
Vince Cleary 
 
….. moved to the NSW industrial town of Lithgow, not long after finishing his schooling in Bathurst, 
where his mother ran a Boarding House. He was first recorded playing rugby league at Lithgow in 1927 
as a 20 year old.  
 
Over a number of years he played with Lithgow Co-op, The Lithgow Rail and Transport Institute, and 
Lithgow Wests. He also represented the Lithgow District team, which played in the Western Division 
Cup competition from 1927 until 1934. 
 
In 1929 Vince represented Western Division against Newcastle and Sydney's Eastern Suburbs in 
Country Carnival matches. He represented NSW Railways against Queensland Railways in 1930. By 
1931,  
 
Vince became a player representative on the Lithgow District Rugby League and took part in raising 
player and Club issues. Later he became involved in other matters such as the organisation of a schools 
competition and revision of the rules of the League. Vince also became a referee in the Lithgow schools 
rugby league competition. 
 

         
                            Lithgow Mercury 11 June 1931            Lithgow Mercury 6 May 1932 
 

           
                                  Lithgow Mercury 19 May 1932                           Lithgow Mercury 18 August 1932 
 

Vince's involvement in the administration of rugby league in Lithgow is something that could be 
expected from a player approaching retirement or who had retired from the playing field. However, 
the best was yet to come from Vince Cleary. Vince represented the Eastern Division of Group 10 in 
1932 and held his form in 1933 to be selected first for Country Seconds against City Seconds and then 
Country Firsts against City Firsts. The Lithgow Mercury on 18 May 1933 gave an account of Vince's 
rugby league career to that point. 
 

 
Lithgow Mercury 18 May 1933 



The Lithgow Mercury noted that; "it is hoped that his (Vince's) play draws the attention of Selectors 
in Sydney." Vince performed well in the Country v City matches, but he was well known beforehand,  
and drew the attention of the New England Rugby League based in Armidale, NSW.  
 
The New England rugby league had made an offer to Vince Cleary, to play in the northern region, prior 
to the Country v City matches. In the early 1930's many men were unemployed and an offer to be paid 
to play rugby league could not be dismissed lightly. Vince's reputation was enhanced by his 
performance in the representative matches and he decided to take up the offer from the New England 
Rugby League. 

Country Seconds 27 May 1933 

 
(Country Seconds 9 v City Seconds 26) 

 

Country Firsts 5 June 1933

 
(Country Firsts 17 v City Firsts 17) 

 
The Lithgow Rugby League did its best to retain Vince Cleary and its Retention Committee decided to 
offer him five shillings per week on top of whatever his local Club could pay him. However, this could 
not match the offer from New England, and Vince made his way to Armidale to play out the 1933 
season.  



 
                                                                              Lithgow Mercury 21 June 1933 

 
Vince joined the South Armidale Club and was 
soon selected in the Armidale District and New 
England representative teams. He was 
described in the Glen Innes Examiner as a 
"Country Week representative of class." Vince 
had a successful year at Armidale but at the 
end of the season he returned to Lithgow. 

   

 
                   Glen Innes Examiner 15 June 1933 

  

Vince returned to the Lithgow Wests Club for 
the 1934 season and continued having an 
impact in the local competition. The Lithgow 
Mercury in May 1924 noted that he was 
playing good football at a standard that won 
him a place in the Country representative team 
in 1933. 

 

 
                        Lithgow Mercury 24 May 1934 

  

He also became active again in rugby league administration in Lithgow. In June 1934 he was appointed 
as a vice to represent the players on the Referees Appointment Board, and by early 1935 he was one 
of the Auditors for the Lithgow Wests Rugby League Club as well as serving on the General Committee 
and being elected as a Delegate to the Lithgow Rugby League. 
 

 
Lithgow Mercury 21 June 1934 

 

However, Vince Cleary did not play at Lithgow in 1935. He came to Sydney at the start of the season 
and trialled with the Balmain Club. The noted sports journalist, Claude Corbett, wrote in the Sun 
newspaper that Vince Cleary, at 15 1/2 stone was the heaviest footballer that he had seen in recent 
years.  
 
Vince reminded Corbett of an English forward by the name of Litt but had the added ability of being 
an excellent footballer in general play. Notwithstanding, it did not work out for Vince at Balmain as he 
was excluded from the First Grade squad during the trials. He subsequently made the move to Wests 
and played at the Club for two seasons. 



  
    The Sun 27 March 1935 Comments by Claude Corbett                                       Daily Telegraph 6 April 1935 

 
In 1935 Vince had to sit out the first two rounds of the competition to become residentially qualified 
to play with Wests. He then played thirteen First Grade games for Wests including the 10-15 loss to 
Eastern Suburbs in the Semi-Final.  
 
Vince started the 1936 season in First Grade, playing the first two rounds after which he was dropped 
with six other players from the top Grade. Wests had losses in the first two games and Coach, Frank 
McMillan wanted change. The strategy worked and Wests came out the following week and defeated 
Balmain 30-13. In fact, in the next six games Wests had four wins and a draw. Vince Cleary played five 
more Reserve Grade games for Wests in 1936 and retired from Grade football at the end of the season.  
 
During his two seasons at Wests, Vince played fifteen First Grade and six Reserve Grade games. The 
photo below of Wests playing North Sydney shows Vince Cleary coming in to assist Cliff Pearce who 
has been tackled. It was the last First Grade game that Vince Cleary played. 
 
 

 
Cliff Pearce (Wests) being tackled with Vince Cleary (left) coming in support The Referee 23 April 1936 

 



Vince Cleary remained in Sydney after he retired from football and took up cricket, playing in the 
Western Suburbs Churches Union competition with the Homebush Methodists Cricket Club in 1937. 
Vince proved to be a handy batsmen. 
 
Vincent Cleary joined the Army Citizen Military Forces at Gladesville NSW, for service in the Second 
World War. After the war he settled in the Sydney suburb of Eastwood where he remained until his 
death in November 1975. Vince Cleary's memorial is at the Northern Suburbs Memorial Gardens and 
Crematorium, Portion - Bushland, Wall 13. 
 

 
 


