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				Introduction

				Welcome to the second edition of Aussie Rules For Dummies, your handy guide to a uniquely Australian form of football, officially known as Australian Rules Football and affectionately called Aussie Rules. 

				Aussie Rules may be the most popular sport in Australia today, but that’s not because it’s an easy game to play or follow. You have to understand quite a lot about the rules, the plays and even the history of the game just to carry on a polite social conversation, let alone start kicking goals. No worries! 

				Aussie Rules For Dummies guides you through the ins and outs and behind posts of the entire sport from the viewing stands to the grounds and even behind the scenes. Whether you’re fully acquainted with this exciting game or a beginner keen to understand what on earth its devoted fans are shouting about, this book introduces you to all the details and nuances of Aussie Rules.

				About This Book

				This book helps you find out just what you want to know about Aussie Rules in general, and the AFL (Australian Football League) in particular. However, it’s not a book to read from start to finish, from page to page, although you can do this if you want. Rather, the book has been written and designed so that you can pick it up to find out about any aspect of Aussie Rules at any given time. Say, for example, you’re watching an AFL game on television and something happens to make you think, ‘Why is that?’ This book can help you discover the answer. 

				If you prefer, you can skip around first and learn the rules, and then go to where I explain how to develop the skills of the great Australian football code. Feel free to flip from page to page and absorb the information in your own time. 

				Whether you’re an established AFL star or a newcomer to the game doesn’t matter — there’s something for you in this book. 

				Why You Need This Book

				This friendly yet comprehensive guide to Australia’s most loved code of football provides a detailed explanation in plain English of the rules of Aussie Rules and how they came into being, techniques and strategies for actually playing the game, and key facts and figures to back you up in any game debate.

				If you attend a lot of Aussie Rules games or watch them on television and ask everyone around you a lot of questions, you may eventually get a fair understanding of the rules and history of the game. But when one fan tells you one thing and another gives you a slightly different answer, sooner or later you want to know the right answer from a reliable authority. Aussie Rules For Dummies can help you discover information about Aussie Rules that many diehard fans are yet to learn.

				If you’re eager to start playing, or already play but want to improve your form, this book is full of tips and tricks of the game to help you become a well-rounded player. I also provide lists of great players, past and present, who can serve as inspiring role models for players at every skill level.

				Archaeologists centuries from now may come across weird and wonderful figures such as 15.10 (100) d. 15.8 (98) and scratch their heads. Unless, of course, they happen to unearth a copy of this book; then they’ll be able to decipher what a score in Aussie Rules actually means. Even if you already know how Aussie Rules scoring works, you may find some other aspects of the game as puzzling as 40th-century archaeologists may find them. 

				How This Book is Organised

				This book is divided into sections called, cleverly enough, parts. These parts are divided into chapters. Each part covers a different aspect of the game. Istart with the basics in Part I and build from there, making this your easy-to-follow guide to Aussie Rules. The following list explains what’s in each part. 

				Part I: Before the First Bounce

				If you’re a newcomer to Aussie Rules, this part is the place to start — right at the beginning of the book. In this part, I explain the many benefits of following or playing Aussie Rules, as well as the basics of the game — the rules, the scoring system. You find information on what equipment you’ll need to play the game and how to read, rather than climb, a ladder. 

				Part II: Playing the Game

				Now, I really get down and dirty by explaining the nitty-gritty of the game. The part starts off with a chapter on the various playing positions. The terms ‘centre half-back’ and ‘ruckman’ will soon make sense and you’ll be able to identify those players when watching a game. Thinking of becoming an Aussie Rules champion? In this part, you’ll also find chapters covering the skills involved — kicking, and marking, handballing, bouncing and running, baulking and defending, and tackling — and routines for you to practise each. 

				Part III: Taking Your Game to the Next Level

				This part takes you through the different levels of playing Aussie Rules, from Little League and AFL Auskick, right through to the senior ranks, as well as the great big football world of suburban and country competitions around the country and the game as it’s played around the world. I also cover how the ‘draft’ works, training, how to avoid and treat injury, and information you need if you want to coach. 

				Part IV: The Australian Football League

				The indigenous Australian code of football is known officially around the world as Australian Rules Football, but the game’s governing body is the Australian Football League (AFL). In this part, I define the AFL and its development, including the historical influences on its formation in the late 19th century. 

				I also cover the people who run the game at AFL level and how they make their decisions. Aspects of each of the 16 AFL clubs — including their history and champions — are discussed at length, too, as well as the various medals they can win and the grounds they play on.

				Part V: The Spectator Sport

				So, you don’t want to play Aussie Rules. You just want to go to a game or even watch it on television. No worries! You can be involved in a lot of different ways. In this part, you’ll find information on how to join a club and follow the AFL competition via the various media available — newspapers, radio, television and the Internet. I show you how to get involved in tipping competitions and assess a football form — basically all the important and fun aspects of being a spectator. 

				Part VI: The Part of Tens

				This part is my favourite, as I get to name who I believe to be the tenbest players and goal kickers, and which teams and games I think are the best—ever! Writing this part was a labour of love, but it was far from being an easy task. This part is sure to stir discussion and even controversy. 

				See what you think.

				Part VII: Appendixes

				Here, you’ll find some helpful reference material. You’ll find lengthy lists of the premiership and medal winners, as well as books that I highly recommend for further reading. And, to get you in the know, I’ve included a list of the lingo used in the stands and the umpires’ signals. Enjoy! 

				Icons Used in This Book

				You’ll find the following icons throughout the book, which signify particular information:

				[image: league%20lingo.eps] This icon indicates terms used in the vocabulary of the game. Master this lingo and you’ll sound like an Aussie Rules veteran in no time.

				[image: footy%20flashback.eps] A book on Aussie Rules just wouldn’t be the same without reference to the great incidents and characters of the past. This icon flags stories about the game’s incidents and heroes, right from the birth of Aussie Rules.

				[image: main%20moment.eps] Because I’ve followed the AFL competition almost from the time I could walk, and I’ve been a football writer for more than 30 years, I’ve seen and experienced many amazing incidents. When I have my own tale to tell or want to throw in my five cents worth, I mark it with this icon.

				[image: TechnicalStuff.eps] The Tech Stuff icon provides technical information that you don’t need to know but you may find interesting. 

				[image: Remember.eps] The Remember icon indicates things you shouldn’t forget, because you may find the information useful in the future. (Now, where are those car keys?)

				[image: TIP.%20eps] You can find lots of helpful information and advice in paragraphs marked with the Tip icon.

				[image: WorldWideWeb.eps] This icon points you to Web sites that can help you find out more about this wonderful game.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part I

				Before the First Bounce 

				
				[image: 1.TIF]

				‘Sorry to break the news to you, but we actually play Aussie Rules up here . . . ’

				Glenn Lumsden

			

			

			
				In this part . . .

				To get you started, this part provides an introduction to Aussie Rules and what the game is all about. If you’re new to the sport, you can find out what you need to know to follow a game in this part.

