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Name: Harry Johns Collection 

Address: This collection is held across two locations: 

Museums Victoria, 11 Nicholson Street Carlton, and Australian 
Sports Museum, Melbourne Cricket Ground, Brunton Avenue 
East Melbourne 

Local Govt Authority: Melbourne City 

Provisional VHR No. VHR H2435 

 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander readers are warned that the following report contains 

images of deceased persons. It may also contain language that was common in the past but 
may be offensive to readers in the present day. 

 
Harry Johns Boxing Troupe Motor Truck, International AR 160, 1954-1969  

Source: Museums Victoria  
 

Executive Director recommendation 
Under Part 3, Division 3 of the Heritage Act 2017 (‘the Act’) I recommend to the Heritage Council of Victoria that the 
Harry Johns Collection, housed at the Australian Sports Museum, Melbourne Cricket Ground, Brunton Avenue, 
East Melbourne and Museums Victoria, 11 Nicholson Street, Carlton should be included in the Victorian Heritage 
Register (VHR) in the category of registered object. 
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Executive Director recommendation to the Heritage 
Council of Victoria 

The Executive Director, Heritage Victoria (‘Executive Director’), recommends that the Heritage Council include the 

Harry Johns Collection, housed at Museums Victoria, 11 Nicholson Street Carlton and the Australian Sports Museum, 

Melbourne Cricket Ground, Brunton Avenue East Melbourne, in the VHR in accordance with section 49 of the Act by 

determining:  

 

• That the Harry Johns Collection is of State-level cultural heritage significance and should be included in 

the VHR in the category of registered object in accordance with section 49(1)(a) of the Act. 

• That the proposed categories of works or activities which may be carried out in relation to the Harry Johns 

Collection for which a permit under the Act is not required will not harm the cultural heritage significance of 

the object under section 49 (3) of the Act.  
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The process from here 

1. The Heritage Council publishes the Executive Director’s recommendation (section 41) 

The Heritage Council will publish the Executive Director’s recommendation on its website for a period of 60 days. 

2. Making a submission to the Heritage Council (sections 44 and 45) 

Within the 60 day publication period, any person or body with a real and substantial interest in the place or object 

can make a submission to the Heritage Council. This submission can support the recommendation, or object to the 

recommendation and a hearing can be requested in relation to the submission. Information about making a 

submission and submission forms are available on the Heritage Council’s website: 

https://heritagecouncil.vic.gov.au/registrations-reviews/executive-director-recommendations/ 

3. Heritage Council determination (sections 46 and 49) 

The Heritage Council is an independent statutory body. It is responsible for making the final determination to 
include or not include the place or object in the VHR, or amend a place or object already in the VHR.  

If no submissions are received the Heritage Council must make a determination within 40 days of the publication 
closing date. 

If submissions are received, the Heritage Council may decide to hold a hearing in relation to the submission. If a 
hearing does take place, the Heritage Council must make a determination within 90 days after the completion of 
the hearing.  

4. Obligations of owners of places and objects (sections 42 and 43)  

The owner of a place or object which is the subject of a recommendation to the Heritage Council has certain 

obligations under the Act. These relate to advising the Executive Director in writing of any works or activities that 

are being carried out, proposed or planned for the place or object.  

The owner also has an obligation to provide a copy of this statement of recommendation to any potential 

purchasers of the place or object before entering into a contract. 

5. Further information 

The relevant sections of the Act are provided at Appendix 1. 

 

 

 

 
  

https://heritagecouncil.vic.gov.au/registrations-reviews/executive-director-recommendations/
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Description 

The following is a description of the Harry Johns Collection at the time of the site inspection by Heritage Victoria in 

August 2022. 

The Harry Johns Collection is a distributed collection held at Australian Sports Museum and Museums Victoria. It 

consists of 85 items related to the Harry Johns Boxing Troupe. 

 

 

Harry Johns' boxing troupe bass drum, 

used circa, 1935-55  

Source: Australian Gallery of Sport and 

Olympic Museum 

Harry Johns boxing banner from 1935-1955 

Source: Australian Gallery of Sport and Olympic Museum 

 

 

 

  

Boots - Boxing, 'Arena Sporting Footwear', circa 1930 

Source: Museums Victoria  

Boxing gloves from the Harry Johns Boxing Troupe, 
1930s-50s  

Source: Australian Gallery of Sport and Olympic Museum 
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History 

Tent boxing  

Tent boxing has a long history in British culture and was evident in the Victorian colony from at least the 1860s. 

From around the late nineteenth century, travelling boxing troupes were a familiar sight at agricultural shows in 

Australia. Previously bare-knuckle boxing had been popular albeit illegal. The adoption of the Queensberry Rules in 

the 1880s saw boxing legislation and gloved contests, which opened new opportunities for boxers and promoters. 

Travelling troupes, such as those run by Harry Johns and Jimmy Sharman, became an important part of the 

Australian boxing story. They followed the annual calendar of agricultural shows, carnivals, and rodeos travelling 

from southern Australia in the summer to northern Queensland in the winter. Jimmy Sharman’s troupe was based 

in NSW (though had an office in Melbourne) while the Harry Johns Boxing Troupe was based in Victoria. 

