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89-point win to the Swans, the
football standard is surprisingly
impressive and a worthy
advertisement for the code in
Asia. Soft drinks, water and
beer — well, mainly beer — flow
merrily in the after-match
euphoria where respect between
the two teams is palpable.

The feat of victory quickly
sinks in for Glendinning, who is
also a dual premiership player
with South Bunbury.

“Mate, I coach a country, not
many people could say that,” he
gushes, before turning his
attention back to his warm can
of Tiger beer as shadows start to
stretch across the ground.

The 50-year-old, who was one
of his team’s best players on the
day, has been living and working
in Vietnam for almost two years
and explains how the Swans
have almost become a religion
for the club’s members.

He is proud of what they have
put on show to mark one of his
home country’s most important
occasions.

“It’s all history and I wanted
to show the boys why we were
here today and emphasise who
we were here for,” Glendinning,
who is also teaching English to
Vietnamese schoolchildren,
said.

“It’s special, but actually
being in the area, talking to the
guys (former servicemen) who
were in the war and playing on
the same ground they played on
makes it even more special.
Sometimes a player in our team
might not make the side because
someone is a bit better than
them, but they made changes to
their team when guys died.

“We’re just so close to the
history.”

AFL Asia president Phil
Johns, who has also been a
driving force for the Swans, says
the AFL “genie is out of the
bottle” in the heavily populated

region of the world. He said the
Anzac games played in
Thailand, Vietnam, Borneo, the
Philippines and Cambodia were
designed to honour those who
had made the ultimate sacrifice,
to learn and try to make sense of
the madness of war and to bring
people together and to celebrate.

In Indonesia, 10,000 local kids
have been put through an
AusKick program and the
Jakarta Bintangs have already
decreed that at least two local
players must travel with them
for every match. 

On another front, the Vietnam
match raised money for the local
orphanage and Swim Vietnam,
which is tackling the problem of
30 children drowning every day
around the country, and that is
where Johns believed the more
compelling reality of Asian footy
was starting to make its mark.

“There’s something a whole
lot richer out there and what
you find with these footy clubs
that mix with the community,
you get a couple of good causes
behind you and the roughest,
baddest person still melts,”
Johns, who is awarded life
membership of the Swans after
the match and is also the
national executive director for
the Australian Chamber of
Commerce, said.

“Through footy, relationships
are getting stronger and richer.
What’s happening is we’re
starting to get a real Aussie
rules network starting to flow
through Asia that can tap into
business as well and it’s going to
work a lot faster when more of
us start to believe in its
potential.

“When you’re overseas, you’re
a bit of an alien, but when
you’ve got Tommy Sherrin in
your hands, you’re no longer an
alien and you’ve got that Aussie
sense of humour again. That’s
unreal.”

THE VENUES
Thailand Tigers v Pakistan Markhors
Kanchanaburi, Thailand

Vietnam Swans v Malaysian Warriors
Vung Tau, Vietnam

Cambodian Eagles v Jakarta Bintangs
Phnom Penh, Cambodia

Philippine Eagles: Nomads v Dingoes
Manila, Philippines

Borneo Bears v Indonesian Garudas
Balikpapan, Borneo

Trailblazer: Former East Perth footballer and now Vietnam Swans coach Andy Glendinning, centre, with Vietnamese players Tuan Nhan and Andy Marr. Picture: Steve Butler 

There is a look in Ron
Vernon’s eyes as he
gazes out over the Lord
Mayor’s Oval, where he
became an inaugural

Vietnam Football League
premiership player in 1967,
which suggests the 47 years that
have passed since have hardly
created a blur in his memory.

Watching two teams play on
the same Lord Mayor’s Oval
where his Royal Australian Air
Force team once reigned, tears
of emotion are not far from the
surface as he reveals his son
Brad also played his first game
of Australian rules there four
years ago. But while some of the
North Queenslander’s
reminders from Vung Tau are
unpleasant because of his
wartime involvement, he and
his wife Ailsa have returned to
the city and are making a real
difference for the local people.

Having initially raised $3000
to build a kindergarten and
hire a teacher for the region’s
countless orphans, the pair
have been instrumental in
funding more than
$50,000 for the
burgeoning project.

Their selfless
efforts have
started to change
lives of poverty
where even the

gift of a boiled egg is received
with a Christmas-like joy.

The Vung Tau Orphanage is
currently home to up to 110
children, 27 of them with HIV,
ranging in age from one day old
to 18 years.

“The charity means so
much to us,” Vernon
said.

“I always wanted to
come back to Vung Tau
once I retired. We

spent a lot of time
here and when we
got home we
decided we wanted
to help some kids.
We’re just seeing

the kids grow up
so much and I
think we get
more out of it
than they do.

“There is
just too much
suffering . . .
it’s

heartbreaking.”
Vernon said the Vietnamese

Government was planning to
next year build a new facility, to
be surrounded by a secure
concrete fence, which will
feature a swimming pool and a
soccer field and allow the
kindergarten to become a
drop-in centre for street kids.

He gave the Vietnam Swans a
stirring pre-game speech before
their match against Malaysia
about mates he lost in battle and
spoke of how the football
matches had been a
much-needed distraction from
the war that consumed them
sometimes 61⁄2 days a week.

“I just want to play and then I
realise I can’t,” he said,
clutching his 1967 premiership
cup.

“But I just enjoy it so much
and I’m so happy these blokes
have continued the tradition. It
just brings back a hell of a lot of
memories.”

Real tears of joy for Vietnam Football
League vet trying to make a difference

Winner:
Ron
Vernon
and the
1967 cup.

Orphanage: Girls sing the Vietnamese national anthem. Pictures: Steve Butler
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