
SINGING ABOUT FOOTBALL 

 

writing about music about sport 

by Andy Paine 



Mike Oldfield (of 70’s prog epic Tubular Bells fame) once said he didn’t like doing 
interviews because “talking about music is like singing about football”. Sorry Mike, 
but this little zine is going to contradict your saying on two fronts – I’m going to talk 
about music that is sung about football. 

You know what he means though – there is an ethereal quality to music that can’t 
just be quantified or categorised by words on a page. You can write down the entire 
notation of a song, recount the history of the artist and the making of the song, tell 
of its impact in terms of sales of cultural influence, and it would still never describe 
properly the feeling of hearing the song. 

But the thing is, though not many music aficionados would ever say this, sport is the 
same. An insane amount is written about sport, sure. Much of it is extraordinarily 
inane ghostwritten autobiography, or even worse, statistics (has there ever been a 
greater threat to what is actually good about sport than statistics?). 

This ocean of sports ephemera though is not why people like sport – just an 
unfortunate byproduct. The really great things about sport are harder to pin down - 
the skill and movement of the players, the way different individual talents and styles 
are integrated into a team environment, the way different cultures and ideologies play 
out on the field or in the stands. 

People choose the players and teams they identify with not because of the endless 
bloody statistics, but because there is something about that player or team that 
inspires or excites you. That same ineffable quality that defines our favourite song. 

At the risk of offending most artists I’ve ever met (which I do with no qualms), sport 
is really just another medium of art. Like art, it seemingly contributes very little 
constructively to society yet is given great importance. Like artists, athletes are born 
with a natural ability that they train and hone into a distinctive individual style which 
they then perform for the public. And like art, sport is something everyone is 
encouraged to do but only an elite few are deemed worthy of their exploits being 
discussed in the public realm. 

I rarely watch or follow sport these days, but every now and then it crops up in the 
artistic medium I love the most – pop songs. If we go back to Mike Oldfield’s quip I 
started with, it actually makes much more sense to try to capture what we love about 
sport in music than in prose. In some way, the songs I write about here are what 
these days remind me of the great things about sport. 



HOWZAT? – songs about cricket 

I don't have detailed data analysis to back this up (I've already said how I feel about 
statistics), but it seems in my experience that cricket is the sport with the biggest 
musical history. This might seem strange as it's hardly the world's most popular 
sport, but in a way it kinda makes sense - in either watching or playing cricket there’s 
a lot of down time to think about ideas or compose songs. Plus the sheer strangeness 
of it as a sport gives you lots of little eccentricities and quirks to write about. 

The first to come to mind for most people are probably a couple of 70's pop hits 
that reference cricket without actually being about it - Sherbet's Howzat (where an 
unfaithful lover is caught out like a batsman in the slips), and 10CC's Dreadlock 
Holiday (where a white tourist in the Caribbean tries to avoid being mugged by telling 
his assailant "I don't like cricket, I love it"). 

But those are just the opening pair of a long batting order of songs about cricket. 
And I only know the ones in English! Who knows how many cricket songs have 
come out of India, a country of a billion people which loves the sounds of leather on 
willow and pop music in equal measure. 

The West Indies meanwhile, can consider cricket and music its two great 
contributions to the world's culture. And they don't mind mixing the two - there are 
literally hundreds of 
calypso cricket songs, 
including ones by 
legendary artists like 
Lord Kitchener (songs 
like Victory Calypso are 
literally match reports 
put to music) and The 
Mighty Sparrow (check 
out the anti-World 
Series Cricket protest 
song Kerry Packer). 

Inspired by all those 
calypso cricket tunes, 
Australian songwriter Paul Kelly penned Shane Warne, a Caribbean sounding ode to 
the leg-spinner's on-field performances and off-field controversy. Shane Warne is like 



a companion piece to Bradman, Kelly's earlier song about another cricketing legend 
(of less artistic merit is One David Gower, Kelly's version of the Barmy Army terrace 
chant to the tune of Guantanamera). Both songs are narrative histories of their 
respective subjects. 

"He was more than just a batsman, he was something 
like a tide" sings Kelly in Bradman, and certainly "The 
Don" has had quite an impact on music for someone 
who apparently kept to himself and rarely socialised. 
John Williamson's Sir Don examines his impact not on 
the field but as an icon of an emerging independent 
nation - "you gave us pride in ourselves". Neither of 
those folk singers though have quite managed to 
match the original and best song about the boy from 
Bowral. Jack O'Hagan's 1930 hit Our Don Bradman will 
take some beating in that regard with immortal 
couplets like "I ask you is he any good? As a batsman 
he is certainly plum pud!" 

