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DEDICATION

For my wife Catherine and children Anna and Andrew, who have diligently shared my rugby journey. Their love and passionate support have always been an inspiration and a source of sheer joy. They are the pulse of my life.
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Australia captain John Thornett is chaired off by teammate Phil Hawthorne (right) and rival Barbarians captain Noel Murphy after the Wallabies’ victory at Cardiff Arms Park in 1967.






[image: Image]
David Campese captivated the rugby world with his attacking brilliance.





INTRODUCTION

The Immortals of Australian Rugby Union is the ninth book in Rockpool Publishing/Gelding Street Press’s ‘Immortals of Australian Sport’ series and the fifth devoted to a team sport. Given that the 11 cricketers, 11 soccer players and 13 rugby league players celebrated in previous editions corresponded with the number of players in their respective teams, the task of selecting 15 Wallaby ‘Immortals’ from the past 125 years offered a slight numerical advantage. Importantly, it also provided an opportunity to add further worthy recipients.

Rugby league, which was professional from the outset and evolved from rugby union, first developed the concept of anointing their foremost players as ‘immortals’. League adheres to a policy of elevating very few of their leading figures to this rare honour and acknowledgement. As stated in The Immortals of Australian Rugby League, ‘The immortals concept has become an established part of the Australian rugby league scene. It honours a very select group of former players regarded as the game’s elite. These players weren’t just high achievers and standout performers, but also influential identities who set a new benchmark and changed the way rugby league is played.’

As the author of The Immortals of Australian Rugby Union I endorse those selection criteria, and they have provided the guiding principles for the other volumes in the series. Rugby Australia’s equivalent – the Wallabies Hall of Fame – is much broader and numerically less exclusive. It already includes more than 50 inductees since it was established in 2005. It is less restrictive, and specifically celebrates and recognises ‘our Wallabies who made a major contribution to the game of Rugby both on and off the Rugby field.’

My challenge was to select 15 established legends regardless of their era – players who achieved fame on the global rugby stage through their deeds on the field and their impact and demeanour off it. These would be Wallabies who either earned individual World XV status or were a dominant influence in a world champion team or equivalent. Like the rugby league Immortals, they must be individuals who changed the way the game was played and left indelible memories for those lucky enough to have witnessed their exploits. My own observation of players stretches back 65 years to childhood in the late 1950s. As well, I have enjoyed a personal connection with some of the older nominated Immortals through my 50-plus years as a sports broadcaster.

The task of selection highlighted one of rugby’s most endearing qualities: it is a game that embraces all shapes and sizes. Two of the Immortals in this book clearly demonstrate that factor. Ken Catchpole stood just 5 feet 5 inches (1.65 m) and weighed 10 stone (63.5 kg); John Eales was a towering 6 feet 7 inches (2.01 m) and 18 stone (115 kg). They starred in totally different eras but, significantly, both were world-beaters, genuine champions whose feats took your breath away. There is a place for everybody in rugby union. That is the essence of its greatness and universal appeal.

Test rugby began in Australia in 1899. Acknowledgment must be made of Herbert Henry ‘Dally’ Messenger who was the standout Australian player of the pre-First World War era. His defection from rugby union to rugby league gave the new code a credibility that enabled it to weather the earlier crisis of a disastrous tour of the United Kingdom in 1908. Messenger was the David Campese of his generation – a brilliant, effective, confident and imaginative player in his ploys to defeat opponents and score tries. Messenger was a match-winner and darling of the crowds yet played only two Test matches.

The First Wallabies (not that they were initially known as such) to tour Britain, USA and Canada in 1908–09 were captained by Dr Herb Moran. They won 32 of their 38 matches including winning the Olympic gold medal for rugby. After their arrival in England a local newspaper raised the idea of a nickname for the team. ‘Rabbits’, ‘Wallaroos’ and ‘Waratahs’ were all suggested but after a player meeting ‘Wallabies’ emerged victorious by just a few votes. Winger Charles ‘Boxer’ Russell starred on that tour with 24 tries and was one of several players approached on tour by a NSW Rugby League official to switch codes. Russell and Messenger are just two of many legendary Wallaby players who failed to make my final Immortal list.
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Strength. Speed. Skill. Tim Horan was the full package and one of international rugby’s greatest ever centres.