 

Tent boxing was a theatrical event in an era before television and the broadcasting of sporting events. The action 

began before the boxing started. Colourful tents, the boom of the drum, the brilliance of the banners promised 

excitement and drew in the crowds. Local amateurs were encouraged to match their skills in the ring against troupe 

fighters. Promoters worked the crowd and spruiked challenges to local boxers: ‘Who'll take a glove? What about 

coming inside? Bowl my man over in three rounds and I'll give you a fiver!’1 For spectators, tent boxing thrived on 

the rivalry of opposites: the out-of-town troupe man versus the local man, and black versus white. In 1937 an 

advertisement for the Harry Johns Troupe included references to ‘WEE RAPPA the SENSATIONAL MAORI 

CHAMPION’ and ‘PIETRO SPAGNOLA: The fierce fighting colourful Italian’.2 Aboriginal fighters comprised around 

half the members of travelling boxing troupes, including the Harry Johns troupe, and were central to their success.3 

Harry Johns Boxing Troupe 

Harry Johns was born c.1880 and entered the Australian boxing circuit around 1914. By 1915 he had become a 

well-known boxer and featherweight of Bendigo. Following his retirement in 1918, Johns became a boxing trainer 

and manager at the Fitzroy Athletic Club, ‘where he imparted his knowledge to a great number of youngsters’.4 In 

1928 he launched the famous ‘Harry Johns Boxing Troupe’, which toured the show circuit in the eastern states of 

Australia until the 1960s. In Melbourne some fights took place at the Melbourne Stadium in West Melbourne 

(replaced by Festival Hall) and at the Fitzroy Stadium on the northeast corner of St David and Brunswick streets, 

Fitzroy (now demolished).5  

 

In 1934 Johns’ troupe was described as a team of around twenty fighters which undertook extensive travelling in a 

caravan ‘which is a good-sized motor van, carrying the team and a collapsible trailer for the gear… Every year 

South Australia, Victoria, Tasmania and New South Wales, right to the Queensland border, are covered’.6 In 1954 

Johns purchased a new cabin and chassis from the International AR 160 Series and attached the rear section from 

his previous truck onto it.7 Johns arranged for the Olympic Tyre company to pay for the painting and signwriting on 

this long vehicle in exchange for advertising their brand. Like other boxing entrepreneurs, Harry Johns possessed 

business acumen and a flair for showmanship and visual communication. During busy times of the year, he was 

managing two or three troupes under his name.8  

Aboriginal tent boxers 

Boxing was an important aspect of Aboriginal culture in the twentieth century. Former fighter Alick Jackomos 

recalled ‘If you were looking for Aboriginal people at the show grounds you went to the boxing troupe and nine time 

 

 
1 'Boxing Showmen', Argus 18 Apr 1936, p.8 quoted in Broome, ‘Theatres of Power’ pp. 14-15. 
2 ‘Harry Johns: Fighters Who Fight’, Sporting Globe, 22 December 1937, newscutting in Harry Johns Collection, Museums Victoria. 
3 Broome, Sideshow Alley, p. 178. 
4 ‘Harry Johns wooed to the boxing game’, Sporting Globe, 1934, newscutting in Harry Johns Collection, Museums Victoria. 
5 From 1939 a place called the Fitzroy Stadium was located at the former Lyric Theatre at 261 Johnston Street Fitzroy. 
6 ‘Started as a boy: Harry Johns as Showman’, Sporting Globe, 8 August 1934, newscutting in Harry Johns Collection, Museums Victoria. 
7 ‘Harry Johns Boxing Troupe Collection’ https://collections.museumsvictoria.com.au/articles/2018 [accessed 21 October 2022] 
8 ‘Started as a boy: Harry Johns as Showman’, Sporting Globe, 8 August 1934, news-cutting in Harry Johns Collection, Museums Victoria. 

https://collections.museumsvictoria.com.au/articles/2018
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out of ten, you’d find them there’.9 Doug Nicholls, later an Aboriginal leader, pastor and Governor of South 

Australia, signed on with Jimmy Sharman for three years in 1931. The Ritchie brothers from Kempsey fought under 

the name of ‘The Famous Fighting Sands Brothers’ with Harry Johns, and also with Jimmy Sharman. At 

Warrnambool in the 1940s, the Aboriginal families from Framlingham all contributed fighters to boxing tents at the 

show, including members of the Roach, Alberts, Couzens, Clarke and Austin families. Henry ‘Banjo Clarke’, a 

Framlingham elder, joined Harry Johns’ troupe in the 1930s when he was living in Kerr Street, Fitzroy down from 

the Johns family.10  

 

Like other promoters, Harry Johns recruited Aboriginal men. For example, in 2010 Ted Lovett a Gunditjmara-

/Djabwurrung man, recalled: ‘Well, I can remember when I was about 14 or 15 and I remember Harry Johns coming 

into the Royal Hotel one day and he was looking for fighters… and to take one of us up to Ferntree Gully… there 

was a showing up there and he came and got me and a couple of other blokes that were there’.11 

 

A lot of Aboriginal fighters camped at the back of Johns’ house at 38 Kerr Street, Fitzroy ‘because they came down 

from the country towns and didn’t have homes in Melbourne … so they stayed at the back there with their swags in 

the shed’.12 Banjo Clark recalled ‘I started with Harry Johns troupe when I was fifteen. If you can use your dukes 

you just go, and they test you out in a big shed in the yard. If you can fight a bit, they say, ‘Righto you’ll do’. Or 

Johns’ would say to someone, ‘Learn a bit more sense so you will be able to join me’. And he would put them on to 

some of the good men and into it. This was his backyard in Melbourne’.13 

. 

Tent boxing was infused with a complex mix of race politics. The sport offered young Aboriginal men the chance to 

travel, to meet other Aboriginal and white Australians, make friends, and to experience the capital cities. It provided 

an escape from missions, and potentially saw them earn more than as a labourer or factory worker: ‘The better the 

fighter was, the more money could be made. Tent fighting became a very significant part of mission life – a very 

important money earner. It kept whole communities of families living with adequate food supplies and clothing’.14 

Aboriginal boxer Eric Clarke from Framlingham recalled that in the 1930s spruikers or ‘geemen’ would stir up the 

crowd by calling out statements like ‘Who wants to fight the darkie?’15  Racial stereotypes also informed the 

promotion and experiences of international fighters of colour.  

