
CHAPTER 5 

I arrived back in Australia on the Orsoua and I was met a t  the 
wharf at Outer Harbour in Adelaide by some friends of mine, John 
Ferguson and his wife Yvonne, and also by the Croatia soccer 
officials. 

Croatia were in second division in the South Australian Soccer 
League. I started playing with them and became the captain of 
Croatia. They wanted to get u p  into the first division and wanted 
to do this in one year. 

On my return to Australia I was playing good soccer, better than 
ever before. The ’Possibles’ and ‘Probables’ South Australian State 
Selection teams were selected and they placed me in  the ‘Possibles’, 
the second team. All the big stars were in the first team playing 
against us. I went to work, showing all the benefits of my English 
experience and blokes were going u p  in the air and landing on 
their heads. Other blokes were running backwards trying to stop 
us. I was chopping them down left, right and centre, fairly of 
course, by my determined play. We beat the ‘Probables’ by a very 
big margin. I think the top stars werea little humiliated. I finished 
that match with a horrible bruise on my right shin. It  was blue, red 
and very tender. 

The State team (with me in  it) went over to play Victoria. A mate 
of mine, .41ex Beattie, was over there playing centre-forward for 
Victoria. As I had just been made the vice-captain of the State 
team for South Australia, we had a little bit of a party the night 
before. M y  friend from the opposing team said, ‘Everything all 
right? ’ 

I said, ‘Oh, I’ve got a hit of a sore on my right shin.’ 
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That,  of course, was the worst thing I could have told him 
because the very next day I slide-tackled him and he jumped right 
on it! I was hobbling round the field for the rest of the match. He 
crippled me. That’s soccer, I suppose. 

Croatia was paying me very good money. All the money I 
wanted I could get. I would eat at their restaurants for free as well. 
Every time I scored a goal I would get ten pounds for myself. Every 
time we won a match I would get another bonus. I was earning 
money for being coach as well as for playing. I began to earn my 
living from soccer. Nevertheless, I continued to hold down a 
variety of jobs outside of soccer. I took one job on the railways in 
South Australia. They called me the greatest ‘sleeper’ ever to join 
the railways. All the blokes on the railways said, ‘We’ve had some 
great sleepers before you came, but you’re the best.’ I was a fitter 
and turner on the railways. I believe I was of little value to them. I 
was not really interested. 

My workmates were really down-to-earth and I enjoyed their 
company. A fellow called Len was one of the shrewdest blokes I 
have ever met in my life. He knew the ins-and-outs of everything. 
He was my tutor. I had a lot to learn. I thought I was pretty sharp 
but I began my apprenticeship all over again with Len. He was a 
kind bloke too in many ways. He and his friend Bluey were really 
nice people. It was a privilege to know them. 

Len finished his railway career in South Australia and now 
operates a caravan park that looks like a railway yard. Everything 
was railways. The fence was made out of ‘sleepers’. The  ramp he 
used to lower his boat into the water was made of ‘sleepers’ and 
railway poles and bolts from the department. It seems there just 
was not anything that did not come from the railways. It was 
legitimate though. He bought the lot! He had an official receipt for 
everything he had in that caravan park. If it was a thousand 
‘sleepers’ he had a receipt for a thousand ‘sleepers’! He finished u p  
classifying himself as a primary producer. ‘Listen,’ I said, ‘you’re 
not a primary producer!’ 

‘Don’t tell me what I’m not,’ he said. ‘I’m a primary producer. I 
go out every day and catch half a dozen fish.’ 

Previously he worked in the yard in Adelaide and repaired 
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broken lanterns and other parts, all day long. All I did was make a 
little bit of a machine. Len said the time I spent on  it cost four 
thousand dollars. 

Len was also in thc RSL, the Railway Institute and all the lurks 
that went with those two things (there were plenty of them too). 
But everything he did was legitimate. He was doing nothing that 
no one else was doing. It was just that he was able to exploit the 
system a lot better and I thought, ‘Good luck to him!’ He deserved 
the success that his ingenuity had brought him. 

He was a great tutor in many way?. He was a humorous bloke 
and made life bearable as I worked with him. All those blokes in 
the railways were good. I liked their companionship, I don’t know 
why. Perhaps I was changing too. England broadened my outlook, 
I suppose. 

I had matured by then. I was a more acceptable person to myself 
and I was more broadminded. I was playing with new Australian 
teams, knocking round with them after matches and they were very 
good to me. 

When I went out with girls I would tell them I was a mechanical 
engineer on the railways. This was O K  providing they did not 
check up. When I met Eileen and we were going out, her friend 
rang up  and said, ‘Can I speak to Mr Charles Perkins, a mechanical 
engineer in the railways?’ 

They said, ‘Who?’ They looked through the list: ‘No, nobody 
here by that name, lady.’ 

She hung up  and then rang through again. ‘Are you sure there is 
no Mr Perkins? A mechanical engineer, he told me he was.’ 

The  telephonist said, ‘There is a fitter by the name of Perkins 
and he works down in the yard.’ 