				In Chapter 1, you discover why fans the world over believe the game is so great; you’ll also find a quick rundown on the object of the game. In Chapter 2, Iintroduce you to the basic rules of play, the role of each of the umpires in upholding those rules and the glory of final fever. In Chapter 3, you can find out all about the scoring system and how teams are rated, and then, in Chapter 4, I detail the gear needed to play.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Australia’s Greatest Game

				In This Chapter

				[image: missing image file]	Defining the object of the game

				[image: missing image file]	Discovering why Aussie Rules rules

				[image: missing image file]	Understanding the buzz of a live match

				At first sight, Aussie Rules may look like a wild-card combination of soccer, rugby, American football, basketball and a little beach volleyball thrown in, but it’s actually a wonderful, organically home-grown game that wasn’t invented by anyone and isn’t closely related to any of those other sports. From being a hotchpotch kick with a leather ball in the mid-19th century, Aussie Rules has developed into a hugely popular game in Australia, with interest developing all around the world. 

				From Australian football’s humblest beginnings, just a century and a half ago, the game now attracts an aggregate attendance of more than 7 million a season (attendances for 2007, including finals matches, totalled 7,049,945). That averages out at about 38,000 fans to each AFL game! Yet, way back when the competition was founded as the Victorian Football League (VFL) in1897, the total attendance that season was just 38,000 at an average of 5,133 per game. (For more history of the game, see Chapter 14.) 

				These figures relate only to the AFL competition, but hundreds of other competitions, small and large, are also growing in popularity. That means you can participate in or support local clubs at all kinds of levels, from junior to professional, wherever you live. Aussie Rules games are played all over Australia every weekend in winter, with the game now spreading its wings to places such as Britain, the United States, Europe and Japan, just to name a few. (See Chapter 8 for a detailed listing of leagues and competitions around Australia and the world.)

				The growing popularity of Aussie Rules can be attributed to a number of factors, but the main reasons are: It’s fun and fast-paced for both the players and spectators; it has a simple goal but room for complex strategies and tactics; and, on the home front at least, it inspires national pride in a sport that is uniquely Australian. 

				[image: main%20moment.eps]
								Why some play and some watch

									I watched the 1989 Hawthorn–Geelong grand final with Scotland soccer international Ray Stewart, who had competed in an international super-kick competition (with representatives from all the football codes from around the world), and he was easily able to follow the game. However, he was in shock at some of the extremely heavy physical contact, which left Hawthorn’s Robert DiPierdomenico coughing blood from a punctured lung and teammate Dermott Brereton with cracked ribs. Stewart turned to me late in the game and said: ‘I would not play this game for a million dollars.’ Oh, by the way, Hawthorn won by 6 points. This was regarded as one of the toughest, tightest grand finals for decades, but this grand final was surpassed for excitement by those of 2005 and 2006. The Sydney Swans and the West Coast Eagles clashed in both games, with the Swans defeating the Eagles by just 4 points in 2005. Then, in 2006, the Eagles pipped the Swans by just 1 point. Both these grand finals already have been labelled classic encounters. 

								

				The Object of the Game — Simplified

				Aussie Rules might look like a complicated game, but in reality it’s fairly simple. The basic object is to score more points than the opposition by kicking, handpassing and running the ball between the goalposts for goals orinto the scoring zone for fewer points. 

				One of the field umpires starts the game (and each quarter of 20 minutes) by standing in the centre square, holding the ball high and blowing a whistle. This action signals for the timekeepers to start the clock. (For details of the playing field and the location of the umpires, see Chapter 2.)

				[image: league%20lingo.eps] The field umpire then bounces the ball in the centre circle. Two players, one from each team (the ruckmen), then jump for the ball with the intent of hitting it to their teammates. The players then try to move the ball towards their goals by either handpassing (holding the ball in one hand and punching it with the other hand) or kicking it. When in possession of the ball, a player must bounce it on the ground at least every 15 metres. For information on positions, see Chapter 5 and, for the skills of the game, see Chapters 6 and 7. 

				[image: league%20lingo.eps] If a player kicks the ball and another player, either his teammate or the opposition, catches it (called a mark) then that player can stop play without fear of being tackled by the opposition. When a team has the ball within reach of a goal, usually 50 metres or closer, they then try to kick a goal. 

				One of the two timekeepers signals the end of each quarter and the game by a whistle.

				The game is stopped only in one of the following circumstances:

				[image: check.png] A goal is scored, in which case the ball is bounced in the centre circle again, as at the start of the match. 

				[image: check.png] A behind is scored (when the ball goes between a goalpost and a behind post or is touched as it goes between the goalposts), in which case the opposition kicks the ball from the goal square back into play.

				[image: check.png] The ball goes out of the boundary lines, in which case a boundary umpire throws the ball back into play.

				[image: check.png] One, or more, of the players is injured.

				[image: check.png] An umpire sends a player from the field because of the blood rule.

				[image: league%20lingo.eps] Players can obstruct opposing players off the ball — called shepherding— if they’re within 5 metres of the ball, but they can’t push or tackle a player who doesn’t have possession of the ball. If they do so, a free kick is awarded to the opponent. Free kicks are also awarded for: Throwing the ball; being tackled fairly by your opponent and then dropping the ball; and kicking the ball out of bounds on the full. 

				Why Aussie Rules Is the Best

				Every fan of every code of football argues that his or her code is the world’s best. But, in my humble opinion, only Aussie Rules fans are right: It undoubtedly is the best game of all. And, although it’s not an international code, progress is being made in that direction (see Chapter 8 for more information on the global movement of the game). 

				How do I know Aussie Rules is the best? Simple! Because it’s the only football code in the world that has fans roaring with excitement from start to finish. 

				In comparison, soccer involves magnificent skills but you could go to sleep waiting for a score. And I can’t stay interested in a game that could tie at 0–0. Likewise, the stop-and-start nature of American football means a stop-and-start reaction with my emotions. Either of the rugby codes, union or league, just makes me question why it’s called a code of football, as it looks more like mobile wrestling to me! Give me Aussie Rules any day. (But then, I am biased: Come on, Swans!)

									[image: main%20moment.eps]
								The Main attraction

									As a boy, I never, ever missed a South Melbourne match. I went wherever the Swans were playing until I left junior football ranks to play in a suburban competition on Saturday afternoons. Even then I had someone listen to the radio to follow the Swans’ progress. The Swans relocated to Sydney in 1982, making it much more difficult for me to see them play every week. However, I now go to all their matches in Melbourne and fly to Sydney for ‘home’ games once or twice a season. Yes, I’m a tragic Swans fan. But I’m not alone: Thousands of loyal fans travel great distances to keep up with their favourite teams — when you’re hooked on Aussie Rules, it’s a lifetime commitment.

								

				The 2005 and 2006 Sydney–West Coast grand finals created enormous excitement (refer to the sidebar ‘Why some play and some watch’ earlier in this chapter). Australia came to a standstill while these games were played at the Melbourne Cricket Ground in front of 92,000 fans. These grand finals truly reflected the enormity of the interest in football on a national scale. The matches were played between one team from Sydney and the other from Perth, on opposite sides of Australia, and played in Melbourne. You can’t get much more national than that. You could have fired a rocket down the main streets of these three cities without hitting anyone. Everyone was watching the grand finals in both years.

				Whether you want to play the game, watch it from the stands or from the comfort of your lounge chair, following, in no particular order, are the reasons why you need to be involved in the greatest game of all.

				Having heaps of fun

				Watching or playing Aussie Rules is heaps of fun. Just imagine the sun is shining, the grass is mown and you’re going to play the world’s great game. Or it’s Sunday, you’re sitting on the couch with a beverage and a snack and a match is about to play. In fact, the word ‘fun’ is entirely inadequate. Perhaps I should use the term ‘unbridled joy’. Yeah, that’s better!