 

The tent theatre allowed Aboriginal men to challenge dominant racial discourses. One boxer remarked: 'I felt good 

when I knocked white blokes out. I felt good. I knew I was boss in the boxing ring'.16 Tent boxing played a role in 

supporting Aboriginal fighters to achieve employment, success and acclaim at a time of profound discrimination. 

Fighters became heroes within their communities, who turned out to see them on the line-up board and claim a 

connection to them. For some it became an entry into professional boxing as well as inspiring family members. 

Lionel Rose’s father Ron Rose, a Gunditjmara man, fought with Harry Johns. Lionel Rose became an Australian 

sporting hero, was awarded an MBE and was Australian of the Year in 1968. Some participants in tent boxing took 

up positions of political and cultural leadership later in their lives. 

 

In October 2022, Rodney Carter, a Dja Dja Wurrung and Yorta Yorta man, reflected on the meaning of tent boxing 

in Aboriginal communities: 

 

Tent Boxing, as did many competitive sports, allowed a moment of sameness or even equality to compete 

on Country as family whereas many of the Ancestors before could not. It is known to the competitor of the 

historical discrimination as First Nations people of the individual, family, and community that many of their 

inherent rights now better understood today were not acknowledged. You now enter this place of competition 

 

 
9 Broome, Sideshow Alley, p. 172. 
10 Museum Victoria Research File, Boxing Truck Research, RF2270. 
11 Ted Lovett (2010) quoted in Eric Clarke, The Blood and Sweatdrenched Canvas: A Social History of the Survival of Aboriginal Tent Fighters During the Depression 

and Postwar Era in Western Victoria, Masters Thesis, School of Education College of Design and Social Context, RMIT University, April 2010, p. 25. 
12 Remembering Aboriginal Fitzroy: An interview with Alick Jackomos, Aboriginal Affairs Victoria 1998, p.41. 
13 Broome, Sideshow Alley, p.173-174. 
14 Eric Clarke, The Blood and Sweatdrenched Canvas, p.26. 
15 Eric Clarke, The Blood and Sweatdrenched Canvas, p.22. 
16 Queenslander Henry Collins quoted in Broome, ‘Theatres of Power’, p. 21. 
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to not just compete as a sportsperson but show others and evidence that your race is valuable and have 

been able to tolerate many injustices and still have an exceptional honour to the rules of that competition. 

You have at the least in your participation represented with the weight of the world upon you, our people with 

honour.17 

 

Australian Screen (National Film and Sound Archive) hold historical video footage of tent boxing and Aboriginal 

people talking about their experiences in the sport and its meaning for them and their communities: 

• Message Stick – Tent Boxers – Clip 1 (2001) 

• Message Stick – Tent Boxers – Clip 2 (2001) 

The Harry Johns Collection 

From around the 1950s Harry Johns’ daughter Francesca Rose accompanied him and helped manage the troupe. 

In 1960 Harry Johns ceased active involvement after experiencing a stroke and died seven years later. The red 

truck sat in Francesca’s backyard for more than 30 years. In 1996 the Johns’ children, Francesca, Ernie and Harry 

junior, donated the truck to Museums Victoria along with the original equipment inside it, including a tent, trestle 

tables, loudspeakers, spotlight, tickets and clothing.18 In 1989 the family had already donated objects related to the 

Harry Johns Boxing Troupe to the Australian Gallery of Sport and Olympic Museum including banners, boxing 

shoes and the drum. The truck was on display on the ground floor of Melbourne Museum from 2000 to 2020. It was 

accompanied by a text providing the history. During that time, it became part of the Treasures of the Museum 

exhibition. Items from the Harry Johns Collection are currently (2022) on display in the ‘Black and Proud’ exhibit at 

the Australian Sports Museum. 

Tent boxing in song and film 

The contemporary significance of the tradition of tent boxing in Aboriginal families and communities is reflected in 

the release by Archie Roach in 2019 of a song called ‘Rally ‘round the drum’: 

Rally ‘round the drum (by Archie Roach) 

Excerpts: 

Like my brother before me 

I'm a tent boxing man 

Like our daddy before us 

Travelling all around Gippsland 

I woke up one cold morning 

Many miles from Fitzroy 

And slowly it came dawning 

By Billy Leach I was employed 

Rally ‘round the drum boys 

Rally ‘round the drum 

Every day, and every night boys 

Rally ‘round the drum 

 
… 
 
Then Billy starts a-calling 
Step right up, step right up, step right up one and all 
Is there anybody game here? 
To take on Kid Snowball 
Rally 'round the drum boys 
Rally 'round the drum 
Is there anybody game here? 
Rally 'round the drum

Non-Aboriginal musicians have also explored tent boxing in their lyrics including Midnight Oil’s ‘Jimmy Sharman’s 

Boxers’ (1984) and Cold Chisel’s song ‘Yesterdays’ (1994). The film ‘September’ by Peter Carstairs and John 

Poulson (2007), which explores the importance of boxing to Aboriginal communities, was screened at a number of 

international film festivals. 

 

  

 

 
17 Correspondence from Rodney Carter to Heritage Victoria, 26 October 2022. 
18 Enrica Longo, ‘Boxers of history in truckloads’ Age, 10 July 1997, Metro Section, p. C3. 

https://aso.gov.au/titles/tv/message-stick-tent-boxers/clip1/
https://aso.gov.au/titles/tv/message-stick-tent-boxers/clip2/
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Contacts 

On 14 September 2022 the Executive Director’s nomination was sent to the following parties welcoming views on 

this nomination and the provision of information by email or discussion: 

 

• MAYSAR, Melbourne Aboriginal Youth Sport and Recreation Co-Operative 

• Cultural Heritage, First Nations - State Relations 

• Victorian Aboriginal Heritage Council (VAHC). 

