
Origin Stories: Tracing the Development of Netball in 
Victoria during the Late Nineteenth and Early 
Twentieth Century

This is the Published version of the following publication

Hess, Rob (2022) Origin Stories: Tracing the Development of Netball in 
Victoria during the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century. International 
Journal of the History of Sport, 39 (13-14). pp. 1436-1461. ISSN 0952-3367  

The publisher’s official version can be found at 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09523367.2023.2174977
Note that access to this version may require subscription.

Downloaded from VU Research Repository  https://vuir.vu.edu.au/49822/ 



The International Journal of the History of Sport

ISSN: 0952-3367 (Print) 1743-9035 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/fhsp20

Origin Stories: Tracing the Development of
Netball in Victoria during the Late Nineteenth and
Early Twentieth Century

Rob Hess

To cite this article: Rob Hess (2022) Origin Stories: Tracing the Development of Netball in
Victoria during the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century, The International Journal of
the History of Sport, 39:13-14, 1436-1461, DOI: 10.1080/09523367.2023.2174977

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/09523367.2023.2174977

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 21 Feb 2023.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 1896

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Citing articles: 1 View citing articles 

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fhsp20

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/fhsp20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/09523367.2023.2174977
https://doi.org/10.1080/09523367.2023.2174977
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fhsp20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fhsp20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09523367.2023.2174977?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09523367.2023.2174977?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09523367.2023.2174977&domain=pdf&date_stamp=21%20Feb%202023
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09523367.2023.2174977&domain=pdf&date_stamp=21%20Feb%202023
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/09523367.2023.2174977?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/09523367.2023.2174977?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fhsp20


The International Journal of the History of Sport
2022, VOL. 39, NOS. 13–14, 1436–1461

Origin Stories: Tracing the Development of Netball in 
Victoria during the Late Nineteenth and Early 
Twentieth Century

Rob Hess 

Institute for Health and Sport, Victoria University, Melbourne, Australia

ABSTRACT
Compared to other sports around the globe, netball has received 
relatively little attention from academic historians. The reasons for 
this omission are obvious, in that generally sport played by women 
has nearly always suffered in comparison to men’s sports in terms 
of exposure, acceptance, and financial support. Therefore, it is 
perhaps not surprising that the academy, throughout much of the 
twentieth century, has tended not to focus on studies of female 
sports. The purpose of this paper, then, is to explore the origin 
stories of netball in one particular state of Australia, namely 
Victoria. This task is constrained by the fact that there is only a 
relatively small number of published works on the history of net-
ball in Australia, and a general lack of systematic or verified 
research regarding the diffusion of the sport to the antipodes. 
Critically, the paper is not based around a quest for a single point 
of origin. Rather, it calls for a better understanding and appreci-
ation of the social context surrounding multiple origin stories, and 
how they may evolve, shift or be used in the light of new evidence, 
unexpected discoveries, or more informed interpretations. In short, 
the paper argues that the complexities of netball’s origin stories 
need to be further explored, understood, and embraced.

Historiographical Perspectives

In her seminal work dealing with the historiography of netball in Australia, Fiona 
McLachlan neatly encapsulates the dilemma facing scholars who wish to explore the 
history of the sport. As she explains: ‘Netball is commonly cited as being the national 
game for females in Australia. Yet the game’s popularity is not reflected in the field 
of sport history in the breadth or depth of analysis compared to other sports’.1 
McLachlan suggests that this scenario is surprising, as it might reasonably be expected 
that a distinctive, globally-contested sport, ostensibly ‘for females’, and ‘arguably also 
an emancipatory space for girls and women’, would be a prime site for academic 
attention.2 Yet, as she observes in her critique, this is not the case, noting that 
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‘Barely any historians have examined the place of netball in the development of 
Australian sport’.3 In short, McLachlan paints a dismal state of affairs, stating that 
‘There are very few published works detailing the origins, processes of diffusion, 
codification and commercialization, and the cultural practices and lived experiences 
of netball in Australia’.4 Indeed, she claims that ‘… there are only two major pub-
lished academic articles pertaining to the origins and development of netball in 
Australia’, and it is these two articles that she scrutinizes in her critical dissection 
of the limited field.5 As McLachlan opines, ‘Despite what is said to be known about 
the history and historical significance of netball in Australia, many important ques-
tions remain’, hence her concern for ‘… the implications and consequences of this 
silence’.6

Supporting McLachlan’s disquiet is a stark differential. It is a fact that academic 
interest in the home-grown sport of Australian Rules football (which only has a 
very limited international footprint) has resulted in more than 30 doctoral degrees 
devoted to the history and/or management of the men’s code, with the first com-
pleted in 2000.7 However, in the case of netball in Australia there is only a single 
doctoral study devoted to the sport, with just some of its sections (notably those 
located in Chapters 3 and 4) providing relevant historical background.8 Nonetheless, 
the purpose of this paper is not to simply update McLachlan’s assessment of the 
field with additional work completed on the national history of netball. Rather the 
intention is to shift the locus of investigation. Therefore, while on the surface this 
paper might seem to traverse the same historiographical terrain as McLachlan’s work, 
with many similar sources cited, and elements of her critique adopted, the focus 
here is different. In this paper, more attention is directed to systematically identifying 
and correcting errors or inconsistencies in the literature (partly as a response to 
misunderstandings about the origins of the sport in Australia), before delving into 
a different range of primary sources that help to provide fresh understandings of 
the early development of netball in Victoria.

