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The Newtown District Rugby League Football Club 

 
 
It's Sunday September 30 - or, for the sports-mad, NRL grand final day - and I'm making my way to 
the Olympic Stadium in Homebush to cover my first ever decider for Rugby League Week magazine. 
It's a radiant Autumn day but a wintry chill lingers in the air, especially in the cavernous bowels of 
the 84,000-seat monolith. I reach my seat in time to see the conclusion of the curtain raiser - the 
NSW Cup grand final - where the Newtown Jets have beaten the Balmain Tigers. 
 

 
Daniel Mortimer hoists the reserve grade premiership trophy. 
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"It's great for this club. You hear all the stories about how they didn't have a team for 
seven years but the board kept showing up to meetings … the fans have stuck in there, 

too. They've been through a lot of ups and downs so it's great for them," Daniel 
Mortimer, Newtown captain. 

 
To say the history of the Newtown District Rugby League Football Club has had “a lot of ups and 
downs” is an understatement. Founded in Sydney's industrial inner-west on January 14 1908, 
Australia's second oldest rugby league club staved off the threat of merger or extinction for the 
majority of its 76-year stint in the top division, before the League finally axed the Bluebags in 1983. 
In 1990, the Jets returned to the playing field in the amateur Metropolitan Cup, and after a decade in 
park footy purgatory, re-entered the semi-professional ranks in 2000 as a feeder team to NRL outfit 
the Auckland Warriors before switching allegiances to the Sydney Roosters in 2006 (Whiticker & 
Collis 2004; Whiticker & Collis 2011). 
 
It's a well-worn yarn for rugby league tragics like myself, and setting out on my research into the 
club, I expected most commentary to exalt the Bluebags as an icon of the “little Aussie battler” 
(Whiticker & Collis 2004, p. 91). Indeed, much of the club's lore celebrates a characteristic underdog 
spirit, a gritty inner-city identity, and an idealised vision of rugby league's suburban past; all of which 
sits comfortably with a national legend founded on a stoic, white, working-class character (Morris 
1998, p. 106); a monocultural understanding of “Aussie values” (Simic 2008, p. 233) based on 
“westie” habits (Ibid., p. 226) and a profoundly masculine homosocial bond (Thomas 1996, p. 100). 
 
However, much like the westie label itself, the modern Newtown Jets have come to provide a 
“repository for all the groups outside the cultural ideal” (Powell in Simic 2003, p. 228), expressing an 
egalitarian spirit that accommodates racial and cultural heterogeneity. The club's acceptance of 
Australia's two great Others - the Aborigine and the immigrant (Harris 2006, p. 100) - allows the 
Newtown narrative to evolve from the untenable masculinist version of a homogeneous Australia 
(Thomas 1996, p. 98) to one that embraces diversity. Tracing the evolution of the Newtown area 
itself, the Bluebags have transformed their white, working-class identity into an inclusive, plural 
character befitting their locale. 
 

 
Tommy Raudonikis enjoys the spoils of victory in 1981. 
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 "Newtown have continued to turn up every week to play the type of Jets footy that makes 
Tommy Raudonikis smile," Nick Walshaw, The Daily Telegraph, 2012. 

 
 "Pound for pound, Tommy Terrific was one of the toughest players to lace on a boot," 

Roy Masters et al., The Sydney Morning Herald, 2008. 
 

"Now I can hear the lily whites wailing, 'Tommy will bring in the biff and that's not what 
the game needs'. To those people, I say 'Go to hell'. I know I'm not the flashiest dresser 

around, and I know I don't exactly speak like a politician - thank God. But I'm bloody 
certain that any team I coach will be tough," Tommy Raudonikis, Rugby League Week, 

1988. 
 
The Jets had no right to win their 2012 title having finished eighth in the home-and-away season, 
but Newtown has never been fazed by the odds. In 1981, two years before the powers-that-be at the 
League's Phillip Street bunker dumped them from the premiership, the Bluebags gallantly lost the 
grand final to Parramatta, 20-11. The star of that side was Tommy Raudonikis, the chain-smoking 
halfback who became the poster boy of the rough-and-tumble Western Suburbs team of the 1970s, 
when the savage Wests-Manly rivalry - dubbed the Fibros vs. the Silvertails to reflect an enmity 
fuelled by socio-economic disparity - reached fever pitch. 
 