				Aussie Rules builds camaraderie among members of a team, members of a club and even between fans who don’t know each other but find themselves cheering for the same team in a bar halfway around the world. Footballers at all levels revel in the mateship of playing together. Lifelong friendships are made and countless team reunions are held across Australia every week of every season. Additionally, sitting with people who feel the same way as you do about the game and a particular team can help build friendships.

				Football may be a winter game, but it can be played all year round. For example, Aussie Rules is played in Darwin in summer because, believe it or not, the winters there are too dry and the weather too hot. The rain during the wet season in summer softens the grounds and therefore reduces the risk of injury. Elsewhere in Australia, Aussie Rules is generally a winter sport, but played almost any day of the week. You can find many, many weekend competitions, with games played on Saturdays and/or Sundays, but you may also seek out a few weekday competitions.

				And you don’t have to play the game to enjoy it; watching Aussie Rules or coaching it are just as enjoyable. Most women have never played Aussie Rules, but some of them are the game’s greatest fans. For example, former Victorian premier Joan Kirner is a devoted Essendon fan. (See Chapter 8 for more information on women’s teams and Chapter 13 for the full list of AFL teams.) 

				Additionally, you can have lots of fun as part of a club. Current estimates indicate that more than five million Australians are keen, if not avid, AFL fans. For more information on the advantages of being a member of a club, see Chapter 17.

				Finding fitness and health 

				What better way to get fit than by training for and playing Aussie Rules? The benefits are enormous. Playing this code of football requires the highest possible level of fitness at the elite level, but even the average ‘hack’ suburban footballer needs some aerobic capacity to play the game. So, do your body a favour and get involved. 

								No cheers, just tears

									The camaraderie involved in football can be best exemplified by the reaction of Essendon captain James Hird when he learned before the start of the 2002 season that teammate Damien Hardwick was being traded to rival club Port Adelaide. Hird shed a tear at Essendon’s annual general meeting when he was told his 2000 premiership teammate was moving on. When Hird retired at the end of the 2007 season, he was given a hero’s farewell, and teammates likewise shed quiet tears.

								

				Even if you’re the worst player in Aussie Rules history, the exercise will do you good. Even if you don’t get a kick or a handpass, or even if you fail to touch the ball, just running around can give you a cardio workout, improve your coordination and tone your leg muscles. Playing the game is a whole lot healthier than eating pies and hot-dogs in the grandstand.

				Plus, the sport has a range of benefits for your mental wellbeing. What better way to relax and forget the worries of life than sitting through a match for more than two and a half hours? Believe me, when the game is in progress and you’re supporting your team, nothing else matters. You’ll forget your work and your worries. The time becomes yours, and you’ll have nothing else in mind but the big game.

				On top of that, physical restrictions are no barrier to the game. For some sports you have to be a certain height or a specific size, but not so with Aussie Rules. You can be just 168 centimetres (or even smaller) to get a game, or be as big as Fremantle’s Aaron Sandilands, who, at 212 centimetres, is the tallest man to have played at VFL/AFL level. Lean, heavily built, tall, small. It doesn’t matter. Aussie Rules is a game for everyone.

				Enjoying the passion and challenge 

				The passion that’s generated when you take the playing field with 17 like-minded players is amazing. You change into your playing gear as individuals and, hey presto, as soon as you take the field you’re part of the team. And, believe me, when the scores are close, near the end of play, you’d be amazed at how much passion the difference between victory and defeat can generate.

									[image: main%20moment.eps]
								Always on a Sunday

									I couldn’t get enough football as a junior. I played three matches a week — with my house team at school, with the school team and, on Sundays, with my club team, West Preston YCW (Young Christian Workers). My school had banned football with a club, but how was it going to learn of my rule breaking? Several boys from that team went on to play in the VFL (now AFL) and they included Brendan Hackwill, Gary Lazarus and John Bahen (all Fitzroy), and Kevin Hall (Carlton). Yet today’s footballers complain that playing even once a week is a tough call. Mind you, I played lowly amateur football; in professional AFL the hits are much harder.

								

								Ask and you shall receive

									During pre-season training in 1992, a tall young man walked into the rooms at Essendon’s Windy Hill ground and asked if he could have a trial with the Bombers. Sight unseen, Steve Alessio was given a trial and proved to be a revelation. He made his Essendon debut that year and went on to become a premiership ruckman. See, it can happen to anyone.

								

				To the casual observer, Aussie Rules appears to be a dangerous sport — and it can be. The players wear little or no padding and the tackling can be ferocious. (For details on the gear you need to play, see Chapter 4.) But the best way to play the game is without fear, and playing it is a good way to fight your fears. 

				Aussie Rules may be a relatively dangerous game because of the lack of padding and other protection, but I believe this aspect can build character. Besides, it doesn’t have anywhere near the in-your-face aggression of rugby union or rugby league. Overcoming your own fears is a great lesson for life. 

				Playing Aussie Rules can also lead to a professional career. Yes, this scenario may be stretching the imagination, but it can happen. Who knows how good you may become? Everyone has to start somewhere, and AFL history is riddled with cases of ‘unknowns’ becoming stars of the game.

				Don’t Just Be a Television Fan

				Aussie Rules is great to watch, ‘live’ or on television. If you live in a remote area of Australia or overseas, you may be unable to see a live match. But, if possible, make the effort to get to a game. 

				You never forget the experience of a live Aussie Rules game. Apart from observing the skills and excitement of the game itself, you can relish mixing with fans from all walks of life and chuckle at their banter, good-humoured or otherwise. Like thousands of other fans, you can fall in love with the colour, spectacle and non-stop flow of the game.

									[image: footy%20flashback.eps]
								Good things come in small packages

									Jim ‘Nipper’ Bradford, who played seven games with Collingwood in 1943 and nine with North Melbourne in 1949, is believed to be the smallest man to play at VFL/AFL level. Bradford stood just 152 centimetres, or 5 feet in the old imperial measure.

								

				[image: footy%20flashback.eps] Players also get a buzz, with Sydney’s 1996 preliminary final win over Essendon the perfect example. The Swans won by a point on the last kick of the game to enter their first grand final for 51 years. The players were so excited they formed a human pyramid by jumping on each other in sheer joy. Then, when the Swans won the 2005 grand final, the tears of long-suffering fans of the red and white ran down thousands of cheeks. It was arguably the most emotional triumph in football history. The Swans hadn’t won a flag since 1933, had been banished from South Melbourne to Sydney in 1982, had overcome near extinction and finally had triumphed. It’s also a two-way street, and the more the fans support the team, the more the team supports each other and the fans. Geelong, in 2007, also experienced the joy of winning a premiership after a long drought, with a resounding win of 119 points. The score was Geelong 24.19 (163) to Port Adelaide’s 6.8 (44). The Cats’ previous premiership was in 1963, so little wonder Geelong fans celebrated long and hard.

				If you happen to miss an important game for your favourite team or can’t quite get to all the live games you want to see, you can enjoy Aussie Rules anyway, through radio, television, the Internet, and newspapers and magazines (see Chapter 19 for more on football media). Thousands of fans who can’t get to games still follow every kick, every handpass, every score through the media. 

								Ownership of the pink swan kind

									Fancy owning a football team? Well, once upon a time, you could have done just that. No AFL club currently has private ownership, but the Sydney Swans and the Brisbane Bears (now Lions) once were in private hands. The Swans at one stage during the mid-1980s were owned by the flamboyant doctor Geoffrey Edelsten, whose other claim to fame was flying around Sydney in a pink helicopter. The Bears at one stage in the late 1980s were owned by businessman Christopher Skase, who later fled Australia to escape his creditors.

