
Billy Martin 
 
….. was born on 24 May (then called Empire Day) in 1936. He was from a well-known Port Macquarie 
family. His grandfather on his maternal side, David Anderson, built the Port Macquarie Town Hall, St 
Agnes Church and other prominent buildings and structures in the town. 
 
His parents married in early 1936, never co-habited and divorced in 1941. From birth he was raised, 
educated, and learned his life skills from his mother only, and virtually had no contact with his father. 
Between the ages of five and seven he attended Port Macquarie Public School and before classes each 
day he milked cows. At primary school he played a form of rugby league in the five stone, seven pounds 
and six stone, seven pounds competitions. His first game was against Kempsey at Burnt Bridge. 
 
When he was nine years old he was involved in an amazing act of bravery. Billy was dipping water 
from a fourteen foot deep well on the property of Mr and Mrs Anderson. His cousin Bobby Anderson 
who was almost three years old had been watching and went to step across the opening of the 
enclosed top of the well but didn’t make it across. 
 
Bobby fell into the well which was half full of water and quite deep. Billy called for help and promptly 
slid down the pump pipe and grabbed his young cousin’s hand whilst continuing to call for help. 
Hanging on to the pipe with one hand, he held young Bobby’s head above the water. His mother and 
some neighbours heard his call and raced to the well. With the aid of the well’s bucket and rope, they 
pulled both boys to safety. 
 
Billy later said that help arrived just in time as he could not have held onto Bobby much longer. For a 
nine-year-old to act in this way and not just go for help is an amazing act of bravery. He was 
commended by all and sundry and the local paper, the Port Macquarie and Hastings River Advocate 
reported the story which gained massive coverage, interest, and very favourable comment.  
 
For this action Billy was taken to Sydney where he was presented with a Bravery Medal and Certificate 
from the Royal Humane Society. When asked about the event later, Billy said: “the Medal is good – 
oh, but the poem young Bobby wrote wasn’t too good”. He said the poem went “Ding dong dell, 
Bobby’s down the well”. Billy went on to say, “I forget the rest.” 
 

 
Port Macquarie and Hastings River Advocate 6 October 1945 

 
Billy enjoyed all the boyhood activities that were available in his town at the time. He was a member 
of the local Cubs and then went on to the Port Macquarie Scout Troop. He was recorded as a member 
of the 1st Port Macquarie Sea Scouts in 1949. Perhaps that is where his interest in the Navy came from? 



 
Billy (standing far right) Port Macquarie and Hastings River Advocate 1 July 1949 

 

Billy went to Port Macquarie High School and at sixteen years of age and was a member of the Port 
Macquarie under 18’s Rugby Union premiership winning team. Billy and his mother then moved to 
Kurri Kurri where Billy’s mother remarried in September 1952. Billy commenced an apprenticeship as 
a Carpenter but returned to Port Macquarie after a short time when the business failed.  
 
In March 1953 Billy was involved in a situation when he was alerted by a young boy that a swimmer 
had not surfaced in the local pool. Bill raced to the scene but the swimmer could not be revived.  
 

 
Macleay Argus 4 March 1953 

 
Turning seventeen, Billy decided to join the Royal Australian Navy on a seven-year term. The first two 
years of his training was on board the HMAS Australia and the HMAS Vengeance and then for the next 
five years on the HMAS Tobruk which had been built at Cockatoo Island and launched in 1950.  
 

 
HMAS Australia 1955 



 
HMAS Vengeance 

 
As Australia was involved with the reconstruction occurring after World War II and the armistice in 
the Korean War, the HMAS Tobruk would serve in the Far East for up to twelve months at a time. Billy 
spent a lot of time in Hong Kong and Singapore. In Hong Kong in 1954, The Tobruk assisted in the refit 
of a British warship which specialised in diver recovery and deep sea breathing techniques.  
 

 
HMAS Tobruk 

 
During this time Billy trained with the Royal Guards in preparation for Queen Elizabeth’s Royal Visit in 
1954. These operations also created the opportunity for his ship to play mainly Rugby Union and to a 
degree Australian Rules against other ships.  
 
On one occasion a Gridiron game was played in Tokyo by a visiting American warship. The curtain 
raiser was a Rugby Union game featuring a team from the HMAS Tobruk and a team from the HMNZ 
Black Prince, a virtual “Navy Bledisloe Cup”. Billy played in this match in front of 20,000 people.  
 
In 1957, when Thailand had reverted to its original name, Billy was a member of a Combined Services 
Team that was presented to The King of Siam. In the latter years of his time in the Navy he was very 
involved as a Physical Training Instructor. At the completion of his term Billy was invited to continue 
in that role. 
 
