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Introduction 
 

The Lee Blake football story is one of great achievement, yet also one of great promise that was 

unable to be fulfilled. His contributions to football were not just on the field, but also off field. By all 

accounts, Blake had a huge impact on those around him, wherever he went. Mum Kathy says “he had 

a smile that just lit up the room”. Former coaches consistently describe him as having “silky skills”. 

And former team mates all loved being around him – on and off the field.  

When Lee Blake joined the Norwood Football Club, he became a part of a club whose motto is 

“Fortis in Procella’. This is latin for “strength in adversity”, or “brave in the storm”. It was originally the 

family motto of the Woods family – esteemed pioneers on and off field at the Norwood Football 

Club. Woods Street, which runs alongside Norwood Oval, is named in honour of this family. In nearly 

150 years, the football club has drawn upon this motto and in his own seven years of association 

with the club, Lee Blake lived that motto to the letter.  

It has been more than fifteen years since the man known as “Blakey” tragically passed away from 

Leukemia. The Lee Blake story is one that now deserves to be told. Many people held one or more 

pieces of the story, but this compilation of many of the stories brings together a fuller picture that 

illustrates the impact that Lee Blake had on everyone around him - a picture of a successful football 

career and a life well lived amidst incredible adversity, which served as an inspiration to many.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Junior Football 
After moving to Perth, Blake attended Lockridge Senior High School and played club football for the 

Coolbinia Bombers. Its been suggested (but remains unconfirmed) that he played at the Mt Lawley 

Roos Junior Football Club at some stage as well.  

1997 
Blake played 16 games for the Coolbinia Bombers Junior Football Club. As well as being appointed 

Captain, he won the team’sFairest and Best player award. This season, he kicked around 45 goals in 

the final seven games of the season after he was moved to centre half forward. His coach, Charles 

Musca, predicted that he could potentially be a future AFL player. (see report below).  

 

Lee Blake is in the back row, fourth person in from the right.  Photos – Coolbinia Bombers website. 

 



 

 

Source: Coolbinia Bombers Junior Football Club Annual Report, 1997.  



 
 

1998 
Progressing to the u/15s, Blake was appointed vice Captain and played another 16 games for the 

Coolbinia Bombers. In July 1998, he played in the East Perth State Junior Championships. He also 

began training with the East Perth Colts. 

The Bombers made the Grand Final, but lost. Blake was named by his coach as the best player for 

Coolbinia in that match. He was awarded the trophy for ‘Best Utility’ that season and won the 

District’s Fairest and Best player award. The Coolbinia Bombers Annual Report for 1998 tells these 

stories (below).  

 



 

 



 

 



 
 

 

(Photo supplied by Frank Agostino, East Perth Football Club) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

1999 
In 1999, Blake was selected to represent Western Australia in the u/16 national championships. Of 

that team, ten players went on to the AFL including some who became household names –  

Name Years Played Career 

Graham Polak 2002-2006 
2007-2010 

Fremantle (73 games, 9 goals) 
Richmond (38 games, 16 goals) 

Daniel Kerr 2001-2013 West Coast Eagles  
(220 games, 122 goals) 

Ashley Sampi 2002-2006 West Coast Eagles 
(78 games, 97 goals) 

Quinten Lynch 2001-2012 
 
2013-2014 

West Coast Eagles  
(209 games, 281 goals) 
Collingwood  
(18 games, 9 goals) 

Aiden Parker 2003-2004 Adelaide (0 games) 

Ashley McGrath 2001-2014 Brisbane  
(214 games, 170 goals) 

Andrew McDougall 2001-2006 
 
2007-2008 

West Coast Eagles 
(38 games, 48 goals) 
Western Bulldogs 
(5 games, 2 goals) 

Richard Hadley 2001-2007 
 
2008-2010 

Brisbane  
(41 games, 10 goals) 
Carlton 
(25 games, 6 goals) 

Mark Williams 2001-2009 
 
2010-2011 

Hawthorn 
(111 games, 242 goals) 
Essendon 
(4 games, 5 goals) 

Clancy Rudeforth 2002-2004 West Coast Eagles 
(0 games) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

The 1999 WA team also included players who had terrific and decorated careers in the WA Football 

League.  