 

On 4 October 2022 Mr Rodney Carter wrote in support of the nomination. He also reviewed a draft version of this 

report and contributed to this final version through correspondence on 26 October 2022. 

 

On 25 October 2022. Heritage Victoria staff discussed the recommendation with Mr Andrew Jackomos and 

provided him with a draft version of this report. Mr Andrew Jackomos indicated he was supportive of the inclusion 

of the collection in the VHR. Mr Andrew Jackomos is the son of Alick Jackomos, a former tent boxer and wrestler, 

now deceased. 

 

Neither the Australian Sports Museum nor Heritage Victoria has current contact details for members of the Johns 

family. Francesca (Johns) Rose passed away in 2009.  

 

The Executive Director welcomes the provision of further information in relation to the Harry Johns Collection. This 

would be shared with Museums Victoria and the Australian Sports Museum to assist with the further interpretation 

of the collection(s). 

 

  

https://collections.museumsvictoria.com.au/articles/2018
https://www.sbs.com.au/nitv/article/a-round-or-two-for-a-pound-or-two-the-touring-tent-boxing-circuses/k2itfbm1n
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Images 

 

c. 1860s, McLaren's Boxing Saloon main road Ballarat 

Dr Doyle's sketch book, ca. 1862-1863/ John Thomas Doyle & Samuel Thomas Gill 

Source: State Library of New South Wales   

 

1949, Harry Johns Boxing Troupe at the Bombala Show 

Left to Right: Harry Johns (spruiking with megaphone), Monty Faye (tent boss), Danny Marks a Wotjobaluk man from Dimboola who fought 

as ‘Johnny Wilson the Maori’, Alick Jackomos, and three unidentified younger Aboriginal men. 

Source: Photo from Alick Jackomos Collection reproduced in Richard Broome, Sideshow Alley, p. 182. 
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Sporting Globe, 6 April 1938, news-cutting in Harry Johns Collection, 

Museums Victoria. 

 Sporting Globe, 22 December 1937, news-cutting 

in Harry Johns Collection, Museums Victoria. 
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Items from the Harry Johns Collection currently (2022) displayed in the ‘Black and Proud’ exhibit at the Australian Sports Museum. 

Source: Heritage Victoria  

 

 

  



 
 

Statement of recommendation from the 
Executive Director, Heritage Victoria to 

the Heritage Council of Victoria 
 

Name: Harry Johns Collection 

VHR No: PROV VHR H2418 

Hermes No: 208302 

12 

  

Further information 

Relevant Authority Melbourne City 

Heritage Overlay NA 

 

Other Overlays NA 

Other Listings NA 

Other Names NA 

Date of use 1930s 

Designers and makers Various (see Collection Inventory) and unknown 

 

Traditional Owner Information 

The Harry Johns Collection is housed on the traditional land of the Wurundjeri people. Under the Aboriginal Heritage 

Act 2006, the Registered Aboriginal Party for this land is the Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung Aboriginal Corporation. The 

collection is of historical significance to Aboriginal people from across Victoria and elsewhere in Australia. 

Victorian Aboriginal Heritage Register 

The Harry Johns Collection is not included in the Victorian Aboriginal Heritage Register.  

Integrity  

The integrity of the Harry Johns Collection varies across the objects but as a collection is very good. The cultural 

heritage values of the object can be easily read in the extant fabric. (February 2022). 

Intactness  

The intactness of the Harry Johns Collection varies across the objects but as a collection is very good. (February 

2022). 

Condition  

The condition of the Harry Johns Collection is very good. It has been well cared for by its custodians. Some minor 

deterioration has occurred over time as would be expected objects dating from the early to mid-twentieth century. 

(February 2022). 

Note: The condition of a place or object does not influence the assessment of its cultural heritage significance. A 

place/object/object integral may be in very poor condition and still be of very high cultural heritage significance. Or 

a place/object/object integral may be in excellent condition but be of low cultural heritage significance. 

  



 
 

Statement of recommendation from the 
Executive Director, Heritage Victoria to 

the Heritage Council of Victoria 
 

Name: Harry Johns Collection 

VHR No: PROV VHR H2418 

Hermes No: 208302 

13 

  

Statutory requirements under section 40 

Terms of the recommendation (section 40 (3)(a)) 

The Executive Director recommends that the Harry Johns Collection is included in the VHR in the category of 

Registered Object.  

Information to identify the place or object (section 40(3)(b)) 

Name: The Harry Johns Collection 

Housed at: Museums Victoria, 11 Nicholson Street Carlton 

Australian Gallery of Sport and Olympic Museum, Melbourne Cricket Ground, Brunton 
Avenue East Melbourne 

Proposed extent of registration 

The Executive Director recommends that the extent of registration for the Harry Johns Collection be gazetted as:  

All 85 items in the Harry Johns Collection held at Museums Victoria and the Australian Gallery of Sport and 

Olympic Museum which are listed on the catalogue held by the Executive Director. 

Rationale for the extent of registration 

The recommended extent of registration includes all of the Harry Johns Collection held across two museums. A 

permit or permit exemption from Heritage Victoria is required for any works to the registered object apart from those 

identified in the categories of works or activities in this recommendation. 
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Reasons for the recommendation, including an assessment of the 

State-level cultural heritage significance of place/object/object 

integral (section 40(3)(c)) 

Following is the Executive Director's assessment of the Harry Johns Collection against the tests set out in The 

Victorian Heritage Register Criteria and Thresholds Guidelines. A place or object must be found by the Heritage 

Council to meet Step 2 of at least one criterion to meet the State level threshold for inclusion in the VHR. 

CRITERION A: Importance to the course, or pattern, of Victoria’s cultural history.  

