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I was pleased to have had a nostalgic journey through my early days in journalism, when I dealt with the Thornett brothers on a regular basis. Congratulations on the book. Whatever happens, the certain thing is that you have added significantly to the record of Australian sport.

Norman Tasker: Journalist

I’m really flattered to get this opportunity to talk about Dick Thornett. He was certainly a guy who is highly regarded, one of the greats of the club, still revered by the fans and the former players. When you walked into a Parramatta reunion, there was that table. That special table – the Dick Thornetts, the Ken Thornetts, the Bob O’Reillys. They had such an aura about them. I saw Dick Thornett play way back in that 1971 semi-final between Parramatta and St George. I was very fortunate to be named in that Parramatta Legends team in the second row alongside him, which to me was such a huge honour, to be named alongside a huge player like him.

Peter Wynn: Parramatta (1979–1990), New South Wales and Australia

What an amazing story brilliantly told and researched. I found it compelling reading from start to finish. ‘Moby’ was one of a kind and that is portrayed superbly.

Peter Peters: Parramatta (1968) and Manly-Warringah (1969–1974)








Richard ‘Dick’ Thornett

by Peter Fenton (October 26, 2023)

The brilliant Dick Thornett is a man we well recall

The youngest of a trio who would challenge one and all,

Growing up in Bronte swimming laps in Bronte Baths

Mixing there with household names now treading famous paths.

Playing Water Polo showing strength in roughest water

With older brothers John and Ken who gave no slightest quarter,

Spending countless hours riding waves in open surf

Then watching stars in myrtle green on Coogee’s hallowed turf.

This fine young set of brothers may indeed have had no equal

In sixty years that followed have we ever seen a sequel?

Both John and Ken wore green and gold; in different codes they starred,

Yet Dick was not to be outdone; he played a different card.

In those famous Rome Olympics at the age of almost twenty

He joined the Water Polo team to savage foes a-plenty.

Now when he made the Wallabies though still so young in years,

He showed no trepidation for the challenge held no fears.

The All Blacks felt his power in the thickest of the battle

He revelled in those moments when you hear the sabres rattle.

When Rugby League came calling and he joined his brother Ken

He held aloft the Ashes with a host of famous men.

Few men have won the honour that Dick can hold so proudly

For many years his praises rang so widely and so loudly,

To wear your nations colours; three times on different stages

Must make this modest warrior “a sportsman for the ages”.








Foreword By Dawn Fraser

Representing Australia is a privilege, an honour. To do so in three sports is extraordinary. Richard stands for all that is good about being an Australian and that is something worth remembering.

Dawn Fraser AC MBE OLY

Olympic Swimming Champion, World Record Holder








Foreword By John Eales

I’m not sure there will ever be another Dick Thornett. In an era of specialisation, it is increasingly inconceivable for an athlete to compete at the top level in three sports. Brendan and Stephan’s book allows us to reflect on how unique Dick’s career was and celebrate that it included an influential stint in the Wallabies. Representing the Wallabies is an honour and a responsibility, one that doesn’t pass as you hand on your jersey to the next man. Your career will pass, but you will always be a Wallaby. Not a former Wallaby, but a Wallaby. Dick’s legacy in his time in the gold jersey, and with what he achieved both before and since, will stand the test of time among his peers.

John Eales AM

Wallaby #694 and captain (Australian national rugby team)








Foreword By Michael Cronin

The game wasn’t invented yesterday or today, so it’s very important that we remember all those players who are part of its history. I was a kid, probably 15 when I first watched Dick play in that Test when he replaced Arthur Beetson at halftime (on July 23, 1966). It has a lasting impression on you, watching those players. Dick Thornett played Water Polo, Rugby Union and Rugby League for Australia. If he was going around today, he’d be a legend. And that shouldn’t be lost on people. He played in an era, with his brother, where Parramatta was starting to do things.

Michael ‘Mick’ Cronin OAM

Parramatta Eels and Kangaroo #469 (Australian national rugby league team)









Introduction

There is something eternally special about the relationship that a father has with his daughter. It was written of my father during the week that there was surprise in his passing, because most who knew him saw him as indestructible. So, while you saw a man who tore sporting teams apart single-handedly, I saw a man whose only ferocity was in the love he gave to me and my sisters.

I will never forget the feeling of safety as my father carried me to bed in his arms after long days out with family and friends. I’d wish that he’d never put me down.

Sophie Morris, October 18, 2011

The passing of Richard Thornett was a shock to many, as his larger-than-life presence on the sporting field seemed to suggest a man who was unbreakable. But, as his daughter so eloquently put it at his funeral, there was more to Richard than met the eye.