Cricket songs can be humourous, like Greg Champion's I Scored A Hundred In The 
Backyard At Mum's or the entire repertoire of The Duckworth-Lewis Method; or 
more reflective, like TISM's Glenn McGrath's Haircut (where the Australian fast 
bowler's coiffure is the catalyst for musing on the relationship between life 
achievement and high school popularity). 

The most critically respectable cricket song is Roy Harper's When An Old Cricketer 
Leaves The Crease. Often in a list of songs about cricket, or sport in general, it is the 
first mentioned. I personally think the song is pretty boring; and the imagery it 
conjures up, of English gentlemen on village greens, is an idea of the sport that 
misses out on the last century and most of the things that actually make cricket 
interesting. 

If reports are to be believed, one Australian batsman more than anyone else blurred 
the lines between sport and art. The wife of former England captain Charles Fry 
said “Victor Trumper is a poet of cricket; he has a poet’s extra sense, touch and 
feeling. Trumper can play, with his bat, a cricket ball as Paganini played his violin.” 
Legendary cricket writer Neville Cardus once wrote "you will no more get an idea of 
the quality of Trumper's batsmanship by adding up his runs than you will get an idea 
of the quality of Shelley's poetry by adding up the lines written by Shelley." 



And so maybe my favourite cricket 
song is by Melbourne indie pop 
group The Lucksmiths and in 
honour of Victor Trumper. The 
jaunty pop song is lyrically based on 
a quote from former test spinner 
Arthur Mailey. Mailey describes as a 
young man playing against Trumper 
in a Sydney grade match. The song, 
and Mailey's account, ends with the 
legendary batsman's dismissal 
leaving Mailey feeling "like a boy 
who had killed a dove". 

 

 

The Colour Of Your Jumper 

Australia’s indigenous sport and its indigenous people go back a long way. Some 
people will insist that Australian Rules football was partly inspired by marn-grook, a 
game with a possum skin ball aboriginal people in Victoria played before 
colonisation. 

Whether that’s true or not, aboriginal people have been very good at footy, and footy 
has contributed a lot to aboriginal communities and sense of identity. Doug Nicholls 
was one of the first aboriginal players to play in the VFL and was also an outspoken 
advocate of aboriginal rights. Graham “Polly” Farmer made such an impact that the 
West Australian government changed a law in 1952 so he could play footy instead of 
being forced into slave labour on a farm. 

For many white Australians (and I’ll include myself here), footy players on tv were 
the first aboriginal people we had any contact with – from the Krakouer brothers to 
Maurice Rioli, Gavin Wanganeen, Dereck Kickett, to today where ten per cent of 
AFL players (and some of the biggest stars) are aboriginal. 

In 1993, St Kilda star Nicky Winmar copped 100 minutes of racial abuse from 
Collingwood fans at Victoria Park. At the end of the game, he lifted his jersey and 



pointed at his skin, shouting 
“I’m black and I’m proud of 
it.” It became one of the 
most iconic footy photos 
ever, and since then 
challenging racism in footy 
has been a big issue, with 
aboriginal players like 
Michael Long and Adam 
Goodes leading the fight. 

Archie Roach in 2013 wrote 
The Colour Of Your Jumper. It’s 
a song about playing footy in 
the backyard as a kid, which 
through much of history has 
been where many aboriginal 
players, no matter how good 
they are, have been limited to 
plying their skills. But as 
society has changed and 
there have been more 
prominent aboriginal players, 
it also talks about the young boys’ “dream of being a football star”. 

But it’s also about racism in footy. “They put down a player to try to put him off his 
game” sings Archie, “but it’s the colour of your jumper not the colour of your skin.” 

The thing is, for aboriginal people it’s never been just about the colour of their 
jumper. Forced to break through the barriers of a racist society and sporting 
institutions, they’ve also been burdened with the expectation of being the public face 
of a race of people who have so often been marginalised and oppressed. 

Despite these dual burdens, aboriginal footballers have mostly done superbly – 
played with amazing skill and dedication, and used their status to fight for the 
betterment of their people. Hence the fact that the mood of this song is neither 
mournful nor angry – it is possibly the most proud and celebratory song ever written 
about racism. 