In Australia, historical studies on netball (initially known in elongated form as 
women’s basket ball, but later condensed to women’s basketball, before an official 
name change to netball in 1970), have consistently turned their attention to the 
national level of the game, with most academic publications devoted to the elite 
level of the sport. That is, the national team, and/or players who represented their 
country, have been the main point of attention, with specific studies completed by 
Ian Jobling (as a sole author),9 Ian Jobling and Pamela Barham,10 Jenny Sinclair and 
Megan Maurice,11 Nicole Esposito,12 Ashley Rose,13 and Lisa Fairlie and her col-
leagues.14. On the other hand, very little academic consideration has been paid to 
studies of netball at the state level or below. Indeed, perhaps as one would expect 
with state, local or community publication outputs, they are often essentially com-
pilations of records put together by volunteer administrators, rather than compre-
hensive narrative histories written by academics. Even substantial histories of state 
associations, often published to coincide with significant anniversaries of the sport, 
have their limitations, dominated as they are by team achievements, biographical 
profiles, and other anecdotal information, understandably presented in celebratory 
tones.15 The same is essentially true at club level, although the raw publication data 
is somewhat skewed in Victoria, where netball clubs, particularly in country towns, 
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have historically been linked to (men’s) Australian Rules football clubs.16 In these 
cases, it is not unusual for the published histories of combined football/netball clubs 
to be dominated by the records of the men’s football competitions, which might 
reflect McLachlan’s concern for some of the ‘complex political processes, and tensions 
that underpin the history of netball’, especially in country Victoria.17

Perhaps more informative, and more relevant, are the histories of various regional 
netball associations. In these compilations, the records of netball clubs that may not 
have lasted for any significant time-period are still often recorded and integrated 
into the overall history of the relevant association. Particular aspects of their exis-
tence might be marked with a date of formation, or a team photograph might reveal 
the names of long-forgotten participants or office-bearers, even though the club 
concerned might now be defunct.18 The downside, in almost all cases, is that these 
books (like many club histories) are usually not commercial publications (and there-
fore have a limited print run), sometimes suffer from poor editing or gaps in 
information, and rarely contain an index, let alone a list of sources. They are also 
often compiled by a committee of volunteers, with some aspects of the publication 
compromised by poor production values or an uneven approach to the flow of 
information.

In the above context, it is not unexpected that many published works on the 
history of netball contain mistakes or errors, and reflect uncertainties, in terms of 
the origins and diffusion of the sport. As noted, despite the long history and wide-
spread popularity of netball, there are few scholars working in the field, and only 
a small number of studies that have attempted to construct a detailed narrative of 
the early development of the game. In 2005, Mandy Treagus provided a very succinct 
overview of the work of six scholars who had speculated as to when netball was 
first played in either Australia or New Zealand. While the majority seemed to con-
firm that there was evidence of games taking place in various locations across 
Australasia between 1904 and 1906, only one, John Daly, suggested that the sport 
was played ‘in the 1890s’, in Adelaide, South Australia, although Treagus highlights 
that no relevant reference was supplied by the author.19 In these circumstances, the 
precise origins of netball in Australia still remain unclear and are the subject of 
ongoing conjecture.

This is not to suggest that there is in fact a single irrefutable narrative when it 
comes to the history of this particular sport. Indeed, the search for ‘origins’ in sport 
can be problematic in itself, as expertly demonstrated by Tony Collins in his global 
history of how the world’s football codes began. On the back of several decades of 
scholarship, Collins is able to conclude that ‘Myth-making and invented traditions 
were common to all forms of football’,20 partly because they were characterized by 
‘open’ narrative spaces that created room for ‘speculation and supposition’.21 Collins 
also notes that evidence to support invented traditions across the football codes is 
based on ‘hearsay or personal affirmation’, with the point being that ‘… the plasticity 
of the argument allows the story to be fashioned according to the needs of the 
advocate’.22 Relatedly, the third common feature of such traditions, according to 
Collins, is that they ‘… emerge at pivotal moments in the history of the sport’, with 
these episodes often helping a code gain extra prominence or traction at a crucial 
contemporary juncture.23 Fourthly, and no less imperative, ‘… supporters of the 
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invented tradition ultimately base their position on an unverifiable belief rather than 
historic fact’.24 In support of this fourth perspective, Collins cites examples from 
Rugby Union (that actions attributed to a particular student at Rugby School changed 
the course of the code), Australian Rules football (that the Australian code was 
derived from an ancient Aboriginal pastime), and baseball (that Abner Doubleday 
was the inventor of the game), whereby proponents of unverifiable statements about 
the origins of particular sports are, in effect, able to ‘… insulate their arguments 
from critical inquiry, elevating the invented tradition to an article of faith’.25 Finally, 
Collins also uses the above examples to demonstrate how invented traditions are 
projected back into the past in order to support how present day supporters of the 
sport wish to see the modern world.26 In addition, Collins extends his argument by 
explaining how ‘[t]he apparent historical legitimacy of invented traditions also plays 
an increasingly important commercial role in the business of sport’.27 In short, as 
Collins demonstrates with concrete examples:

Commercial exigency today plays a major role in the shaping of sporting history and 
heritage. The re-fashioning and even the falsification of history for commercial, publicity 
or political reasons is just as likely in sport as it is in any other activity.28

In other words, as Collins asserts elsewhere, sport history, particularly the history 
of the world’s football codes, has become a ‘palimpsest’. As he says:

Details and fragments are reassembled and rearranged to create a story that meets the 
desires and demands of different generations, social groups and ideologies … [and] the 
most powerful re-imagined narratives are the creation stories of particular sports …29

Within this framework, Collins states that particular invented traditions ‘… 
acquired their power and resilience because they articulated the desires of each 
sport for special social significance’.30 On the basis that ‘origin’ stories are particularly 
prone to myth and invention, then, given the general paucity of research into wom-
en’s sport, it is little wonder that the story of netball’s origins (and its not 
well-documented diffusion around the world) is still open to debate, conjecture and 
myth-making. Indeed, the entire history of netball, let alone its origins and early 
development, is often ignored, or given scant attention, in published world histories 
of sport, a position reflective of the relatively small number of scholarly works, and/
or its somewhat derisory designation as a ‘feminine-appropriate’ sport.31

The purpose of this paper, then, is to explore the origin stories of netball in one 
particular state of Australia. This task is constrained by the fact that there is only 
a small number of published works on the history of netball in Australia, and a 
general lack of systematic research regarding the dissemination of the sport to the 
antipodes. Before primary sources are investigated, a brief examination of netball’s 
origins in Victoria, as reflected in two key works, is provided.