Raudonikis, a stout half with a broad, crooked nose, played with all the grit you would expect from a 
man born in a Cowra transit camp in 1950, the son of a Lithuanian soldier who escaped a Nazi PoW 
camp before fleeing to Australia (Beveridge 2005). Treating the rules of the game like amber traffic 
lights, ‘Tommy Terrific’ epitomised the battler spirit that drove the no-name Bluebags to the big 
dance on a shoestring budget in 1981. And his penchant for fisticuffs makes him a favourite 
amongst fans with sepia-toned memories of the '70s and '80s. 
 

 "There's no better place in Sydney to be on a sunny autumn afternoon, sitting on the hill, 
eating a pie, drinking a can of KB and watching the Newtown Jets," Roy Masters et al., The 

Sydney Morning Herald, 2008. 
 

"The suburban team at the suburban ground is the misty-eyed dream of footy fans in all 
codes. It's a yearning for a better time when sport wasn't corporatised or globalised … a 

yearning for burnt sausages on white bread," Peter Lalor, The Australian, 2008. 
 

"You can keep your cold, concrete stadiums with plastic seats and gargantuan TV 
screens. Rugby league is a game best watched on the hill while you enjoy a few beers," 

Chris Ryan, Sydney Outsider, 2011. 
 
If Raudonikis was Newtown's king, then Henson Park was his castle. The ramshackle Marrickville 
ground has been the Bluebags' home since 1936 and in the new millennium - an era of growing 
affection for all things suburban (Elder 2007), especially in rugby league circles, as clubs move games 
from quaint neighbourhood ovals to soulless mega stadia - Henson is revered as a symbol of the 
code's innocent good ol' days. It's with no small dose of irony that their 2012 triumph was staged in 
the hollow Homebush coliseum, a distant 15km from their spiritual home. 
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Footy fans jaded by the anaemic ANZ Stadium revive themselves in the idyll of Henson Park. 
Forget queueing for 10 minutes to fork out $7.50 for a stale, mid-strength Tooheys New and $6.50 
for a soggy meat pie. At Henson Park, you can buy a icy-cold can of KB, a steak sanga and a raffle 
ticket and still receive change from a tenner. “All proceeds go to the club,” the affable old bloke 
manning the barbecue reminds you. For league devotees with a “sharply honed sense of nostalgia” 
(Lalor 2008), Henson Park is nirvana. 
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A haze of smoke drifts from the Winnie Reds dangling from the mouths of the flanno-wearing 
locals with a mountain of Cold Gold tins piled up at their feet. They lean on the bonnets of their 
cars parked up against the fence, their stereos blasting 2WS to provide the retro soundtrack to suit 
the retro location. The referee blows halftime and a stream of kids and their dogs jump the fence for 
a spot of barefoot touch footy on Henson's hallowed turf, while their dads head back to the bar in 
the crumbling King George V Stand for another round of KBs.  
 

 
 
The scene triggers memories of yesteryear for those old enough to remember, but as someone who 
never saw the Bluebags in the top tier, my understanding relies on a romanticised mythology of 
rugby league's suburban history. Like the portrayal of the suburbs themselves (Elder 2007, p. 302), 
the Jets' legend fails to recount the derelict facilities, the traffic-choked streets, the financial 
impracticality; rather it fetes the fondly remembered aspects. In the present moment, an experience 
of Henson Park activates an involuntary memory (Hamilton 2010) of footy's idealised past, of an era 
when Newtown played Balmain, Wests and Norths in the top grade, and the thought of the 
duplicitous Melbourne Storm joining the humble Sydney premiership was hardly a twinkle in the 
eye. Henson Park is a relaxed suburban sensorium that provides the rose-coloured glasses through 
which we view rugby league's past. 
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"We haven't left the '60s here at Newtown," Terry Rowney, The Daily Telegraph, 2012. 
 

 
Director Terry Rowney puts his wallet - and his blood pressure - on the line for the Jets. 

 
Perched on the termite-ridden benches in front of the KGV Stand is Terry Rowney, the Jets chief 
benefactor, his face beet-red from bellowing support for his beloved Bluebags. Rowney is wearing a 
custom-made Newtown jersey with ‘Labelcraft’ emblazoned on the chest, advertising his Leichhardt 
label-printing business whose coffers keep Newtown afloat in 2012. Rowney continues a tradition of 
impassioned administrators whose involvement typically has more to do with love than money. 

 

"'You talk about passion,' said Barry Vining, chairman of Newtown Rugby League 
Football Club, 'consider what happened to us from 1984 to '91. We never had a football 

team but the board met every month to work out how to pay off our debts'," Roy 
Masters, The Sydney Morning Herald, 2012. 