Cult Classics 

In music, the best-selling or most technically impressive bands and artists are rarely 
the most interesting or exciting. And similarly in sport, the best players are not 
always the most popular amongst fans. 

This very correlation would suggest to me that there should be a lot of songs written 
about those cult players who win the affection of spectators from their personality 
and style rather than just on-field success. Disappointingly, this doesn't really seem to 
be the case as far as I can see (it should be noted here that this zine is written mostly 
from my memory, with very little actual research on the topic so is limited by my 
own lack of knowledge and personal music preferences). 

English indie band The Wedding Present named their debut album after former 
Manchester United star and legendary party animal George Best (“I spent most of 
my money on booze, women and fast cars; the rest I just frittered away.”), but there 
was no song in his honour. Besides, George Best may have been a fan favourite for 
his style and off-field antics, but he was also a legendary player who can't truly be 
called a cult classic. 

Melbourne folk-rock band My Friend The Chocolate Cake named a song after 
Melbourne's immensely popular Irish ruckman Jimmy Stynes, but the song is an 
instrumental so we don’t learn much about Jimmy from it. 

A different kind of cult player (and here I use 
the word “cult” in its original sense meaning 
any kind of religious system, rather than casting 
aspersions against Jehovah's Witnesses in 
particular) is Peter Knowles, the 
Wolverhampton Wanderers forward who in the 
70's retired at the height of his success because 
he was more interested in religion. Billy Bragg 
wrote a quite beautiful tribute to Knowles in 
God's Footballer - “God's footballer hears the 
voices of angels above the choir at Molineux... 
the glory of the sports pages is but the worship 
of false idols and tempts him not” 



I know virtually nothing about ice hockey, but one of my all-time favourite lyricists, 
The Weakerthans' John K Samson, has given me a favourite player – hall-of-fame 
goal-tender Gump Worsley. “He looked more like our fathers; not a goalie, player, 
athlete period. Smoke, half-ash, stuck in that permanent smirk. Tugging jersey 
around the beer gut.” 

The song is a description of 
Worsley's career, though titles and 
successes are not mentioned. 
Instead it's about objects thrown at 
him by fans, a nervous breakdown 
that stopped him from flying to 
away games. He was the last NHL 
goalie who refused to wear a 
protective mask: “If anyone asks, 
the inscription should read 'My 
face was my mask.'” 

 

 

 

We Are The Firm – Songs about fandom 

If the point of art is to say something about the human experience, then it makes 
sense that some songs about sport should be not about the stars on the field but 
instead focus on the experience of being a fan. 

Professional sport wouldn’t exist if there weren’t fans willing to shell out money to 
watch the game, and statistically the experience of being a fan is much more 
common than that of the precious few athletes 

Still, it’s rare for people to talk about sports fans without some reference to what 
happens on the field. There’s less glamour in it, sure; but the reality is that fans will 
turn out whether their team is winning or losing, playing with style or plodding 
around the field. The experience of being a sports fan too can cut across cultures, 
gender and generations. It is fertile territory for talking about life. 



One musical genre which isn’t afraid to sing about sports fandom is oi! Punk rock 
stripped of its artistic pretensions, oi! is actually quite a lot like sports in its tribal 
nature – you dedicate yourself to following these bands regardless of trends or 
whether the music ever gets better, you dress in the team uniform, you learn the 
chants. 

So enthusiastic are oi! bands in 
writing songs about being a 
sports fan that sometimes it’s 
difficult to tell where the sport 
ends and the music begins. A 
perfect example is Cockney 
Rejects’ hit single I’m Forever 
Blowing Bubbles, which is simply 
the band singing the traditional 
West Ham United terrace 
chant, with guitars and drums 
replicating the favoured 
clapping beat of sports fans. 
When the band appeared on 
Top Of The Pops (that’s right, 
this song actually made the pop charts. Check out the video on youtube!), the band 
hilariously mimes along with the singer dressed in his West Ham jersey. 

Cockney Rejects are not alone amongst their streetpunk comrades in singing about 
being a soccer fan. From genre originators Cock Sparrer (Trouble In The Terraces), to 

Sham 69 (Millwall Boys), The Business 
(a whole album called Hardcore 
Hooligan), to American revivalists like 
Lars Frederiksen (Never Say Die) and 
The Dropkick Murphys (Tessie, 
though in a slight twist, their sport of 
choice is baseball). Singing about 
being a sports fan is as key to being 
an oi! band as shaving your head or 
clipping on your braces. 