Two Key Works

As alluded to earlier, the sport of netball in Australia has never really had a long-term 
academic ‘doyen’ or a deep repository of scholarly publications built up over decades 
in the way that other sports have been able to mark their historical credentials. 
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Also mentioned previously, this situation is reflected in the trifling number of post-
graduate theses and the relatively limited amount of other scholarly outputs, most 
of which are focused on the development of the game at a national level.32 In terms 
of netball and discussion of its origins in Victoria, there are two key published 
sources. The first is The Awakening Giant. Released in 1994, this is an 80-page 
compendium of information. A Foreword is provided by Jean Cowan (who repre-
sented a Victorian Schoolgirls’ team in 1927, played for Australia, and later became 
a respected netball administrator and elder statewoman),33 and an Introduction is 
written by the then president, Val Morrison, a long-serving umpire and adminis-
trator.34 There seems to be no acknowledged single author of the volume, but ‘the 
special efforts’ of the Publication Committee (listed as Leigh Mawby, Anne George, 
Lynne Sheehan, Kate Fewster, Helga Binder, Lynne Cazaly, Keren Wilson and Natalie 
Wright-Boyd) are recognized.35 Significantly, there is no over-arching, continuous 
narrative thread, no bibliography and no index. There is, however, a very good array 
of greyscale photographs (the earliest dated 1929, although several images are 
undated). There are also some worthwhile sections, including eight pages set aside 
for ‘Statistics & Results’, dating back to the appointment of Louise Mills in 1922 as 
the first president of the Melbourne Girls Basket Ball Association (MGBBA). Mills 
later became the inaugural president of the Victorian Women’s Basket Ball Association 
(VWBBA) in 1928, although in the statistical pages of the book she is the only 
office-bearer listed between 1922 and 1933, at which point there is a change of 
president, and the names of secretaries and treasurers begin to appear.36

The book is subtitled ‘A Celebration of 65 Years of Netball Victoria’, indicating 
that 1928, when the MGBBA transformed itself to become the VWBBA, was under-
stood to be the foundation year of the organization. Unfortunately there is an error 
(assumed to be typographical) in a two page section entitled ‘Netball Victoria – a 
History’, where it is stated that ‘Netball is a derivative of the men’s game of basket-
ball. Men’s Basketball was developed in the United States in 1871 [sic] by Dr James 
Naismith, a YMCA gym instructor’.37 This date error (the correct date is 1891) was 
also repeated on Netball’s Victoria’s website, and remained there until the incorrect 
information was removed, following a re-vamp of the website around 2017.38 The 
text in this section of the book also goes on to declare that ‘Some years later the 
game was introduced into England by a fellow American, Dr Toles’, adding that 
‘The first women’s basketball game is reported to have been played in England in 
1897 by ladies using broomsticks for posts and wet paper bags for baskets’.39 No 
mention is made in the Netball Victoria book of the Swedish-born educator Martina 
Bergman-Österberg (1849–1915), or the sub-committee of the Ling Association 
(founded in 1899, and later known as the Physical Education Association of the 
United Kingdom), who are both acknowledged in other reputable sources as import-
ant to the early development of netball and its diffusion to other continents.40 
Instead, the discussion in The Awakening Giant quickly moves to uncorroborated 
information, highlighting, for instance, that in 1898 accommodations were made to 
ameliorate the difficulties caused by the restrictive uniforms of players.41 Other 
anecdotal asides in the book are also made to the number of players allowed on 
the court, the introduction of a smaller-sized ball, and the division of the court 
into thirds.42 At this point, the text in The Awakening Giant is not Victoria-specific, 



The International Journal of the History of Sport 1441

and is largely a re-wording of Hyland’s opening paragraphs contained under the 
heading ‘History of the Game’ in her 1978 publication.43 Discussion of ‘The Early 
Days’ in The Awakening Giant then becomes more Victoria-specific, and includes 
the assertion that ‘Well before the beginning of an organised state competition, a 
Victorian primary, interschool, seven-a-side competition was conducted. In 1915 
two male teachers are said to have finally written out the rules and the game was 
played in secondary schools’.44 However, these latter sentences are merely a close 
summary of what Hyland had written in 1978 about the origins of the game, sug-
gesting that no further research or investigations on the early development of netball 
in Victoria were undertaken between 1978 and 1993. The one major exception 
occurs in that another book was co-authored by Hyland, and published in 2011.45 
In this jubilee history of the International Federation of Netball Associations, short 
summaries of early developments in each member nation are provided. There is 
also general acknowledgement of the seminal influence of Bergman-Österberg, and 
in the case of Australia the authors also state:

It is generally agreed that the game was brought to Australia … by these English 
schoolteachers. This expansion occurred late in the 19th century. It is on record that 
competitions were not only conducted as early as 1904 in New South Wales, but also 
that an interschool seven-a-side basketball competition was conducted in Victorian 
primary schools in 1913.46

Be that as it may, it is hard not to agree with McLachlan that many authors 
(including Jobling and Barham, and Taylor) devote a disproportionate amount of 
space ‘… to discussing the origins of women’s basketball in general more so that 
the diffusion of the game to, and within, Australia’.47

The second work specifically related to early netball developments in Victoria is 
June Senyard’s contribution to a project initiated by the Australian Society for Sports 
History and released by Ryan Publishing in 2015.48 The book is entitled Sport in 
Victoria: A History, and consists of 176 entries of varying length (alphabetically 
listed) on a range of sports, sporting events, and sporting venues, foregrounded by 
two general introductory essays. There are no separate biographical entries, but there 
are separate entries for several of the female counterparts of men’s sports (for 
example, women’s soccer), and a five page entry dedicated to ‘Women’s Sport’, 
authored by McLachlan, in which she forthrightly declares that ‘the history of netball 
is, like all history of women’s sport in Victoria, embroiled in contradiction’.49 The 
77 contributors to Nadel and Ryan’s collection are not all academics, and range from 
librarians, to students, to journalists, to administrators, and to enthusiasts. It was, 
perhaps, this very broad consortium of contributors, the varying quality of submis-
sions, and the commercial imperatives of the project, that led the editorial board 
to ultimately eschew the usual academic apparatuses of footnotes and a bibliography.50 
A generous selection of sketches and photographs, both colour and greyscale, and 
occasionally sepia, are sprinkled throughout the hefty hardcover book of 286 pages. 
Most of the ‘major’ sports in Sport and Victoria are allocated between seven and 
nine pages of text and images, with ‘Athletics’ granted the most space with 10. Of 
those entries dedicated predominately to what might be termed women’s sports, 
‘Netball’ is apportioned the most area, with seven pages. ‘Hockey’ for example, is 
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granted little more than three pages, which covers both men’s and women’s versions 
of the sport. Only the briefest mention of men’s and mixed netball is made in the 
Senyard entry on netball. In terms of published ‘academic’ writing on the history 
of netball in Victoria, these seven pages represent the best overview of the sport in 
the state, and deserve close attention, especially in terms of narratives about origins.