								

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Getting a Grip on the Basics

				In This Chapter

				[image: missing image file]	Timing the game

				[image: missing image file]	Defining the umpires — they’re not referees

				[image: missing image file]	Signalling the game

				[image: missing image file]	Ruling on the play

				[image: missing image file]	Gauging the grounds

				[image: missing image file]	Following the season

				[image: missing image file]	Fronting for the finals and the grandest day of all 

				Australian football has evolved from a rough-and-tumble affair into today’s highly sophisticated sport with specific rules and a unique playing structure. The result is a true Aussie game with a charm that appeals to ever-growing numbers of people around the country.

				The code of Aussie Rules is constantly evolving, watched over by the Australian Football League and its Rules Review Committee, which fine-tunes the game from season to season. Although no single change over the past four or five decades can be said to have revolutionised the game, almost every year sees a subtle change to one rule or another, each designed to keep the game moving forward.

				For example, in the past, a player kicking off after a behind had to wait for the goal umpire to finish waving a flag before he could take his kick. The AFL recently changed this rule so that the goal umpire only has to signal with one finger that a behind has been scored and the player can take his kick. 

				[image: league%20lingo.eps] Another recent change is to the past practice of using only one ball for an entire game, unless it had been kicked out of the ground and someone had stolen it (it has happened), or using a new ball for each quarter in wet and heavy conditions. Now bags of balls sit behind each set of goalposts. This change makes the game much faster and it’s now common to see teams score what are known as coast-to-coast goals. That is, the player kicking out after a behind quickly moves the ball to a running teammate, who, in turn, passes to other teammates for a goal, without the opposition touching the ball. Easier said than done, but highly entertaining when it comes off.

				The key to the game’s appeal and success is its momentum. You won’t find stop–start play in Australian football. Aussie Rules is go, go, go! That’s why marching bands and drum majorettes are rarely seen at an Aussie Rules ground. In Australian football, the football is the entertainment, and Aussie Rules fans constantly make it clear that this is how they want it.

				Australian football can be a complicated sport to the uninitiated, so an understanding of the basic rules and scoring makes the game a lot easier to follow. If you’re a newcomer to Aussie Rules, this chapter helps you watch a match without asking the fan sitting next to you: ‘What on earth is happening?’ If you’re an old hand, sit back and enjoy the ride, because I guarantee to deliver plenty of fascinating Aussie Rules trivia to get you through your next quiz night.

				In this chapter, I unravel the reasons why Aussie Rules is such a popular football code, and I cover the basics of the game. You can discover the reason the game is divided into quarters, the size of the field, the length of the season and, most important, what makes your emotions soar at finals time.

									[image: footy%20flashback.eps]
								Swan dive

									With much fanfare in the 1980s, the Sydney Swans introduced a group of marching girls called the Swanettes. This glamorous team amused the crowds for a while, but went the way of the dodo after a couple of years, when the promoters realised that the squad of long-legged beauties was having no effect on ticket sales.

									Cheerleaders are no longer part of the game. It was a short-lived experiment and no-one seems to miss them. Besides, they never appeared during the quarter- and three-quarter-time breaks because these breaks between play last just 6 minutes, and because the players remain on the ground in team huddles.

									Half-time breaks last 20 minutes, and almost all matches at AFL level have Little League (school-age) or AFL Auskick (a program designed to introduce youngsters to playing the game) matches during the main break.

									Instead of dancing girls to open the day’s entertainment, many competitions pit their reserves sides against each other in what is called a curtain-raiser. These pre-match reserves games have been included for more than 60years, except for a short period just before and after World War II, when baseball matches were played to entertain the fans in the lead-up to senior matches. Baseball was scrapped in favour of reserves matches as curtain-raisers when officials saw the opportunity to promote the Australian sport. Reserves matches as curtain-raisers may still be common in suburban and country football, but are rarely played before AFL matches. There’s no specific AFL reserves competition and the only real chance of seeing a reserves team in action is to go to a Geelong match at its Skilled Stadium home, where, a couple of times a season, the Geelong reserves are in action. The Geelong Football Club fields a side in the Victorian Football League (once the Victorian Football Association) competition against teams like Port Melbourne, Sandringham or North Ballarat.

								

				Four Quarters Make a Whole

				[image: league%20lingo.eps] Before the game’s basic rules (known as codification) were drawn up in 1859, games of Australian football often lasted an entire day. Because no rules existed, teams had any number of players and massive scrimmages were common.

				The basic idea was to push the ball over a goal line — yes, just once — and the first team to do this was declared the winner. A victory usually took time — plenty of time. In fact, games often lasted four or five hours, and teams often resumed the battle the next day, or the next week.

				These games were played with no breaks and, although some players had a rest on the sidelines if necessary, any number of other players joined the fray. In other words, games usually were free-for-alls. (Check out Chapter 14 for more details on the establishment of the Victorian Football League.)

				[image: footy%20flashback.eps] One famous football match between Scotch College and Melbourne Grammar School lasted two days, with the scores level at the end of the first day’s play. Eager to have a result, the combatants decided to return the following week, with Scotch College finally successful — and MGS probably surrendering exhausted!

				Even in the latter part of the 19th century, when lengthy games were the norm, the game was divided into four quarters, and this structure has continued since the establishment of the AFL. What has changed, however, is the length of the quarters. Until 1997, each quarter lasted 25 minutes, plus what is known as time on. Today, each quarter lasts 20 minutes, plus time on.

				Counting Time On

				[image: league%20lingo.eps] Time on is extra time added to each quarter to make up for dead time during the play. For example, play may be suspended while an injury receives attention, while the ball goes out of play, while the ball is taken back to the centre after a goal is scored and so on. Each of these gaps in play is called dead time.

				Two independent timekeepers, appointed by the AFL for each match, keep track of time on by following whistles and signals from the field umpires. The amount of time on due in a quarter is a closely guarded secret.

				Only the timekeepers — and maybe sports writers who sit next to the timekeepers — know precisely how much time on is to be added to the game. So only the timekeepers know when the last second of the game has been reached, and this secret is what can make the conclusion of a game so exciting.

									[image: footy%20flashback.eps]
								Saints and sirens

									One of the timekeepers in the famous 1966 St Kilda versus Collingwood grand final, Fred Farrell (an avid St Kilda supporter), was so excited by the Saints’ 1-point win that he blew the siren for more than ten seconds. Rumour has it that a colleague had to prise Farrell’s finger from the button.

									The day is remembered too as the day that St Kilda fans jigged with delight in the aisles to celebrate their team’s first — and so far only — premiership.

									Excited fans have been known to invade grounds and cause numerous incidents in the mistaken belief that the final siren has blared. South Melbourne fans were so excited by their team narrowly leading Collingwood in the final minutes of a match at the Lake Oval in 1970 that they jumped the fence, following several fans who thought the siren had sounded. Police had to clear the ground before the match could re-start. South eventually won by just 1 point.

									St Kilda was involved in another siren sensation in the 2006 season, against Fremantle at the Aurora Stadium, Launceston. St Kilda was trailing by 1 point when the timekeepers signalled the end of the match. However, the umpires failed to hear the siren and St Kilda’s Steven Baker scored a behind. The match therefore was a draw, or was it? The AFL investigated and, two days later, declared the game should have ended when the timekeeper pressed the siren button and the match was awarded to Fremantle.

