MT GAMBIER AND ATHLETICS – A BRIEF HISTORY

The earliest known athletic meeting in the Mt Gambier district was at the Moorak Home Station paddock on November 9, 1871. Events included 100 yards, 150 yards, 220 yards, 440 yards, 150 yards hurdles, hop step and jump, long jump and high jump. The entry fee for all events was 2/6 and the prize to each winner – a 1 pound note.

An event advertised as “The First Grand Athletic Gathering in the District” was held on February 24, 1873. It was attended by A.E. Bird, “the champion long distance runner of the world”. 700 people attended this event, which was held two miles east of Mt Gambier.

A Football and Athletic Club formed during April 1876 was successful for a short time. Then in May 1884, the Mt Gambier Athletic Club was formed and remained strong for a number of years. Combining with other community groups, many very successful gatherings were held, especially on New Year Day, Easter Monday, St Patricks Day and the Prince of Wales holiday in November. The athletic and cycling committees joined together to attract great crowds to these events.

The first meeting of 1884 on November 18 attracted 2500 spectators with a special train bringing enthusiasts from Beachport and Millicent. A new running track was constructed at the Showgrounds and total prizes of more than 100 pounds were offered.

The St Patricks Day Sports Day held on February 18, 1890 included, among other events:

· Boys Race (under 13 years). First prize 7s, 6d.

· Putting Heavy Stone. Prize 1 pound, 1 s.

· St Patrick’s Day Handicap of 130 yards. First prize 10 pounds.

· Old Buffers’ Race. Prize – Five Gallons of Beer

Two Stawell Gift winners – Horace Dew in 1903 and Norman MacKenzie in 1905 – were from Mt Gambier. Daniel Millard in 1997 would become the third runner from the Mount to win the prestigious footrace.

A new Mt Gambier Athletic Club was formed in 1906 but, like many others, disbanded after a short time.

About 5000 people attended the New Years Day event organised by the Mt Gambier Caledonaian Society in 1925. This was a record attendance and the most successful event for the Society so far. Cycling was included in the programme and the main event – the Sheffield Handicap of 130 yards. The ground was in “excellent order” and events were run off “punctually” by officials. Large entries were received in all events. McKinnon won the final of the Sheffield Handicap from a field of 25 entries. He received 7 pounds as first prize. His time was 13 1-5 in the final.

The 1935 St Patricks Carnival on March 23 included a procession, the sports and a concert. Events organised and run under South Australian Amateur League rules were the 75 yards sprint, Stepping the Distance, St Patricks Gift, Schoolboys Championship, 75 Yards Sprint Handicap, SE Schoolboys Championship, Maiden Plate and the High Jump.

Enthusiasm seemed to have waned over the years. In more recent times it has been difficult to compete with the range of entertainment and sports available. The New Years Day Carnival was however held until quite recently, with children from the Little Athletics Club competing for some years.

A lack of participants and spectators caused this event to fold. The very successful Mt Gambier Gift held at Vansittart Park in 2001 saw the return of professional athletics to Mt Gambier and since then it has already established itself as the major lead up carnival to the historic Bay Sheffield Carnival on Colley Reserve on December 27 and 28. A local committee dedicated to the Mt Gambier Gift works tirelessly with the SA Athletic League to ensure that this event occurs each year and it is hoped that it will continue for many years to come.
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