Senyard correctly points out that the predominance of Australian Rules football 
and cricket in Victoria has had an impact on many other sports in the state, espe-
cially in relation to raising finances, establishing facilities, and attracting patrons. 
Despite these hurdles, she says, ‘… netball in Victoria has developed to become a 
sport with one of the largest participation rates in the state as well as a successful 
elite level that plays to large, appreciative crowds’.51 In addition, Senyard claims that 
‘Netball has always had a distinctive culture’. As she states: ‘It was developed as a 
sport for girls and subsequently, was taken up by women’. Senyard also adds that 
‘Unlike tennis, golf and hockey, netball was not the domain of the wealthy middle 
class and from the beginning of organised competition in the early 1920s, it can 
be termed a truly popular sport’, with the rider that ‘Neither was netball organised 
in the shadow of men playing the same sport’.52 The wider details of the evolution 
of the sport in the USA and England are also outlined, with a nod to the publica-
tion of Spalding’s rules for basketball in 1899, and an acknowledgement that in 
England in 1901 the Ling Association published modified rules of the game. At the 
same time, baskets were replaced by nets, and the sport became popularly known 
as netball.53 As she notes, ‘The game could be played with five, seven or nine players 
in a team but, in Victoria, seven-aside was to prevail’.54 Despite ongoing disagree-
ments about the optimum number of players, Senyard writes that: ‘Although it has 
been claimed that netball was played in Australia “around the turn of the century,” 
there is no evidence to substantiate this’, and she goes on to suggest that ‘… it was 
not until the 1900s that sport for girls became accepted in the private girls’ schools’.55 
In her summation, she highlights that a Girls’ School Hockey Association was formed 
in Melbourne in 1905, but it was not until then that netball started to make an 
impact as a winter sport.56 Senyard implies that a key turning point was the arrival 
in Melbourne of Gwynneth Morris, who ‘… was appointed to take charge of games 
and physical education at the Melbourne Church of England Girls Grammar School 
… having spent the last two years at Madame Bergman-Osterberg’s [sic] Physical 
Training College in England where she would have come in contact with netball’.57 
However, Senyard admits that the school prospectus indicates that Morris was ini-
tially slated to look after the hockey and cricket teams, and it took a few more 
years before netball began to feature at other schools such as Methodist Ladies 
College, where, by 1912, it had displaced hockey in popularity.58 Senyard also out-
lines how this set of circumstances was repeated at other prestigious girls’ schools, 
notably at Tintern in 1912 (where a student wrote in the school magazine that ‘Miss 
Thompson gave us a lesson in basketball, instead of our usual work; we enjoyed it 
very much’), and at Lauriston in 1917 (‘… where senior girls gained the right to 
play netball in 1917’, usurping the appeal of hockey).59 As Senyard says: ‘The 
strengths of netball and the small space required, the ball as the only equipment, 
the relative small number of girls in a team and the less likelihood of injury, all 
contributed to its popularity’.60 She then rounds out her discussion of early 
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developments by pointing out that changes to the state school system during the 
first decade after Federation meant that there was a large influx of females into the 
education system across the metropolis and in country regions. For instance, in 
1905, the Education Act extended compulsory attendance at school to the age of 
fourteen, and by 1910 the Victoria Education Act allowed schools to provide sec-
ondary and technical education, which meant girls desiring higher levels of schooling 
could do so outside the private system.61 As a result, school enrolments boomed, 
and netball was taken up by an ever-increasing number of female students. Like 
others, Senyard asserts that by 1913, an interschool seven-a-side competition for 
primary schools in Victoria commenced, to be followed quickly by a competition 
for secondary students in 1917.62

As evident, some of the information compiled by Senyard also appears in The 
Awakening Giant (published in 1994), but both publications are lacking in specific, 
verifiable, linear detail about associations, clubs, teams and individual participants 
in the very early years of the sport. This gap in information is somewhat rectified 
for the years following World War I, perhaps as the result of a more easily acces-
sible, and greater quantity of, information in the press, as well as a more accepting 
post-war attitude towards women’s sport in general. On this basis, both publications 
set out the details of the formation of the YWCA competition in 1920, and allude 
to how this critical mass of players morphed into the formation of the MGBBA at 
the end of 1922. The first season commenced the following year, with five affiliated 
clubs and six teams, a mixture of church-based teams, a workplace team, and one 
team representing the YWCA.63 Notably, aspects of this information are expanded 
and sometimes footnoted in an earlier publication by Senyard, namely a history of 
sport at the University of Melbourne, where there are two small sections devoted 
to netball.64 Here she claims that the MGGBA ran an ‘informal competition’ for its 
first two years, and that the early identification with the YWCA ‘… gave netball a 
distinctive style’, especially when compared to hockey. She says ‘… participation in 
basketball [netball] was broader and its early organisation was outside the educational 
arena’, meaning the sport was popular, but ‘… it may have lacked the status of 
hockey and tennis’.65 More than one netball club was also formed, as female students 
who had played the game at school wished to keep playing at, and with, the 
University. Hence, it was not long before one team played as part of the School 
Basketball [Netball] Association, not to mention the playing of interfaculty games 
between arts, science and medicine.66 In this context, it is worth noting McLachlan’s 
observation that Jobling and Barham spend ‘much more of their paper’ discussing 
the development of the game from the 1920s inwards.67