I am married to Richard’s youngest daughter, Sophie. Before he passed, I had the privilege of enjoying 14 years of not just his company and heartfelt friendship, but his telling of tales, of a life well-travelled, of experiences so remarkable yet so enchanting that they deserve re-telling. They reflect the deep devotion to his family and his friends; tales that extend well beyond the physical wonderment that he was able to conjure as an athlete. Richard Thornett, it turned out, was not just a sportsman of exceptional skill, but also a sensitive, humble and loyal man, and just a little bit cheeky, a man whose gentle nature belied his prowess on the field. There were times of weakness, sure, and moments when mountains stood before him that must have seemed insurmountable. But, as is so often the case, it is the manner in which these challenges are met that is the true measure of any person.

As humans, we have always been drawn to stories about people like Richard, who achieve success in their fields beyond most mortals, yet who lead their lives with quiet dignity and grace. Nonetheless, beyond it all, they are just that, mortal…human. And so, in collaboration with Stephan Wellink who sowed the seeds for this project, I set out to tell his story, to capture the essence of this remarkable man who left an indelible mark on Australian sport, but whose greatest legacy was much, much more.

Brendan Morris

About 17 years ago, I approached John Thornett MBE with the suggestion that a book should be written about the brothers Thornett. Thankfully, John liked the idea and took it to his brothers who also agreed to collaborate with me, and, from that point, I had open access to John, Ken, Richard, their families, friends and former teammates. It was a biographer’s dream.

So, what happened? Well, life does, and for various reasons the research, many hours of recorded interviews, piles of reference materials and copious handwritten and typed notes were placed in storage. That is, until early 2023, which is when Brendan Morris asked me if I would like to collaborate on a book about his father-in-law, Richard Thornett. My response was an unequivocal ‘yes’ and my Thornett archive was exposed to light for the first time in many years as we set out to write this biography.

Of course, it is impossible to write about Richard without some reference to John and Ken because as you will read, their lives were strongly linked from growing up at Bronte, where they excelled at swimming and Water Polo, through to the two codes of rugby where the Thornett name is revered.

However, this is Richard’s story and by any measure, his was an extraordinary life.

Stephan Wellink









CHAPTER ONE

A Time of Change


It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair.

Charles Dickens (A Tale of Two Cities)

1960, and Australia was on the cusp of something special, although it was often held back from greater things by its own insecurity, conservativeness and a wayward belief in its own ability. However, it proved to be a transformative decade for the nation, characterised by significant social, political and cultural change. It was a time of immense progress, challenging traditional norms and fostering progressive ideals that struck the heart of the Australian psyche.

The concept of “cultural cringe” – first introduced by Australian critic A.A. Phillips in the 1950s – refers to a perceived inferiority complex or lack of confidence in one’s own cultural identity and achievements. It suggests a lack of self-assurance and an inclination to look externally for validation and approval. Across so many contexts, Australia sat within this mindset in the 1960s, while amid it all, its people yearned for individuals or groups who might lead the way in proving Australia’s identity is its own, and a mighty one at that. This era was when Australia began achieving this, and the pride and belief in our country began to emerge as our heroes and leaders proved themselves to the world.

Esteemed journalist Norman Tasker gave a different take. He felt it was more a “lack of opportunity… there weren’t many people in the country, opportunities were limited,” although he added that in the 1960s, “Australia started to get on top, around Dick Thornett’s era, and once they got on top, they stayed on top.” Richard Thornett represented his country in three sports at the top level, across nine of the ten years in this decade, perhaps the most transitional and life-changing of any decade in recent history. He and the teams in which he played helped Australia emerge from the shadows of insecurity that had beset the nation for so long.

Consider what a significant time this was for Australia and the world: Harold Holt, elected Prime Minister in 1966, initiated several policies aimed at modernising Australia, while the country’s involvement in the Vietnam War escalated and led to social unrest, dividing the country from a moral and ethical standpoint. The post-World War II baby boom resulted in a large youth population during the 1960s, also leading to cultural shifts and generational conflicts. Continuing to be influenced by global trends rather than having confidence in its own, Australian youth embraced aspects of the international counterculture movement, advocating for peace, love and freedom of expression.

In June 1964, The Beatles played to packed audiences in Adelaide, Melbourne and Sydney, their only tour to Australia, but Australia counter-punched with our own, among them Johnny O’Keefe and The Easybeats, striving to set our own stage amid a musical world dominated by overseas artists. The 1960s also saw a diversification of Australia’s population, with increased immigration from Southern Europe, Asia and the Middle East, generating a new directional shift in our demographics and with it, a cultural shift. Meanwhile, significant local and global events stepped into the lounge rooms of Australians as the popularity of television grew, becoming a significant source of news, sport, entertainment and cultural influence.