 

 

Back Row (L to R): Michael Hales, Graham Polak, Frank Agostino, Andrew McDougall, Quinten Lynch, Mitch 
Cornell, Richard Hadley, Joshua Pearce.  

Third Row: Ivan Barret (selector), Ashley Sampi, Michael Johnson, Andrew Kelly, Chris Jones, Chris Rayner, Lee 
Blake, Mark Williams, Adam Salecic, Craig Nelson (selector). 

Second Row: Scott Hallem (FDT), Cameron Knapton (selector), Shane Yardley (Manager), Brett Barber (Asst. 
Coach), Ray Barrett (Coach), Todd Menegola (Asst. Coach), John Nykyforak (selector), Ryan Worthington 
(Umpire), Graeme Hadley (Chair of Selectors). 

Front Row: Adam Kennelly, Jason Brown, Rhys Fitzpatrick, Clancy Rudeforth (Vice Captain), Craig Glancy 
(Captain), Aidan Parker (Vice Captain), Chad Indrisie, Ashley McGrath, Daniel Kerr.  

(Photo: School Sports WA, via Peter Smith.) 

 

 



 
 

Blake’s high school teacher at Lockridge Senior High School was Ray Barrett, who was also the coach 

of the WA u/16s team. Barrett recalls Blake fondly.  

“He had a challenging home life but he was a nice kid. A beautiful boy who was polite and 

well mannered. He was a quiet fellow but he got along with everyone really well. He played 

really well in the 1999 National Championships. He was a silky player who played off the half 

forward flank. A delightful kick of the ball. The ball always seemed to land in his lap because 

he always knew where to position himself on the ground. But he was also a hard-nosed 

player and overall, a really good sportsman. We always used to ask players to come back the 

next year and speak to the next group coming through. Blake was asked to come back in 

2000 to speak to that year’s WA u/16 squad. He wasn’t a natural candidate as a public 

speaker but he accepted the request and it went really well. No one ever had a bad word to 

say about him – he was a very well balanced young man and we could do with more Lee 

Blakes in this world.”  

In 1999, Blake also played five games for the East Perth Colts.  

2000 
Blake narrowly missed selection in the WA state u/18 team. However, he was a member of the East 

Perth Colts (u/19) Premiership team. They defeated East Fremantle by 7 points on 9 September, at 

Subiaco Oval.  

 

 

(Photo courtesy of Peter Carter) 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

              (Photo – Harold Membrey) 

 



 
 

 

(Photo courtesy of Harold Membrey 

 

(Photo above courtesy of Chad Evans) 

 

 



 
 

 

(Photo above courtesy of Peter Carter. Chris Jones is pictured on the left, Lee Blake on the right. In 

1998, Jones was runner up to Blake in for the Under 15s Fairest and Best Player award in the Central 

Districts Junior Football Association - see earlier photo).  

Warren Mahoney was the coach of the East Perth Colts team in 2000. Mahoney’s immediate 
reflections on Blake were that “he was a very good footballer but an even better young man”. 
Mahoney then went on to say that 

“For his age, Blake was a good sized midfielder who was very focussed, dedicated and 
professional. He worked very hard to get the best out of himself. He came through juniors 
with a very talented group of players in WA at that time and he was a very talented player 
himself. He had great footy smarts and awareness and read the play very well. He played as 
a half back/midfielder and played like a quarterback. He was a very good user of the ball. 
Although he wasn’t super fast and didn’t end up being particularly tall, he was highly skilled 
and didn’t lack courage at all. Overall, he was dedicated and professional for his age; he had 
a great attitude and was always considerate of others. He was a wonderful young man with 
a great character who was popular with his team mates. I’m grateful for the chance to 
reflect on Lee as a player and as a person, and I have fond memories of him in both aspects.” 

Blake won the Mel Whinnen medal for Best on Ground that day, wearing the number 28 guernsey. 

This medal has been presented to the player judged best on ground in the Grand Final of the WAFL’s 

colts (u/19) competition, since 1998.  

