
 

From the Archives 

In Part 41 of Panthers, Passion & Politics, Roger Cowan recalls the lengths Penrith was sometimes prepared to 
go to in its efforts to strengthen the football team. One of the more unusual examples came in 1972, when the 
search for players extended all the way to South Africa. 

The idea originated with legendary rugby league broadcaster Frank Hyde, who suggested South Africa might 
provide a source of playing talent. In July 1972, a four-man Penrith party — Roger Cowan, Bob Boland, Leo 
Trevena and Pat Russell — travelled there to investigate. 

Boland, Trevena and Russell were charged with assessing the football talent. Cowan's role was to negotiate 
contracts with any players they believed worth pursuing. 

What followed was considerably more complicated than a conventional recruitment trip. The party had been 
warned to maintain secrecy, amid concerns about the reaction of the South African Rugby Union to approaches 
to its players. Australian newspapers already knew about the venture before the group had left the country. 
Roger and Boland would later return to South Africa, with some approaches to prospective players conducted in 
distinctly clandestine circumstances.  

The players Penrith initially hoped to recruit did not ultimately come to Australia. Instead, recommendations 
made during the trip led to Peter Swanson and Keith Howie joining the Panthers. Swanson went on to play 21 
first-grade games over two seasons, while Howie made two first-grade appearances.  

The venture did not transform Penrith's fortunes. Its historical interest lies elsewhere. At a time when the young 
first-grade club was struggling to find the playing strength needed to compete consistently, Panthers were 
prepared to look well beyond the familiar boundaries of Sydney rugby league for possible answers. 

The following two pages reproduce the account of the South African venture published in Men in Black — 
The Penrith Panthers Story. 

 
Source: Larry Writer and Gary Lester, The Panthers: Men in Black, Playright Publishing Pty Ltd, 2008, pp. 69–70. 
Related Narrative: Panthers Passion Politics, Part 41 – A Return to Two CEOs? 
The following two pages reproduces the original account of Penrith’s 1972 South African recruitment venture. 

 

  

Panther’s South African Recruitment Mission - 1972 



 

 

 



 

 

 