Step 1: Test for satisfying Criterion A  

The place/object has a CLEAR ASSOCIATION with an event, phase, period, process, function, movement, custom 

or way of life in Victoria’s cultural history. plus 

The association of the place/object to the event, phase, etc IS EVIDENT in the physical fabric of the place/object 

and/or in documentary resources or oral history. plus 

The EVENT, PHASE, etc is of HISTORICAL IMPORTANCE, having made a strong or influential contribution to Victoria. 

Executive Director’s Response 

1) The Harry Johns Collection has a clear association with boxing, in particular tent boxing which was popular in 

the early to mid-twentieth century. 

2) This is evident in the physical fabric of collection, and also in documentary resources and oral history.  

3) Boxing, in particular tent boxing, made a strong and influential contribution to the sporting and recreational life 

of Victoria in the early to mid-twentieth century. 

Step 1 of Criterion A is likely to be satisfied. 

Step 2: Test for satisfying Criterion A at the State Level 

The place/object allows the clear association with the event, phase etc. of historical importance to be 

UNDERSTOOD BETTER THAN MOST OTHER PLACES OR OBJECTS IN VICTORIA WITH SUBSTANTIALLY 

THE SAME ASSOCIATION. 

Executive Director’s Response 

• The Harry Johns Collection is a relatively large collection which documents the history of a major boxing troupe 

on the show circuit from the 1920s to the 1960s.  

• While many photographs and newspaper reports of tent boxing exist, the survival of objects used in the sport is 

less common. As a mobile sport, tent boxing occurred in ‘places’ created with tents at large venues such as 

agricultural shows. These larger venues retain a limited capacity to demonstrate tent boxing. 

• The Harry Johns Collection of 85 items comprehensively demonstrates most aspects of tent boxing, including 

the banners (publicity), the truck (travelling), boxing gear (gloves and shoes), the drum (theatrical 

characteristics), hand and electrical bells (competition), and first aid box (risks inherent in boxing). 

• At the present time, there are no known extant tent boxing collections in public or private collections in Victoria. 

• The Harry Johns Collection allows the clear association with tent boxing to be understood better than most 

other places or objects in Victoria with substantially the same association. 

Criterion A is likely to be satisfied at the State level. 
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CRITERION B: Possession of uncommon, rare or endangered aspects of Victoria’s cultural 

history. 

Step 1: Test for Satisfying Criterion B 

The place/object has a clear ASSOCIATION with an event, phase, period, process, function, movement, custom or 

way of life of importance in Victoria’s cultural history. plus 

The association of the place/object to the event, phase, etc IS EVIDENT in the physical fabric of the place/object 

and/or in documentary resources or oral history. 

plus 

R1) The place/object is RARE OR UNCOMMON, being one of a small number of places/objects remaining that 

demonstrates the important event, phase etc. or 

R2) The place/object is RARE OR UNCOMMON, containing unusual features of note that were not widely 

replicated or 

R3) The existence of the class of place/object that demonstrates the important event, phase etc is ENDANGERED 

to the point of rarity due to threats and pressures on such places/objects. 

Executive Director’s Response 

1) The Harry Johns Collection has a clear association with boxing, in particular tent boxing which was popular in 

the early to mid-twentieth century. 

2) This evident in the physical fabric of the objects in the collection, and also in documentary resources and oral 

history.  

Rarity criteria 

R1) Applicable as follows: 

• While many photographs and newspaper reports of tent boxing exist, the survival of objects used in the sport is 

less common. As a mobile sport, tent boxing occurred in ‘places’ created with tents at large venues such as 

agricultural shows. These larger venues retain a limited capacity to demonstrate tent boxing. 

• The Harry Johns Collection of 85 items comprehensively demonstrates most aspects of tent boxing, including 

the banners (publicity), the truck (travelling), boxing gear (gloves and shoes), the drum (theatrical 

characteristics), hand and electrical bells (competition), first aid box (risks inherent in boxing). 

• At the present time, there are no known extant tent boxing collections in public or private collections in Victoria. 

• The Harry Johns Collection is rare or uncommon, being one of a small number of places/objects remaining that 

demonstrates the history of tent boxing. 

R2) Not applicable. 

R3) Not applicable. 

Step 2: State Level Significance Test for Criterion B 

The place/object is RARE, UNCOMMON OR ENDANGERED within Victoria. 

Executive Director’s Response 

Harry Johns Collection is rare and uncommon in Victoria for the reasons above. 

Criterion B is likely to be satisfied at the State level. 
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CRITERION C: Potential to yield information that will contribute to an understanding of Victoria’s 

cultural history. 

Step 1: Test for Satisfying Criterion C 

The:  

• visible physical fabric; &/or documentary evidence; &/or oral history, 

relating to the place/object indicates a likelihood that the place/object contains PHYSICAL EVIDENCE of historical 

interest that is NOT CURRENTLY VISIBLE OR UNDERSTOOD. 

plus 

From what we know of the place/object, the physical evidence is likely to be of an INTEGRITY and/or CONDITION 

that it COULD YIELD INFORMATION through detailed investigation. 

Executive Director’s Response 

The Harry Johns Collection is unlikely to contain physical evidence of historical interest that is not currently visible 

or understood. Its design, construction and use are evident in its physical fabric, and the history is well 

documented.  

Step 1 of Criterion C is not likely to be satisfied. 

CRITERION D: Importance in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a class of cultural 

places and objects. 

Step 1: Test for Satisfying Criterion D 

The place/object is one of a CLASS of places/objects that has a clear ASSOCIATION with an event, phase, period, 

process, function, movement, important person(s), custom or way of life in Victoria’s history. 

plus 

The EVENT, PHASE, etc is of HISTORICAL IMPORTANCE, having made a strong or influential contribution to Victoria. 

plus 

The principal characteristics of the class are EVIDENT in the physical fabric of the place/object. 