Returning to Port Macquarie, Billy became a pastrycook. A keen surfer, he joined the local surf club 
and decided to play Rugby League with the Port Macquarie team. The year was 1960 and Port’s 
Captain Coach was Frank “Paddles” Stanmore. Port had been coached in earlier years by another 
Wests Premiership winning player, Kangaroo tourist and team mate of Frank, Arthur Leonard 
Collinson. Prominent Wests players who later played with Port included Dave Barsley and Harry Wells. 
 
Stanmore was a brilliant five eighth who played 87 First Grade games with Wests between 1948 and 
1953. He was selected from the Club and toured Great Britain with the Kangaroos in 1948 and 1952 
He was a member of Wests 1948 Premiership winning team and would have been a member of their 
1952 Wests Premiership winning team.  
 
By being selected with the 1952 Kangaroos, along with teammates Keith Holman and Arthur Collison, 
he could not play in the Grand Final due to the squad leaving for Great Britain by ship earlier in the 
season.  



Port Macquarie won the 1960 Group 3 Premiership defeating Wauchope 14-2. That season Billy was 
awarded the Club’s trophy “the Ian Browne Trophy” for best back. 
 

 
Port Macquarie Rugby League Team – Group 3 Premiers 1960 

Standing: Ernie Bird, Jack Hennessey, Bernie Hanlon, Milton Leabeater, Tony Reed, Bill Martin, John Love, Don 

Wetherspoon, David Hayburn, Joe Brest, Ted Moran, Charlie Gleeson, Garry Wincote, Kevin Porch 

Kneeling: Les McPherson, Brian Peel, Alan Reedy, Harry Gibbs, Frank Stanmore, Ian Moore, David Hibbard,  (Unknown Ball Boy) 

NOTE: Joe Brest is Johnny Brest who played with Wests in 1955, Frank Stanmore played with Wests 1948-1953,  

and David Hibbard trialled with Wests along with Billy Martin in 1961 

 
Billy corrected a myth that it was he that was recommended to Wests by Frank Stanmore. The true 
story is that Port Macquarie’s team had a very promising halfback named David Hibbard. With the 
knowledge that his old halfback partner at Wests, Keith Holman, was nearing retirement, Frank 
recommended Hibbard to Wests as Keith’s successor. Billy wasn’t mentioned about joining Wests. 
 
For season 1961, Hibbard was invited by Wests to trial. Hibbard had a lady friend in Sydney and he 
talked Billy into accompanying him to Sydney, which he did. 
 
At the trial at Pratten Park, Wests were a man short and needed a five-eighth. David told officials that 
Billy could play five-eighth and so Billy was grabbed from the crowd. He had no gear but the officials 
hurriedly dressed him and found someone who had football boots his size that they borrowed and 
sent him on to the field.  
 
He joined a team where he knew no one except David Hibbard. Billy played so well that he was invited 
to come down the following week to trial again. He was not that keen but Wests gave him an air ticket 
for the following week. David Hibbard decided against playing in Sydney and went and played further 
up the North Coast. 
 
Billy came to Sydney a further three times for trials and with only one season of rugby league 
experience was signed to play with Wests for season 1961 and 1962. One of the first players he met 
on arrival was Carl Ross who christened him “Smiler” because Carl said that is all Billy did. 
 
He also accepted an invitation from Dick Poole for a private lesson on rugby league at Henson Park. 
Dick told Billy about the method of “running the esses” in attack, which Billy used in his career. Billy’s 
arrival at Wests was not without controversy. Wests were cited and reprimanded for not paying Port 
Macquarie Rugby League Club a transfer fee. 
Billy moved to Sydney and settled in Haberfield and through Wests President Jack Neill, who was about 
to become Secretary Manager of Wests Leagues Club at Ashfield, he secured a position with Pitt, Son 
and Badgery in the wool industry. Billy said: “all I had to do was count wool bales”.  
 



He played a few First- Grade trials, one against St George marking Reg Gasnier. He had seen Gasnier 
play in a Test against Great Britain in 1959. Gasnier’s centre partner in that Test was Billy’s now 
teammate Harry Wells.  
 
His opinion of Gasnier was you could not but be in awe of him with the reputation he had developed. 
His speed of the mark and his ability to avoid being tackled were amazing. Billy also said that his 
defence was suspect. Billy beat him several times when attacking. 
 
Billy made his First-Grade debut in round one on April 15, 1961, against Newtown, winning 25-15. 
John “Chow” Hayes and Don Parish also made their Sydney rugby league competition debuts in the 
same game, while future 1963-64 Kangaroo tourist to Great Britain and France, Kevin Smyth also 
played his initial First Grade game with Wests.  
 