These bands certainly do a good job 



at evoking the passion and single-minded devotion of the sports fan, but in terms of 
layers of meaning they don’t offer much beyond that. Others though have used the 
experience of the sports devotee to make a broader point about life. 

Melbourne folk-punk legends Weddings Parties Anything go a step further. Their 
song Monday’s Experts takes us to the pubs and tea rooms, where everyone has an 
opinion about “how the game was lost and how it could have been won”. In the 
second verse this allegory is applied to people viewing their own lives only through 
the lenses of hindsight – in life, like in sport, the big plays are not going to be made 
by people obsessed with what has happened in the past. 

Tranmere Rovers’ most famous fans Half Man Half Biscuit gained most of their 
songwriting inspiration from the eccentric fringes of English culture – listening now 
a couple of decades later and on the other side of the planet, I have no idea what 
most of their lyrics are talking about. Sport is full of enough eccentricity to fill 
multiple albums worth of content, so the list of Half Man Half Biscuit football 
references is long and overwhelming. 

 

Perceptive eyes like those of Half Man Half Biscuit can observe that all these heroic 
sporting deeds of great skill and determination sure can inspire a lot of strange and 
useless ephemera. And so it is that one of the band’s best known songs is about the 
figurine-based soccer-inspired board game “subbuteo”. 



I have never actually seen a subbuteo set, but it seems it’s like “warhammer” for the 
soccer fan, with little figurines that you move around the table to try and score goals 
against your opponents. Like warhammer, the genius of the subbuteo marketers is in 
using their fairly simple game to tap into the obsessive compulsive tendencies that 
lurk only just below the surface of most sports fans. So subbuteo’s sales tactic – and 
the basis of its going from mere board game to cultural icon – was to create all kinds 
of extras that are actually unnecessary for playing the game. Grandstands full of fans, 
referee figurines, and an endless variety of different club kits you could play as – 
hence the title of Half Man Half Biscuit’s subbuteo opus All I Want For Christmas Is 
A Dukla Prague Away Kit. 

 

In the song, a reminiscence of teenage years, the flashy “scalextric” set you want to 
play is hampered by an electronics failure that sends you (or your friend’s mum 
actually) off to the attic to fetch the old faithful subbuteo set – a bit worse for wear, 
but featuring the cherished Dukla Prague away kit acquired because “his uncle 
owned a sports shop and he'd kept it to one side”. 

The amazing thing about All I Want… as a song is that while it so beautifully 
celebrates this obscure piece of sporting flotsam, it is actually about class distinctions 
- and it gets it social point across very effectively. 

The narrator in the song goes over to the home of his richer friend who owns the 
hallowed scalextric set. No matter how well you can play, it’s always the person who 



owns the game that makes the rules – “Come to half-time, you were losing four-nil. 
Each and every goal, a hotly disputed penalty.” 

Trying to fight him over the injustice only ends up with you expelled from his house. 
And years later as you go to collect your dole cheque, your old opponent is on the 
other side of the counter in “a job with a future.” 

There’s something in that when it comes to talking about what it means to be a 
sports fan; that pursuit of the lower classes so often sneered at by the gatekeepers of 
respectable culture. There are so many things in our lives we are powerless over, but 
by throwing in your lot with a sporting club you can vicariously achieve great things 
– premierships, relegation battles, upset victories, moments of sublime genius. 

And so often in sport, from Liverpool and Manchester to Collingwood and South 
Sydney, the greatest clubs can come from the most working class and unfashionable 
areas. 

 

I’m an individual – songs by sports stars 

It’s not necessarily a musical genre I would recommend, but there is quite a history 
of sports stars recording music. I’m sure there are more than the ones I know, as the 
novelty value of these songs quickly wears out and they are lost in the mists of 
history. Admittedly, the following list reveals I know more about this phenomenon 
than most people would ever feel they needed to. 

While some of these 
songs have their charms, 
none are what you would 
call good music. This is 
mostly to be expected 
though of people whose 
skills lie elsewhere. The 
most impressively terrible 
(because it requires 
bringing down actual 
respectable musicians) is 
World In Motion, the 



theme song of England’s 1990 World Cup squad featuring a rap verse by former 
Liverpool star John Barnes.  