Executive Director’s Response 

The Executive Director is of the view that the assessment of the cultural heritage significance of the Harry Johns 

Collection is better undertaken under Criterion A (Historical Significance), rather than assessing whether it 

demonstrates the principal characteristics of a collection of objects. 

CRITERION E: Importance in exhibiting particular aesthetic characteristics. 

Step 1: Test for Satisfying Criterion E 

The PHYSICAL FABRIC of the place/object clearly exhibits particular aesthetic characteristics. 

Executive Director’s Response 

Some items in the Harry Johns Collection demonstrate particular aesthetic characteristics related to the theatrical 

nature of tent boxing. These include two leopard print boxing shorts and a number of colourful publicity banners 

1930s to the 1950s demonstrating painted slogans and images related to his travelling tent boxing troupe. 

Step 1 of Criterion E is likely to be satisfied. 
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Step 2: State Level Significance Test for Criterion E 

The aesthetic characteristics are APPRECIATED OR VALUED by the wider community or an appropriately-related 
discipline as evidenced, for example, by: 

• critical recognition of the aesthetic characteristics of the place/object within a relevant art, design, architectural 
or related discipline as an outstanding example within Victoria; or 

• wide public acknowledgement of exceptional merit in Victoria in medium such as songs, poetry, literature, 
painting, sculpture, publications, print media etc. 

Executive Director’s Response 

There is no evidence that the Harry Johns Collection, including its theatrically interesting and colourful items, received 
critical recognition or wide public acknowledgement of exceptional merit for its aesthetic qualities.  

Criterion E is not likely to be satisfied at the State level. 

CRITERION F: Importance in demonstrating a high degree of creative or technical achievement at 

a particular period. 

Step 1: A Test for Satisfying Criterion F 

The place/object contains PHYSICAL EVIDENCE that clearly demonstrates creative or technical ACHIEVEMENT 

for the time in which it was created. 

plus 

The physical evidence demonstrates a HIGH DEGREE OF INTEGRITY. 

Executive Director’s Response 

The Harry Johns Collection does not contain items which could be considered a creative or technical achievement 
for the time in which they were created.  

Step 1 of Criterion F is not likely to be satisfied.  

CRITERION G: Strong or special association with a particular present-day community or cultural 

group for social, cultural or spiritual reasons.  

Step 1: Test for Satisfying Criterion G 

Evidence exists of a community or cultural group. 

(A community or cultural group is a group of people who share a common interest, including an experience, 

purpose, belief system, culture, ethnicity or values.) 

plus 

Evidence exists of a strong attachment between the COMMUNITY OR CULTURAL GROUP and the place/object in 

the present-day context. 

plus 

Evidence exists of a time depth to that attachment. 

Executive Director’s Response 

Evidence of a community: Many people participated as boxers in the Harry Johns Boxing Troupe from the 1920s to 

the 1960s. These included non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal people from across Victoria, as well as boxers from the 

USA, many of whom were African American. Countless other people from Victoria and the Eastern States were 

spectators in the boxing tent.  
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Evidence of a strong attachment between the community and the object today: There is evidence that the Harry 

Johns Boxing Collection is of strong historical interest to Aboriginal communities in Victoria. Tent boxing was a way 

of life for many Aboriginal men and communities in the twentieth century. The history of tent boxing is important 

within Aboriginal Victoria. Some Aboriginal people were aware of the donation of the collection to Museums Victoria 

and the Australian Gallery of Sport and Olympic Museum, and the collection may be known within families of 

former tent boxers. However, there are many Aboriginal people in Victoria who have no knowledge of this 

collection, despite its historical importance. 

At the present time, it does not appear that there is a ‘strong attachment’ between Aboriginal communities across 

Victoria and this particular collection in the present day. 

CRITERION H: Special association with the life or works of a person, or group of persons, of 

importance in Victoria’s history. 

Step 1: Test for Satisfying Criterion H 

The place/object has a DIRECT ASSOCIATION with a person or group of persons who have made a strong or 

influential CONTRIBUTION to the course of Victoria’s history. 

Plus  

The ASSOCIATION of the place/object to the person(s) IS EVIDENT in the physical fabric of the place/object 

and/or in documentary resources and/or oral history. 

Plus  

The ASSOCIATION:  

• directly relates to ACHIEVEMENTS of the person(s) at, or relating to, the place/object; or  

• relates to an enduring and/or close INTERACTION between the person(s) and the place/object. 

Executive Director’s Response 

1) The Harry Johns Collection has a direct association with: 

• Harry Johns 

• Tent boxers who were part of the Harry Johns Boxing Troupe 

• Spectators who watched the Harry Johns Boxing Troupe. 

2) Harry Johns and tent boxers made an important contribution to the field of boxing. They cannot be said to have 

made a ‘strong or influential’ contribution to the course of Victoria’s history, any more or less than any group of 

sportspeople. 

Step 1 of Criterion H is not likely to be satisfied. 
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Comparisons 

There are few places included in the VHR for their association with boxing, and none associated with tent boxing. 

The Harry Johns Collection is usefully compared with the following objects and places in the VHR: 

1) Boxing-related places  

2) Places related to public entertainment and spectator sports 

3) Portable structures 

4) Collections of decorative banners. 

 

Boxing-related places  

Festival Hall, West Melbourne (VHR H2386) 

Festival Hall is historically significant as Victoria's principal purpose-

built boxing and wrestling venue. Festival Hall (and the 1913 

Melbourne Stadium that it replaced) was the home of Victorian 

boxing throughout much of the twentieth century. It was the venue for 

bouts of key national and international athletes including Lionel Rose, 

Johnny Famechon, Anthony Mundine, Lester Ellis and Barry 

Michaels. Lionel Rose's State Funeral was held there in 2011. 

