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1

IN THE BEGINNING 

I remember once asking my dad what he’ d give me if 
I won fi ve Brownlow Medals in a row. Suffi  ce to say, 

I never lacked ambition.

It has always intrigued me how and why we become what we are.
Embarking on writing this book has necessarily involved a lot 

of reminiscing about my formative years, and a type of cathartic 
self-counselling. Th e by-product of looking back into the 60 years of 
my life is a bit of a soul-search about that very subject. While we gen-
erally accept that it’s a combination of nature (what we’re born to be) 
and nurture (how our environment and experiences mould the end 
person), the percentage contribution of each has no defi nitive answer.

I guess the starting point to the nurture part must be our family 
background. Some people have a horrid childhood through no fault 
of their own and still survive and thrive into productive, well-adjusted 
adulthood. Others seem to have been born into good families but for 
one reason or another they still go astray.

Every individual has a unique story; this is mine. As a middle- 
aged grandfather looking back at my childhood, the belief that is 
reinforced from my experience is that being cared for and about is far 
more valuable than having wealthy parents.

I was a much better provider to my daughters, Tracey and Fiona, 
than my parents were for me and my two brothers, but a single-minded 
focus on my football career, particularly in the part-time era when 
training was an after-work activity, meant my girls tended to think 
that basically footy came fi rst and family came second. Th inking 
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back, and to my regret, they were probably right. However, even with 
my time over again I couldn’t say I would have done it diff erently. 
Sometimes success has a very big price.

I’d describe my family’s fi nancial circumstances during my child-
hood as lower working class; certainly not on the poverty line, but 
we lived a pretty frugal existence. Th e school shoes might be re-soled 
next pay if we could aff ord it; until then the cardboard inner soles had 
to suffi  ce and you hoped it didn’t rain in the meantime.

Th at aside, my childhood in Langwarrin, a few kilometres from 
Frankston on Victoria’s Mornington Peninsula, and my teenage years 
in Chelsea on Port Phillip Bay, a bit closer to Melbourne, were very 
normal and free of trauma. Th e Matthews family home in Centre 
Road, Langwarrin, now outer south-east suburban Melbourne but 
very much country during the 1950s, was where I spent the fi rst 
10 years of my life.

It was positively archaic by modern housing standards. Forget 
about dishwashers, computers, new-generation mobile phones. In 
1952, when I was born, our little cement-sheet, two-bedroom home 
on a three-acre plot of land attached to my grandmother’s dairy farm 
had no electricity, had only tank water – no running hot water – an 
outhouse toilet, wood stove, no phone and no TV.

With no electricity for refrigeration, the old ice chest with big 
blocks of ice delivered each day kept the food cool. Th ese ice blocks 
were central to one of my very earliest memories. As a toddler one 
hot summer’s day the temptation was too much so I climbed up on 
a chair and licked what seemed to me like a big cold Icy Pole. My 
tongue stuck to the frozen surface and naturally when I yanked it 
clear a bit of skin was pulled off  my tongue, which then started to 
bleed. 

When I think back to this painful childhood event, very early in 
my life I got to taste my own blood, discovered I didn’t like it and just 
maybe decided that if someone was going to bleed, it wasn’t going to 
be me!

We led a pretty carefree life, running around barefooted, and in 
my primary school days my biggest concern each summer was not 
stubbing a toe on the exposed tree roots that surrounded our house. 
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Th e radio was the only contact with the outside world, but we knew 
no better at the time, so we survived just fi ne.

I have no doubt that because of the many communications distrac-
tions that exist in modern life – multiple TV stations, the internet, 
Facebook, Twitter, every second kid with a mobile phone – the infl u-
ence of the immediate family environment has been diluted compared 
to previous generations.

Th ese modern gadgets didn’t apply to the Matthews family growing up 
in country Langwarrin in the 1950s, when external infl uences were neg-
ligible. Th ere was my dad, Ray, mum, Lorna, and the three boys. Russell 
was fi ve years older than me and my brother Kelvin 20 months younger.

Mum and Dad gave all their sons heaps of love, care and, impor-
tantly, time, particularly later in our teenage years when sporting 
opportunity required parents to become voluntary taxi drivers; but I 
never remember them being at all goal-driven or particularly aspira-
tional, certainly not in their middle-aged years. As parents, they were 
supportive and encouraging, but never crossed the line of being pushy 
or overbearing.

I don’t think the drive and ambition that was part of me for as long 
as I can remember was inherited from my mother and father; I think 
the intense competitive urge that developed through my growing 
years came more from having a sibling rival and competitor in Kelvin.

