New Broome in footy: League revived by priest
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EVERYBODY knows Michael McMahon as Father. But in Broome, where he spent many years, he's much more than a Catholic priest and a saviour of souls.

Up there, he's the "father of football". 
"If it wasn't for Captain Catholic, who knows where the game might be? We mightn't be playing," Broome historian Brian Kane said. "Father Mac resurrected football up here when it appeared dead. 
"He's done everything. He's been president of the league, coached premiership sides, umpired grand finals, has medals for best players named after him, selected all-star teams in the league and was the first life member of the Broome Football Association (now the West Kimberley Football League). 

"He was even the funeral director in Broome." 

A Pallottine priest who is now chaplain at Trinity College in East Perth and at juvenile detention centres Banksia Hill and Rangeview in Perth's southern suburbs, Father Mac shrugs off praise in much the same way his beloved Western Bulldogs have shrugged off opponents during much of the AFL season. 

"Yeah, I spent a bit of time in Broome. And I did a few things with footy," he said. 

"Not sure how long I was there and not sure how much I did for the game." 

Born in Footscray, Victoria, Father McMahon, 67, arrived in Broome in 1967. 

"There were only 1400 people there. (It's now 10 times that size). The place was so small I blessed every house in Broome on my first Easter Sunday there," he said. 

"In those days, there was a daily siesta between 12.30pm and 2pm and there was a Chinese form of gambling at the back of the Roebuck (Hotel). 

"Yeah, I was the undertaker for a while. Everybody – from Aboriginals to Asians, Malays to Japanese – got on so well. 

"Footy was played on a red-dirt oval and there was a gum tree on one of the half-forward flanks. You had to play around it. There was a delay when it got stuck in the branches. 

"Most players didn't wear boots, and betting escapades abounded. 

"There were some great players, naturals – and there was so much fun and games." 

It all started on May 29, 1921, when Norths met Souths in a practice match minutes after a club was formed on the veranda of the Institute Hall. 

Mr D. McLaren was the league's first president, supported by five vice-presidents, four committeemen, a secretary and a patron. 

However, it was Messrs Smith and Owen who snared the early glory. They picked the sides for the first match. 

The first day football was played in Broome, the side selected by Mr Owen (6.1 to 3.5 winners) had to sport white handkerchiefs around their arms to distinguish the teams. 

A week later, Norths and Souths played for premiership points, with the proceeds of 7 pounds from the afternoon tea served by the ladies committee going towards the purchase of a piano for the state school. 

This time, Smith and Norths turned the tables on Owen and Souths, winning 7.17 to 3.7. 

By July, the teams were attracting bigger crowds. 

"A good percentage of the fair sex were assembled at the ground," Mr Kane writes on his website, Barefoot and Brilliant, a summary of 85 years of football in Broome. 

The Broome Football Association didn't have a historian before Mr Kane, born in the eastern suburbs of Melbourne, moved to WA's holiday hot spot in 1978. 

"I just fell in love with the place, the people," Mr Kane said. 

He played for the Broome-based Saints and Beagle Bay. He umpired grand finals. A religious education teacher, he drove barefoot boys from Nulungu Catholic College (now St Mary's) in the back of trucks with wire-mesh crates and roll bars to play games. 

"It was football like I had not seen before . . . or since," he said. "Football here has been full of history and humour." 