The 1960s was marked by several significant assassinations that had global repercussions. While these events did not directly occur in Australia, they had an impact on the country’s culture and mindset. In November 1963, US President, John F. Kennedy was assassinated, while in 1968, Martin Luther King Jr and Robert F. Kennedy were also victims of the assassin’s bullet. A year later, as the decade drew to a close, man landed on the Moon, capturing the world’s attention and fuelling interest in science and technology as the Space Race accelerated and the Cold War continued apace. It was a triumphant conclusion to one of (if not the most) dynamic decades in the history of mankind but typified the uncertainty that thread its way through the lives of those who lived alongside these remarkable events.

Norman Tasker has a fabulous story that he recalls from these times: “It is May 24, and back in the day, May 24 was Empire Day. When I was at school on Empire Day, we were herded into a movie theatre where we watched the Queen ride a horse as the national anthem played (God Save the Queen in those days) and then we all sang Rule Britannia. We were, to all intents and purposes, British, and this was the world into which the Thornett brothers were born. May 24 was cracker night. Bonfires lit up in backyards all over town (we all had backyards then) and bungers and double bungers and skyrockets and Catherine wheels burned and fizzed everywhere. Eventually it was stopped when the hospitals couldn’t cope with the burns incidents.

Don’t know that it was (cultural) cringe necessarily, but we were certainly told we were part of an Empire, and Britannia ruled the day.

Many years later, I got to spend an hour or so with the Queen in Buckingham Palace. I found her the humblest of people. She liked a gin and tonic and chatting with her brought back all those days of Empire, and by today’s standards the incongruous nature of the world in which we lived.

One rugby example . . . back in those days (1959, I think) it was the practice at Chatswood Oval at least, to play God Save the Queen as the players left the field after the fulltime whistle. As they walked off, all players would stop and stand rigidly to attention when the anthem began, as we all did in those days. On one occasion, the Gordon flanker Ken Yanz, a Wallaby but a notorious physical combatant of dubious discretion, found himself standing rigidly at attention beside a University centre with whom he had had some dispute during the game. Unable to help himself, Yanz threw a sharp jab which felled the University player. Yanz immediately resumed the rigid attention stance as the anthem played out, and nobody else moved. Certainly not the guy who had been poleaxed. Once the anthem finished, some retribution was sought, but nobody had moved until it was over.

Different world, different time.”

David Maraniss, in his book  ROME 1960: The Olympics that changed the world (2008), makes the point: “Change was apparent everywhere. The world as we know it was coming into view.” The events of the 1960s had a significant impact on the Australian psyche and contributed to a cultural and social transformation. It is within this context that a great many Australians looked upwards to their icons who might steer them safely and inspirationally through such precarious waters.

Richard Thornett was one of them.









CHAPTER TWO

Sunrise 1940–1957


It (our sporting ability) didn’t really come from our parents because they weren’t sporting people at all. I really put it down to the fact that we lived near Bronte Beach and my father used to enjoy swimming, so every morning he’d take us, even through winter.

Richard Thornett

Richard Norman Thornett was born at Waverley War Memorial Hospital on the 23rd of September 1940, one year and 22 days after the start of the Second World War. He was brought home from hospital to Bronte, New South Wales (NSW), Australia, the third of three sons for Harold and Marge, and a brother to John and Ken. It was a tumultuous time, with the world reeling from the chaos and uncertainty that filled the hearts of its people, both here and abroad. Yet, amid this backdrop of darkness and conflict, a spark of extraordinary talent, joining those of his brothers, would soon emerge, and in the years ahead he would provide something special for a nation so in need of it.

Richard’s mother, Marge, was a country girl, born east of Coonabarabran, although she didn’t have many fond memories of rural life during the 1920s on the family property, “Koronga”. She was from a large, reasonably affluent family and contracted polio at 14 years of age which rendered her unable to play sport, although she never complained about her condition. Marge was a modest, unassuming woman, regarded as a splendid lady who was never known to brag; she did not exist in the reflected glory of her sons. She was a great cook and hostess who provided for the many people who used to regularly drop by, for the Thornett house was often a refuge for friends of the boys who would always find a friendly welcome there and never leave hungry. In those times, a mother’s lot was to be a good homemaker and Marge would always wash the boys’ muddy football gear by hand, until the arrival of a Hoover twin tub machine which made her life a little easier. Marge unashamedly doted on and spoilt her boys; she was a gentle and caring mother who lived for her family.