								

				Imagine a scene where a team is leading by just 1 point, and the other team can win with just seconds to go. The cheering crowds are on their feet, their suspense enhanced by the fact that they don’t know how long time on is going to last. Finally, the last second is counted off, agreed by the two timekeepers. One of the timekeepers presses the button and the loud siren — never referred to as a hooter — sounds across the ground, and the crowd and the players suddenly realise the game is over. 

				The Men Who Call the Shots

				Umpires control the game of Australian football. They use a range of signals to call infringements or decisions on the play, and your understanding of these signals is the key to how much you enjoy watching the game.

				For example, when an umpire stops play and makes the signal to award (or pay) a free kick, you’re going to enjoy the whole procedure more if you know exactly why the game has been stopped and the exact nature of the infringement. See ‘Umpiring Signals’ later in this chapter.

				But the umpiring of Aussie Rules, with its vigorous signals and colourful characters, wasn’t always the sophisticated game you see played today. In the early years of the code, the competing captains called rule infringements. Naturally this system was far from ideal, with captains creating strange and wonderful interpretations of the rules.

				[image: main%20moment.eps] Umpiring is a highly specialised skill mostly taken up by people who prefer the official side of the sport to playing the game. A famous exemption to this rule was Lawrence ‘Lardie’ Tulloch, who captained Collingwood to two premierships in 1902 and 1903. He then turned his hand to umpiring and became the main man for the 1907 grand final, in which Carlton defeated South Melbourne.

				[image: footy%20flashback.eps] Field and boundary umpires for decades wore all-white shirts and shorts, and black socks. This tradition changed in the 1990s when the AFL introduced red and blue to the shirts, and blue socks. Then, for the new millennium, the AFL introduced coloured uniforms for umpires. They now wear red, yellow, green or even orange shirts, shorts and socks, depending on the colours worn by the competing teams because their uniforms can’t show any favouritism. For example, if Sydney (red and white) plays Hawthorn (gold and brown) the umpires would probably wear a neutral green uniform.

				Field umpires

				[image: footy%20flashback.eps] The first use of a field umpire was in a Melbourne versus Carlton game in 1866. However, umpires weren’t used in major matches until 1872. Popular belief has it that the first umpire to wear a white uniform was George Coulthard in South Australia in 1880. Figure 2-1 shows the dress code of a modern-day field umpire. Regardless of the colours they wear, umpires still cop abuse from fans, who once called them ‘white rabbits’ — now they call them yellow or green rabbits — and worse.

				Until 1975, only one field umpire controlled the game in the senior Victorian Football League (now AFL) competition. The use of two umpires was introduced in 1976 and expanded to three umpires for senior games in 1994. Most junior and amateur matches still use two field umpires. 

				

						Figure 2-1: The current uniforms of the goal umpire (left), and boundary and field umpires (right). Field umpire uniforms are distinguished by a number on the back. 

							[image: 2-1.psd]
				Boundary and goal umpires

				In addition to field umpires, Aussie Rules today has two boundary umpires and two goal umpires. Their roles are as follows:

				[image: check.png] Boundary umpires wear similar uniforms to those of field umpires (see Figure 2-1) — the only difference is that field umpires have a number on the back of their shirts — and patrol either side of the ground to decide when the ball has gone out of play (over the boundary line). 

				[image: footy%20flashback.eps] The first recorded use of boundary umpires was in a match at Ballarat in 1891; however, the league didn’t officially introduce boundary umpires until 1903.

				[image: check.png] Goal umpires, up until recently, wore long trousers, white coats and hats (see Figure 2-2). These uniforms were, to say the least, quaint. When the AFL played a series of exhibition matches in the United States and Canada in 1988, fans regarded the goal umpires as part of the attraction. They now wear long trousers, a coloured shirt and baseball-type cap (see Figure 2-1). Goal umpires decide whether to record a goal (6 points) or a behind (1 point) and keep the official tally of these scores. (For more information on, er, behinds, check out Chapter 3.)

				The official score tally of the goal umpires decides the match result, even though the scoreboard may indicate a different score. All AFL scoreboards are operated by attendants, with some of these scoreboards electronic and some operated manually. These attendants rarely make mistakes, although every now and then an extra behind can be added or missed.

				At the end of each quarter, goal umpires signal the scoreboard attendants to confirm whether the scores are correct. If the goal umpires cross their flags, the signal represents an incorrect score. Waving the flags indicates a correct score.

				Footballers can no longer ‘hide’ from umpires and rarely get away with infringements of the rules, especially at AFL level, where video cameras follow every angle of the game. Players can be cited on video offences and are frequently warned: If you do the crime, you do the time. In other words, if a player is found guilty of punching, gouging and so on, he is suspended.

						Figure 2-2: The old uniform of the goal umpire. 

							[image: 4_2.02.eps]
				Umpiring Signals

				Umpires have developed a number of common signals over the years to indicate long distance by hand gestures when a violation or score is made or when the ball goes out of bounds. This section explains some of the most common signs you may see umpires using on the field today.

				[image: TIP.%20eps] Study these signals carefully and you’ll be able to follow the game much more easily. Memorising the umpires’ gestures helps you know which rules have been infringed and why umpires pay particular free kicks. (You can also join in the arguments about penalties or whether the ball was in or out more quickly if you recognise the umpires’ signs.)

				General signals during play

				Field umpires use a number of signals to indicate exactly which decision they’ve made in certain circumstances. This part of the game was developed over several seasons about 20 years ago. Officials realised that fans needed to know why certain decisions were made, so umpires responded to this need with informal signals. These signals have slowly been incorporated into the game and are well recognised by the game’s devotees. 

				Following are the signals you’re most likely to see field umpires use during play:

				[image: check.png] A 50-metre penalty: These penalties are awarded against players who try to slow down an opponent by holding on to him for an unnecessarily long time after a free kick or mark, or running between the player with the ball for a set kick and the man on his mark. These penalties are also paid if a player on the mark or one of his teammates abuses the umpire. The field umpire then puts up a hand and waves the offending player towards him while he runs backwards to mark out the 50-metre penalty.

				[image: check.png] All clear: After a team has scored and the goal umpire has made his signal, the field umpire puts both hands to his mouth and calls ‘all clear’.

				[image: check.png] Around the neck: Grabbing or touching a player around the head, neck or shoulders is illegal. These are no-go zones for safety reasons, and an umpire paying a free kick in such cases puts his right hand across his left shoulder, or vice versa if he is left-handed.

				[image: league%20lingo.eps][image: check.png] Ball-up: The field umpire crosses his arms in front of his chest to signify that he will take the ball and bounce it to clear congestion in play. This often follows a legitimate tackle that cannot result in a free kick to the tackler because the player being tackled did not have prior opportunity to get rid of the ball by hand or foot. The term prior opportunity is therefore critical in these decisions.

				[image: check.png] Blood rule: When a player is ordered from the ground because he has blood on his body or playing uniform, the field umpire informs the player and then raises his forearms and crosses them in front of his face. The game is stopped until the player sent from the field is replaced by a teammate in exactly the same position.

				[image: check.png] Clean mark: If a player, for example, takes a disputed mark in a pack and the field umpire rules it legal, he puts his hands in front of his face sideways (as shown in Figure 2-3) as a signal that the player has, indeed, taken the mark.