 

 



 
 

Blake’s premiership team mate Shem Garlett said that  

“Blake played half back and was a wall in defence. He was a smooth mover – perfectly 

balanced. He was quiet but confident. He always got to the contest at just the right time and 

was a very solid all round player. West Coast Eagles player Jack Williams reminds me a lot of 

Lee Blake.” 

 

(Photo courtesy of Peter Carter) 

 



 
 

 

Photo courtesy of Peter Carter and Harold Membrey 



 

 

(Photo courtesy of Harold Membrey) 



 

 

(Photo courtesy of Harold Membrey) 



 
 

Blake then moved back to Adelaide in December 2000, for family reasons. 

Senior Football 
 

2001 

Blake made his way to Adelaide from Perth to spend time with his mother Kathy and brother Shaun 

in Mount Barker. David Wark was the General Manager of Norwood at the time and recalled that 

Blake had interest from Port Adelaide initially, but ended up with Norwood.  

 

(Photo courtesy of www.redlegsmuseum.com.au ) 

http://www.redlegsmuseum.com.au/


 
 

Blake began in the u/19s and after three games there and kicking six goals, he was promoted to the 

reserves. After three games of reserves and within the space of seven weeks playing for Norwood, he 

was selected to make his league debut as league player number 1,302 against West Adelaide at 

Norwood Oval on 21 July, 2001. Blake was allocated guernsey number 41.  

Neville Roberts was Blake’s first League coach. Roberts, an inductee in Norwood’s Hall of Fame, 

recalls Blake’s debut year.  

“He was quick but not super fast. He was one of the first half backs to leave their player and 

go to the ball, almost as if he was a forward, and he was a great interceptor too. He wasn’t 

that tall but he read the ball really well – as well as anyone. When he got the ball he could 

always hit another Redlegs jumper with his disposals. He had silky skills and moved 

beautifully – he was a real athlete. I remember when he made his debut the other league 

players were all very excited.” 

 

 

(Photo – Lee Blake’s league player plaque on the picket fence at Norwood Oval).  

 



 
 

Blake played league again the following week, away to Glenelg. Both games resulted in losses to 

Norwood, but Blake was determined to become a regular league player the following year (2002) 

and embarked on a big pre-season to give himself the best chance of doing so.  

Living in Sturt’s zone in Mt Barker, Blake’s league debut attracted Sturt’s attention and they sought a 

transfer fee from Norwood. However, under the SANFL rules at the time he was deemed a WA recruit 

because he had not resided in SA continuously for twelve months after moving back to Adelaide in 

December of 2000.  

 

Photo – Redlegs Review, September 2001 



 
 

2002 

 

         

In 2002, Blake was experiencing extreme lethargy and he was struggling to keep up with the training 

regime.  

Friend, team mate and house mate Chad Evans said 

“During the Christmas break from training, Blakey and I would run long distances together. 

The only times that I ever ran 10,000m in under 50 minutes, were when we ran together. 

Blakey would always beat me with a bit still up his sleeve, while I had always given 100% and 

had nothing left in the tank at all. I remember that at times Blakey would feel a bit tired, like 

he had a bit of a cold. Those feelings came and went and we never really thought much 

about it. By the time we started pre season for 2002 after the Christmas break, it had become 

a regular feeling for Blakey. “ 

Blake told his (new) league coach, Norwood Hall of Fame legend Garry McIntosh, about what he was 

experiencing. McIntosh insisted that Blake undergo blood tests to see if a cause could be identified. 

Sadly, the blood tests found that Blake had Leukemia and with it, a 50/50 chance of survival.  

McIntosh said  

“I clearly remember telling Blakey that he should go and get some blood tests because he 

was tired all the time. I just thought he might have had an iron deficiency or something. Then 

I got a call from (Dr) Geoff Verall who told me the results and I was shocked. I couldn’t believe 

it.” 

Blake was immediately admitted to the Flinders Medical Centre, where he commenced 

chemotherapy. Throughout that season he made regular visits to training and expressed a genuine 

love for the Norwood Football Club, along with a steely determination to return to the football field 

in the red and blue guernsey.  