The song is written and performed by indie/dance legends New Order, and is so 
diabolical that it surely would have got a laugh even from perpetually mopey former 
bandmate Ian Curtis. With lyrics like “Beat the man, take him on; You never give up, 
its one on one” and the cringeworthy “In-ger-land” bridge, that English squad must 
have wished they could put penalties past the German team with the same efficiency 
they showed ruining New Order’s legacy. (Side note – a highlight of the clip is seeing 
Chris Waddle run past defenders bouncing one of sport’s greatest ever mullets). 

Later in the 90’s, basketball star Shaquille 
O’Neal managed to find time moonlighting 
as both an actor and a rapper, and he does a 
respectable job though he is unlikely to ever 
win MVP in either of those fields. He 
released five(!) solo albums, and managed to 
curate a very impressive list of 
collaborations – all of whom may be better 
musicians but look like dwarves next to 
seven foot Shaq. 

Apparently in the 1980’s, the Australian 
music world was crying out for singles from 
aussie rules full-forwards. The need was filled with Warwick Capper’s I Only Take 
What’s Mine and Mark “Jacko” Jackson’s I’m An Individual. Watching the clips of both 
songs is actually quite enjoyable – see Warwick Capper take hangers, drive sports 

cars and get slapped in the face (in time with 
the snare drum) by his date at a fancy 
restaurant; enjoy Jacko’s bizarre dance moves 
and see him join with a bunch of punks and 
goths singing “I’m an indi-bloody-vidual you 
can’t fool me”. Something interesting to note 
is that I’m not old enough to remember these 
songs coming out or to have actually ever 
seen Capper or Jackson play: these songs may 
hardly be masterpieces but they have in some 
way outlived both players’ sporting careers. 



Surely one of the biggest hits by a sports star 
belongs to Lionel Rose. The world boxing 
champion and first aboriginal to be named 
Australian of the year (in 1968, one year after the 
referendum that decreed aboriginal people had the 
same legal status as white Australians) was also one 
of the first aboriginals to appear in the pop charts – 
cracking the top 5 in 1969 with I Thank You. That 
record is a pretty cheesy and forgettable song, but 
after retirement from the ring Lionel recorded 
another album of originals called Jackson’s Track, 
and the title track is actually pretty good. 

Another aboriginal world champion 
boxer was Anthony Mundine. Before 
entering the ring he had been a 
successful rugby league player, and he 
gave the music world a go too. After 
starring in the video for Powderfinger’s 
Like A Dog, Mundine released his own 
single Platinum Rydas. Anthony is 
undoubtedly a man of many talents, 

but I think it’s fair to say that rapping is not really his forte. The film clip for the 
song though is very interesting. Mundine was never afraid of a bit of controversy, 
and this one has he and his friends dressing up like Al Capone then burning an 
Australian flag and a picture of then Prime Minister John Howard. 

Another Australian sportsman 
who crossed racial frontiers was 
Richard Chee Quee. The first 
Asian-Australian to play interstate 
cricket; Chee Quee’s less notable 
achievement was as frontman of 
Six And Out, a band of NSW 
teammates also featuring national 
representatives Gavin Robertson 
and Brett and Shane Lee. Their 
single Can’t Bowl Can’t Throw is 



atrocious, but it does recall that humourous moment when Shane Warne was caught 
on camera sledging his Australian teammate Scott Muller and his employers Channel 
9 got some random cameraman (“cameraman Joe”) to take the fall. 

Amazingly, Six And Out’s bass player Brett Lee 
had a bigger musical success still to come – Haan 
Main Tumhara Hoon, his duet with Bollywood 
legend (the world’s most prolific recording artist 
ever) Asha Bhosle. Like many songs on this list, it 
is hilarious and quite bizarre – the clip in this one 
somewhat confusing as Lee interchangeably flirts 
with Asha (40 years his senior!) and her much 
younger stunt double. 

For one reason or another, all the songs 
mentioned so far are somewhat enjoyable despite 
questionable musical qualities. I almost don’t want to mention the two songs by 
sports stars that are actually painful to listen to. Unsurprisingly, both are linked to 
The Footy Show, the cringeworthy couple of hours a week where men who have never 
managed to grow up somehow command an audience to make awful jokes and 
occasionally talk about football. Former Queensland and Australian cricketer Greg 
Ritchie had a spot on the show for a while as “Mahatma Cote”, a racist Indian 
caricature complete with blackface makeup. Everything about Mahatma Cote makes 
you want to stab yourself with the nearest cricket stump, and the song Like A Tiger is 
no exception.  