While I was older, he was always more physically advanced for his 
age. For instance, I made up the numbers as a winger in the Victorian 
under-14 schoolboys team; in his year Kelvin was captain. Playing for 
Chelsea seniors as 16-year-olds – me in 1968 and Kel in 1970 – I did 
okay, but Kelvin won the club championship.

As we grew from toddlers to teenagers, we were of similar size 
and shape, so there was always someone not only to play kick-to-kick 
with but an opponent for some very physical backyard one-on-one, 
normally umpired by our elder brother, Russell. Russell tells me that 
even when we were very young our backyard footy ground at Lang-
warrin was quite a battleground, because Kel and I never wanted to 
play kick-to-kick, always preferring the hurly-burly of a match. As 
umpire, he would crack it with us for not playing by his rules during 
our often fi erce battles.
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It was not something that I was aware of at the time, but the 
subconscious rivalry and competition with Kelvin when we were 
youngsters was invaluable in developing a strong will to win and the 
relish of physical contact. Having coached twin brothers Chris and 
Brad Scott, I suspect they too benefi ted from having this combined 
playmate and rival in the same household.

Th e common denominator in the Matthews household was a 
love of sport, particularly football. It’s a sad reality that we only ever 
remember our parents from middle age onwards. From that time, 
Mum and Dad really only shared the same house and there was not 
much aff ection in their relationship. I often say only half-jokingly 
that they liked footy more than they liked each other. Family and 
sport were their common interests.

As personalities, Dad was friendly, non-confrontational and out-
going while Mum was a reserved homebody, so Dad spent a lot of 
time going to events alone. I’m not sure if that worried Dad much, 
because he would just strike up a conversation with whoever hap-
pened to be sitting or standing nearby.

My mum was a conservative pessimist, a glass-half-empty type of 
person. I think this is a quality that I inherited from her. In sport, at 
least Dad got out and had a go, which despite the conservatism from 
my mother was something that I took from him. Mostly I accepted 
the challenge of having a go, although the fear of failure bred into me 
from my mum was my main motivation to succeed.

Footy was in my blood for as long as I remember and there was 
never a time when I didn’t want to play it at the top level. I just always 
did. And not just as any old footballer. As a kid, I wanted to be the 
best footballer there ever was. I remember once asking my dad what 
he’d give me if I won fi ve Brownlow Medals in a row. Suffi  ce to say, 
I never lacked ambition.

What I did have was a family in which football played a gigan-
tic role. My father, Ray, was a useful country player who played at 
senior level for Langwarrin in the Nepean League and Frankston in 
the Mornington Peninsula League. He was no star, but he under-
stood the game and he captain-coached Langwarrin and coached the 
Frankston under-19s.
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Dad didn’t barrack for any particular VFL club but my mother, 
Lorna, grew up in Essendon and was a very keen Bombers fan. I grew 
up barracking for North Melbourne, because they wore the vertical 
royal blue and white stripes of the Langwarrin footy club. Russell and 
Kelvin inherited Mum’s aff ection for the red and black.

For most of his working life, Dad was a linesman with the old PMG, 
the forerunner to Telstra. He served in the Australian Air Force in 
Papua New Guinea during the Second World War, involved with the 
engineers corps building airstrips around Port Moresby. It wasn’t long 
after he returned from the war that he was married and began a family.

My father died in 1999 and when we went through Port Moresby 
to walk the Kokoda Track with the Brisbane Lions in 2005, I wished 
I had talked to him about the time he spent there 60 years ago as a 
young man. I’m embarrassed and regretful to say that I never had 
those conversations when he was alive. It’s a lesson for us all to fi nd 
out about our parents’ early life before they’re gone.

One thing we never lacked was attention. We were always loved 
and always cared for in a way that made us feel special. We were for-
tunate when it came to things that mattered. Where Mum and Dad 
were concerned, Russell, Kelvin and I were always top of the list.

During the school week, the Matthews boys would ride their bikes 
about fi ve kilometres to Langwarrin Primary School, a bit of a haz-
ardous journey in the spring, when dive-bombing magpies would use 
us for target practice. It was a small school, with four classrooms and 
four teachers. Th ere were always a couple of years grouped together, 
depending on numbers. While I wasn’t a bad student, my favourite 
times were before school, at lunchtime, and after school when we 
could kick the footy or practise our cricket. 

On Saturdays in football season the whole family would pack up 
and go off  to watch Langwarrin or the nearby Frankston. Kelvin and 
I would take a passing interest in what was going on out in the middle 
while counting down the minutes to half-time, when we could get 
out and have a kick ourselves. Once or twice a year, Mum and Dad 
would take us to the MCG to watch the then VFL.