 
 

Chad Evans said  

“If there was one thing that Blakey couldn’t defeat, it was me on the tennis court. It used to 

really piss him off and I would just laugh. Blakey moved in with me in Mt Barker in 2002, 

when he was first fighting his Leukemia diagnosis. We had some really fun times, even with 

what he was dealing with. I was convinced he would beat Leukemia because he had real 

swagger.” 

 

Lee Blake with friend and team mate, Luke Nitschke.  

 

(Photo courtesy of Chad Evans) 



 
 

2003 

By late 2003, Blake was again playing reserves football after a modified training program at Norwood 

and the nearby Payneham Norwood Union (Amateur) Football Club, and time spent playing at the 

Mypolonga Football Club in the River Murray League.  

 

Lee Blake playing for Mypolonga in the River Murray Football League. Photo courtesy of Chad Evans. 

 

In an interview with Doug Robertson of The Advertiser at the time (republished in the Redlegs Review 

in September 2003), Blake said  

“I didn’t know what Leukemia was. I thought I’d be out for a week but it could have taken my 

life. There were times I was at the bottom of the toilet all week and I couldn’t talk because I’d 

been throwing up so much. Chemo wasn’t my best friend. (But) everybody has a bad phase in 

their life, it’s just that mine came early. The thing is you can’t look twenty years forward and 

make plans.  

 



 
 

Through it all, the players have been great. It was just amazing how many people were 

shocked and cared when I thought I hadn’t done much to warrant it. From the first reserves 

game (back) I realized why I was trying so hard to get back. I love the club and the players. 

They certainly helped when I was down”.  

2004 

 

 

Lee Blake is in the second row, second in from the left.  

Photo supplied by Mark Window.  

 

 

 

 



 
 

Blake played his third league game on 31 July against Sturt at Unley Oval.  

 

By now, Blake had played three league games in total, and three losses. After a bye the next week, 

Blake held his spot and played what was to be his final league game against Port Adelaide at the 

Parade, on 13 August 2004. This time, the team had a win (10.8.68 to 6.15.51) and Blake finally had 

his first win as a League player. What was particularly special was that his first league win came 

against Norwood’s old arch rivals from across town.  

 

Source: Redlegs Review, December 2004 



 
 

 

Source: Redlegs Review, March 2004 



 
 

2005 

 

 

 



 
 

“Blakey”, the likeable larrikin, knew the odds were mounting up against him. But he was determined 

to play one more time for Norwood, and he literally dragged himself out of his sick bed to play in a 

reserves game at Woodville Oval on 30 July 2005 (his third reserves game for the season).  

Owing to the medication he was on, Steve Fendt (Head Trainer at the Norwood Football Club), 

sought and obtained special approval from ASADA for him to be able to play. The chemotherapy 

drugs were not necessarily performance enhancing but if drug testing results showed the presence 

of a cocktail of drugs in a fit athlete, then questions might be asked. However, to their credit ASADA 

applied a common sense approach in the circumstances and provided a verbal waiver, enabling Blake 

to play one final (reserves) game for Norwood with his mates. 

Chad Evans remembers when Blake rang him before that reserves games.  

“I answered the phone, and he just said two words. It’s back”.  

(Thanks to Kyle Smith), the SA Football Budget listed the team squads as follows.  

Norwood Woodville - West Torrens 

1     Adam COCKSHELL 12   Jarrod SHATTOCK 

14   Matthew VIDIC 13   Jon COOMBE 

15   Brad DE VRIES 16   Daniel ROBERTS 

16   Andrew HILL 22   Brent FREWEN 

19   Luke NITSCHKE 24   Matthew JACKMAN 

21   Angus BERRY 25   Ashley MANUEL 

27   Ryan LEWIS 28   Ty MAIDMENT 

28   Chad GIBSON 29   Josh KING 

29   Nicholas DUIGAN 32   Nick SALTER 

32   Mark VETESSE 33   Brett HAINS 

36   Ryan KEY 35   Adam SPENCER 

37   Marc COX 42   Peter HRYHOREC 

41   Ed LOWER 45   Ryan POTTER 

42   Gavin HUGHES 46   Brad MOORE 

43   Cleve HUGHES 47   Brad COLES 

44   Nicholas LOWER 50   Alex STEARNE 

45   Nathan ROMEO 52   Brendan BAILEY 

46   Scott BODEN 53   John JACKSON 

47   Matthew BRUNOLI 54   Ross CHRISTIE 

48   Adam WILLIAMS 59   Jake PAVLICH 

53   Jesse AISH 60   Ryan KELLY 

55   Gareth DAVIS  

56   Tom BIRCH  

57   Will HACKETT  

58   Alex LUNN  

59   Robert YOUNG  

 