“Reg Reagan” meanwhile, was the creation of rugby league player Matthew Johns. 
Bring Back The Biff is a parody of The Angels’ pub rock classic Am I Ever Gonna See 
Your Face Again. I don’t even mind the glorification of violence, it’s the lack of 
anything resembling humour that is annoying. A homophobic insult aimed at former 
player Ian Roberts doesn’t count as a joke. As you watch these men in their 40’s and 
older sing into the mic like embarrassing uncles after too many beers at a wedding 
reception, the thing that really grates is their lack of awareness that there are literally 
millions of people in this country smarter, funnier and more insightful and that every 
second of airtime the footy show gets literally makes the world a worse place. While 
music can at times capture everything that is good about sport, these two songs are a 
reminder of everything that is wrong about it. 

 



Sport themed albums 

Some people think a three minute pop song is just not enough to say something 
about sport. Fortunately for these people, the album is always available as a format 
to explore the nuances of chasing balls around a patch of grass. 

Sydney indie-rock band You Beauty 
gained a bit of attention a few years 
ago with their album Jersey Flegg. The 
titular Mr Flegg was a rugby league 
player and administrator for many 
years, but his name would become 
more recognisableas the title of the 
Sydney under-20 competition. The 
You Beauty album is a fun 
exploration of a player who had 
promising beginnings but ruined his 
career with drink and drugs. Will a 
new love interest save his sporting 
career? Listen to the album to find 
out! 

The Duckworth-Lewis Method are an 
English musical comedy duo. Taking their 
name from the mathematical formula used 
to recalculate scores in rain-affected cricket 
games, they have made two albums 
dedicated entirely to the gentleman's sport. 
At times hilarious, at times insightful and 
musically actually quite good, I recommend 
the albums to any cricket fans. Highlights 
include Judd's Paradox and The Age Of 
Revolution (both of which examine the role of 
cricket in colonisation and oppression), The 
Umpire (a melancholy ode to the 
adjudicators) and Jiggery Pokery (viewing 
Shane Warne's “ball of the century” through 
the eyes of its victim Mike Gatting). 



Anarchist punks are hardly the most likely group to record a song about sport – let 
alone a full century. And yet Sportchestra's101 Songs About Sport is surely the most 
epic and varied musical tribute to sport ever. 

Sportchestra was somewhat of an anarcho-punk supergroup made up mostly of 
members of Chumbawamba (though Dick Lucas of Subhumans and Citizen Fish 
pops up on vocals pretty regularly), and 101 Songs About Sport from 1988 is their sole 
recorded output. A double album clocking in at over two hours, its songs examine 
sport from all kinds of angles.  

It's A Man's Game is a highlight – about the guy who will talk for hours about sport at 
the pub but is uncommunicative with his romantic partner. Plenty of other songs are 
critical about the role of sport in society – The Choice Is Yours is about the passivity of 
sports spectators, while We Want Beans Not Goals is a tribute to Mexican protests 
against the 1986 soccer world cup. 

Most songs though actually show a 
love and appreciation for sport. Karl 
Marx Never Made The Squad is a 
somewhat hopeful claim that the 
corporate takeover of sport would 
inspire the working masses to rise 
up. Disabled Sports is even a feel-good 
inspirational ballad (nearly three 
decades later, its tone feels 
awkwardly patronising); while 
Hurling And Imperialism sees the Irish 
sport as an act of resistance to 
British conquest. 

And there is plenty of humour too – their tribute to Australian Rules Football is 
brilliant - “Both players and watchers, no-one knows the rules... just get out there 
and slug your opponent! That's what makes the game so great!” Yup And Under, 
meanwhile, offers the immortal lines “Yuppies, I've been told are keen on sport. 
Two slices wholemeal loaf into towelette jogging suit; once round the park, quick 
game of squash, staving off a heart attack.” 

 



Holy Grail – Sport reinterpreting songs 

They may seem pretty different, but sport and music don’t exist in isolation from 
each other. And while the instances of sport appearing in music are pretty rare; 
music in constantly in sport – from club songs and chants to pre-match 
entertainment and television themes for sporting coverage. 