Wallaby Greats is a loving account of 25 Wallabies compiled by a former Wallaby and academic Max Howell and his wife Lingyu Xie. They included Tom Lawton Snr in their honour roll. Again, he is an example of a player who met the criteria but didn’t squeeze into my top XV. Max’s essay details what a brilliant all-round schoolboy athlete (and scholar) Lawton was. He played rugby league at university after service in France as a gunner because it was the only rugby code available in Queensland at the time. Lawton was an integral member of the wonderful Waratahs side that toured Britain and France in 1927–28 and helped develop the ‘Waratah’ game – an intense and skilful system based on the notion that the ball should never be kicked unless in the direst circumstances. Lawton captained the Wallabies to their 3-0 series win over the All Blacks in 1929 and returned to Queensland to revive rugby union in Brisbane. He was undoubtedly a world class player and influential identity who helped change the way the game was played. Lawton’s exploits demonstrate the daunting challenge of selecting 15 Wallaby Immortals from a cohort of over 900. As Howell explained, ‘Every Wallaby by a matter of selection is a great, but we all acknowledge there are super-greats, whose performances exceed that of the other greats.’

Comparing all-time greats from different eras is a very subjective and contentious exercise. Rugby was an amateur sport in Australia until the beginning of the 1996 season when the code went professional in response to a massive international TV rights deal. In the 1960s Wallabies were given one shilling a day while on major tours and, with few exceptions, were not paid by their employers while playing away. At home they were ‘part-timers’ – amateurs who trained two nights a week and went to work during the day. Compare that scenario to the elite professional rugby player of today who is financially secure and pampered on and off the field in the quest to reach peak potential. I hope this book might help balance the scales by outlining the disadvantages endured by the distant legends of yesteryear. It is surely appropriate to recognise their astonishing efforts. To emphasise that point, I name my All-time Wallaby team including an eight-man bench. Coincidentally more than half the players made their Test debut at least 50 years ago. No doubt these will provoke much debate but that is the nature of the beast, and to employ an old cliché, rugby is always the winner.
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Simon Poidevin is one of only four Australians – along with David Campese, Michael Lynagh and Nick Farr-Jones – to have won rugby union’s Grand Slam, achieved a series victory in New Zealand, and won a Rugby World Cup.



The guiding brief of The Immortals of Australian Rugby Union was to explore the careers of the 15 chosen players and to provide a detailed overview of their accomplishments and what set them apart from other Immortal contenders. Each made a special and enduring impact on Australian Rugby. As a commentator I especially loved calling the great ‘X factor’ players – the ones who separated themselves from the rest by their individual on-field deeds yet still contributed within a team context. David Campese’s surreal pass to Tim Horan at the 1991 World Cup; George Gregan’s astonishing tackle on Jeff Wilson to save the Bledisloe Cup in 1994; John Eales’ miracle penalty goal against the All Blacks in Wellington six years later. These were all instances of a master craftsman – a true Immortal – at work.

For all those legends who missed Immortal status in my selection there is a chapter of Honourable Mentions. Even that list does not include amazing Wallaby heroes like fullbacks Roger Gould, Alec Ross and Jim Lenehan; champion No. 8s Toutai Kefu and Tim Gavin; legendary front-rowers Ewen McKenzie, Stephen Moore and Tony ‘Slaggy’ Miller;; and mercurial flankers David Wilson, Col ‘Breeze’ Windon, David Pocock, Michael Hooper and Phil Waugh. In that sense my selection task was both joyous and at other times gut-wrenching. Welcome to my rugby world. In the famous words of Wallaby legend and my former co-commentator Chris Handy, ‘Go you good things!’

Gordon Bray
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Towers represented NSW a record 40 times and held the try scoring record for 14 years. He coached Randwick teams at all levels for over 50 years.








1 CYRIL TOWERS



	Birthdate

	30 July 1907 (died 8 June 1985)




	Place of birth

	Mansfield, Victoria




	Nickname

	Holden




	Caps

	19 (Wallaby #230)





Hailed as ‘the thinking man’s centre’, Towers was a key figure in Wallaby sides for a decade from his debut, aged 19, in 1926. He burst onto the global rugby stage in 1927–28, starring on the famous Waratahs tour of the northern hemisphere. He was arguably Australia’s greatest player of the pre-Second World War era. Despite being central to the team’s many breakthrough successes against the All Blacks, he became a victim of rugby politics when controversially omitted from the 1933 Wallaby tour of South Africa, and the ill-fated 1939 British tour.