Childhood friends and Randwick rugby teammates, ex-Wallaby Peter Johnson and Warren Hurt, who both spent much time at the Thornett household, spoke of Richard’s parents fondly. Johnson said, “Mrs Thornett, she was just, she was just the mother to all of us. To virtually all of us. She was, she was quite extraordinary. Everyone ran everywhere. Just, you never, ever walked. You ran… and she would, she would say to me… ‘You look hungry.’ So, you’d have to have something like a piece of fruit or something and go.”

Warren Hurt added, “You couldn’t go to the Thornetts without Mrs Thornett saying, “You’ve got to stay for dinner, for lunch. And the thing is, she’d serve up these lunches that were just phenomenal. I mean that they’d almost feed Napoleon’s retreating army, in terms of their size. She’d say, ‘Are you going home now?’ And after I’d tell her I was, she would reply, ‘Well, you better have something to eat before you go. It’s a long way to go.’ It was all the time.” Peter Johnson added, “Actually, Mr Thornett told me that when Richard left home, he saved $1.2 million on bananas alone.”

Richard’s father, Harold was born in Canada but lived his early life in England and migrated to Australia in 1904 when he was 12 years of age. One of seven children, he worked as an engineer at the railway. Harold was a keen swimmer and could be found every morning at Bronte Beach or Bronte Baths, a practice which could be traced back to his swimming sessions at Powell’s Pool in Birmingham. He was a good man, a strong Christian, unassuming, stoic and quite conservative (he was known to not be a fan of the liberated 1960s) who gave his boys anything they needed – he was totally dedicated to them. Harold was tall and lean, a height he passed onto his sons, although it seemed they skipped the leanness.

Richard’s parents were of modest means. They were both very dedicated parents, having no luxuries themselves but dedicating their lives to striving to provide the best upbringing possible for John, Ken and Richard. Neither parent had a sporting background, both because of Marge’s affliction and due to a lack of opportunity in part because Harold had come to Australia as a 12-year-old and settled in an unfamiliar world in Hanwood, near Griffith, NSW. Whilst Harold swam regularly later in life, enjoyed sailing and had played a bit of suburban cricket as a fast bowler, none of his sons had ever seen or heard of rugby in their younger years; it was never discussed at home. Most of the boys’ success can be linked to their environment – surf, sun, sand, physical fitness and supportive, nurturing parents.

Although growing up in the seaside suburb of Bronte, Richard’s love of the land sprouted (excuse the pun) early in life through a childhood hero, Uncle Gus Attwood, his mother’s brother. Gus lived on a property at Ungarie, near West Wyalong, NSW, and was a good farmer who had a strong influence on all three brothers early in their lives. He sparked a life-long passion in them for the land which remained strong throughout their lives. They visited him regularly on school holidays, taking long train trips on the Temora Mail to visit Uncle Gus on school holidays. Ken recalled, “Gus working his eight-horse teams and sowing wheat with his two lead horses, Bob and Nell. We spent many a day out rabbiting with horse and sulky accompanied by his greyhounds and by night they sprang rabbit traps. We enjoyed helping with the lamb marking and drenching and would often come back to Sydney with ten shillings or perhaps a pound for our efforts, particularly when Gus had a win at the races. Other fond memories of his visits to the country included playing the card game 500 in the evenings, Tilley lamps and kerosene, milking cows, the smell of the cypress pines and Pepper trees, and big tennis days.” Upon returning to Sydney, Richard and his brothers felt so much more privileged than their mates to have had that experience, which struck a spark for a life on the land that never left them.

The three brothers trained at Bronte swimming pool in their younger days and at the age of four or five, they joined the Bronte Swimming Club and competed in the inter-club carnivals. Their proximity to the beach and regular outdoor activities were factors in their physical development. They were out and about early and often, and then after school until late in the evenings. Almost every day saw the Thornett brothers swimming in the morning before school or during the day, or both, at Bronte and in swimming competitions every Sunday. As they grew older, this lifestyle contributed to both their fitness levels and physical well-being required to achieve at higher-level competitive sport. Water Polo and touch football helped to establish skills, timing and anticipation. Former Randwick Rugby Union teammate, Stan Sparrow, also remembers not just Richard, but all three brothers having superb ball skills, honed through their sporting prowess in the water. “All three brothers were superb handlers – the Water Polo certainly helped and achieved and maintained fitness from swimming; all three were excellent swimmers.”

Life in Bronte in the 1950s and ’60s was uncomplicated; the Park, the Gully and the surrounding beaches would draw the local young folk together from all over. It is interesting to consider the strength of sportspeople and teams who were based in Sydney’s Eastern Suburbs around this time, such as Murray Rose, Ken Catchpole and Michael Cleary (another triple-Australian representative from Randwick). Rugby League club South Sydney were premiers or runners-up in six of seven years from 1965, while Randwick Rugby Club won four from nine Shute Shields from 1959–1967; in 1967, both clubs won their respective premierships.