In art, as in all communication, meaning is implied by the composer but also 
deciphered by the respondent – so the meaning of anything can be subjective 
because we read into things our own personal context. If this happens on a wide 
enough scale, it can change the meaning of a word or phrase. And so we get the 
interesting phenomenon of when sport can transform certain songs into meaning 
something the artist never would have intended. 

The members of The Hoodoo Gurus may have been in some of Australia’s very first 
punk bands, but they probably kissed goodbye to the last of their punk rock 
credibility when they changed the words of their song What’s My Scene? to That’s My 
Team for the television coverage of the NRL. But mostly it’s a bit more subtle than 
that. 

I know that for me, the Allman Brothers’ lovely instrumental Jessica is permanently 
tied to English soccer because it was the theme of a radio show I listened to as a kid 
– hardly what the US southern rockers would have intended when they wrote it. I’ve 
been told that many British have the same response to Booker T and the MGs’ 
instrumental Soul Limbo which was the BBC’s cricket theme for many years. 

But surely the most interesting transformation of this kind is Hunters And 
Collectors’ song Holy Grail. Let’s start by getting one thing clear: the lyrics of this 
song are not about sport. Mark Seymour has said that the song is inspired by 
Napoleon’s doomed 1812 invasion of Russia, but by extension about Hunters And 
Collectors own pursuit of rock’n’roll fame and glory. Without knowing that context, 
any listener could pick up that it’s about obsession with power – the moral 
ambiguity, exploitation and disillusionment that comes with it. Really it’s a pretty 
dark song – “those big black birds, they were circling in the sky; And you know what 
they say, nobody deserves to die.” 

There is a very entertaining tv documentary about Hunters And Collectors where 
original member Greg Perano is pretty scornful about the band’s transformation in 
sound and image through the 80’s from art-school punk-funk to true-blue Aussie 



pub rock. Who knows what he would make of the journey this song has made. 
Because if you asked most Australians what this song was about, I reckon a 
surprising number would tell you with a completely straight face that it is about the 
AFL grand final. 

Apparently the song’s metamorphosis into sporting anthem began a couple of years 
after its first release in 1995, when the Queensland cricket team used it as inspiration 
as they tried to win their first ever Sheffield Shield. Mark Seymour performed the 
song at the AFL grand final in 1998, then again in 2002. And 2009. And 2013. These 
days the song is mercilessly inescapable when it comes to September and the AFL 
finals. 

 

What does this say? I guess culture is never static, and anybody creating art has to 
accept that their artwork will be open to interpretation by the people who see or hear 
it. Some interpretations are stranger than others, but then again some are more 
financially beneficial too. 

Holy Grail may have lost some of its original subtlety over the years, but its adoption 
as a sporting anthem has extended the band’s success long past their breakup. Not 
only that, but their song has provided entertainment and inspiration to countless 
people along the way. I guess you have to be happy with that. 

 



He Was The Quarterback 

“It was Friday night and the lights were shining; everyone was sitting in the stands” 
starts country artist Kira Isabella’s Quarterback. But this song is not about heroic on-
field exploits. The setting for this extraordinary song is the after-game party and the 
contest of unequal power dynamics. 

Spoiler alert here (and I really do recommend you listen 
to this song): in Quarterback a “no-name girl from the 
marching band” is raped by the star player in the high 
school football team. The last verse:  

“Monday morning when the word got out 
Everybody picked a side 
He had the school and the whole town too 
And she had nothing but the truth inside” 

This song is about gender inequality, it’s about social 
capital, it’s about rape culture, even about social media. 
But it’s also fundamentally about sport. Because while 
this scenario could play out in any context, it frequently 
happens involving young men who have been given 
power and fame relative to their on-field ability but not 
their character. 

When this song was released in 2014, sexual assaults involving college footballers in 
Vanderbilt and Steubenville were still fresh in the mind. In Australia I can think of 
pack rape cases involving the Canterbury Bulldogs and Cronulla Sharks, but in terms 
of individual cases of sexual assault and domestic violence, who could possibly keep 
count? And mostly the media only reports it when it is a professional player. The 
setting of this song reminds us that it’s not just the top echelon of sports stars who 
can exploit that kind of power. 