It was Melbourne’s home ground, so they were always one of the 
teams. Th e 1960s was still the era of black and white TV, so after 
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watching the colourless television replays I was most surprised one 
time when Collingwood were playing to discover that Des Tudden-
ham had ginger-coloured hair. 

In our plentiful spare time, because there was not a lot going on in 
Centre Road, Langwarrin, we spent countless hours kicking a foot-
ball in winter and playing cricket in summer. A fortunate by-product 
of living on acreage was that there was a lot of open space for footy, 
with trees for goalposts which could double as cricket wickets as 
required. We had to make our own fun, because there was rarely 
anyone else around – no next-door neighbours, no corner shop within 
walking distance and the closest shopping centre was at Frankston, a 
15-minute drive away.

Th ere were family farms dotted along Centre Road, but none 
within a few hundred metres and no other boys around our age. Th e 
Matthews dairy farm owned by my grandmother was about a kilo-
metre away and if we were really bored we could wander down and 
watch my Uncle Trevor milk the cows. 

So was born a fear of boredom that would stay with me through-
out my life. I hated the prospect of having nothing to do. So football 
and cricket it was. All you needed to occupy your time in a worth-
while manner was another person, and the three Matthews brothers 
all had a love of sport. Hour after hour we’d play footy, or in summer 
our own version of Test cricket. 

After work, Dad would get involved too, fi ring bullet-like stab passes 
at us from about 10 metres as we’d try to mark it. Th e old footy turned 
sandy-coloured and rounded with age. It’s a great memory. I can still 
feel the thud of the ball on my chest. I played the odd inter-school game 
of football in my early years at Langwarrin primary school, but there 
was no organised under-aged club football back in those days. 

Th en came the big move. It seemed like the end of the world at the 
time. In 1962, late in my fi fth-grade year at school, the Matthews 
family paid the princely sum of ₤3500 for a new home in Glenbrook 
Avenue, Chelsea. Chelsea was closer to Dad’s work and my parents 
thought moving into suburbia would aff ord their boys better oppor-
tunities as they grew up. 
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Funny what you remember as a kid. On my fi rst day at Chelsea 
Primary School, Kelvin and I sat together in the playground at lunch-
time crying, because we didn’t want to leave Langwarrin. It was 
what we knew and what we were comfortable with. Again, it was an 
early pointer to my adult personality. I was naturally conservative. I 
liked my comfort zone, liked being in control, and didn’t particularly 
relish change. 

Th e Chelsea house seemed like luxury compared to Langwarrin, 
but it wasn’t all that diff erent – still cement-sheet walls, only two 
bedrooms but with a bungalow out the back, a small kitchen, dining 
room and living room, and a small laundry. We were very fortunate 
a couple of years later when we got internal plumbing and could do 
away with the backyard toilet. 

What we did have was a terrifi c thickly grassed backyard footy 
ground about 15 metres long by about 10 metres wide. On one wing 
was the weatherboard bungalow and on the other the paling timber 
fence adjoining the neighbouring property; the back of our house 
hemmed in one end, while the outhouse surrounded by a six-feet-high 
hedge was at the opposite end. Goals were the gap between the house 
and the fence at one end and the space between the bungalow and 
outhouse at the other.

Th e bungalow had an outside light globe, which gave us the 
opportunity to play night footy as well, although regular stray footies 
meant that the solitary globe needed replacing every second week.

Boy, did Kelvin and I go at it in our personal backyard battle-space! 
It was a perfect venue for fair dinkum matches in those few years late 
in my primary school days. We used the timber fence like a wrestler 
would the wrestling ring ropes. Th e ageing timber structure had a fair 
bit of give in it and we learnt that, if you go into contact hard, you can 
bounce off  it and back into play very quickly. It was an early lesson 
that stood us in good stead when fl esh and blood opponents replaced 
that rickety side fence. 

Th e move to Chelsea meant we enjoyed a big change in lifestyle. 
Th ere was no more isolation; we had playmates everywhere. Th e Wil-
liams family, with four children, lived on one side of us – Sue, Julie, 
Paul and Shane (who coincidentally became the head trainer at the 
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Brisbane Lions during the 1990s). Michael and Peter Luff  lived on the 
other side. Glenbrook Avenue had a street full of youngsters. It was 
not unusual to have a couple of dozen kids wanting to play when we’d 
put the rubbish bin out on the road for a Test match, or get out the 
plastic footy for kick-to-kick. 

