
  

https://www.theage.com.au/national/after-40-years-pastor-nicholls-magic-question-lingers-20070526-ge4zhe.html
https://www.theage.com.au/national/after-40-years-pastor-nicholls-magic-question-lingers-20070526-ge4zhe.html


The following article, “The Human Side of Football” appeared in the Sporting Globe on Saturday June 1, and Wednesday 
June 5, 1935. The author, Doug Nicholls (1906-1988), played 54 League games for Fitzroy from 1932 to 1937 and 
represented Victoria in 1935. He had trained with Carlton prior to joining Fitzroy but was infamously ostracised by Blues’ 
players because of his race. The ’Roys recruited Nicholls from VFA club Northcote, where he played on the wing from 
1927 to 1931, and was a member of the “Brickfielders” 1929 premiership team. He returned to Northcote as non-playing 
coach in 1947. A committed community leader, Nicholls was integral to the organisation of Aboriginal football teams that 
played Northcote on the King’s Birthday holiday in the 1940s and was the inaugural chair of the National Aboriginal 
Sports Foundation in 1969. He was also the manager of the All-Australian Aboriginal teams that played Papua New Guinea 
in 1973 and 1974 (when footy in Papua New Guinea was at its strongest). His Excellency Sir Doug Nicholls KCVO OBE, 
was knighted in 1972 and appointed Governor of South Australia in 1976. 
 
 

These impressions have been written especially for the Sporting Globe by Doug Nicholls, Fitzroy’s aboriginal footballer-preacher. Last 
Saturday he played a plucky game on the wing for the Maroons. On Sunday evening he preached a sermon to a congregation of 500 
people in a church at Brunswick. He views football through kindly, sparkling eyes.  
 
 
I LOVE football! I love every moment of it. To me, football is 
more than a mere game. It is not only a wonderful recreation, 
but an inspiration and a mental and physical tonic. How I look 
forward to each Saturday’s play! 
 To me, the roar of the crowd is music. I revel in the 
tense atmosphere of the game and the preparations for it. So 
keen am I on football that I’d go anywhere for a game. I’d play 
in an open paddock if necessary, with a gumtree for a dressing-
room and pavilion. 
 I get a tremendous kick out of football, because I know 
that my people in New South Wales follow my doings and play 
closely by the wireless and in the newspapers. This always 
spurs me on and gives me confidence. 
 My last-minute selection for the Victorian team to play 
at Perth and Adelaide is just a slice of luck. Still I’m very 
pleased about it. It’s an honour to play for Victoria. I’ve never 
played for the State before, except in the combined Association 
team at Sydney [1931]. I’ve played for the Association against 
the League [1931] and for the League against the Association 
[1934].  
 Once on the football field, I forget everything else. I’m 
playing football. I never take my eyes off that ball. My aim is not 
only to beat my opponent but also to serve my side. I realise 
that in football, as in other things, it’s team-work that tells. 

WHY GET PEEVED? 
 I believe in playing the game hard but fairly. If the 
other fellow beats me, good luck to him. What’s the use of 
getting peeved about it? It only makes me redouble my efforts 
for the next duel. “Keep your head. Doug; keep cool!” That’s my 
motto when things don’t go quite right. The man who gets 
rattled is lost.  
 Although the roar of the crowd inspires me, I’m totally 
deaf to “advice” shouted at me by well-meaning supporters. 
“Mark it, Doug!” they sometimes yell. As though I wouldn’t! 
 I’ve often heard of players trying to intimidate 
opponents. That’s never been tried on me. Not that it would 
have any effect. As a boxer, I learned quite a lot about self-
control and confidence in ticklish situations. 
 The atmosphere of the football training rooms always 
appeals strongly to me. There’s such an air of good-fellowship 
and comradeship. I’ve made some great friends in my football 
career. As I work at the Fitzroy Cricket Ground, I’m in the true 
sporting atmosphere most of my time. 

 But away from the ground, I forget about football. I like 
to think of other things. I meet friends in the street or on the 
tram. Their first remark usually is about football; nearly always 
football, just as if there wasn’t anything else much in life.  If only 
they’d talk about something else! 
 I spend most of my evenings reading and attending 
young people’s gatherings where mental uplift is the objective. I 
don’t read fiction. I prefer something more solid – such as the 
works of C. H. Spurgeon or Wm. Casey. That kind of reading 
gladdens my heart. It doesn’t make me too serious beyond my 
27 years – not a bit of it. I’m as happy as the next man.  

“SAW THE LIGHT.” 
 Three years ago I saw the light, as I visualised it, and 
began to study religion, under the tuition of Pastor W. W. 
Saunders, who has proved a wonderful friend to me. In a few 
months, I found joy in preaching sermons in various churches 
on Sundays. This I have continued to do. I get quite a thrill out 
of it. I feel I’m doing good. It gives me a definite goal in life. To 
my mind it’s better for me than “knocking about”. 
 In my young days, I trained and practised to become 
an athlete at my native home at Cummeragunja (NSW). I took 
to running and football at once. In 1926 I came to Melbourne to 
run, because my brother was a runner here. Success was 
elusive for a while. It took me three years to win a decent race. 
That was the Nyah Gift, worth £130. Later I won the 
Warracknabeal Gift, worth £130 and a £25 trophy. 
 But the football urge was strong within me. I began 
playing with Northcote in 1927. I played with them for five happy 
years before I transferred to Fitzroy. I’ve had a glorious time 
with the Maroons ever since. You couldn’t wish to be in a 
grander team. 

BOXING FOR A LIVING. 
 I did not take on pugilism out of any love for it. But in 
1931 I suddenly found myself out of a job. A fellow had to do 
something. I joined Jimmy Sharman’s boxing troupe. We toured 
Victoria and New South Wales. I didn’t know too much about 
fighting when I took it on; but self-preservation is a great and 
rapid teacher. I soon picked up enough points to save me from 
hidings. On top of that, I’m said to be pretty nimble on my feet! 

But now – good-bye to all that. I’ve settled down on 
the Fitzroy ground staff. Both cricket and football officials at 
Fitzroy have treated me handsomely. They opened up a new 
opportunity in life for me. 
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