They gave my game away. I was putting on the big act of being 
an engineer. At least Eileen knew I was playing soccer because she 
would come with me and watch the game. 

I never really went out with an Australian girl before Eileen, 
apart from the ones we used to meet inside the pictures when I was 
at school. In fact, as I have said before, there is no comparison 
between Australian and continental girls, just none at all. 
Australian girls, with the exception of Eileen, do not rate in any 
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way with me. I am not saying the English girls are great but the 
majority of them in England (not out here) are. When they come 
out here they get a bit snooty. But in England they were terrific. 

Australian girls all think they are either Venus 01 top 
intellectuals. All of them think they are persecuted by males. As far 
as I am concerned the majority are snobs and they have not very 
much, apart from reasonable beauty. Beauty is not much if you do 
not have anything to go with it. English girls have more 
personality than Australian beauties. The only good thing to do 
with most Australian girls would be to hang them up  in a museum 
or an art gallery. They bore me to tears. 

As a football star in Adelaide, the girls I went out with were 
mainly new Australian girls of Dutch, Irish, Scottish, Danish, 
Swedish or German background. They had few hang-ups about 
my Aboriginality and were not embarrassed in my company. In the 
company of other people the hung-up person would be 
perpetually looking for excuses to say, ‘He’s a terrific soccer 
player.’ In other words they were really saying, ‘Well, he’s an 
Aborigine but he’s a great soccer player, and therefore acceptable.’ 

This is what happens today with Aboriginal sportsmen and 
women. They are apologized out of existence. Sporting fame gains 
them acceptance, not as Aborigines or even as people, but merely 
sports stars-everyone’s heroes. 

They would always try to find ways to pass me off so their 
friends would not look down on me or them. Maybe I was a little 
self-conscious about myself: that must be taken into account in this 
criticism, but I believe that the criticism is still valid. 

Before I went overseas I was doing my apprenticeship and .was 
one of the best cricketers in the local Acorn Cricket Club in Port 
Adelaide. We would go to the pub together and I was not allowed 
in! Being an Aboriginal, I needed a ticket. I had to have my 
photograph with my fingerprints on it and two references to say I 
was a fit and proper person to walk in the streets and to go in 
public places. Needless to say I refused to apply for one on 
principle. 

That law does not apply now but it applied then. I would go 
into a pub with the cricket team and the barman would say, 

55 



‘Listen, darkie, you know you don’t belong in here. If you don’t get 
out I’ll get the copper on to yal’ 

Australia, the 1,and of the free! It was quite a laugh at  the time 
when Australian newspapers were full of reports on apartheid in 
South Africa. Australia was just as bad. 

When I reacted they would say to me, ‘Why do you have such a 
chip on your shoulder?’ 

On one particular occasion I went into a pub after a hard game 
of cricket. That  day I’d made the top score. In the sun I go really 
black. The  longer I stay in the sun, the blacker I get. My skin 
colour changes with the seasons. So on this day I was pretty dark. 

This bloke says, ‘Hey, come over here, darkie. Where’s your 
ticket?’ 

‘I haven’t got one,’ I said. 
He said, ‘Now listen, don’t come in here then. You know you’re 

not allowed in here. I can’t serve you. Get outside.’ 
I said, ‘Well, all I wanted was a squash. I don’t drink alcohol.’ 
‘Get outside now or I’ll have to call the cops!’ 
I went outside and one of my team mates came out and asked, 

‘What ya doin’ out here?’ 
I just said, ‘Oh, I didn’t feel like staying in  there.’ I didn’t tell 

him. He did not know. ‘It’s a bit cooler out here. I’ll hang out here 
for a while.’ 

He wanted to bring me a beer. ‘Oh no1 Don’t bring me a beer!’ I 
would have copped it then, drinking without a ticket, YOU see. I did 
not like beer anyway for a start. ‘Just bring me a squash.’ So he 
brought out a squash to me but he knew nothing of the 
embarrassment of my situation. 

I felt that I might have been lacking courage in the face of this 
kind of prejudice. I decided then to try and beat the system. I knew 
that when I went to dances the girls would say, ‘Oh look, here 
comes that darkiel’ They would all shy off me. 

Before I went to England I tried to break this system at the Port 
Adelaide Town Hall dances where all the girls would stand up one 
end and the boys up the other. When the music began the blokes 
would rush u p  and dance with the girls. I would walk along the 
line of girls and ask each one of them to dance. No, they would not 
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dance with me. Not that I was a Fred Astaire, or anything like Rock 
Hudson. Nevertheless, I would get terribly embarrassed. White 
boys would get knockbacks too but eventually they’d find 
someone. I would go the whole length of the line with one 
hundred percent refusal. 

I said to myself, ‘These people are not going to beat me. I’ll go to 
these dances until 1 get a dance.’ 

I would go to the big Town Hall by myself. There may have 
been a couple of old ‘schoolmates’ who would make it doubly 
embarrassing for me. They would not talk to me in front of their 
white mates. They would say ‘Hi’ and hurry off. They would not 
stand with me and talk. It cut me real deep. 