 
Billy Martin’s First grade debut with Wests 

 
Wests went on to play in the 1961 Grand Final but were soundly defeated 22 - 0 by St George. The 
match marked the retirement of Wests legend Keith Holman. In 1961 Billy had played fourteen First 
Grade games and scored four tries. He achieved a unique situation in rugby league. He is the only 
player with only one season of rugby league experience, and that was in the country, to have played 
in a Sydney Grand Final the following year.  
 

 
Billy Martin plays in the First Grade Grand Final 1961 



 
Billy continued his love of surfing and joined Bondi Surf Club. In another personal milestone, Billy and 
the former lady friend of David Hibbard became romantically involved. They married, produced two 
sons, a daughter and seven grandchildren. Two grandsons attended Fort Street High. 
 
In 1962, Billy played in the two preseason trial games in First Grade in the “Craven A Cup” competition, 
billed as “See the Stars under the Stars”. His desire to create a livelihood in accountancy after he 
retired from football necessitated his attendance at technical college. The lectures, classes and exams 
occurred at times that disrupted his ability to attend training at Pratten Park.  
 

 
Rugby League News March 1962 

 
He played ten Reserve Grade games and nine Third Grade games in the 1962 season. Wests were 
Minor Premiers in Reserve Grade but were beaten 19-0 by St George. This was his last game with 
Wests. During his time at Wests Billy played fourteen First Grade, fifteen Reserve Grade and nine Third 
Grade games. 

 
Reserve Grade Grand Final 1962 

Bill Martin and Brian Henderson came into the team due to player withdrawals 

 
Billy had further involvement with Wests, coaching their Presidents Cup teams in 1970, 1971 and 1972 
and making the semi-finals in all three years.  
 
Billy gained employment with Penfolds Wines in sales and marketing before joining Kaiser Stuhl. He 
then joined John Cawsey and Company which was headed by legendry Kangaroo representative, radio 
commentator and Eastern Suburbs tragic, Ray Stehr. Stehr had taken over the position from Ron Eaton 
who played with Wests in 1935.  
 
John Cawsey had also employed Keith Holman and Wests junior and First Grade player John 
Armstrong. Wests international player and Coach of the 1958 Wests Grand Final team, Vic Hey, had 
previously worked at Cawseys. 
 
Billy moved to Killarney Heights in 1963 and From 1973 until 1978 he coached the Killarney Heights 
Rugby Union team which included a very young and now prominent sporting journalist, Dean 
“Bulldog” Ritchie.  



He joined the North Narrabeen Surf Club and was particularly involved in kayaking at which he 
excelled. He has been a member at North Narrabeen Surf Club for fifty years and has been involved in 
the Twenty Beaches Surf Ski Marathon and numerous other prestige events.  
 
At this time Billy also became, and has been for more than forty years, a member of the Manly 
Warringah Kayak Club achieving notable success in numerous events including the Murray Marathon 
Classic. He has also competed with success in the Masters World Championships in Portland, Oregon 
and Auckland, New Zealand. He still competes in Masters Events in this sport.  
 
In retirement, Billy kayaks every Tuesday and Thursday regardless of the weather. His greatest 
happiness comes from his regular kayaking with his sons and grandsons which occurs frequently.  
 
He also enjoys his regular coffee get together with members of the “Northside Fibros,” Geoff Squires, 
Carl Ross, Ray Brown, Steve Winter, Steve Knight, Barry Glasgow, Steve Broughton, John O’Bryan and 
Phil Franks as well as other rugby league identities. From Balmain, Denis Bendall, Neil McDowell, and 
Wayne Wigham, who also played with Wests, President of the Family of League (Northern Sydney), 
Chris Ryan, Don McKinnon from Norths and Manly, Film Producer Ray Beattie OAM representing North 
Sydney, Wayne Springall from Manly and Illawarra, and former Canterbury player Clive Gartner. 
 
When discussing his Rugby League career, he states that his favourite ground was the SCG, his 
toughest opponent was Brian Clay, best coach Frank Stanmore and favourite teammates Harry Wells, 
Dick Poole, Arthur Summons, Noel Kelly, and Bill Carson.  
 
In talking about himself he said “If I had to sum up my life, I have met many, many wealthy people but 
I have never met anyone as rich as myself because of the affiliation I have with my wife and 
companionship with my family. I am very fortunate”.  
 
Sorry Billy, we are equally as rich because of your quality, humanity, wisdom, compassion, and 
experiences of life and by knowing and having William “Smiler” Martin as a friend, teammate, and 
part of the Wests Rugby League Club.  
 

 
Western Suburbs DRLFC First Grade 1961 – Grand Finalists 

Back: W Martin, J Hayes, K O'Shea, M Patch, N Kelly, D Parish 

Sitting: K Holman, A Summons, W Carson, N Charlton (C), P Dimond, W Brown, D Barsley 

Front: B White (Ball Boy) 