				[image: check.png] Holding the ball: If the player being tackled has had prior opportunity to get rid of the ball and is deemed by the field umpire to have held the ball too long or to have incorrectly disposed of the ball, a free kick is paid to the tackler. The umpire will bend at 45 degrees to the ground and then cross his arms with a sweeping motion. Fans, after almost every tackle, sweat on the umpire’s movements and know exactly which sign they wish to see, or not see, depending on which team they support.

				[image: check.png] In the back: Pushing an opponent in the back is illegal in Aussie Rules and the umpire paying a free kick because of this infringement merely imitates a push by pressing his hands forwards as if into an imaginary back.

						Figure 2-3: The field umpire’s signal for a clean mark.

							[image: 4_2.03.eps]
				[image: check.png] Kicking in danger: Trying to hack the ball out of the pack by foot is illegal, because it may put other players in danger of injury. This freekick is not paid very often because footballers are aware of dangerous play. However, when a ‘kicking in danger’ free kick is paid,thefield umpire signifies this decision by taking an imaginary  kick.

				[image: check.png] Running too far: If a player runs more than 15 metres with the ball without bouncing it, the field umpire will pay a free kick to the opposition. He will signal this by twirling his wrists over each other in a whirling motion. This gesture is similar to the ‘travelling’ signal in basketball. 

				[image: check.png] Touched, play on: Many times a player feels he has taken a mark, yet the ball has been touched by another player — teammate or opposition — downfield or even in the pack. In such instances, the field umpire calls out ‘play on’ and waves his hands in the air.

				[image: check.png] Trip: A trip can be made by hand or foot and any tackle below the kneeis regarded as a trip. In either case, the field umpire lifts a leg andwraps a hand around the ankle to signal the trip, as shown in Figure2-4.

				Figure 2-4: The field umpire’s signal for a trip.

				[image: 4_2.04.eps]
				Goal signals

				The goal umpire determines the results of any kick for goal by the following signals:

				[image: check.png] Behind: The goal umpire raises just one finger, much to the dismay of some fans and the delight of the others. A behind is scored when the ball goes between a goalpost and a behind post, or if it goes through the goals but is touched by any player. A behind is worth 1 point. 

				[image: check.png] Goal!!!: The goal umpire raises a finger of each hand and points them forwards, much like an imaginary gunslinger. Of course, the crowd sweats on these decisions, especially if the shots for goal are very close.

				[image: league%20lingo.eps][image: check.png] Hit the post: If the ball hits a goalpost, whether or not it bounces through, it’s a behind, and the goal umpire pats that goalpost to indicate what is known to fans as a poster, and is worth a point.

				[image: check.png] Out of bounds on the full or on the bounce: The ball is out of bounds if it goes over the boundary line or hits the behind post. If it hits the behind post on the full (without hitting the ground after being kicked and without being touched), a free kick is awarded against the player who kicked the ball. To indicate ‘out of bounds on the full’, the goal umpire runs to the nearest behind post and extends one arm parallel to the ground, as shown in Figure 2-5. This signal assists the boundary umpire, who may be 20 metres or more away, during a quick passage of play. If it’s not out on the full, and therefore is on the bounce, the goal umpire runs to the nearest behind post and points to the ground to indicate that the ball didn’t go out of bounds on the full and that it should be thrown in by the boundary umpire on that side of the ground.

				[image: check.png] Touched: The goal umpire uses one hand to tap the top of his other hand, indicating the ball was touched before it went through the goals. He then raises one finger to signal a behind.

						Figure 2-5: The goal umpire’s signal for ‘out of bounds on the full’.

				[image: 2-5.ai]
				Boundary signals

				The boundary umpire generally decides whether the ball has crossed the boundary line. Here are their signals:

				[image: check.png] Touched over the line: If the ball goes over the boundary line after being touched or hitting the ground, the boundary umpire raises his right arm and blows a whistle to signify there will be a throw-in. The boundary umpire then throws the ball over his head and back into play. 

				[image: check.png] Out on the full: Any time the ball goes over the boundary line, it is said to be ‘out’. If the ball goes over the line on the full without being touched, the boundary umpire points to the boundary line where the ball crossed the line in the air. The opposition then takes a free kick.

				Aussie Rules, Okay!

				To the casual observer, Australian football looks like a freewheeling, spontaneous sport, devoid of rules. Not so! Whole books are filled with the rules of the game, but the hitch is that most of these rules and sub-rules are open to interpretation.

				For example, holding on to an opponent who doesn’t have the ball in possession is illegal. However this situation begs the question of what constitutes holding an opponent. Does holding an opponent mean using a full-nelson wrestling hold to restrict an opponent, or is it just grabbing a rival by the back of the shorts?

				Strictly speaking, any holding of an opponent is illegal. However, umpires generally interpret the holding rule to mean the holding of a player who doesn’t have the ball and who’s trying to win possession of the ball.

									[image: footy%20flashback.eps]
								To’s and throws

									The game of Aussie Rules banned throwing the ball back in the game’s early days. Then the Victorian Football Association (formed in 1897) introduced a throw rule in 1920.

									The throw rule played a part in Australian football for more than 20 years. But controversy raged — controversy raging is a major art form in Aussie Rules — and the 1940s saw the end of the throwing rule.

									The victors in this clash were the members of the Victorian Football League, who convinced the Association that the passing of the ball with a clenched fist (also known as handball ) was an essential skill.

								

				In other words, holding of the player must be obvious and restricting. This may sound confusing if you’re not familiar with the game, but with practice you can tell when a player in your favourite team is being restricted. And it won’t take you long to join the other fans trying to educate the umpire through that strange Aussie Rules language that consists of loud hooting and derision.

				Australian football has about 20 main rules. Each has a large number of sub-rules, and most are open to interpretation. Sub-rules are helpful to know, but won’t necessarily improve your enjoyment of the game. Try these for a bit of fun:

				[image: check.png] Metallica: Players are banned from wearing jewellery, because rings, bracelets and neck chains can cause injury.

				[image: check.png] Weigh cool: The dry weight of the ball must be between 450 grams and 500 grams.

				[image: check.png] Bad vibes: A player is not allowed to shake a goalpost while a rival is trying to score.

				[image: check.png] Medico no-no: A free kick can be awarded against a team whose club medical officer interferes with the ball.

				To fully enjoy the game of Australian football, you don’t need to overly concern yourself with learning these endless curios. In fact, only a handful of the most dedicated fans know and understand these intricacies in the rules. However, knowing the following rules is essential to understanding and enjoying Australian football:

				[image: league%20lingo.eps][image: check.png] Passing the ball: A ball can only be kicked or handpassed with a clenched fist. Throwing the ball is illegal. Handpassing, or handballing, is the game’s most distinguishing feature and has become a highly developed skill. (Check out Chapter 7 for more details on passing the ball.) 

				[image: check.png] Catching the ball: If the ball is kicked more than 15 metres and isn’t touched in flight, a player can catch the ball and claim a mark, which I discuss further in Chapter 6. This means the player has the option of stepping back to take his kick or handpassing, or he can play on. Playing on, he immediately runs away from where the mark was taken. (I talk more about playing on in Chapter 7.)

				[image: check.png] Holding an opponent: Holding on to an opponent who doesn’t have the ball is illegal. However, if an opponent is in possession and plays on, he’s open game. A player in this position can be tackled and thrown to the ground — the harder the better, to make sure he’s just that little more hesitant the next time he tries to play on. The tackle must be below the shoulders, but not below the knee, which would allow the umpires to call an illegal tackle.