Sources for Origin Stories: Cautionary Tales

What, then, are the implications of the above assessment of published work with a 
Victorian-orientated focus? First, there is obviously more academic work to be done, 
and it is still something of a mystery as to why the history of netball in Victoria 
(and elsewhere in Australia) has attracted the interest of so few scholars and post-
graduate students. Second, there is certainly greater scope for a more transparent 
and diverse use of sources, for, as McLachlan laments, ‘the prevailing narrative about 
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women’s basketball has not been critically interrogated – especially in terms of 
evidence’.68 Thus far, a limited amount of the same or similar information (sometimes 
in error, or perhaps speculative in nature) has been used and then uncritically 
re-published in order to provide what are essentially very broad-brush origin stories 
and narrative histories associated with Victorian netball. Indeed, according to Andrew 
Brown-May, co-editor of The Encyclopedia of Melbourne, a great deal of Melbourne’s 
past has been recorded inaccurately. He asserts that unsubstantiated historical infor-
mation and narrow interpretations have been recycled for subsequent generations, 
resulting in what he characterizes as ‘lineages of misunderstanding’. The real danger 
in his view is that when a small number of works have been over-used the problem 
becomes exacerbated and the credibility of the history discipline is undermined.69 
Third, a much more systematic approach to the gathering and investigation of pri-
mary sources is required.70 This applies to items such as minute books, correspon-
dence, photographs and newspapers, not all of which are digitized or easily accessible, 
and not all of which have been correctly attributed within existing narrative histories. 
The implication here is that more ‘grass roots’ or ‘smaller scale’ research is required. 
As demonstrated below, records on the early development of netball in Victoria do 
exist, but adequate time, dogged effort and often ingenuity (with a dose of seren-
dipity) needs to underpin the research endeavour in order for worthwhile information 
to be retrieved and analyzed, and then integrated (or juxtaposed) with existing 
narratives. For example (echoing and expanding on some of McLachlan’s suggestions), 
such exercises could involve investigating a limited time-period, a specific geographic 
location, a particular club or institution, or a certain individual, any exploration of 
which might systematically draw on a variety of previously untapped sources. Inter 
alia, this would constitute a much more diverse methodological approach, thus 
guarding against pitfalls created by what McLachlan characterizes as the disconti-
nuities of a ‘mono’ history of netball.71

On the basis of the above, discussion of two types of sources, as outlined below, 
will provide cautionary tales for those interested in navigating their way to a better 
understanding and contextualization of netball’s origin stories in Victoria. The aim 
in this exercise is not to be comprehensive, systematic or all-inclusive in terms of 
the evidence presented. Rather, it is hoped that some selective samples will indicate 
the wide array and richness of source material and the context they potentially 
provide for understanding the early development of netball in Victoria.

Newspaper Sources

History researchers now take for granted the National Library of Australia’s ‘Single 
Business Discovery Service’, subsequently branded as ‘Trove’ not long after its pro-
totype was launched in May 2009.72 This vast (and still growing) repository of 
digitized newspapers (and other items) has its foibles, but it is a relatively user-friendly, 
sophisticated search engine that enables free access to millions of pages of newspa-
pers at the click of a computer mouse.73 As yet, however, it appears that few 
researchers have used this database for the purpose of detailed investigations into 
netball history. While only a relatively small proportion of the total number of 
newspaper pages (largely copyright-free before 1955) have been digitized, the fact 
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that electronic searches of Trove (and other similar data bases) can be undertaken 
has opened up new methodologies and allowed different questions to be asked of 
the data in a time-effective and geographically unhindered manner.74 When coupled 
with in-person searches of microfilm or hard copy newspapers at libraries, the scope 
for methodical trawling and cross-referencing of press sources is greatly enhanced, 
and has the potential to lead to the construction of new theories and new narratives 
in terms of how, when and why sport was developed, and by whom. In other words, 
the fine-grained detail of games played, personnel involved and specific socio-cultural 
contexts can be more easily unveiled. A caveat for netball, however, is that the 
nomenclature of ‘basket ball’, ‘basket-ball’ and ‘basketball’, and the fact that these 
terms were used to describe both men’s and women’s basketball, and women’s netball, 
in Australia, often make searching for, and interpreting the text in press reports, 
problematic. For example, newspaper sources reveal that by June 1893 (and perhaps 
earlier), articles discussing the invention of basketball in the USA, with an expla-
nation of the rules as well as related diagrams, began to appear in the Australian 
press. In many cases these are clear references to the men’s game, not the game of 
women’s basketball, which had just emerged in the USA at this time. Accordingly, 
as part of its report featuring news of the American game, the Evening News (Sydney) 
boldly suggested that ‘A new game, to which the name of “basket-ball” has been 
given … might come to be popular in Australia, if introduced’.75 In other words, 
Australia, despite its distance from the rest of the world, was not isolated from 
international developments that led eventually to men’s basketball, and then women’s 
netball, being played on its shores, but it has to be admitted that the terminology 
for the games has the potential to be confusing. Nevertheless, given that diagrams 
and explanation of Naismith’s new game did appear in the Australian press, it is 
reasonable to assume that the sport may have been trialled in Australia during the 
early 1890s, without any residue of such activities being left in newspaper sources. 
That is, experimental pick-up games (with any number of players) could have been 
played in a variety of locations across several states, but in an organic rather than 
formal manner, and therefore would have been unlikely to have attracted the atten-
tion of the press.

Although thoroughly tracking the diffusion of basketball or netball across Australia 
is not the prime purpose of this paper, the fact that one of the earliest games of 
men’s basketball in Australia took place in Adelaide on February 24, 1897, in a 
match between teams representing Our Boys’ Institute and the Young Men’s Christian 
Association (YMCA), is important. Noted at the time as ‘the first exhibition of 
basket-ball in South Australia’, the report indicates how and where the men’s game 
might have put down its initial roots.76 This slice of information, now easily retriev-
able from Trove, illustrates how difficult it must have been for earlier researchers 
who had to depend on time-consuming and incomplete manual searches of press 
sources. For example, in rarely cited work devoted to the history of men’s basketball 
in Victoria, Simon Creak claimed that the earliest form of basketball to arrive in 
the country was, in fact, netball, ‘first played in Australia in 1905 or 1906’.77 He 
also explains that due to the influence of YMCA military training instructors in 
Europe, ‘Men’s basketball appears to have been introduced to Victoria by soldiers 
returning from World War I’.78 More specifically, Creak notes that the first firm 
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evidence of men’s basketball being played in Melbourne dates from March 1918, 
although he cautions that ‘Records of early men’s basketball in Australia are scarce’.79 
In this particular case, errors can now be corrected, and the uncovering of new 
evidence via Trove and additional research will therefore help to overturn assump-
tions made in previous work.