Without exaggeration, this is an issue of epidemic scale. Young men with sporting 
abilities are offered a golden ticket out of the faceless masses and into the world of 
fame. Train hard and the rewards will come – glory, money, sex. For young women, 
this golden ticket doesn’t exist. It is possible though to get a bit of second hand 
money and glory through partying with some of these sports stars. Unfortunately 
that little brush with sporting fame does not come for free. And for young men who 



are used to getting whatever they want, backing out of the transaction is not always 
as easy as saying no. 

That’s not always how 
these kind of stories go, 
but that’s roughly the 
story we get in 
Quarterback. And while 
the song’s film clip ends 
with some kind of justice, 
the song itself – and most 
of the real life cases it’s 
based on I fear – ends on 
a much less optimistic 
tone, with the sports star 
escaping without real 
consequences and the 
woman left alone with the 
scars. 

 

 

 

Champion Of The World – Race and boxing 

Sport has often over the years been the crux of racial conflict. Tensions which are 
easily suppressed elsewhere come to the surface in sport, which is much closer to a 
true meritocracy than most of the society around us. 

Boxing is not exempt from this; in fact it seems more than most sports to have been 
the scene for racial tensions and reconciliation. Many of the greatest boxers of all 
time have been people of colour, and many have been outspoken about race. The 
most famous example is Muhammad Ali dropping his "slave name" Cassius Clay and 
vocally opposing the Vietnam war. "No Viet Cong ever called me nigger" was his 
famous quote. 



In Australia, race and boxing have sparred at times too. At the same time 
Muhammad Ali was resisting the draft, Lionel Rose broke through racial barriers to 
become world bantamweight champion and one of Australia's first aboriginal 
celebrities. More recently, Anthony Mundine was outspoken about racial and 
political issues and copped a lot of flak for it. The media buildup around his fight 
with Danny Green was full of racial undertones - in the end Mundine let his fists do 
the talking. In 2012 race and boxing was in the news again when olympic boxer 
Damian Hooper was banned from wearing a 
singlet with the Australian flag on it. The 
olympic code of conduct apparently prohibits 
all "political symbols". I'd love to know what 
they think all those other flags are. 

When it comes to music about boxing, it 
seems the fight against racism is seen as 
important as the fight between opponents. 
The most famous is probably Bob 
Dylan's Hurricane. It's about boxer Ruben 
Carter, who "could have been champion of 
the world" but was convicted of murder by 
an all-white jury, a crime that according to 
Dylan was "something that he never done".  

Again, the phenomenon of 
songs about racism and 
boxing is not limited to the 
US. Midnight Oil and Paul 
Kelly both have songs 
about the touring fighting 
troupes that were once a 
fixture of Australian 
travelling shows. The 
boxers were mostly 
aboriginals, and they 
escaped a life of poverty by 
fighting multiple times a 
day against all comers. "Why are we fighting for this? Why are you paying for this?" 
ask Midnight Oil in Jimmy Sharman's Boxers, a song named after the most famous 



boxing troupe. Paul Kelly's song Rally Round The Drum, based on Bill Leach's boxing 
troupe, is less overtly critical, though lines like "Sometimes I get tired but I don't ever 
grouse. I've got to keep on fighting - five dollars every house" are hardly a ringing 
endorsement of the practice. 

My personal favourite song about race and boxing though comes from country-
punks This Bike Is A Pipe Bomb. "I don't like to sing about boxing, but I hope you'll 
understand" it starts, and I feel like I identify with that too as someone who doesn't 
especially enjoy watching people punch the daylights out of each other. But the song 
goes on to tell the amazing story of Jack Johnson, the first black man to win the 
world heavyweight championship in 1908. 

Johnson was the target of extraordinary racism from a public who resented the 
thought that black people could be better than whites at anything. A black world 
champion was so offensive to the boxing world that former champ James Jeffries 
was convinced to come out of retirement to 
take back the crown. Unbelievably, Jeffries was 
given the title of the "great white hope", 
defender of his race's pride.  

Johnson's comprehensive victory triggered race 
riots across the country, but black poet William 
Waring Cuney was moved to write:  

“O my Lord 
What a morning, 

O my Lord, 
What a feeling, 

When Jack Johnson 
Turned Jim Jeffries' 

Snow-white face 
to the ceiling.” 

This Bike Is A Pipe Bomb, meanwhile, finish 
their account of the story with the words "who 
says heroes have to be role models anyway?" 
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