When you get refusals from about fifty or sixty girls, you have 
completed a good dancehall exercise in courage. I did that 
deliberately to cultivate within myself the determination that ‘I’m 
going to do that’ despite my embarrassment. 

Of course, all the girls were saying, ‘Here comes that darkie 
again!’ 

And the boys were saying, ‘I’ll knock ’im out if ’e dances with my 
girlfriend!’ 

I knew my confrontation was creating confusion among the 
white people too. This is one of the many reasons why I cannot 
really tolerate white Australian girls. They are crude, common and 
lack class and warmth. They are lucky the competition is weak 
here in Australia. They bore me to tears. 

I first met Eileen, my wife, on my return from England at a 
soccer dance at the Hilton Hotel in Adelaide. It certainly was not 
the International Hilton Hotel although it had that name. By this 
time in 1961 I was something of a sports hero in South Australia as 
a top class soccer player, playing for the best clubs. An invitation to 
a dance in a good hotel was too good to miss after my Town Hall 
experiences. I think my friend wanted to show off and let people 
know he knew me. I was receiving a lot of publicity in the sporting 
pages of newspapers in  South Australia all the time. 

’By the way,’ he said, ‘my girlfriend’s comin’ along.’ 
I said, ‘Oh yeah? That’s very good.’ I thought, ‘She must be a 

nice dope to go out  with you.’ 
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So I went along with my cousin Gordon Briscoe, who was later 
to be involved with me politically in Aboriginal affairs. I was 
dancing around with a fat little dumpy girl with long hair. It was 
Eileen. She had just come back from New Zealand and was about 
two stone overweight. I thought, ‘There aren’t many goodlookin’ 
girls here. The  sooner we get out of here, the better!’ 

To be courteous, we took them up  to a coffee lounge after the 
dance. Eileen’s friend wanted to go with Gordon so I went along 
with the group. This was the way Eileen and I began and we have 
been going together ever since! 

She knew nothing about soccer and then became interested. I 
knew nothing about her home and was always frightened of 
Australian families-they always embarrassed me. They did not 
know how to handle me and I did not know how to handle them. 
Everyone was embarrassed. So I always used to dodge going into an 
Australian home if ever the rare invitation came along. 

When Eileen said, ‘Pick me u p  at home,’ I said, ‘Oh, no. Can’t I 
meet you somewhere?’ 

‘No,’ she said. ‘Come in and meet some of the family.’ 
I went down to her Flinders Park home and I was really worried. 

I thought I was going to punch somebody that night, the way 
things were shaping u p  in my mind. 

Anyway, the first bloke I bumped into was Eileen’s brother-in- 
law, Graham Pudney. Previously I had worked a t  Philips’ plant 
and I knew him there. 

‘Hey, what are you doin’ here?’ he asked. 
‘Oh, here it goes,’ I thought. ’I just came to take Eileen out.’ 
He said, ‘Oh, yeah?’ But his attitude seemed all right. I was 

waiting for an indication one way or another, and I was ready to 
turn around and walk off. Maybe I was over-sensitive but you can 
get that way and you cannot help it. You cannot just go through 
life pretending to be a dumb-dumb about these things. It might be 
better living in ignorant bliss but I could not. 

I thought, ‘He doesn’t seem too bad,’ and I was talking away to 
him out the front of the house. 

Next thing I know, Eileen calls, ‘Come in and meet my mother 
and father!’ I nearly crumbled then. I walked in the front door. 
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‘We are so pleased to meet you,’ they said. ‘Please be comfortable 
and have a cup of tea.’ They were doing things for me and seemed 
really pleased to have me there. 

I met Eileen’s sisters too. They were all there for one reason or 
another and at the time I thought it more than a coincidence. I 
thought they must have come deliberately to see what the new 
bloke was like. It was a funny but enioyable night really. 

When I met Eileen’s mother and father I thought, ‘They are 
different. Why aren’t they like other Australians? But that’s fine. 
I’ll corne here again if that’s the case.’ 

I asked Eileen why they were different. 
‘They are just normal people,’ she replied. 
As a matter of fact, I was shocked that they were like that and it 

toned me down a little bit then. When we did marry, Eileen’s 
family did not object at all. It was my family who objected to my 
marrying a white girl. My mother was quite upset because she felt I 
should have married one of our own people. I have often been 
asked by Aborigines why I did not marry an Aboriginal girl. I 
suppose I would have if I had met the one I wanted to marry, but 
there were not many around really. I often get criticized even today 
about this, and the criticism is growing. 

Eileen came to the football a lot then. I was getting good money 
from the game. I was vice-captain of the State side playing against 
all the national and international teams that came to South 
Australia. We toured Western Australia and played there. We 
played in Melbourne two or three times. I was doing all right in a 
game I loved. It was during this time I became conscious of the fact 
that I was physically ill. I did not know this illness was to have a 
major bearing on my life. 
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