Cyril Towers’ personality expressed his strength of character and fiercely independent nature. He was his own man – one who never shirked any challenge to his often passionate and well-reasoned views on rugby, and life in general. That mental toughness and resilience were developed at a vulnerable early age when his father, Tom, decided to abandon his young family in Melbourne and leave for a new life in Perth. The impact was devastating.

It is significant to acknowledge an early reference point for this future prophet and exponent of running rugby. Given his formative upbringing in Victoria, Cyril’s exposure to Australian Rules football was inevitable. Playing that code helped craft his understanding of tactical kicking skills and the nuances of an oval ball. This undoubtedly aided the development of his remarkably all-encompassing rugby skillset.
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He was a member of the Waratahs’ 1927-28 tour of Great Britain, France and North America. He is seen in the centre of the back row.



When his mother remarried, the family moved to Roma in Queensland before eventually deciding to settle permanently in Sydney. Fate then played its hand. Entry to high school brought exposure to rugby union thanks to two outstanding schoolboy coaches. At Randwick Boys’ Intermediate High he was mentored by Oates Taylor who saw rugby as an ensemble game predominantly driven by running and passing, with limited kicking. A transfer to Waverley College then placed Towers under the tutelage of Arthur Hennessy. Cyril was captivated by the rugby intelligence of Oates and Hennessy and their attacking instincts shaped his philosophy. Through the Waverley connection Towers met future Waratah teammate Wally Meagher who, along with another future Wallaby, Len Palfreyman, introduced him to the Randwick District RUFC. It was the beginning of a lifelong love affair with the ‘Galloping Greens’ during which he set a club record of 233 first grade games.

Cyril’s physical frame was blessed with lightning speed and an outside body swerve and change of pace that could beat the best defender. He possessed ‘soft’ hands and was a technically complete tackler. His analytical tactical prowess also set him apart. His grandson, Pat Howard, himself a 20-cap Wallaby and former European Player and Coach of the Year, remembers those insights. ‘Whenever we sat down at the meal table Cyril would demonstrate strategies with salt and pepper shakers and kitchen utensils. It was a standard ritual and the whole family was a captive audience. His fertile rugby brain was astonishing and in a constant state of regeneration.’

In 1926 Towers made his ‘Test’ debut for NSW as a teenager against New Zealand alongside club-mate and scrum-half Meagher who was three years his senior. That match was one of 10 caps awarded posthumously to Cyril. (Because there was no national team between 1920 and 1928 the Australian Rugby Union eventually granted Test status to all Waratah matches against other nations played during that period.)

Meagher developed Randwick’s traditional running game that championed a run/pass/support approach, with flatter alignment. His influences were Waverley College coach Hennessy and acclaimed Waratahs’ captain A.C. ‘Johnnie’ Wallace. Towers was an ardent disciple and associate of those three rugby luminaries and his growing reputation as an attacking centre with uncompromising defence quickly gained traction. He was selected for the nine-month 1927–28 Waratah tour of Great Britain and France which still enjoys treasured status in Australia’s rugby heritage.

The celebrated Wallaby forward Peter ‘Charlie’ Crittle described that squad as ‘the most significant team that ever left Australian shores’. In For the Sake of the Game by Peter Fenton, Crittle pinpointed the then revolutionary strategy of captain/coach Johnnie Wallace: ‘He was of the firm belief that the Waratahs’ best chance of success lay in exploiting the running and handling skills of all members of the team. Whenever possible, defence was to be turned into attack.’

By tour’s end the Waratahs had played 31 matches for 24 wins, two draws and five losses. They won three Internationals against Wales, Ireland and France but lost to England and Scotland. The 21-year-old Towers missed the games against Wales and Scotland but was at outside-centre in the wins over Ireland and France and scored two tries in the 18-11 loss to England. Overall, he played 25 matches and was the leading try scorer with winger Eric Ford on 15. It was an impressive tour and the UK Daily Express reported: ‘The Waratahs will not weep over a defeat or two. They played the game in the same spirit for over six months, and when the tour was over they left an indelible memory of 15-man rugby not seen before in the United Kingdom.’

Just months after returning home, the majority of the 29-strong tour party elected to stand down for the upcoming Test campaign in New Zealand. Towers was one of only three players who decided to back up. The average age of that Waratahs squad was just 22, making them the youngest team to visit New Zealand. Cyril played all 10 games and was the top point scorer and consistently the tourists’ most influential player.