As for the development of netball in Victoria, there is an additional range of 
sources that need to be assessed, especially since it is clear from the existing pub-
lications of Netball Victoria (1994) and June Senyard (2004 and 2015) that further 
verifiable information, narrative depth and nuance is required. Apposite to netball’s 
diffusion to Victoria (acknowledging again that the sport was uniformly called 
‘basketball’, or variations of this term, in Australia up until 1970), is a press item 
from the Ballarat Star on Monday, March 18, 1901, that announced: ‘Probably the 
first contest in basket ball ever held in Australia, took place on Friday [March 15, 
1901], between the students of Loretto Abbey and those of Loretto Training School, 
Dawson street’.80 According to the report, ‘The Abbey students, with their regulation 
costume of navy blue relieved with white, and caps of blue velvet, were easily dis-
tinguished from the College students, in their tunics of cardinal and cream, with 
crimson caps’. Furthermore, ‘The marked features of the game were splendid play 
on the part of the goal-keepers, scientific action of the centres, and instant obedience 
to decisions of the umpire’.81 Loreto Abbey scored seven goals, defeating Loreto 
Training School, who scored three goals. On the surface, this event appears to 
constitute ‘the first contest in basket ball [netball] ever held in Australia’, especially 
since the report was repeated in at least one additional metropolitan newspaper.82 
However, Trove has now allowed other such claims to be more readily compared 
and considered. Again, the intent is not to track each relevant press source in this 
overview, but rather, by citing several examples, to demonstrate the breadth and 
depth of newspaper accounts relevant to netball’s history in Victoria that are now 
more easily available to researchers. As an aside, then, it should be pointed out that 
the press accounts discussed below do not include numerous, sometimes lengthy 
descriptions (often re-printed verbatim) of how popular basketball was becoming 
among women, especially college students, in the USA at this time. Nor does it 
include those instances when reports of developments at Bergman-Österberg’s Physical 
Training School were reproduced, although that type of press coverage must have 
directly stimulated basketball/netball activity in Australia.83

A few examples from various colonies (later states) will suffice in terms of how 
and when the press varied in their reports of women’s involvement in netball-like 
games, again with the uncertainty caused by imprecise nomenclature. For instance, 
in May of 1897, a column entitled ‘Ladies’ Gossip’ in the Adelaide Chronicle, 
declared that:

A new game for girls, about which it is said a good deal will probably be heard in the 
course of the ensuing summer, is basket-ball. It is reported that it has already swept 
the United States, completely eclipsing lawn tennis, and effectually nipping in the bud 
the threatened revival of croquet.84

What then followed was a description of the playing area and a basic overview 
of the rules, before a closing statement that ‘The chief beauty of the game is its 
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simplicity and the fact that no expensive apparatus is required’.85 Given the prima 
facie evidence that men’s basketball was first played in Adelaide during February 
1897, it is reasonable to assume (but not yet proven) that women in the same city 
might have followed suit several months later. This is more so the case, since the 
YMCA had been one of the competing sides in the men’s contest, but it is not clear 
who specifically might have represented either of the women’s teams.

In Tasmania, Queen’s College, founded by Arthur Stephens, was located in Hobart 
and, after several amalgamations, opened as a privately-run college and finishing 
school in 1893. By 1895 the College was largely co-educational with ‘mixed’ classes, 
but there were strictly supervised separate play areas for girls and boys.86 In 1898, 
a paragraph-long newspaper report advised that ‘An interesting game of basket ball 
was played at the barracks on Monday afternoon between 12 girls from Mr Petersen’s 
class and 12 from Queen’s College’, with the captains and best players named and 
the scores provided.87 A similar ‘basket ball game’ was played in August 1899, with 
Mr Bjelke-Petersen’s gymnasium class achieving a draw against their Queen’s College 
opponents, ‘with the match enjoyed by both teams, and, apparently also by the large 
number of visitors who were present’.88 A few months later, in December 1900, in 
a speech by Stephens published in the Tasmanian News, he confirmed that the girls 
at Queen’s College ‘… still continued to take a keen interest in basket ball’.89 
Subsequently, Mr C.B. Petersen (mentioned above), also noted as ‘the instructor in 
physical education’ at Girls’ High School, Hobart, was recorded as awarding a ‘chal-
lenge shield’ to this particular school ‘for basket ball’.90

Further north, in Queensland, ‘Emilia’, in her March 1901 Brisbane Courier col-
umn entitled ‘Feminine Echoes’, perceived that ‘Several of the big girls’ boarding 
schools in Sydney and Melbourne are adding courts for the new game, basket-ball, 
to their play grounds’.91 Later in the year, in October, a long report in Rockhampton’s 
Morning Bulletin had more to say about ‘basket ball’ in its own local area (636 km 
north-north-west of Brisbane), where the finals of various sports at Rockhampton 
Girls’ Grammar School had been played. ‘Perhaps the most interesting feature of 
the programme’, the reporter reflected, ‘was the game of basket ball, in which the 
only goal was secured by Miss Hoelscher for the winning side’. As was explained, 
‘This game was introduced into Australia by the Head Mistress (Miss Downs), who 
has since supplied the Sydney Girls’ Grammar School with the rules’. A technical 
description of the elements of the game follows, noting, as do some other match 
reports around Australia, ‘The ball is an association [soccer] football’, and that ‘The 
number of players varies’.92

From very late in the nineteenth century though to the very early years of the 
twentieth century, then, it is evident from press reports that forms of basketball 
were being played by females in various locations all around Australia. However, 
despite the fact that the rules for the new sport (including the preferred number 
of players for teams) were still in a state of flux, it does seem there was an upsurge, 
if not a boom, in the first few years of the twentieth century, underpinned, as this 
period was, by a general growth in private school education across Australia, and 
the general flourishing of sport at these institutions. Such a view is supported by 
a large number of newspaper advertisements for girls’ independent colleges where 
the availability of sporting facilities at a school was used as a drawcard for potential 
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students. For example, in 1903, an advertisement for a ‘Sound and Liberal Education’ 
at Abbotsleigh, in Wahroonga, Sydney, appeared numerous times in a Melbourne 
newspaper, whereby the school was promoted not only by means of its sporting 
activities, such as ‘Tennis, Swimming, Cycling, Fencing, Basket Ball, and Cricket’, 
but also by its athletic facilities, such as ‘A playing field of nearly three acres, well 
laid out’.93 By 1904, references to, and descriptions of, ‘basket ball’ matches also 
began to appear in conjunction with the activities of physical culture groups and 
church guilds, such as the Girls’ Guild of St George’s Presbyterian Church, located 
in East St Kilda (Melbourne). As one local correspondent observed, it was the first 
annual display of this Guild at the St Kilda Town Hall, where ‘A feature of the 
programme was the new game of basket ball, which comes to us from America, 
but has here been altered somewhat, which it is claimed, is an improvement’.94