 
"Bookmaking giant Terry Page stands to lose $250,000 if Newtown win the premiership. 

The bet with Newtown's millionaire supporter John Singleton was negotiated at Page's 
Coogee Bay Hotel last March. 'I rang a few bookmaking friends who follow the football 

and they rated Newtown a 100-1 chance,' he said. 'But Singo was happy to accept the 
50s and what started out as something of a joke isn't looking terribly funny for me 

now'," Peter Peters, Rugby League Week, 1981. 
 
John Singleton, the advertising magnate and media mogul who finds himself splashed across the 
back pages at this time of year as the Spring Racing Carnival hots up, gifted the Jets a blank cheque 
throughout the 1970s after the League openly targeted Newtown for expulsion from the 
competition. A passionate promoter of all things ocker (Stone 2002), ‘Singo’ recruited NFL phenom 
Manfred Moore, orchestrated triple-headers at the Sydney Cricket Ground and committed a large 
portion of his own riches in a bid to avoid extinction until, sadly, the Bluebags were axed from the 
1984 premiership (Whiticker & Collis 2004; Whiticker & Collis 2011). 
 
Ostensibly, larrikins like Raudonikis, Rowney and Singleton located within Henson Park's white 
picket fence sit comfortably with an understanding of the Australian national character as a white, 
‘Aussie’ monoculture; a selfhood dependent on beer, ciggies and gambling (Simic 2008); an 
irreverent disregard for authority (Thomas 1996, p. 101) evidenced by the continual defiance of the 
League's bigwigs on Phillip Street; the narrative of the “Aussie battler” (Whiticker & Collis 2004, p. 
91), gallantly punching above his weight until his final transcendental failure (Gibson in Thomas 
1996, p. 99). For many ‘westies’ - an identity synonymous with rugby league - Tommy Raudonikis 
rightly stands alongside Burke and Wills, Ned Kelly and the Anzacs as brave underdogs, unflinching 
in defeat (Ibid.). Indeed, the club's 21st Century renaissance is testament to its unyielding will to 
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survive. This portrayal of Newtown does little to challenge a national identity relying on white 
‘Aussie’ values.  
 
But beneath Newtown's superficial beers-and-battlers veneer is an entrenched spirit of inclusiveness 
that more accurately reflects the “deep laid realities of life in this country” (Morris 1998, p. 102). As 
opposed to many other clubs that have contributed to rugby league's checkered record regarding 
race, the Bluebags’ ingrained ethos of egalitarianism has meant that Aborigines and, more recently, 
Pacific Islanders have found a home at Henson Park. Admittedly, the club maintains an undeniably 
masculine, heterosexual identity, but its embrace of this country's two great racial Others (Harris 
2006, p. 100) has challenged white hegemony in rugby league. Coupled with the concentration of 
urban Aborigines around the Redfern-Newtown area, the arrival of thousands of immigrants to the 
Marrickville area following World War Two placed Newtown at the forefront of Sydney's 
burgeoning multiculturalism, and like the district it represents, the club has evolved into a fitting 
“repository” of this newfound plurality (Powell in Simic 2003, p. 228). 
 

"It was a bit hard to be accepted. You had barbs thrown at you but I just had to learn to 
disregard it. You could just imagine what they were calling you. But I was accepted at 

Newtown - that's why I went back there for four years," Bruce Olive, The Sydney Morning 
Herald, 2010. 

 
“’Racism pervades the whole of the spectrum,’ said Michael Anderson. Anderson, a leader 
of the Euahlayi people, played top-class league for Newtown in the 1970s. He also played 

bush footy and helped administer it,” Daniel Lewis, The Sydney Morning Herald, 2010.  
 

“Sydney’s urban black heart has been in the inner city much longer than people think. 
Before World War II, it was a bustling centre of Aboriginal life where people from 
country NSW found jobs and bought houses,” Debra Jopson, The Sydney Morning 

Herald, 2009. 
 

"FERGUSON, John. (Newtown 1980-1983) 73 games - 40t (135pts). (Easts 1984-85) 33 
games - 16t (64pts). (Canberra 1986-90) 94 games - 50t (200pts). (NSW 1985 & 1988-

89) 8 games - 1t (4 pts). (Australia 1985) 3 games (0 pts).  
 

Ferguson represented Country Seconds as a 23-year-old from Glen Innes in 1977 and 
was lured to Newtown two years later as a favour to former Newtown guru John 

Singleton," Alan Whiticker and Glen Hudson, The Encyclopaedia of Rugby League 
Players, 1999. 

