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The Grand Final football 
starts life as a cowhide in 
Scoresby. Peter Barrett visits 
the Sherrin factory. 

Photography Simon Schluter 

The intense smell of leather hits you first. Then the 

mechanical thuds and whirrs begin to cut through, 

noises from the production line of an everyday icon: 

the Sherrin football. 

Cardboard bins overflow with footballs in night-game 

yellow and match-day red. Commercial rock pumps from a 

beaten-up boom box in one corner and a taped-up old 

cricket bat leans in the other. Premiership posters are blu

tacked to the walls and It's obvious that the eclectic bunch 

of nationalities working here - including Slovak, Philippine, 

Vietnamese and Sri Lankan - all have an interest in the 

game that goes beyond their pay cheque. 

Every year this aircraft-hangar-sized factory in Scoresby 

spits out 75,000 footballs. averaging 320 a day. Some 1200 

are made for the AFL: Sherrin has an exclusive contract to 

produce footballs for the league, among them the half-dozen 

balls used in the Grand Final. 

Saddle-maker Thomas William Sherrin first began hand

stitching footballs in his Collingwood factory in 1880. He was 

fed up with repairing ruined rugby balls and wanted to make 

a ball that suited Australian conditions. By the 1900s his 

Match II balls were used around Australia; by 1910, for the 

VFL Grand Final. In the mid-1970s, Thomas Sherrin's great

grand-nephew, Sid, sold the business to American sporting 

goods manufacturer Spalding, who were in turn taken over 

by another US giant. Russell Corporation. in 2003. 

Operations Manager Bradley Thomas takes us to the 

beginning of the production process: two knee-high stacks 

of cowhide. The hides on one pile are coated with paint to 

make them more water resistant. 

The other pile are simply dyed all the way through: these 

will be used for Sherrin's flagship footy, the 'KB red" or 

"kangaroo brand". Each is identical to an AFL Grand Final 

ball, minus the logo. 

Each cow yields three sheets of hide; each sheet makes 

24 panels, or six balls; that's 18 footballs per cow. 

The panels are sorted for impurities then trimmed. Six 

holes are punched in half of them. for the laces. At another 

machine, logos are heat-stamped onto the leather panels. Of 
the 75,000 balls made here last year, 21,000 carried 

corporate logos. 

The four panels are sewn together using an industrial 

sewing machine. The bladder is inserted, and the ,ball is 

laced and checked for quality by Rob Rscher, 47, who has 

been with the company for 29 years: he remembers 

stitching the 1976 Grand Rnal ball as a teenager. After a last 

check for blemishes the footballs are wrapped in plastic. 

And those Grand Rnal balls? They're made in the week 

before the game, after the preliminary finals, when we 

know which teams will play in the big one. They are 

stamped with a special Grand Final logo. The AFL gets one 

for each quarter and a handful of spares; some go to the 

clubs playing in the Grand Rnal for training in the week 

before the match. 

It's a special time, but like the teams playing in the Grand 

Final, the folk at the Sherrin factory try to keep their minds on 

the job, just taking it one week at a time ... (m) 
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