Although the main All Blacks team was on tour in South Africa, the Internationals were later given Test status by the Australian Rugby Union in a tightly contested series. The Waratahs played attacking rugby but could only manage one win, in the Third Test in Christchurch. Their poor goal-kicking had proved costly. The Aussies scored 10 tries to 5 but could only complete two conversions. Despite this, every game was close: the biggest winning margin in the whole series was three points. According to one local sportswriter: ‘No visiting team had played more delightful rugby than these young Waratahs. Possessing extremely fast backs, the New South Welshmen threw the ball about in dazzling fashion and moved at such pace that they were dangerous even when in their own 25.’


[image: Image]
Towers was a beautifully balanced runner with explosive pace off the mark and distinctive body swerve.
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Towers was the consummate defender, able to shut down attacking raids with ease.



Representative rugby returned to Queensland in 1928 after a 14-year hiatus. The national team was reinstated the following year and the stage was ready for a three-Test home series against the NZ All Blacks. In July 1929 the great Queensland fly-half Tom Lawton was selected to lead the Wallabies in their historic return to Test rugby. The players wore green jumpers and a near capacity crowd of 40,000 witnessed a famous victory. Australia prevailed 9-8 after NZ flyer Alf Waterman lost the ball over the goal line near full-time. Towers had suffered an eye injury in the second half and missed the return clash at the Exhibition Ground in Brisbane. Australia won that game by 17-9 to clinch the series.

The exciting prospect now loomed of a historic 3-0 whitewash in Sydney. Recalled to join his established centre partner, Syd King, Cyril was instrumental in Australia’s remarkable victory after New Zealand had cleared out to a 13-0 lead. He drop-kicked a penalty goal and had a strong hand in both Australian tries – scored by King and the outstanding No. 8, Jack Ford.

It was an epic milestone achieved. The All Blacks had never lost a three-Test series, let alone all three games. The Wallabies were back with a bang on the world stage. The Australian front row of ‘Wild Bill’ Cerutti and Queenslanders Eddie Bonis and Eddie Thompson were the unsung heroes of the series.

Australia franked their form the following year beating Great Britain 6-5 at the Sydney Cricket Ground (SCG) in front of 31,000 fans. Cyril delivered the final pass for both Wallaby tries. He also pulled off one of the great try saving tackles. Lions’ flanker Ivor Jones was given an unobstructed run to the line after a perfect pass from centre Tony Novis who’d drawn fullback Alec Ross. But Towers then appeared from nowhere to torpedo Jones into touch with full-time beckoning.

Such was the force of Cyril’s lunge that he crashed into the picket fence of the cricket ground and suffered a head injury that kept him off work for two months.

In 1933 Towers was a shock omission from the Wallaby touring party for South Africa. He’d missed most of the previous season due to injury but no-one had expected the selectors would make this controversial call. His class and experience were missed, and Australia lost the series 3-1. In Australian Rugby, celebrated sports journalist and author Jack Pollard gave this version of how the shock omission had come about: ‘Team manager [coach] Dr Wally Matthews said Towers’ forthrightness was so disruptive it would upset team morale and, forced to choose between Matthews and Towers, Towers was omitted.’

Down but not out, Cyril had the last laugh the following year against traditional rivals New Zealand. Skippered by dashing fullback Alec Ross, Australia won back the newly created Bledisloe Cup crunching the Kiwis 25-11 in the First Test, a record Wallaby margin against the All Blacks. Towers celebrated his return with two slashing tries. (The Second Test was drawn 3-3.)

    ‘The All Blacks had never lost a three-Test series, let alone all three games. The Wallabies were back with a bang on the world stage.’

    But with the world still recovering from the Great Depression, Cyril had grown restless and he opted to bypass the 1936 tour of New Zealand. He had a burning ambition to live and play in South Africa, and to base himself at Port Elizabeth. But first, there was a more pressing goal – to attend the Berlin Olympics. After arriving in Genoa by ship he cycled to Hamburg to reunite with his surrogate father, uncle Tom Doyle, whose family had provided wonderful support to the Towers’ clan during their early struggles.

Then, ever the fitness fanatic, Cyril decided to visit the US Track & Field team’s training camp in Hamburg and soon found himself practising starts with the great American sprinter, Jesse Owens. Although Towers could beat Owens out of the starting blocks he was naturally soon hauled in by the disciplined athleticism of Owens. Nevertheless, the American legend was impressed by the initial explosive speed of this rugby upstart from Down Under and the pair formed a warm relationship. (Owens went on to dominate the Berlin Games, winning the 100 m/200 m sprint double – setting a world record of 20.3 seconds in the 200 m – the long jump and 4 x 100 m relay.)