 
The immense Aboriginal contribution to the Bluebags is a proud chapter of the Newtown narrative. 
Bruce Olive, recruited from the coal mines of Wollongong, is the oldest living Indigenous first 
grader having debuted for Newtown in 1964. Years later, Singleton brought personal friends Ray 
Blacklock, from Oberon, and John ‘Chicka’ Ferguson, from Glen Innes, to the Jets. The pair forged 
an electrifying wing partnership that helped steer Newtown to the 1981 grand final with Raudonikis 
at the helm. With his wife Heather, Blacklock currently runs Yorga Art, a Brisbane gallery that 
articulates the stories of the Noongar people of south-west Western Australia (Yorga Art 2012).  
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The Australian, January 27 1972. 

 



9 

 

 "Michael Anderson, whose name is to a certain extent synonymous with the early phase 
of the embassy, made the first statements from the lawns. He told the press: 

'As soon as they start tearing up Arnhem Land we're going to start tearing up bits of 
Australia … the land was taken from us by force … we shouldn't have to lease it … our 
spiritual beliefs are connected with the land'," S. Robinson, Aboriginal History, 1994. 

 
Perhaps Newtown's proudest Indigenous alumnus is a man who played just one single game in the 
top grade. Mick Anderson, whose solitary appearance for the Bluebags came in 1975, made a name 
for himself three years previous when he, Billy Craigie, Tony Coorey and Bertie Williams established 
the Aboriginal Tent Embassy on the 184th anniversary of British invasion, to protest the Coalition 
government's refusal to acknowledge native title (Robinson 1994).  
 
Now an elder in the Euahlayi nation around Walgett (Jackson 2010; Lewis 2010), Anderson would 
be pleased that Henson Park, located in Gadigal country, is a regular host of the annual Aboriginal 
‘knockout’ rugby league tournament. The gradual urbanisation of Aborigines has made it difficult to 
maintain a relationship with Indigenous culture (Jopson 2009; Donaldson 1996) but gatherings like 
the ‘knockout’ provide an important “vehicle for the continuation and regeneration of cultural 
traditions” (Norman 2006, p. 170) for inner-city Kooris clustered in “Sydney's urban black heart” 
around Redfern and Marrickville (Jopson 2009). Indeed, Henson is home to this “modern day 
Corroboree” (Norman 2006, p. 169). 
 

"I think I was the pioneer. If it wasn't for me, maybe they wouldn't have all the 
Polynesians there today," Oscar Danielson, The New Zealand Herald, 2012. 

 

Newtown's Polynesian groundbreakers. 
 
A glance at the Jets' team sheet for the 2012 grand final demonstrates the significance of Pacific 
Islanders to the modern Bluebags. Alofa, Tupou, Tagive, Vaiotu, Kara, Masoe, Seluini, Ailoamai, 
Houma, Liu and Latu all took part, illustrating a culture of inclusiveness that accurately reflects 
Sydney's multicultural reality. Their trailblazer was Oscar Danielson, the first ever Polynesian to play 
first grade rugby league. Fabled Bluebags coach Harry Bath recruited the Samoan-born prop from 
Auckland Marist in 1970, when Danielson was working the wharfs by day and pulling beers in a city 
pub by night (Rattue 2012). Later, ‘Lord’ Ted Goodwin, Ron Pilon, Tony Bickhoff and Mark Wright 
were among the Islanders who placed Newtown firmly at the vanguard of cultural pluralism in footy. 
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The Daily Mirror, August 7 1945. 

 
One of the most storied players in Newtown's history is Frank ‘Bumper’ Farrell, a cauliflower-eared 
front-rower whose head resembled a sock full of gravel. An ear-biter before Mike Tyson made it 
famous, Farrell led the Bluebags to their last top grade premiership in 1943 before rising to the rank 
of Inspector First Class in the NSW Police Force. A notoriously brutal player, Farrell earned an 
equally fearsome reputation as a money-laundering, gay-bashing, brothel-raiding, Aborigine-
harassing persecutor of all things “bohemian” (Herborn 2011, Layt 2002, Lee-Price 2008, Negus 
2004). I wonder what ‘Bumper’ would make of his old Newtown stomping ground now. 
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"Let's put this in this in perspective, this was Newtown. It was Newtown, which is a sort 
of basket-weavers' type suburb. It used to be a really tough, working-class suburb but 
it's been overtaken by other people at the moment," Ray Hadley, 2GB Continuous Call 

Team, 2011. 
 