The selected examples above, from a range of newspaper sources, candidly demon-
strate how vital aspects of netball’s early history have previously been either over-
looked or have ‘fallen through the cracks’, despite being in reach of researchers 
before and after the advent of Trove. However, in a positive light, this small sample 
of discoveries hidden away in the press also serves to highlight how these apertures 
into basketball/netball activity, when aggregated, will help to provide much richer, 
more complex, and more diverse stories about the development of the sport. Against 
this background the next section considers another set of primary sources, which, 
by and large, have been under-utilized in terms of research related to netball.

Archival Sources

As noted above, there are few academic treatises on the history of netball in Victoria, 
and fewer still that are well documented, with basic information either being omitted, 
recycled from other sources without attribution, or with the early years briefly 
skimmed over in order to focus on more recent developments, especially at the elite 
or international level. This is despite the fact relevant newspaper sources, the 
stock-in-trade for most historians, is, in most cases, readily available via microfilm 
or digital formats. However, the visual culture of sport (including the photographic 
image) is, by comparison, sometimes problematic to work with, often being con-
strained by uncertain provenance, copyright issues, fragility of the items, lack of 
detail or misleading information in captions (if they exist), and sometimes restricted 
access to the archive.95 It was a surprise, then, to come across previously unknown 
archives of primary source documents related to netball (especially those containing 
elements of visual culture) that were not only well organized and easily accessible, 
but maintained by professional, helpful staff. In this context, it was the serendipitous 
discovery via Trove of a press item from the Ballarat Star announcing that: ‘Probably 
the first contest in basketball ever held in Australia, took place on Friday [March 
15, 1901], between the students of Loretto Abbey and those of Loretto Training 
School, Dawson street’ (discussed above), that eventually led to the unearthing of 
an important archive at Loreto College in Ballarat (115 km north-west of Melbourne).96 
When the match report of the 1901 game was shared with volunteer cataloguers at 
Netball Victoria, it was established that not only did Loreto still exist as a Catholic 
College, but that the spouse of Kaye Gill, one of the group, had previously worked 
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at a Melbourne campus of Loreto as a school teacher for 30 years.97 She then vol-
unteered to contact the College in Ballarat in order to share the 1901 match sum-
mary from the press.98 Initially the College archivist, Theresa Cronk could find no 
relevant information for the 1901 game, and the trail seemed about to go cold.99 It 
was then something of a revelation, if not a shock, to have the archivist send back 
the results of her search of the school magazine, Eucalyptus Blossoms, which revealed 
multiple entries related to the playing of netball at the College between 1899 and 
1922.100 Further email exchanges occurred in the process of having questions 
answered about the uniforms, along with permission being granted for use of the 
photographic images.101 Some samples of the images and the text from the school 
magazine are reproduced and discussed below (see Figures 1–3), but space consid-
erations preclude a fuller exposition.

The school magazine, Eucalyptus Blossoms, was produced once a year, and was more 
or less a summary of Loreto’s educational and social activities for the previous 
12 months.102 On most occasions a ‘School Diary’ or ‘School Record’, was included as 
a regular segment in the publication, listing many of the activities that took place in 
chronological order. In some years, activities from Loreto’s other institutions were also 
featured. For example, the edition of Eucalyptus Blossoms from 1899 carries three items 
relevant to this study. In what seems to be the first mention of basketball (netball) in 
Eucalyptus Blossoms, the ‘School Record’ includes a note as follows: ‘May 30th – 
Basket-ball, a new American game, introduced; it threatens to rival hockey in interest, 
but is a milder form of exercise’.103 On page 10, an anonymous ‘Observer’ writes a 
lengthy, somewhat idyllic, description of their ‘First Impressions’ of the Mary Mount 
campus. Sport and recreational activities, including basketball, feature prominently:

… Within the grounds the view is equally attractive. Seven acres are enclosed within 
the high brick wall, divided by a big shady alley into orchard, flower and vegetable 
gardens, paddock, play ground and tennis courts … See, the children are trooping out 
for the afternoon recreation, each of the four divisions clustering around a Nun. Now 
the games begin; hockey players wax hotly excited in the scurry with their curved 

Figure 1. S tudents participating in basketball (netball) at Loreto College, Mary’s Mount, Ballarat, 
Victoria, as depicted in the annual publication of the Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary in 
Australia, Christmas, 1901, p. 22. Courtesy of Loreto College Archives.
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sticks; others are absorbed in basket-ball, rushing to and fro between the goal posts, 
apparently with no other aim in life beyond tossing the ball into the netted bags. A 
select few devote their energies to archery, before an admiring crowd of new-comers.104

Also, on page 45, there is an extract from a Sydney newspaper, which provides 
a report on ‘A Novel Entertainment’ given by the pupils of the Loreto nuns at their 
Hornsby (New South Wales) location. An open-air concert (‘among the more brilliant 
entertainments of the season’) was staged in front of a large crowd, and then fol-
lowed ‘… a basket-ball contest’. According to the press:

… the different sides were distinguished by sashes of different colours – red and 
blue – the costume of the players being white. The prize, presented to the captain of 
the winning-side, was a silver jewel-case, the gift of Mrs. Frank Coffee … The guests 
had also an opportunity of admiring the handsome and well-kept grounds, taste in 
this matter being a particular distinction of the Loretto nuns, and a note of all their 
convents.105

However, there are no images of basketball (netball) in the 1899 College magazine, 
and it seems that a magazine was not produced (or is missing from the archive) 
in 1900. Hence, the first photographic depiction of the sport at the College does 
not appear until 1901, the year that the report of a game between teams from Loreto 
was published in the Ballarat Star (cited above). In this case, a slightly hazy image 
appears in a bordered circle, with the inscription ‘A Goal’ on the bottom rim of 
the border’s circle (See Figure 1, noting that the magazine has a name change for 
1901, and in some other years, such as 1920).