In summer, the brothers often went fishing for eels at low tide or caught waves at the Bogey Holes west of the baths when there was high tide and good surf. Winter would see Bronte Park (also known as ‘the Gully’) hold 20-a-side tackle football every afternoon until dark when dinner would be waiting when the Thornetts returned home. Richard was about ten and would often give away five or more years to his opponents in those games.

Those were the days when there were no agendas and children played outside for the fun of it. Local parks, beaches and pools were melting pots of children from different (but close-by) suburbs and schools – they would play with or against one another in the park during the week and do the same again on weekends. It spawned a wonderful era of sport throughout the country, long before sporting academies, outrageous playing contract sign-on fees and sporting scholarships.

Former Socceroos’ captain, Johnny Warren, described the environment in which he was raised in his book Sheilas, Wogs and Poofters: An Incomplete Biography of Johnny Warren and Soccer in Australia. “The setting of my upbringing was classic post-war Sydney. Extended and close-knit families, sun-drenched summers playing cricket, grazed knees from tarred playing fields, ‘six ‘n’ out’ and broken windows. A city rebalancing after the turmoil of the war, a society looking to redefine its mores and holding fast to what it knew to be true. My brothers and I were products of people who had lived through the Depression. The Depression taught my parents not to take anything for granted and always have a contingency or escape plan. They firmly believed that education and sport were an integral part of life.”

Norman Tasker added, “It was the post-war thing, everyone was into sport. Everyone. Everything was cheap, schools, all the schools had mostly male teachers. So, sport was a thing that was a very important part of life. And that naturally developed some very good players who were the sort of people you’re talking about in the early 1960s.”

Triple international, Michael Cleary, remembers the time well when asked how growing up in that era may have lent itself to people being so multi-talented across a number of sports (consider names like Thornett, Brass, Lisle, Cleary, Heinrich and Hawthorne, to name a few), “Well, it was because we weren’t disciplined in any (one) sport. We just participated in whatever sport was available. We used to run the streets running bare feet and a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, or you’d have a school uniform. You’d get in it and you go running. And if there’s a game of touch football on, you played touch football. If beach football, you played beach football. Handball, you played handball; tennis, you’d play tennis… you just adjusted to what was available at the time… Also, (I’d see Richard) a little bit at the Coogee Aquarium. I saw him around those times, but I thought that brothers Dick, John and Ken, they were all pretty close together. And we all wandered the streets of Bronte in those days. (We) just looked after each other and had a lot of fun. Dick, I found was a gentle giant with a turn of speed and at times a jovial fella with a bit of sarcasm in his voice. He always had a smile on his face.”

Rugby League international, Kevin Junee, who like Cleary played with and against Richard, also remembers the simplicity of the times, the uncomplicated rituals and traditions, and the way of life. “I used to walk to school; I can’t remember if I had shoes or not. Life was a little bit tough back then. Paddington was a tough area. Every parent seemed to be struggling. It was a working-class area. Your biggest honour was to wear the district football jumper, an honour to wear the red, white and blue. During winter we’d pull the timber off the fences and every backyard had a couple of palings missing to try and stoke the chip heater in the baths. We had the clothes prop man walking down selling clothes, and then there was the rabbit man (who) used to come around selling rabbits. The vegie man who had his horse and cart, and my mother used to send me out to scoop up the horse manure to put on our little backyard garden which was about a metre square. Yeah, life was pretty simple but tough.”

Journalist Norman Tasker remembers the Thornett family. “Well, the thing that struck me (about Mother Thornett), as is the case with most sporting mothers, was the meticulous records; they kept the scrapbook. It was just voluminous, as you can imagine. But so far in covering pretty much all their lives, from the time they were kids playing Water Polo down to Bronte to John Thornett, leading the Wallabies to Dick being a multi-talented international. It was just voluminous. And she was obviously a very doting mother, as most mothers of good sporting people are. She treasured that scrapbook. She was a very proud mother. I met the old man once or twice. He was a taciturn sort of guy, but he was obviously pretty devoted to them too, I’d say. It seemed to me to be a pretty strong family.”

The three boys attended Clovelly Primary School. John left in 4th class to attend Woollahra Opportunity School while Richard and Ken left in 6th class and went to Paddington Central Junior Technical School; Richard until 1955. After his first three years at Paddington, Richard left to attend Randwick Boys’ High School to complete his Leaving Certificate. Unfortunately, he wasn’t the academic that his brother, John, was and after failing his Leaving Certificate, he set his compass towards a life of sport, concentrating on Water Polo and Rugby Union in those early days.