Not that we didn’t have a good leather football. As was always the 
case, Mum and Dad made sure we had the important things. But you 
didn’t kick the leather footy on the bitumen, because there was no 
new one each year. Th at was reserved for the grass in the backyard, 
or the nearest oval.

As a cricketer, I was a batsman/wicketkeeper but not nearly as 
good as Kelvin, who was a batsman/bowler. We played in the same 
Chelsea under-14 team and he was captain, even though he was two 
years younger. We played on matting and if you made a 50 you’d 
receive a cap. I never got one. I once got to 45 and Dad made me 
retire. Th ere was occasional tough love in our household.

Dad was a keen bike-rider in his youth, and our other occasional 
Saturday night treat was an outing to the long-defunct Melbourne 
Velodrome at Olympic Park, now the home of the Melbourne Storm 
rugby league team. I can still hear the clatter of the bikes on the 
board track. I loved watching Australian great Sid Patterson compete 
against international visitors in the sprint races.

We learn lessons in our youth all the time. Whether we know it 
at the time or not, many of these events aff ect our thinking and atti-
tudes. In Year 6 at Chelsea Primary School, I ended up being captain 
of the school, the cricket team, the football team and the athletics 
team. At the school presentation one lunchtime, I got given a certifi -
cate for each of those four roles. When we went back to our classroom, 
in a display of being a smartarse kid, I spread the certifi cates vainly 
across the top of my desk.

My teacher, Mr Fred LeDeux, who had played a few games with 
Geelong footy club in the 1950s, seeing what I was doing, sarcas-
tically and embarrassingly began to call me Cappy. Th e lesson has 
stayed with me: there is never any excuse for big-headedness, showing 
off  or getting too carried away with yourself. None of the other kids 
ever called me Cappy, but Mr LeDeux continued to use it as a friendly 
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reminder that humility is important. I thank him for emphasising 
that lesson, which has stuck in my mind ever since.

I was 12 when I played my fi rst full season of club football with 
the Chelsea under-15s. It was a new team. Until that year, the young-
est level of organised competition on the Mornington Peninsula had 
been the under-17s, so the timing couldn’t have been better for me. 
We wore Geelong colours and I was just the little kid playing on the 
wing, relishing the chance to put into practice the countless hours I’d 
spent in kick-to-kick and backyard one-on-one with Kelvin.

Captain of the Chelsea under-15s was Glenn Murphy, whose girl-
friend at the time was our next-door neighbour Julie Williams; so that 
was the moment my junior footy began with the Chelsea Football 
Club – if it hadn’t been for getting to know Glenn, I might have joined 
the Luff s, who played at the neighbouring Bonbeach Footy Club.

We won the premiership that year, but late in the grand fi nal I got 
belted by an opponent and fi nished the game being carried off  on my 
team-mates’ shoulders a sobbing mess. Amazing how the last grand 
fi nal I played in, over 20 years later in 1985, I was again a sobbing 
mess – for vastly diff erent reasons – as a retiring 33-year-old veteran.

Th at game as a 12-year-old might have been the basis of my long-
held belief that if there is a choice between hitter or hittee, being a 
hitter wins every time!

Th e following year, a few of us Chelsea kids decided to try out 
for the Mornington Peninsula under-15 schoolboys’ team. After the 
fi rst trial game, the coach read out the list of players who were still in 
contention. My name was not on the list, but my mate Robert Judd, 
who came down with us, was.

Robert was getting instructions for the next training session and I 
was standing next to him, waiting for us to go home, when the coach 
saw me and said, ‘Oh, young Matthews, you can come back next 
week as well.’ Th e disappointment of rejection was suddenly replaced 
with the thrill of still being in contention.

I ended up making the peninsula squad and from those state 
championships was selected in the under-14 schoolboys Victorian 
team that year. If I hadn’t been in the right spot at the right time, 
that opportunity to get a junior Big V jumper would never have 
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eventuated – an early example that, whether we like it or not, random 
and uncontrollable good or bad fortune will intervene in our lives to 
a much greater extent than we’d like to believe.

We travelled to Canberra, where I was billeted with the Rutter 
family. On the last Saturday, we played Western Australia in the 
grand fi nal at Manuka Oval on a day I’ll never forget – and, happily, 
would never replicate. It had snowed heavily on the Friday night and 
when we arrived at the ground it was six inches deep in snow. Just to 
get a result, we played four fi ve-minute quarters of the most bizarre 
football I can remember. And somehow we won.

Twelve months later, although still eligible for the same Victorian 
side because the age bracket was increased to under-15s, I missed out 
on selection.
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