				[image: check.png] Being thoroughly mean and nasty: Pushing an opponent in the back or throwing an opponent to the ground after he has kicked or handpassed the ball is illegal. Other illegal moves include:

				[image: league%20lingo.eps] Deliberately kicking the ball out of bounds on the full (which means the ball flies over the boundary line without bouncing, orbeing touched by another player)

				•	Tripping an opponent

				•	Kicking an opponent

				•	Striking or maiming an opponent

				•	Striking an umpire (Heaven forbid!)

				[image: check.png] Being racist: Racial vilification is no longer tolerated in Australian society; nor is racism accepted on the football field. Any AFL player who makes a racist or ethnic remark or gesture must go through a conciliation process or face the consequences — usually suspension.

				[image: league%20lingo.eps] If any breaches of these rules occur, one of the field umpires awards a free kick against the offending player. If an infringement occurs after a free kick, the field umpire can declare an additional penalty and the ball is moved 50metres downfield against the offending team. This is known as a 50-metre penalty.

									[image: footy%20flashback.eps]
								Kicked out

									David Rhys-Jones, who played with Sydney and Carlton from 1980 to 1992, has the dubious distinction of appearing before the League tribunal more times than any other player.

									Rhys-Jones was reported 25 times, found guiltyof 11 charges and suspended from 22 matches. A ferocious competitor and a brilliant footballer, Rhys-Jones was awarded the Norm Smith Medal (see Chapter 15 for more on this medal and Appendix A for a list of winners) as the best player on the ground in the 1987 Carlton–Hawthorn grand final (won by Carlton). The judges’ decision was unanimous. Iknow, because I was one of the five judges.

									A much earlier counterpart of Rhys-Jones was Richmond’s Bill Burns, who was found guilty of kicking an opponent in 1909 and was suspended from playing in 46 matches. That was one tough tribunal!

								

				Size Doesn’t Necessarily Matter

				Official Australian football grounds come in many sizes, but only one shape — oval. And why an oval for a football game? Australian football was invented as a way to keep cricketers fit during the winter months. For this reason, Australian football has always been played on an oval-shaped field similar to a cricket field. Indeed, many grounds are still used for cricket and football, with the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG) the classic example.

				[image: league%20lingo.eps] The AFL’s Laws of the Game stipulates that ‘the playing ground shall be oval in shape, between 135 and 185 metres in length and between 110 and 155 metres in width’. All grounds must be marked with a circle 3 metres in diameter in the centre (for the centre bounce), and have a centre square of 50 metres, where only designated players are allowed for the bounce of the ball at the start of each quarter or after a goal has been scored.

				As well, two goalposts set 6.4 metres apart are placed at each end, with behind posts set another 6.4 metres from each goalpost. Lines are marked to 9 metres from each goalpost to form a kick-out area after behinds have been scored (see Chapter 3). Figure 2-6 illustrates how the ground appears (with these elements marked).

				Figure 2-6: The dimensions of the playing field plus the location of the umpires.

				[image: 2-6.ai]
								The long and the short of it

									The Sydney Cricket Ground (SCG) — home of the Sydney Swans — has the shortest playing surface in AFL competition, 153 x 137 metres.

									On the other hand, Geelong’s Skilled Stadium has a playing surface of 171 x 117 metres, making this stadium traditionally the narrowest playing field in the competition. However, in 2001, the Sydney Swans signed an agreement to play several games a season at the Sydney Olympics venue, Telstra Stadium, at Homebush. The stadium has an adjustable playing ground, varying from 130 to 160 metres wide.

									Whatever its width, Telstra Stadium’s 75,000 capacity and ultra-modern structure make it a very desirable venue.

									

								

				Seasons that Make Sense

				Every competition has a season, a period of play that’s usually based on the number of teams taking part in the competition. For example, a 10-team competition may play an 18-round season in which the teams play each other twice on a home-and-away basis. The AFL, with 16 teams, is unable to use this system because 32 rounds of matches plus the finals simply takes up too much time. How would we fit in the cricket season? Contrary to the view of most football fans, players do need a summer break from the sport. Today, 22 rounds of matches make up the AFL competition, the season lasting six months.

				Home and away

				[image: league%20lingo.eps] The term home and away refers to where a team is playing — that is, whether the team is playing at the club’s ground or the opponent’s ground. Simple? Not quite, because at AFL level a club’s ‘home’ can occasionally include more than one stadium. For example, the Sydney Swans’ main home ground is the Sydney Cricket Ground. However, the team can also play a number of games at Telstra Stadium. Both locations are called home games because the Swans play at both on a regular basis. The moral of this story is to check where the game is to be played, because turning up at the wrong venue is a great way to spoil your day!

				[image: TIP.%20eps] One way to help you work out the location of a game is to check your newspaper and see how the game you want to attend is listed. As a general rule, fixtures (sporting events held at prearranged locations on prearranged dates) are drawn up with the home team named first. For example, if the fixture reads Collingwood v Melbourne, the home team is Collingwood.

				[image: footy%20flashback.eps] Today’s AFL competition originated in 1897 with 8 clubs and 16 rounds, and fixtures were easy to organise. The competition has shrunk and expanded many times over the years, evolving into today’s 16-club competition, which began in 1997, when Port Adelaide joined the AFL.

				With 16 teams and 22 rounds, not every club can play each other twice in the one season. The AFL tries to correct this imbalance by ensuring teams not matched against each other twice in the one season do so within the next two seasons. The AFL season may not be as even as everyone would like, but the mix is the best that can be made of a 16-team competition. For a list of the 16 teams, see Chapter 13.

									[image: league%20lingo.eps]
								On the road again

									The term ‘home and away’ has been used from the earliest days of football, when fans began travelling from one side of a city to another to watch their favourite team play.

									For example, fans travelled from the suburb of Collingwood to St Kilda, 12 kilometres away. In those days, this was a considerable distance and fans referred to going ‘away’ or staying at ‘home’ to see their team play.

									Even farther from the suburbs of Melbourne were the games in Geelong, which fielded a team against the seven Melbourne-based clubs in the early days of the Victorian Football League.

									Geelong is approximately 80 kilometres from Melbourne, but that didn’t stop fans catching the train to support their team playing an away game in Geelong. Train travel to Geelong was common until the 1950s and ’60s, when most families finally were able to afford a motor vehicle.

									In Melbourne, many thousands of fans continue to travel to Aussie Rules matches by tram, the most convenient means of public transport.

									Trams are extremely popular in Melbourne and are packed on match days, going to the MCG or Telstra Dome. Trams are superb people-movers, and football fans in other cities, including the residents of Adelaide and Sydney, face much harder travel conditions without trams.

								

				Kick-off time

				The AFL season starts late in March, with the grand final played on the last Saturday in September. (The year 2000 was an exception to this rule because the AFL avoided a clash with the Sydney Olympics and the footy finals by moving the first games forward to early March.)

				Table talk

				[image: league%20lingo.eps] Many football competitions around the world describe the list of wins and losses as tables. In Australian football, a table is known as a ladder. The team leading the competition sits at the top of the ladder, the team with the least points at the bottom. The AFL ladder is based on wins, losses and draws, with 4 points awarded for a win, 2 for a draw and none for a loss. Some competitions, notably the South Australian National Football League, use a system of 2 points for a win and 1 for a draw.