Richard remembered. “Probably, the first competition game I played was when I went to Clovelly Primary School. I played Rugby League in the 6 stone-7 category when I was in 4th class because of my size. Even at that age I couldn’t make the 5 stone-7 pounds where most of my classmates were. (In fact), I only just made the 6 stone-7 pounds but after a couple of years at Clovelly Primary School I went to Paddington and played Rugby League. As Paddington didn’t play Rugby Union, I played (Rugby Union) with Bronte RSL Club while playing Rugby League with Paddington.”

Perhaps as a nod to the future, at 13 years of age, Richard was a dual-code sportsman. He was playing First Grade Water Polo for Bronte at 14 and the recipient of three Combined High Schools (CHS) Blue awards in his three years at Paddington. Elsewhere in the school, two year groups behind Richard at Paddington was future Rugby League international, Kevin Junee. In Paddington’s 1955 school magazine Tricolour, the football report detailed that by season’s end, the 1st team “… was undefeated, scoring 276 points to 4, Bondi being the only side to score against us.”

At the end of his third year at Paddington, Richard truly launched his sporting career when he transferred to Randwick Boys’ High School in 1956. Their school magazine reports in both years are filled with praise for his sporting achievements. He excelled in swimming, Water Polo and football (Rugby League), both captaining the school and representing CHS in each sport. Richard’s outstanding representation was recognised with a Combined High Schools “Blue Award” for all three sports in 1957. The New South Wales Combined High Schools’ (NSWCHS) Blue Award is an extremely prestigious award that is only presented to students who have excelled on the sporting field, displayed outstanding sportsmanship and made great contributions to both their school and sporting communities. In all the years that the Blues have been awarded, only one other person has been awarded three in one year – David Woods, the Olympic Water Polo player, who was awarded for the same three sports in 1961.

Interestingly, 37 years later, the Sky High Room at Canterbury Racecourse held an evening that honoured past and present CHS sporting champions. It was a who’s who of Australia’s sporting royalty and included such names as Kay Cottee, Marjorie Jackson, Betty Cuthbert, Dawn Fraser, John and Ilsa Konrads, and John Henricks. Richard Thornett and then CHS sports association president, Dave Woods, were remembered for their feats in having achieved Blues in three different sports.

Award-winning journalist Adrian McGregor knew Richard well. Apart from his talented work as a wordsmith, he played rugby with Richard at Randwick Boys’ High School in the 1st XV. His biography reads, “Adrian McGregor’s first trail-blazing bestseller “King Wally” created a new readership for Rugby League books. It was followed by the popular “Wally and the Broncos”. His biography of Greg Chappell has been acclaimed as one of the finest contemporary contributions to the history of cricket while his account of the 1990 Kangaroos’ tour of England, “Simply the Best” was described as the Rugby League book of the year. Adrian’s biography of Cathy Freeman – “A Journey Just Begun” – was also highly acclaimed. Adrian is a writer with wide experience on Australian newspapers and he has won several journalism prizes, including a National Press Club award for best sporting feature.”

In an interview for this book, he remembered Richard Thornett vividly. “He was sort of a man amongst boys, really, because he was about 15 stone and I weighed about 12 stone. They put me as the other prop and a physical Ted Syme, who was a very good Water Polo player and swimmer from Bondi, came into the side as hooker. I can tell you it was a shock of my life to suddenly go into a scrum because Dick was holding up his side and the scrum was screwing badly. I was going backwards. When he first arrived, he was a Water Polo player as much as he was a rugby player, and he was enormously strong. My conversations with him were, basically, that he was a gentleman and he was observant. He was a very trusted person, you know, around the team.

I remember once we had a scrum (which) we lost. We’re about the halfway mark and the ball went dead along the Sydney High School backline to their winger who went down the sideline. Just a yard or two from the sideline was Dick who had broken from the scrum as he was the prop and diagonally went across, anticipating what was going on and crashed him to the ground. It was amazing, you know, the performance, because he was such a big man. But he was fast. Once he got a bit of speed up, he was fast across the ground.”

More than a decade later, Richard was still displaying his remarkable speed across the ground in cover defence. John Rhodes was born in Brisbane, Queensland and played wing and centre, including 63 times for Canterbury between 1968 and 1972. He played for NSW in game 3 of the interstate series alongside Richard in 1968 against Queensland, his old state, with NSW winning 29–11. Rhodes also played with Richard in the 1968 Rugby League World Cup, including the Final against France. When asked about Richard’s playing strengths he said: “(Richard’s) strength was his running but his defence was very, very good as well. If you got near him, he’d clobber you. I can remember we were playing against Great Britain and Clive Sullivan was on the wing. He was playing his first Test match and I marked him. We had a drop kick from the goal line and I missed him (Sullivan). He’d come inside and he easily beat me, (but) Dick was covering in defence and he grassed him. (Thank goodness) because we were the only two that were on that side. For a big man, he could cover a lot of ground and he was very fast for a big man, too.”