Rejuvenated by his stimulating adventure in Europe and South Africa, Towers was summoned back to Australia by his great mentor and former Waratah skipper, Johnnie Wallace, now the new Wallabies’ coach. In 1937 Towers led NSW to a stunning 17-6 victory over the touring Springboks. The formidable visitors had no answer to the superb running and support skills of the Waratah backs who appreciated the firm conditions.

Now 30, Cyril was invited to captain his country for the first time at Test level. It was not an easy debut. The weather gods were unkind for the first of two Test matches at the SCG. A muddy, rain-sodden pitch nullified the attacking threat of the home side backs. In the first clash Towers converted his own try in the 9-5 loss. South Africa kept the ball close to their forwards and dominated possession, aided by the superb tactical kicking of Danie Craven who peppered touch resulting in a staggering 119 lineouts.

A week later in the Second Test, the Wallabies made seven changes, several forced by injury. The Boks ran up a staggering 26-6 half-time lead. Cyril left the field injured as Australia responded bravely with three unanswered tries. Flanker Keith Windon moved to centre and was instrumental in the comeback but South Africa held on to win 26-17. Hailed as the greatest ever Springbok team, those impressive tourists then crossed the Tasman to win their first Test series in New Zealand.

Sadly, Towers’ distinguished playing career ended soon after with a shattering thud. In the final trial for the 1939 tour of Britain he was asked to captain ‘The Rest’ against the Australian team. The Rest won 48-3 and their skipper was best on field scoring two tries and setting up five others. What more could he do? But, alas, his name was missing when the team was read out by his nemesis, newly reinstated coach Dr Wally Matthews, then the Mayor of Orange. Matthews said Cyril was simply ‘too strong a personality’.

Disenchanted with the game he had served so splendidly, Cyril announced his retirement the following year telling the Daily Telegraph he was fed up with the ‘petty meddling and stupid administration. They’ve killed my enthusiasm for the game.’ It was not an unfamiliar complaint. In The Visitors authors Chester and McMillan paid a fitting tribute: ‘Cyril Towers returned from the Waratah [1927–28] tour as one of the stars of the team. In his prime he was hailed by many critics as the best centre in world rugby and was certainly one of the great Australian players of all time.’
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Towers was a product of Waverley College in Sydney and the school’s old boys’ rugby club still marks his achievements on its website.
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The Australia team photo for the Test against New Zealand on 11 August 1934 shows Towers sixth from the left.



Cyril continued to play for Randwick and he and Wally Meagher coached the club into the 1950s and often beyond on a part-time basis. It was a labour of love. After all, the pair had mortgaged their houses to help the ‘Galloping Greens’ acquire the new clubhouse. Cyril hadn’t told his wife of that risky decision but the arrangement included a proviso that Meagher would manage the new club as they could not afford a misstep given their personal finances were on the line. The spirit of rugby ran strongly through the Towers family. He and wife Rita had two daughters and a son. One daughter Margariete married Wallaby prop John Howard and coached the Teachers/Norths 1st grade team. Lyn married Roy Prosser, another celebrated Wallaby prop. Grandson Pat Howard became a third-generation Wallaby. As Cyril joked to his daughters about signing on with two front-rowers: ‘What were you girls thinking marrying props? You’ve both married the crust of the loaf of unsliced bread.’

Towers always maintained an extraordinary level of fitness and adherence to routine. He maintained his connection with elite rugby by joining the ABC-TV commentary team for the Saturday afternoon match telecasts. After completing his commentary duties he loved to then review the ‘match of the day’ over a few beers. You could usually find him with Norman May and other Sydney-based broadcasters at a favourite ABC ‘watering hole’, the Gladstone Hotel in Darlinghurst. But always at the prescribed time, with disseminations completed, he would announce his departure and promptly embark on the 90-minute trek from William Street to his home in Maroubra – and he always set a cracking pace.

Towers remains a true giant of Australian rugby history. Lifelong mate Wally Meagher summed up Cyril’s qualities in Rugby News: ‘No fairer player has graced the field, and I cannot remember having seen an unsportsmanlike action by Cyril. No player in the game derives more enjoyment, evinces more keenness or at all times gives of his very best. His record of achievement and gentlemanly bearing have stamped him an everlasting ornament to the code and a football genius whose name will endure while ever Rugby Union is played.’
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