				[image: league%20lingo.eps] Adding up points is the easy bit. The tricky part comes when, for example, two teams have 13 wins and 9 defeats each at the end of the season. To work out which team is placed above the other on the ladder, the AFL uses what are known as percentages.

				[image: TechnicalStuff.eps] To calculate a team’s percentage, take the total points the team has scored in the season, multiply the number by 100 and then divide the result by the total number of points scored against the team.

				For example, in a season a team may score 2,000 points with 1,900 points scored against the team. Multiply the 2,000 points by 100 and you reach 200,000. Divide this by 1,900 and you come up with the figure 105.3, which is the team’s percentage for the season.

				I know this figure is accurate because I worked it out on a calculator. However, Aussie kids aged 6 and above, who are Rules fans, can work out a team’s percentage to the last decimal point — in their heads. In fact knowing how to work out your team’s percentage is one of the essentials of Australian (Rules) life.

				

				Finals Fever

				[image: league%20lingo.eps] When all the matches have been played and the ladder has been formulated down to the last percentage point, the final eight can be declared. Now, the top eight clubs play off in a finals series, while the bottom eight teams go home to pack their guernseys in mothballs and eat cream buns and drink soft drink of the amber kind for the first time in eight months.

				Again, that’s the easy version of the story. Understanding exactly how the finals series works is a mystery beyond even the most dedicated fans and the popular belief is that only rocket scientists are able to work out which teams should play which in the first weeks of the finals.

				I’m no rocket scientist, but I’m now going to describe to you how the AFL footy finals are devised — once and once only, mind you! It’s more than my sanity’s worth to try this too often. If you learn this by rote, you can impress your friends forever as someone who can really understand how the AFL finals system works.

				[image: TechnicalStuff.eps] The finals are played over four weeks, in this order:

				[image: check.png] Week one: The 1st placegetter plays the 4th, the 2nd plays the 3rd, the 5th plays the 8th, and the 6th plays the 7th. (The losers in the 5th–8th and 6th–7th games are eliminated.)

				[image: check.png] Week two: The winner of the 5th–8th match plays the loser of the  1st–4th game in one semi-final, while the winner of the 6th–7th match plays the loser of the 2nd–3rd match in the other semi-final. (The losers of these two semi-finals are eliminated.)

				[image: league%20lingo.eps][image: check.png] Week three: The winners of the first week’s round of games between the 1st and 4th placegetters, and the 2nd and 3rd placegetters, have now had a week’s rest, and are ready to do battle against the winners of the two semi-finals of the previous week. These matches are known as preliminary finals.

				[image: check.png] Week four: The winners of the two preliminary finals matches play off in the grand final.

				Easy to understand, isn’t it?

				At the MCG — Grand Final Mania

				The AFL grand final is The Big Day on the Australian football calendar and one of the biggest annual events in Australia. The big match, as the grand final is known, is televised live around the world and has an audience of hundreds of millions of football fans.

				Filling the stands

				The grand final is traditionally played at the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG) and always attracts a capacity crowd. The ground currently has a capacity of around 100,000 — the MCG used to stretch to over 100,000 in the days when standing room was acceptable. The record attendance for any sporting event at the MCG was set in 1970 when Carlton defeated Collingwood and 121,696 fans were screaming their teams on to a win. 

				I’ve been to most grand finals in the past 30 years and the excitement this match generates continues to amaze me. It’s almost possible to grasp the spirit of excitement that invades the city of Melbourne as its population gears up for the big match.

				[image: footy%20flashback.eps]
								The final version?

									Over the years since 1897, the finals round has included either four, five, six or eight teams.

									In 1897, the top four clubs played a round-robin finals series. For the following three years, a much more complicated system involved all eight clubs in the finals.

									In the period between 1900 and 1931, four other systems were used until Percy Page and Ken McIntyre devised the final-four system. The Page–McIntyre system was used until 1971, at which time the league introduced a final five for 1972. The final six was introduced in 1991 and the final eight was introduced in 1994. Phew!

									Australian football fans initially greeted this relatively recent expansion of the finals series from six teams to eight with considerable scepticism. Today, however, the final eight is considered a welcome opportunity for more fans to be able to boast that their team has made the finals.

									As proof of this, under the final-four system, the average attendance at finals was around 380,000, whereas under the final-eight system, the attendances for finals matches are around 600,000 per year — a considerable jump. This rise means more people are enjoying the sport and the clubs and promoters are happy at the flow-on increase in earnings from television and other media rights.

								

									[image: footy%20flashback.eps]
								Chumps to champs

									Fitzroy finished the 1916 home-and-away season on the bottom of the ladder with just two wins and a draw from 12 matches. And yet the club went on to win the 1916 premiership!

									The reason the team was able to achieve this amazing feat was that the competition that year included just four teams, due to the impact of World War I.

									Fitzroy found form in the final-four system finals, made the grand final and then defeated Carlton by 29 points. From chumps to champs in four weeks!

								

				[image: main%20moment.eps] In 1990, as a radio commentator for the Collingwood versus Essendon grand final, I was on the hallowed turf of the MCG to describe the atmosphere as the teams ran onto the ground. At that moment, the roar of the massive crowd virtually knocked me off my feet. It was truly deafening and, since that day, I have envied the players who experience the emotion of running onto the MCG for a grand final.

				Flying the flag

				The premiership is decided in a contest between the two teams that survive the first three weeks of the finals. Until 1958, the winning club of the Australian football grand final was presented with a premiership flag. Traditionally, this was unfurled at the premiership club’s opening home game the following year and then proudly flown throughout the season at all home games. Other clubs flew their pennants at home games as well.

				In 1959, the League introduced a premiership cup (see Figure 2-7) and the first of these now-familiar trophies was presented to Melbourne captain John Beckwith after his team defeated Collingwood in the grand final.

						Figure 2-7:  The Australian football premiership cup is presented at the end of every grand final with much fanfare and cheering.

							[image: 4_2.07.eps]
				[image: league%20lingo.eps] The presentation of the trophy is now a huge part of the premiership celebrations. Players on the premiership team are each presented with medallions and the player voted the best on the ground in the grand final is presented with the Norm Smith Medal (see Chapter 15 and Appendix A for more details). The winning club’s theme song is blared time and time again on the PA system and, as the winners slowly jog a lap of honour to show their fans the premiership cup, the PA thumps out Queen’s pop hit ‘We Are the Champions’. 

									[image: footy%20flashback.eps]
								Grand grounds

									In the modern era of Australian football, every grand final has been played at the MCG, except for the 1991 game. In that year — when Hawthorn defeated West Coast at Waverley Park — the MCG was unavailable because of the construction of the Great Southern Stand.

									The only other grand finals played away from the MCG since the earliest years were those in 1943, 1944 and 1945, due to the fact that the famous ground was occupied by the armed forces during World War II. 

									Grand finals not played at the MCG were played at the following locations:

										1943: Richmond defeated Essendon at Princes Park.

										1944: Fitzroy defeated Richmond at the Junction Oval. After the win, jubilant Fitzroy supporters had to walk back to their Brunswick Street Oval ground to celebrate, because Melbourne was hit by a public transport strike.

										1945: Carlton defeated South Melbourne at Princes Park.

										1991: Hawthorn defeated West Coast at VFL Park.
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Final Ladder for the 2007 AFL Season
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