In the Loreto College archives, however, there is a separate sepia landscape pho-
tograph of the same image, with much better definition. On close inspection, the 

Figure 2. S tudents participating in basketball (netball) at Loreto College, Mary’s Mount, Ballarat, 
Victoria, 1901. Unpublished image courtesy of Loreto College Archives, POO23.
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photograph seems to be of a group of nine girls (all with the same uniform) con-
testing at goal-shooting, with another girl on the far left, in a different colour 
uniform, looking on. The goal is a woven basket, which seems to have a pole and/
or tipping device attached to the goalpost so that a ball is more easily retrievable 
after goals are scored (see Figure 2).

Surprisingly, there is no mention in the 1901 College magazine of the particular 
game that the Ballarat press reported on. However, Loreto’s annual publication, under 
the heading ‘GAMES and PHYSICAL CULTURE’ (with a subtitle in French: ‘Les 
jeux sont d’une importance souveraine en matiere d’education!’, loosely translated as 
‘Learning through play and games is an important part of education!’) gives an 
important summary of how students were expected to engage in sporting activities 
while at the College (although it seems to contradict a previous statement from the 
‘School Record’, which included a note that ‘Basket-ball, a new American game’ was 
introduced on May 30, 1899):

In winter Hockey and Skipping rule the day; in summer Croquet and Basket Ball with 
somewhat of Archery. Tennis holds its own throughout the year, and the two courts are 
generally in requisition. For Basket Ball or Hockey the school divides into two equal 
teams, each with a distinctive colour for cap and blouse. Rules are strictly enforced by 

Figure 3.  Depicted are the two teams of nine students who participated in a basketball (netball) 
game at Loreto College, Mary’s Mount, Ballarat, Victoria, March 15, 1901. Note the chalked inscrip-
tion on the easel: ‘T[raining] College 3, Loreto Abbey 7’, the final score from the match. Note also 
the two different uniforms worn by each team. The role of the girl in the lighter coloured uniform 
is not clear. Resting on her knees appears to be two embroided banners, presumably one for 
each team. Unpublished image courtesy of Loreto College Archives, POO22.
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the prefects of sports and all agree that one game played scientifically is worth a dozen 
played at random, though it demands no small amount of self-restraint. Hockey is 
well-known and a favourite in schools of the old world; Basket Ball has been introduced 
but this year from America. The accompanying illustrations show the game some of 
its aspects, but to understand its hygienic value, one should see the sport in progress.

Fortunately, another image in the College archives, not published in the College 
magazine in 1901, almost certainly depicts the participants from the game between 
Loreto Abbey and Loreto Training School (See Figure 3).

Regular coverage of the basketball (netball) games played at Loreto College can 
be traced further in the College archives, particularly through subsequent annual 
publications, with the names of participants also supplied in additional team pho-
tographs, and games often played as part of St Patrick’s Day activities. While detailed 
analysis of these games is not possible within the confines of this paper, by 1920 
the embrace of basketball (netball) seemed complete, with the College magazine 
declaring:

This sport affords a constant source of health-giving amusement, and the generous 
emulation between Reds and Blues adds zest to the sport. Besides its intrinsic interest, 
the game is notably full of hygiene value to growing girls.106

With the formation of the MGBBA still two years away, the evidence from Loreto 
College in Ballarat provides a clear indication that women’s basketball (netball) had 
already become a strong and resilient aspect of the curriculum at private schools 
in Victoria, with this particular institution having links to, and sharing information 
with, other Catholic colleges around Australia.107 The activities, records and archives 
of such educational institutions in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 
are therefore a key element of netball’s early development and represent a prime 
topic for future researchers.

The Way Forward

The above discussion, including exploration of newspaper repositories and inves-
tigation of archival sources, indicates that there is still much to be uncovered about 
the early development of netball in Victoria. Multiple press sources are extremely 
useful in providing a great deal of narrative detail, particularly for matches that 
occur in the public sphere and attract sizeable audiences. However, there is a hidden 
wealth of knowledge and understanding to be mined from less public repositories, 
such as those kept and maintained by educational institutions, churches, and work-
places, not to mention cultural/social groups or organizations such as the YWCA, 
or the memorabilia collected by individual administrators or players.108 The text 
and the images provided here, therefore, should not be considered as comprehensive 
or complete. In fact, the opposite is true. The very selective pieces of evidence 
presented are but a pointer to potential areas of research and investigation, espe-
cially regarding aspects associated with the less elite levels of the game.

To return to the notion of origins, though, it is salutary to be reminded again of 
what Collins essentially characterizes as a fruitless, if not disingenuous, search for 
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single, irrefutable points of origin in the emergence of particular sports. This paper 
is not about the quest for a single moment of origin as such, but it does call for a 
better understanding and appreciation of the social context surrounding multiple 
origin stories, and how they may evolve, shift or be used in the light of new evidence, 
unexpected discoveries, or more informed interpretations. To this end, it should be 
acknowledged that Netball Australia (NA) will be hosting the 2027 World Cup, with 
initial plans to deliberately mark it as the centenary of what began as the All Australia 
Women’s Basket Ball Association on August 26, 1927. It will be interesting, therefore, 
to see how the national body recognize the fact that the antecedents of the sport in 
Australia stretch back three decades earlier to the late nineteenth century, for as it 
currently says on the NA website: ‘Netball landed on Australian shores in 1897’.109 
In this situation, it is hoped that the national organization, as well as state bodies, 
will endeavour to do two things. The first is to actively seek to eliminate ‘lineages 
of misunderstanding’ that seem to bedevil the narrative history of netball in Australia. 
The second, as Collins warns more generally, is to avoid continued ‘myth-making’ 
and the use of ‘invented traditions’, as well as resisting the temptation to fashion 
particular origin stories that merely serve ‘… the needs of the advocate’. In short, the 
complexities of netball’s origin stories need to be explored, understood, and embraced.
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