
Bernie Kelly 
 
….. was an adventurous youngster. As a toddler while living at Rankin Springs he swallowed a peanut 
which lodged in his lungs. He had to be transported to Sydney to have the peanut removed by a 
bronchoscope. 
 
However it was in 1942 when he was just five years old that he showed exceptional bravery. The family 
were living at Illabo when his eighteen month old brother Terry wandered on to the railway tracks. 
The Riverina Express was fast approaching and realising the danger, Bernie raced fifty yards to pull 
young Terry to safety just before the express train raced past. 
 
Bernie wasn’t afraid. He weighed up the situation, used his judgement and took decisive action. It 
would be an attribute that would be useful later on playing First Grade rugby league in Sydney 

 

 
Daily Telegraph 16 May 1942 

 
There is no record of Bernie Kelly playing rugby league in his formative years. He arrived at Wests in 
1958 just before his twenty first birthday. He clearly had ability as he was selected in Wests Reserve 
Grade team for the opening premiership match against Souths. Peter Dimond and Johnny Thompson 
were the First Grade wingers on that day. 
 

 
Wests Reserve Grade Team - Round One 1958 



Bernie started to make a mark when he was selected to represent Wests in the John Dynon Rugby 
League sprint championships conducted at half time in the NSW v Queensland match at the SCG.  
 

 
 

He may not have won the sprint series but the next day Bernie was called into Wests First Grade team 
when captain Harry Wells withdrew. Peter Dimond moved to the centres and Bernie replaced Dimond 
on the wing. It was a successful debut with Wests defeating Balmain who would go on to play in the 
final series that year. 

 

 
Bernie Kelly’s First Grade Debut – Round Seven 1958 

 
Harry Wells returned to the First Grade team the following week and Bernie would have to wait for 
another opportunity in the top team. That came in round eleven when Wests played St George in a 
top of the table clash. Wests had Keith Holman, Harry Wells and Peter Dimond in Brisbane with the 
NSW team, so the back line was disrupted. Nevertheless Wests gave a good account of themselves 
going down 18-24 to a tough Dragons outfit. 



 
Bernie Kelly (Wests) tackling Billy Bischoff (Balmain) in his First Grade Debut Match 

 
Bernie had clearly impressed the Wests selectors and he remained in the First Grade team for the 
remainder of the season. By 1958 Wests were referred to as the “millionaires” as they had boosted 
the ranks with some astute buys in the off season. Competition for First Grade positions was acute 
and that showed in results on the paddock. Wests finished second on the competition ladder behind 
St George which earned the team a position in the major semi-final. 
 
Wests had plenty of talent but lacked experience in semi-final football. Bernie was one of five Wests 
players that would be making their initial First Grade semi-final appearance. 
 

 
Five Wests Players to Play Their Initial First Grade Semi-Final v St George 1958 

L to R: Peter Dimond, Bede Goff, Doug Jones, Don Malone and Bernie Kelly 



Wests coach Vic Hey used Peter Dimond strategically to take it up to St George in the major semi-final 
which delivered a comprehensive 34-10 to Wests. Bernie Kelly contributed to the scoreline with a try. 
The win by Wests saw the team go straight to the grand final. 
 
A photo opportunity the week before the grand final saw a number of Wests players join some local 
youngsters for a game of cricket at Ashfield Park. In the photo Nev Charlton is batting with Doug Jones 
as wicketkeeper and Bernie Kelly fielding at short-leg. 
 

 
SMH 10 September 1958 

 
The two teams met again in the grand final and the tables were turned with St George coming out 
victors 20-9. Wests couldn’t match the Dragons in the decider. In a tough match Bernie Kelly was 
knocked out and had to leave the field in the first half to seek attention for concussion before returning 
to the field in the second half. Under today's protocols a player would not have been allowed to return 
to the field.  
                    

 
Programs for Major Semi Final and Grand Final 1958 (RLN) 



 
Western Suburbs DRLFC First Grade 1958 Runners Up 

Back: Buddy Bowman, Doug Jones, Nev Charlton, Bill Carson, Mark Patch, Darcy Russell 

Front: Peter Dimond, Darcy Henry, Bede Goff, Harry Wells, Bernie Kelly, Keith Holman, Don Malone 

 
Wests continued its buying spree in 1959 with the inclusion of Dick Poole and Ian Moir into an 
already crowded and talented backline. Bernie Kelly started the season in fine form but injury 
interrupted his season which saw him playing only ten First Grade games. Wests went on to make 
the final series but were bundled out by Manly in a 13-14 preliminary final loss. 
 