Festival Hall remains as the only purpose-built boxing and wrestling 

venue in Victoria. Festival Hall is socially significant for its association 

with the boxing and wrestling community in Victoria and the 

association is particularly strong. The place was affectionately known 

as ‘The House of Stoush’.  
 

Royal Exhibition Building and Carlton Gardens, Carlton (VHR 

H1501) 

The Royal Exhibition Buildings and Carlton Gardens are of historical, 

architectural, aesthetic, social and scientific (botanical) significance 

to the State of Victoria. At the turn of the twentieth century, the Royal 

Exhibition Building (built 1879-1880) housed boxing events, some 

staged by promoter John Wren who later became the owner of the 

Melbourne Stadium (see above). The site also hosted the Exhibition 

Youth Club, where Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal boys learned to box 

and wrestle. During the 1956 Olympics weightlifting, boxing, fencing, 

pentathlon and basketball events were also held at this venue. The 

buildings have hosted countless events attended by Victorians for 

over 140 years as well as being used for other community purposes 

such as an influenza hospital, wartime military use, centre for school 

examinations and migrant reception centre. 
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Places related to public entertainment and spectator sports 

Royal Melbourne Zoological Gardens, Parkville (VHR H1074) 

The Royal Melbourne Zoological Gardens is historically significant 

as the oldest zoo in Victoria and Australia. Outdoor entertainments 

have been part of its offerings and have included a small circus, 

elephant rides and a carousel. The Zoo is of scientific significance 

as a centre of zoological research since its establishment in 1862. It 

is socially significant to the wider Victorian community. Generations 

of Victorians from metropolitan and regional areas have visited 

Melbourne Zoo since 1862 for the purposes of learning and 

recreation. 
 

Dromana Drive-in, Dromana (VHR H0137) 

The Dromana Drive-in is of historical significance to the State of 

Victoria. It is historically significant as a reflection of the mid-

twentieth century influence of the car as a reflection of the 

Americanisation of Victorian cities and country towns. Drive-ins 

functioned like mobile extensions of the family living room and 

provided a novel and easy form of entertainment. The Dromana 

Drive-in is historically significant as a rare surviving example of a 

drive-in cinema. 

 

Brunswick Street Oval Grandstand, Fitzroy North (VHR H0751) 

The Brunswick Street Oval Grandstand is of architectural and 

historical significance to the State of Victoria. Constructed in 1888, it 

has an enduring association with the development of Australian 

rules football and cricket and their growth as popular recreational 

pastimes from the late nineteenth century onwards. The ground was 

the home of the Fitzroy Football Club from 1884 until 1966 and the 

Grandstand remains as an important reminder of the contribution 

made by Fitzroy to the history of Australian rules football in Victoria.  

Hamilton Racecourse Grandstand, Hamilton (VHR H0137) 

Hamilton Racing Club Grandstand is of architectural and historical 

significance to the State of Victoria. Hamilton Racing Club 

Grandstand is one of the earliest surviving grandstands in Victoria 

and a rare surviving example of an early racetrack structure. It is of 

historical significance for its associations with the history of horse 

racing in Victoria and with Robert Bagot, an important figure in the 

history of sport. The grandstand reflects the increasing popularity of 

the sport and the provision of comfortable facilities at the 

racecourse.   
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Portable structures 

Skipton Court House, Skipton (VHR H1485) 

The Skipton Court House accommodated a judge, jury, witnesses, 

and public spectators. It is significant as a very early portable building 

in Victoria. Originally located in the government camp at Fiery Creek 

diggings (now Beaufort) in 1856 and was moved to Skipton in 1867. 

The exterior of the building exhibits the early method of construction 

of portable schools developed for the denominational schools board 

in 1857 for use on the goldfields. The horizontal wall boards are 

dropped between rebated studs and held in place with cover strips. 

The building may have originally had a canvas roof. 

 

 

Collections of banners  

Eight Hour Day Trade Union Banners, Museums Victoria (VHR 

H2086) 

The Eight Hour Day Trade Union Banners are of historical and social 

significance for their important associations with the history of trade 

unionism in Victoria. The banners are important historical documents 

visually depicting the concerns of workers, the nature of their work, 

and the social and cultural aspirations and identity of trade unions. 

Some of the banners demonstrate the evolving nature of industry in 

their representation of trades that have disappeared and craft unions 

that have been subsumed within bigger unions. For trade unionists 

and many others in the community, the banners are powerful 

symbols of the role played by unions in advancing conditions and 

wages of working people. 

 

Summary of Comparisons 

The Harry Johns Collection is a mobile collection of objects which, once assembled, created a place of sport and 

entertainment. In this respect it is unusual. The Harry Johns canvas tent has little in common with the portable 

structures currently in the VHR, which are typically made of iron or weatherboard. Boxing-related places in the VHR 

are larger fixed stadiums and buildings such as Festival Hall (VHR H2386). That is also the case for other places of 

entertainment and spectator sports. The Eight House Day Trade Union Banners (VHR H2086) show how textiles 

have been used to draw attention to a cause, becoming a mobile public advertisement, similar to the banners in the 

Harry Johns Collection. 
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Summary of cultural heritage significance (section 40(4)(a)) 

The Executive Director recommends that the Harry Johns Collection be included in the VHR as a Registered 

Object.  

Statement of significance 

What is significant?  

The Harry Johns Collection being 85 objects including a truck related to the Harry Johns Boxing Troupe, held at 

Museums Victoria and the Australian Sports Museum. 

How is it significant? 

The Harry Johns Collection is of historical significance to the State of Victoria. It satisfies the following criterion for 

inclusion in the Victorian Heritage Register: 

Criterion A 

Importance to the course, or pattern, of Victoria’s cultural history. 

