:
“I think we were into the middle of the season and we felt that we had a better side than what the results were showing. Nicky Fisher was a very fit person and really wanted to coach us. The group decided that they would sack Bill Merrifield and they had a vote down at Bessell's bakery …Bill was there…and when the vote was taken Bill was voted out. He was a very articulate person, Bill, and he made this magnificent speech after he had been outed and in the end he finished it up by telling us that we were all ‘a pack of bastards’ “… (Geoff Woods)
Merrifield’s words were much stronger in 1953 than the same words today! There is, however, always another side to every story. Another player, who remarked that Merrifield also enjoyed the social aspects of football, believed that the sacked coach actually deserved the credit. He had actually done the hard work and Billy Fisher, an ex-navy boxer who didn't mind tough football, was just lucky to be in the right place at the right time.
Changing times: then to now
In between those days of no water, no trainers, and wearing the training mud while you cycled home and today, was a period of a changing suburb and a changing ground.

However, until recently, the lights were modest and Brian Pound recalled that when he played on foggy nights, you could drop down the slope on the other side of the ground and wait for the next lap to come around. He would have some claim to it being called Poundie's Slope, except there are 30 or 40 other bidders for naming rights. 

Over the years the club has changed. For a time, as the young of the 1950s grew up, it aged. At times, it has been surrounded by an older population, with few juniors, teens and young footballers in their twenties. Now, as the suburb has changed, it is young again but in a different world. The tennis, bowls, basketball and swimming sections formed mainly around 1950 have now led to other clubs. 
Today we live in busy times. We travel further and more often, daily, weekly and occasionally even overseas. For example, there is a Danish Under-12 footy team in Copenhagen, which has visited Australia, if any imaginative and resourceful coach would like to take the juniors on a longer trip than that earlier journey to Bacchus Marsh. We are also more specialised, more professional, but more divided. Every task is done by different groups and institutions, public or private, and schools and community are together but also apart.

Perhaps the past could offer ideas. We could see a return to Gardening Notes. Or the coach, president or some other draftee could conduct a new era of Community Singing… and so on.

Some things continue: The ground was resurfaced in 2003 at a cost of approximately $200,000 with the aid of the Moonee Valley City Council, although without the hard yakka of the volunteers of the 1940s it may never have existed at all. Ground Lights were improved in 2002 and now in 2006, a picket fence has gone up around the perimeter of Clifton Park.
But perhaps we might recall the days when the community ideal saw the local primary school as the centre of a range of sporting and cultural activities for all. 
In Aberfeldie, a suburb not quite on the road to anywhere, due to the gorges of the Maribyrnong and even the distance from Essendon and Moonee Ponds (especially on foot), the community spirit has been particularly strong.

Even if, for many of us, footy is like our suburban tribal religion, our open air church, as it can be at Clifton Park on a Saturday afternoon or a Sunday morning, perhaps we should remember those earlier days. Days that gave birth to the Abers, first the Aberfeldie Men's Club, then the Aberfeldie Community Centre idea and now the Aberfeldie Sports Club. 
The foundation achievements of the Abers were the product of the times, the times of suburban pioneering after the war, and of place, a small local community in its own way cut off from the main routes. It was a very ‘close community’ as 1951 Under-17 footballer Graeme Robinson later recalled. 
If we do that maybe we could look back over more than 50 years to thank the pioneers, those men, women and children on the 'frontier' of Essendon, who paved the way. Most of them, as later, were participants and volunteers, whether in working bees, coaching teams or in fund-raising. 
That same tradition is carried on by those who work hard on and off the field today to keep the Abers’ club flag flying in the club's beautiful home among the gum trees.



*

*

*
* Stephen Alomes is a historian at Deakin University and the author of many articles on Australian Football. 
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