 
 

One way or another, Lee Blake got to wear his number 41 guernsey in his final game. For the Eagles, 

Bernie Vince (later an Adelaide and Melbourne AFL footballer) had been named in the League team 

but played reserves that day. (He may have replaced Brendan Bailey in the reserves team as both 

players shared number 52).  

At the sounding of the final siren, the ball was in the hands of Blake. He had a shot on goal and the 

ball hit the post. David Wark recalls that it seemed such a metaphor for Blake’s life – always doing his 

best but somehow ‘hitting the post’ of life. Fittingly, Blake was chaired off the ground by his team 

mates and in touching scenes, supporters and officials formed a guard of honour, resplendent with 

the red and blue colours, to give Blake his deserved accolades and to pay their utmost respects to 

him and his team mates. It was an emotional exit from the arena for all players, officials and 

supporters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

(Photos courtesy of Simon Laurie and Chad Evans) 



 
 

The Sunday Mail newspaper match report was as follows: 

Norwood  4.3  6.7 9.12 10.17.77 

WWTFC 1.1 4.3 6.4 8.4.52 

Best Players: 

Norwood:  Nitschke, G. Hughes, E. Lower, Lewis, Young, Blake 

WWTFC:  Frewen, Vince, Salter, Hryhorec, J. Shattock, Jackson, Potter.  

Goals: 

Norwood:  G. Hughes (3), Blake (2), Hill (2), Berry (1), Vettese (1), Williams (1) 

WWTFC: Jackson (2), Salter (2), Christie (1), Potter (1), King (1), J. Shattock (1).   

 

A benefit night was held by the Norwood Football Club three weeks later with Wayne Carey the 

guest speaker, as the fight got harder and harder. Coach Garry McIntosh donated his 1987 Australian 

guernsey for auction, from when he had played for Australia vs Ireland,.  

 

(Photo – Norwood Football Club Archival Collection) 



 
 

2007 

 

Blake played his last two games of football for Mypolonga. He didn’t disclose that he had sustained 

another relapse of Leukemia, and yet in those final two games, he kicked 14 goals.  

2008 

 

On 9 May, confined at the Mary Potter Hospice, the phone calls had begun earlier in the day to say 

that Lee Blake was very close to the end of his life.  

Blake’s final league game had been played and won against arch rivals Port Adelaide, in mid-2004.  

That evening, for the SANFL’s Rivalry Round, Norwood defeated Port Adelaide by 22 points at 

Norwood Oval in front of a crowd of 7,564. For this game, the club painted “#41” on the grass in the 

south east pocket of Norwood Oval below Coopers Hill – an area known to some as “Blakey’s 

pocket.” 

 

Photo – Barry Solomon, Norwood Oval Curator.  



 
 

Norwood had won its battle on the field, but the players, officials and supporters knew there another 

battle playing out.  

As the players left the field and entered the changerooms, former club General Manager David Wark 

gave his mobile phone to club Captain Anthony Harvey. He had rung Head Trainer Steve Fendt, who 

was at Blake’s bedside in the Mary Potter Hospice. Harvey kept the phone line open and Fendt put 

his own phone on speaker. But Blake was not conscious. The victorious players then sang the club 

song loud and proud, and it echoed down the phone line.  

Miraculously, Fendt describes the moment when he says  

“Blakey’s eyes opened! He lifted his head, and smiled. And then he drifted away again. It was 

the last thing Blakey was aware of in his life”.   

