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more than just footy

Football can turn lives around
This is the second in
Alexandra Bathman’s series
on the role of country
football clubs in rural
communities.

Staying on track . . . John Ryan has used his years of experience in country football to stop troubled
players heading in the wrong direction.

Young men can be turned into
great citizens with the help of
country football clubs, according
to a country footy veteran.

Past player, coach and now
Goulburn Valley Football League
commentator John Ryan, 65, said
he had seen a number of young
men turn their lives around after
being involved with a club.

‘‘In some ways football teaches
more than just a game,’’ he said.

Mr Ryan has had experience in
clubs across the region including
Tatura, Nathalia and Kyabram.

He recalls a player in an under-
16s team often in trouble with
police and involved with drugs.

‘‘Most people wanted to get rid
of him but we persevered. Within
12 months he had really turned
around and helped us win the
premiership.

‘‘I remember he came up to me
after the game crying and we just
hugged. He grew up to be quite
clever.’’

Mr Ryan said seeing the im-
provements in the attitudes of
some players was just as reward-

ing as winning a flag, if not more
so.

He said a coach’s role was
sometimes similar to a psychol-
ogist.

‘‘When I was a boy I was a bit of
a wild one. But then I did my knee
and had to stop playing and it
made me realise all the opportuni-
ties I had missed.

‘‘I had to stop making stupid
mistakes and I used to tell my
players not to do the same things I
had done.’’

Mr Ryan said he was concerned
about the future of sporting clubs
in rural towns and what it would
mean to the smaller communities.

While he had not seen any
closures in his time, the merging of
some clubs was a warning sign.

‘‘These clubs are super import-
ant for young people to learn
discipline they don’t seem get from
anywhere else anymore and some
kids just need some TLC.’’

Mr Ryan is now involved with
the GVFL YouTube channel.

The channel has been a useful
tool in keeping country football
coverage current and accessible.

‘‘It takes footy to those who
often can’t be there. They think it’s
terrific.’’

Club was there
to help when
tragedy struck

Not alone . . . Tom Crawford has been supported by the Tatura Football Club after the deaths of his brothers.

Part of the team . . . Daniel Maher, Daniel Flynn, Marty Leahy and Tom Crawford celebrate the Bulldogs’
reserves premiership win in 2011.

Country football creates
strong social networks and a
common rallying point in times
of hardship in many Victorian
towns.

Toolamba resident Tom
Crawford knows all too well
the support footy clubs are
capable of.

In the space of only three
years, Tom lost both of his
older brothers, Andrew and
Jono.

With his family’s strong con-
nection to the Tatura Football
Club, the players and coaches
and the wider community took
Tom in as a brother of their
own.

‘‘It’s like a big family,’’ Tom
said.

‘‘The footy club are really
inclusive and everyone just
came together. Without the
club, there probably wouldn’t
have been as many people to
turn to for help.’’

Andrew had been a player
for the Bulldogs in the seniors
and reserves, wearing the
number four jumper.

The club has since taken the
number off the field out of
respect, but players wear it
printed on their guernseys, on
the left-hand side over the
heart.

‘‘The year Andrew died, in
2011, a lot of his good mates
who had left the club came
back to play that year,’’ Tom
said.

‘‘They didn’t lose a game all
year and won the premiership
flag. It was all for Andrew.’’

At Tatura, players have to
grab a mate or anyone from the
town after they win a game to
join the team’s circle in the
club’s rooms.

When the team won the
grand final in 2011, the re-
serves coach grabbed Tom to
help sing their theme song.

‘‘I felt a real part of the

team,’’ Tom said. ‘‘It’s hard to
explain but I was really proud
of the boys because I know
Andrew would have been hap-
py.’’

Since Andrew’s death, Tom
said there had been a stronger
sense of unity within the club
and Tatura community.

‘‘The club’s motto is ‘Our
town, our club’ and I think
when Andrew died everyone
learnt to look out for one
another more.’’

It was no different when
Jono died earlier this year,
even though Jono had not been
part of the footy club while
living in Melbourne for a num-
ber of years.

‘‘Everyone loved Jono,’’ Tom
said. ‘‘All the players have
been looking out for me saying
if I ever needed someone to
talk to they would be there.’’

To cope with his grief, Tom
had a mentor in the club’s past
captain, Linc Wellington.

‘‘He was good because he
didn’t judge if I did something
stupid, and I still catch up with
him today,’’ Tom said.

‘‘It took me awhile to open
up but these days I can talk a
lot more.’’

Tom said the club’s support
was a significant reason for
getting him to where he was
today — a young man who
wanted to help others in their
own time of need.

‘‘I’ve just finished a personal
training course and I’ve recent-
ly decided I wanted to be a
counsellor so I’m just looking
for the right course to enrol
(in).’’
■ For assistance, please phone
Lifeline’s 24-hour helpline on
free-call 131 114. Young people
aged under 25 can also call the
Kids Helpline on free-call
1800 551 800.
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