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A Womble Down Under
Life can be a chain reaction of remarkable coincidences, and it was one such chain 
that ignited Robert Smith’s decades-long passion for Wimbledon’s football club. 
So how did an Aussie come to follow the Dons?

T
he genesis of the Wimbledon Downunder 

Supporters Association was all down to a 

fl at-to-let advertisement in the Evening News. 

When I fi rst arrived in London at the start of 

1977 to work in Fleet Street for my employers, Australian 

Associated Press, the only Wimbledon I knew was of the 

tennis variety. I’m a sports writer by profession, and I’ll 

hold my hands up and freely admit that I didn’t know 

about the existence of Wimbledon FC. But fate took a 

hand. I had to fi nd some digs, somewhere “congenial” to 

live, but where? I was fl icking through the Evening News 

and came across a fl at to let in Wimbledon, a nice (light) 

two-bedroom upper maisonette in a quiet street.

A few months later, Wimbledon FC were elected to the 

Football League. And here comes another coincidence. It 

wasn’t too far for me to amble down and take in a few 

games at humble, understated Plough Lane. But 

excitement was at a premium. They were struggling for 

points and slip-sliding towards a quick return from whence 

they came, yet I was getting hooked by this unpretentious 

Fourth Division mob.

I can recall sitting in the creaky, blue-painted wooden 

South Stand enjoying the up-and-at-’em style of Stevie 

Galliers and the imperious Dave Donaldson at centre-

back, so neat and tidy with his back-passes to Dickie Guy. 

Bearded striker Roger Connell was a bit of a folk hero, and 

Johnny Leslie could be equally infuriating and exhilarating 

with his dribbling runs. And, of course, the Durnsford Road 

end loved Dave “Harry” Bassett’s take-no-prisoners style.

I wasn’t really up with things inside the club, and relied 

on the Wimbledon News for information, and it was sad 

but inevitable when the admirable Allen Batsford made 

way for his ambitious assistant Dario Gradi in the fi rst week 

of January 1978.

My work beckoned me oop North for the Australian 

Kangaroos’ rugby league tour not long into next season, 

but I went to some Wimbledon games that were played 

not too far from Leeds, where I was based for a few 

months. I recall zipping up to York to see the Dons thump 

four past City at Bootham Crescent, and weeks later I 

drove down with a journo colleague to Oakwell to see a 

cracking match against Barnsley.

The Dons were leading the league, and it was a 

ripsnorting atmosphere before a baying crowd of almost 

12,000. Barnsley won 3–1, and nothing went right for the 

Dons. Je�  Bryant was sent o�  for dissent, and new signing 

Paul Haverson fi nished with his bloodied head swathed in 

a bandage.

I didn’t catch up with Wimbledon again until Boxing Day, 

and an incident-packed match with Portsmouth before 

almost 8,000 fans at Plough Lane. Some Pompey fans got 

into the Durnsford Road end, and it was a seething mass 

behind the goal, forcing the retaining wall to buckle and 
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collapse. Portsmouth won 4–2, even though the Dons had 

led 2–1 at half-time through a brace from Ray Knowles.

I was fully emotionally involved by now, but the clock 

was ticking for me: my working brief in England was 

coming to an end, and I was due to return home. I didn’t 

get to see the Dons play in Division Three the fi rst time, 

and perhaps that was just as well. It was a dreadful season 

– they weren’t prepared for the step-up, fi nished rock 

bottom and tumbled back to Division Four.

And another quirky coincidence: on our way to 

Heathrow we were passed by the Wimbledon team coach 

with the players coming back from training. In my mind, I 

took that as a metaphorical farewell wave from the club to 

which I had become so attached.

As they say, absence makes the heart grow fonder, and 

I took an even keener interest in the progress of the Dons 

when I got back to Australia. In those pre-Internet/email 

days, news about a lower-league English team was all but 

impossible to get hold of on the other side of the world, so 

I subscribed to the Dons matchday programmes and made 

contact with the inestimable Eric “Mr Wimbledon” 

Willcocks. It was an association that was to have long-

lasting consequences.

Every few weeks, a Dons home programme (with a brief 

scribbled note from Eric) would pop through my letter box 

and I would eagerly scour its contents, imagining how 

games would have been played out and which players 

would be doing what. I did get to see the Dons live again 

in the 1982/83 and 1986/87 seasons, when I returned to 

the UK to report on further Kangaroo tours.

Eric played a seminal role in the formation of the 

Wimbledon Downunder Supporters Association (WDSA), in 

1985. And in another coincidence, Eric put me in touch 

with another Aussie, David Kenwery, who had dropped 

into Plough Lane to catch a couple of games. That was the 

genesis of a group of supporters that fl ourishes to this day, 

some 31 years later. I’ve been back several times since to 

track the phenomenal rise of AFC Wimbledon.

Over the years, WDSA has drawn together dozens and 

dozens of expats and their families – even Aussies like me 

– with the common denominator of following Wimbledon 

FC and AFC Wimbledon. A website (wdsa.com.au) pushes 

out the message to others around the world, and we have 

put out 220 continuous issues of our acclaimed 

newsletter, Wombles Downunder, read and valued by a 

veritable Wimbledon who’s who.

We take great pride in presenting a wide cross-section 

of views from long-time valued contributors and interviews 

with club luminaries, making Wombles Downunder an 

endearing, essential and enjoyable read. As former Don 

Kevin Gage told me recently, “You said I might be 

surprised by your ‘newsletter’ … I certainly was! It’s a 

great read.”

As I wrote in our blurb promoting the Wombles 

Downunder: “We were there when Fash was terrorising 

defences in the old Division Two; we were around when 

Dave Beasant lifted the FA Cup at Wembley; we witnessed 

the heart-rending day when the Dons went down from the 

Premier League, and left Neal Ardley on his haunches 

sobbing; we raged at the injustice of the hijack to Milton 

Keynes; we fl ippin’ burst with pride when AFC Wimbledon 

rose like a phoenix; and we cheered when ‘it only took 

nine years’ to reach the Football League.”

And now my Dons, under Ardley, are in League One 

with a decision imminent on a return to Plough Lane. This 

amazing ride has a lot more to play out yet. 

AFC Wimbledon now consumes a major part of my life, 

and all because of a quirk of fate all those years ago. 

For more information on Wombles Downunder, 
contact Rob Smith on twitter handle @WDownunder.
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