The football report in the 1957 Randwick Boys’ High School magazine stated: “DICK THORNETT: Captain of the team and outstanding at lock forward or breakaway, represented C.H.S. against Duntroon, Associated Schools and Greater Public Schools. A brilliant attacking player and cover defender, and probably the best footballer in the competition.”

In 1957, he gave a year away to his opponents because he was young for his year group, Richard represented the CHS representative rugby side that played against Combined Associated Schools (CAS), Duntroon College and Greater Public Schools (GPS). In the game against the highly-fancied GPS side, a newspaper article prophetically read:

“Two brilliant schoolboy breakaways today will follow in the footsteps of their brothers.

The breakaways are Ted Heinrich (St. Joseph’s College) and Dick Thornett (Randwick High).

They are rivals in the annual Combined G.P.S. V Combined C.H.S. Rugby Union match at the Sports Ground.

Heinrich captain of G.P.S. emulates his brother, Vince who led G.P.S. in 1952.

Dick Thornett follows in the footsteps of brother John, who played for G.P.S. in 1951.

Vince Heinrich and John Thornett played for Australia after their schoolboy Union careers.

Union’s keenest judges believe Ted Heinrich and Dick Thornett could also become Australian representatives.

School officials expect a crowd of 10,000 to watch the match.”

The crack GPS team won the day with a score of 22–6, helped by tries to the outstanding St Joseph’s winger, Jim McCann, and another to one of the greatest Wallabies to play the game, Ken Catchpole. Another future Wallaby and Kangaroo, Michael Cleary represented Combined Associated Schools. CHS defeated them 29-5 with Richard scoring a try and kicking a goal to help secure the win. Ted Heinrich and Richard proved the newspaper prediction correct and did play together for their country in Rugby Union, as well as teaming up in Rugby League at Parramatta for four seasons from 1965–68.

Ken Catchpole recalls the game, and the first time he laid eyes on Richard; “(In the game) against CHS, I was in the GPS side and Dick was in the CHS side. As we were running into the field, I thought, ‘Gee, that’s a big bloke. Really is big, (must be) a lock or second rower.’ And then, as we took up our positions and the first scrum set, (I thought), ‘God! he’s a flanker!’ He was really very impressive.”

Years later, Roy Masters wrote, in a piece for The Sydney Morning Herald (SMH) on August 28, 1999, that Catchpole regarded Richard as “… the best ball-handling forward I have ever seen.”

Four years after that CHS/GPS clash at the Sydney Sports Ground in 1957, Richard Thornett, Ken Catchpole, Ted Heinrich and Michael Cleary ran out in the same side – the Wallabies’ first Test against Fiji in Brisbane on June 10, 1961, all as debutants. To emphasise their brilliance, Richard, Ken and Michael scored tries in an emphatic 24–6 victory. A few weeks later, all four boarded a plane bound for a two-Test tour to South Africa, with Richard joined by his brother, John, and Ken Catchpole was captain/coach of the Wallabies at the age of 21.

When Cleary was asked to sum up Richard in three words, he said, “Powerful, happy, good bloke.” The future was looking bright, brighter than even Richard expected, although not necessarily in the way he thought it might.









CHAPTER THREE

Randwick 1958–1959


He took me under his arm and showed me how to live…He would get me into trouble and I was quite happy getting into trouble as far as I was concerned because I was there getting into trouble with Dick.

Rob Heming (Ex-Wallaby)

Richard entered his 18th year in 1958 having just left school with the world at his feet and the tide at his back. These narrow timeframe windows between school and career are often critical touchpoints in a person’s life, as they consider which direction to take once the somewhat sheltered existence of school disappears in the rear-view mirror.

Richard decided that he would join the police force straight out of school in 1958, based primarily on two factors. He explained, “Well I suppose I didn’t give myself much of a chance to be a good academic because I was spending all my time swimming and running around the (rugby) park. I failed the Leaving (Certificate) and then I thought I’d join the police force, and that was very good for my sport at that stage… It was a good job to have. I met a lot of good people from when I joined in 1958 until I resigned in 1965. I graduated through the cadets and then (progressed) into the main (section of the) police force, working mainly in the fingerprints section.” Australia’s star Rugby League lock forward, Johnny Raper, must have had a similar plan; he was one year ahead of Richard in the force.