"The Newtown Jets haven't played in the elite competition for more than 20 years but 
their jerseys are now more fashionable than ever," Roy Masters et al., The Sydney 

Morning Herald, 2008. 
 

"The Jets have struck themselves a niche in the market among the hip young things who 
have a vague memory of footy's glorious and often fabricated suburban history," Peter 

Lalor, The Australian, 2008. 
 
The Town Hall where Henry Hoyle, James Giltinan and Harry Hammill founded the club on 
January 14, 1908 is now a pub that offers $10 steaks Monday-Thursday. Across the road is the 
neighbourhood centre where Socialist Alternative meets every Saturday morning, and a hundred 
metres down King Street is Andrew Aiken and Juilee Pryor's ‘I have a dream’ mural. If Farrell was 
waging war on Sydney's inner-city bohemians, he evidently wasn't successful. 
 
His former club has grown into a fitting representative of their offbeat Newtown locale. Like the 
area itself, the Jets have room for those who don't fit in to the cultural ideal: the urban Aborigine, 
the newly-arrived Polynesian, the fallen NRL star who works on a building site from 7 till 4 before 
evening training. Sure, I'm not convinced there are thousands of “basket-weaving”, sandal-wearing, 
tofu-munching vegans strolling from Green Gourmet to Henson Park every other Saturday. But the 
Bluebags' spirit of nonconformism, of defying the establishment, of irreverence towards authority 
makes Newtown an inclusive, underclass icon of the quirky neighbourhood they represent. 
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"We did it in our true style today, just grinding it out," Daniel Mortimer, NMG Sports, 2012. 
 
At the Olympic Stadium, my seat for the 2012 grand final is situated just behind the Jets bench. 
When Nafe Seluini - a 22-year-old Samoan father of two who immigrated to Australia last year - 
leaps over for the match-winning try, the raucous band 300-or-so Jets fans huddled in the south-east 
corner erupt. So does the packed Petersham RSL, Enmore's Golden Barley Hotel, and Tempe's 
Cooks River Bowlo which part-owns the club. A large group of young Lebanese men here to watch 
the Canterbury-Bankstown Bulldogs in the NRL finale chant the name of compatriot Ahmad Ellaz. 
The rest of the crowd dotted sparsely around the arena give a hearty reception to the team that 
symbolises footy’s fondly remembered (or imagined) “Time Before” (Dening 2002); an era before 
Henson made way for Homebush in the name of progress. 
 

 
Terry Rowney and Ahmad Ellaz revel with a throng of supporters. 

 
Stephen Knight lumps sport with beaches, clothes, cars and tourism as superficial, exterior 
components of the Australian experience that fail to project the “deep laid realities of life in this 
country” (Morris 1998, p. 102), but I would suggest Newtown is an exception to this rule. The 
Bluebags have evolved from their white, working-class character (Ibid., p. 106) to more accurately 
reflect Sydney's multicultural milieu, by boldly embracing Australia's Indigenous and immigrant 
populations years before rival clubs. 
 
Admittedly, the ubiquitous can of KB symbolises the homosocial and heterosexual values that 
preclude Newtown's identity from encompassing the Australian character more broadly. Writing and 
researching from a white, straight, male perspective - as someone who isn't alienated by the 
emblematic tin of Cold Gold - I am forced to remind myself how limiting this dominant set of 
‘Aussie values’ can be. But within the white, homosocial, masculinist atmosphere of rugby league, 
the club that gave a start to Oliver and Danielson - and, in the contemporary era of Seluini and 
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Ellaz, continues to provide a repository for Sydney's racial Others - has successfully challenged the 
racial element of footy's prevailing hegemony. 
 

 
Daniel Mortimer and Mose Masoe bring the holy grail to the Petersham RSL. 

 
When Daniel Mortimer wrapped his hands around the NSW Cup trophy last September, I reckon 
Hoyle, Giltinan and Hammill would have been sitting in the King George V Stand in the sky, icy KB 
in hand, toasting what their club has become. A club that is indicative of the (albeit masculinist) 
Australian character: the myth of the transcendental defeat, the irreverence towards authority, and 
most proudly, the warm acceptance of those outside the cultural ideal. 
 

"After (a century) of survival, the Newtown Jets continue to provide rugby league fans with a small measure of 
the Australian dream. The battlers are still battling away," Alan Whiticker and Ian Collis, The History 

of Rugby League Clubs, 2006. 
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