 
Bernie Kelly Coming in to Support a Team Mate 1959 



 
Western Suburbs DRLFC - First Grade 1959 

Back: Peter Dimond, Harry Wells, Kel O'Shea, Nev Charlton, Mark Patch, Darcy Russell, Keith Holman, Bill Carson 

Front: Buddy Bowman, Doug Jones, Bernie Kelly, Darcy Henry, Bede Goff, Ian Moir 

 

 
Western Suburbs DRLFC End of Season Trip to Lismore NSW 1959 

Standing: R Lagettie (driver), P Dimond, G Downie, R Buttenshaw, B McCabe (Manager), B Quigley, D Russell, R McDermott, 

J Ryan, R Poole (Captain), H Lane (Selector), J Conna, G Ackerling (Visitor), R Bernasconi (Visitor),  

B Bowman, L Moses (Secretary-Manager), S Mannix (Committeeman) 

Centre: R Grimson (Trainer), B Kelly, D Henry, J Dawson,  

Front: M Patch, S Sudlow, K Holman, P Bugden (Richmond, Patron), K Bray 

 
Bernie battled to regain his First Grade position in 1960 but it was no easy task with Peter Dimond and 
Ian Moir playing well on the wings, with Dave Barsley and later in the season, John Mowbray making 



their claims. Bernie played three First Grade games in 1960, the last being in a round thirteen match 
against Parramatta in the unfamiliar position of centre. 
 
In the Parramatta match Bernie partnered Dick Poole in the centres with Peter Dimond and Dave 
Barsley on the wings. He played particularly well scoring two tries but also suffered a serious knee 
injury. He bravely played out the game but was hampered throughout the second half. It would be his 
last game for Wests. 
 

 
SMH 3 July 1960 

 
With a further influx of talent in 1961, Wests cut a number of players from its roster one of whom was 
Bernie Kelly.  A transfer fee of 250 pounds was placed on Bernie. It was not an unusual occurrence in 
the 1960’s but it did lead to some difficulty for players to continue their career. The NSW rugby league 
had an appeal process and Bernie was one of several players that lodged an appeal.  

 

 
SMH 17 March 1961 

 

 
SMH 25 April 1961 

 
The appeal by Bernie was dismissed however a deal was done whereby he transferred to the Quirindi 
club in his former home town. Bernie’s father was the Station Master at Quirindi and it was likely that 
this eased his move to the town. 
 
Bernie Kelly played with Wests for three seasons. He played twenty three First Grade and twenty five 
Reserve Grade games as well as the one Country Carnival match for a total of forty nine games in all 
grades. He scored fourteen tries in all grades for a total of forty two points. He played with Wests 
when it became a force in the Sydney competition in the late 1950’s and early 1960’s. Bernie 
competed at the highest level with some of the best players in the game for a First Grade position. 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bernie Kelly played with Quirindi for two seasons. In his first year with the club he was selected to play 
for Country Seconds against City Seconds. His opposite number in that game was his former Wests 
team mate and captain, Harry Wells. 

 

 
Country Seconds v City Seconds 1961 

Bernie Kelly’s Playing Record at Wests 
 

Year 1st 
Grade 

2nd 

Grade 
3rd 

Grade 
Pre-

Season 
Cup 

Country 
Carnival 

Tries Goals Total 
Points 

1958 10     1  3 

1958  10    3  9 

1959 10     1  3 

1959  5    2  6 

1959     1    

1960 3     2  6 

1960  10    5  15 

Total 23 25   1 14  42 

Bernie Kelly’s First Class Playing Record 
 

Year Rep  
Team 

Opponent Rep  
Games 

1st Grade 
Premiership 

Pre-
Season 

Cup 

Mid-
Week 
Cup 

1958 - - - Wests 10 - - 

1959 - - - Wests 10 - - 

1960 - - - Wests 3 - - 

1961 Country 2nds City 2nds 1 - - - - 

Total   1  23   



In 1963, Bernie moved on to the Guyra Rugby league team which played in the Group 5 competition. 
He was with Guyra for two seasons and played in two consecutive grand finals. The Guyra team were 
runners-up on both occasions going down to Warialda who were on a roll of six straight premierships. 

 

 
Group 5 - A Grade Grand Final 1963 

 

 
Guyra Rugby League A Grade – Runners-up 1964 

Back: Barry Ferney (Captain-Coach), Barry Payne, John Bowen, Ron Murray, Bob McKay, Pat Hoffman, Ron Ruming 

Front: Mick Starr, Mick Flanagan, Bernie Kelly, Don Woods, Norm Simpson, Barry Greaves, Colin Lofts, Barry Campbell 

 
No further record has been found of Bernie Kelly playing rugby league after 1964. By the early 1970’s 
Bernie had moved to the northern NSW town of Glen Innes and remained there for some time.  
 
Bernie Kelly died in January 2026. 
 