Lee Blake passed away peacefully just hours later, at about 4.40am on Saturday 10 May, 2008. As 

well as his family, a number of Norwood staff, players and officials were also present.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Funeral 
Lee Blake’s funeral was held at the Norwood Oval on Thursday 15 May, 2008. The ceremony was 

conducted from the hallowed turf with a marquee of close family and friends on the boundary line. 

Behind them, in the long western stand that runs along the wing adjacent to Woods Street, a large 

crowd of mourners assembled t0 pay their respects.  

 

Above – funeral brochure for Lee Blake and below, a candle. (Candle photo courtesy of Kathy Blake).  

 



 
 

The historic scoreboard at Norwood Oval, in the north eastern pocket, paid a special tribute.  

 

 

Photo: Barry Solomon, Curator at Norwood Oval 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Source: The Advertiser, Friday 16 May, 2008. 



 
 

Postscripts 
 

Neville Roberts said  

“Lee Blake had a lot of intestinal fortitude to play with chemo drugs in his veins, along with 

all the mental and emotional challenges he was dealing with. Football was a crutch he 

needed to fight his battle with Leukemia.” 

Former Norwood friend and team mate (and former Carlton Vice Captain) Nick Duigan said  

“As a footballer, Lee Blake was a very smooth mover. When he had the ball in hand it felt like 

he had so much time that the rest of the game was in slow motion while he was in 

possession. And you always felt that he could be trusted when he was in possession, to hit a 

target and to often find a target that wasn’t obvious but was in fact a better option. 

As a club man, he was selfless. He was always pumping other people up. We were always 

trying to get around him and support him with his huge battle but he was always deflecting 

attention away from himself. He was more worried about others than he was about himself.  

His battle with Leukemia was very hard to witness. He was in a hospital which was near my 

university and I would pop in a number of times a week and sit with him. The physical impact 

of Leukemia and his treatment, and watching him deteriorate with the hair loss and all the 

other physical changes, was very confronting. The changes to his appearance meant his 

appearance became a complete contrast to the physical presence he showed on field as a 

footballer.  

As a friend, his kindness stood out most of all. He was always wanting to bring other people 

around him, up. He really got a kick out of seeing other people perform and achieve.” 

 Garry McIntosh said 

“Blakey was a beautifully skilled player. He had great balance and had a ‘full kit’ of skills. He 

was a very good player and I think he would have played 100 plus league games for Norwood 

(in different circumstances). However, he was never able to get himself super fit (because of 

the Leukemia).  

On the personal side, everybody liked Blakey. He was happy go lucky; very friendly; had a 

great manner and was always respectful and never brash. He was very friendly and he loved 

a laugh. He was a great kid.” 

 

 



 
 

Plaque on Coopers Hill 
 

Shortly after Blake passed away, his family and close Norwood friends wanted to perpetuate his 

memory at Norwood Oval. (Rare) permission was obtained to erect a small plaque on Coopers Hill in 

the south east pocket, which his friends affectionately called “Blackey’s pocket”. The first plaque 

disappeared and was quickly replaced, and remains there to this day.  

 

 

Mum Kathy and brother Shaun, with the plaque on Coopers Hill at Norwood Oval.  

Photos – Kathy Blake. 



 
 

Cricket Trophy – Current vs Past Players matches  
Lee Blake’s memory has also been preserved through the “Lee Blake Memorial Trophy”. This is 

presented to the winner of the periodic T20 cricket match between past and present players of the 

Norwood Football Club.  

 

Above (L-R) - Garry McIntosh, Shaun Blake, Kathy Blake and Tim Webber 

Below – past and present players and supporters after a match.  

Photos – Steve Fendt. 

 



 
 

Lee Simon Blake was a young man who loved his football and loved living life. He was always being 

thrown challenges and at the same time, he was always chasing after his own chosen challenges. In 

his short life, he absolutely lived life. Some fifteen years after he passed away, his impact on those he 

lived his life in and amongst is still evident by virtue of the lasting memories people retain of 

“Blakey”, and their willingness to share them.  

 

Lee Blake.  

His “Heart beat True”, and not just for the red and the blue….. 

 

 

 

Chris Brown 
Norwood Football Club History Committee 

January 2025 