Journalist Norman Tasker added how different the times were, “… rugby players were completely amateur and even the league players didn’t get much. They’d work on a garbage truck or a big truck or something to make ends meet. I remember blokes like Norm Provan, who played Rugby League for many years, won ten premierships with St George. He would go to work on a Saturday morning at 8:00 or something, work through till about 1:00 and then move onto the (Sydney) Cricket Ground to play the match of the day. It was that sort of world; sport was just sport. I think when Dick started playing, the trams were still running in Sydney. You could buy a house for about 15 grand.”

Now, whether or not Richard’s academic prowess, or lack thereof, could be put down (as he claims) to the interference of his sporting pursuits might be up for some debate. The 1956 Randwick Boys’ High School’s Pegasus magazine report on the football season perhaps offered another reason, written over a year before Richard failed his Leaving Certificate. The editor of the football report liked to refer to his players by nickname: there was “Mad Jack” Turtle, “Irish” Ower, “Chook” Hawkins, “Caesar” Thompson. Richard was “Simple” Thornett – make of that what you will.

Brother Ken confirmed John’s status as the academic of the family (and Richard’s status in other areas) when he said that “John was the model child. He was gifted academically and never any trouble. Richard was somewhere between John and me in temperament and was Mum’s favourite.” Ken also mentioned that John would often miss those 20-a-side tackle football games as he was at home studying, so perhaps that might explain why eldest brother John went to Sydney University to study engineering and science – and was good enough to receive a Commonwealth scholarship. Furthermore, it might explain why Richard and Ken were the ball-runners in the family.

Richard also expanded on his comment that the police force was “…very good for my sport…” when he explained “I was looking for a reasonably secure position and I believed at the time that they were good with sportsmen. The police force encouraged sport and was supportive of me taking time off for training or even physiotherapy. I was very lucky to have good bosses all the way through and they were very keen and fanatical Rugby League and Rugby Union supporters, so I had good people behind me. If you were touring, you would have time off without pay and there was always a position to come back to. My parents also helped me financially; I lived at home with them during my earlier football and Water Polo career rent-free, they gave me a bed and food, and it was one of the reasons I was able to afford to tour in those days. We would be given 10 shillings a day, £3.10 a week, which just covered living expenses on tour.”

Even on tour, Richard had to keep his guard up with his employer. On the 1962 New Zealand tour, his boss, Inspector F.B. Whitehouse, in charge of Australia’s Central Fingerprint Bureau, dropped into the third Test in Auckland to see that he was getting his money’s worth!

At the age of 17, and “straight out of school, I joined Ken at Randwick in 1958,” continued Richard. “I played three second grade games and was then promoted to First Grade, playing on the side of the scrum. Randwick, at that stage, had no real personalities because after the 1957/58 tour of the British Isles, of which Randwick had six players, all six retired in 1958. Randwick started forming a younger team of players such as Teddy Heinrich, myself, Bruce Judd, my brother Ken and Michael Stynes, Donnie Ford. I think at that stage the average age of the players in the Randwick First Grade side was about 20 years old. In my next year, 1959, virtually the same team went on to win the Sydney First Grade premiership (Randwick’s first in eleven years). We beat Northern Suburbs in the grand final, 16-0. My brother, Ken and I played against John who was captaining Norths. John was not overly happy with the result but he managed to get over it and congratulate us. It was quite a thrill.”

An interesting sidenote to this game was the brotherly physical confrontation that almost happened. It goes to the heart of Richard’s relationship with his eldest brother, John. Richard remembers it like this: “I don’t think we ever confronted one another in any sort of way. (Nevertheless,) I know he got a bit upset in the grand final when I had a bit of a wrestle with him. John Carroll was the Northern Suburbs second rower and I had him on the ground and was ready to hit him and I could see John sort of standing there with a ‘Don’t do that’ look on his face.” Richard didn’t. John was probably the only person in the world, except perhaps his mother, Marge, who could have pulled that off!

To reach the grand final in 1959, Randwick had to defeat Manly in their semi-final, which they did, 16–6 in front of a crowd of 9,000 at North Sydney Oval. Esteemed journalist, Phil Tresidder, reporting on the game in his Telegraph column, wrote that “Randwick set a tempo of play that overwhelmed the older, heavier Manly side… Richard Thornett, a 14½-stone second-row youngster who carries the stamp of a future Wallaby forward, played a splendid part. Two conversions he kicked also helped to give Randwick the ascendancy. Randwick led 5-0 at halftime through a try by Dick Thornett, which he converted from the touchline.”
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