Criterion B 

Possession of uncommon, rare or endangered aspects of Victoria’s cultural history. 

Why is it significant?  

The Harry Johns Collection is historically significant for its association with tent boxing in Victoria. Tent boxing was 

a popular entertainment at agricultural shows in the early to mid-twentieth century, and troupes travelled in trucks 

around Victoria and the eastern coast with their tents and equipment. Tent boxing was a working-class pursuit and 

around half the Harry Johns boxers were Aboriginal men. For Aboriginal fighters, boxing opened opportunities for 

employment, success and public acclaim at a time of profound discrimination. Aboriginal boxers became heroes in 

their communities, and many took up positions of political and cultural leadership later in life. The collection 

provides insight into the history and organization of tent boxing in Victoria and its place in working class, rural and 

Aboriginal life. [Criterion A] 

The Harry Johns Collection is rare, being one of a small number of heritage places or collections remaining that 

demonstrates the history of tent boxing in Victoria. [Criterion B] 
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Categories of works or activities (permit exemptions) 

recommended under section 38 (section 40(4)(b)) 
Introduction  

The purpose of this information is to assist owners and other interested parties when considering or making 

decisions regarding works to a registered place or object. It is recommended that any proposed works be 

discussed with an officer of Heritage Victoria prior to making a permit application. Discussing proposed works will 

assist in answering questions the owner may have and aid any decisions regarding works to the place or object.   

It is acknowledged that alterations and other works may be required to keep places and objects in good repair and 

adapt them for use into the future. However, under the Act a person must not knowingly, recklessly or negligently 

remove, relocate or demolish, damage or despoil, or alter a registered object without approval.  

If a person wishes to undertake works or activities in relation to a registered place or registered object, they must 

apply to the Executive Director for a permit. The purpose of a permit is to enable appropriate change to a place or 

object and to effectively manage adverse impacts on the cultural heritage significance of a place or object as a 

consequence of change. If an owner is uncertain whether a heritage permit is required, it is recommended that 

Heritage Victoria be contacted.  

Permits are required for anything which alters the place or object, unless a permit exemption is granted. Permit 

exemptions usually cover routine maintenance and upkeep issues faced by owners as well as minor works or 

works to the elements of the place or object that are not significant. They may include appropriate works that are 

specified in a conservation management plan. Permit exemptions can be granted at the time of registration (under 

section 38 of the Act) or after registration (under section 92 of the Act).  

Disrepair of registered place or registered object 

Under section 152 of the Act, the owner of a registered place or registered object must not allow that place or 

object to fall into disrepair. 

Failure to maintain registered place or registered object 

Under section 153 of the Act, the owner of a registered place or registered object must not fail to maintain that 

place or object to the extent that its conservation is threatened. 

Conservation management plans 

It is recommended that a Conservation Management Plan is developed to manage the collection in a manner which 

respects its cultural heritage significance.  

Notes 

• All works should ideally be informed by a Conservation Management Plan prepared for the object. The Executive 
Director is not bound by any Conservation Management Plan. Permits still must be obtained for works suggested 
in any Conservation Management Plan. 

• The Heritage Council may amend or rescind all or any of the permit exemptions. 

General Conditions 

• All exempted alterations are to be planned and carried out in a manner which prevents damage to the fabric of 
the registered object. 
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• Should it become apparent during further inspection or the carrying out of works that original or previously hidden 
or inaccessible details of the object are revealed which relate to the significance of the object, then the exemption 
covering such works must cease and Heritage Victoria must be notified as soon as possible.  

• All storage and exhibition locations, methods and materials must be designed to prevent light damage to the 
colours, damage from handling and other deterioration. 

• Items must be removed or protected in the event of any building or maintenance works occurring nearby.  

Permit Exemptions 

The following proposed permit exemptions are for works and activities not considered to cause harm to the cultural 

heritage significance of the Harry Johns Collection. 

All of the following exemptions must be in accordance with the National Standards for Australian Museums and 
Galleries and/or in accordance with the accepted collection management standards, policies and procedures of 
Museums Victoria and the Australian Sports Museum. 
 

• Management of items (including removal and relocation, display, conservation, and temporary loans of eighteen 
months or less). 

• The conservation, research or analysis of items does not require approval by the Executive Director pursuant to 
the Act, where the custodian employs qualified conservators. 
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Appendix 1 

Heritage Council of Victoria determination (section 41) 

The Heritage Council of Victoria is an independent statutory body that will make a determination on this 

recommendation under section 49 of the Act. It will consider the recommendation after a period of 60 days from the 

date the notice of recommendation is published on its website under section 41. 

Making a submission to the Heritage Council (section 44) 

Within the period of 60 days, any person or body with a real and substantial interest in the place or object may 

make a submission to the Heritage Council regarding the recommendation and request a hearing in relation to that 

submission. Information about making a submission and submission forms are available on the Heritage Council’s 

website. 

Consideration of submissions to the Heritage Council (section 46) 

 (1) The Heritage Council must consider— 

(a)  any written submission made to it under section 44; and  

(b)  any further information provided to the Heritage Council in response to a request under section 45.  

(2)  The Heritage Council must conduct a hearing in relation to a submission if—  

(a)  the submission includes a request for a hearing before the Heritage Council; and  

(b)  the submission is made by a person or body with a real or substantial interest in the place or object 

that is the subject of the submission.  

(3)  Despite subsection (2), the Heritage Council may conduct a hearing in relation to a submission in any other 

circumstances the Heritage Council considers appropriate. 

Determinations of the Heritage Council (section 49) 

 (1) After considering a recommendation that a place or object should or should not be included in the Heritage 

Register and any submissions in respect of the recommendation and conducting any hearing into the 

submissions, the Heritage Council may—  

(a)  determine that the place or part of the place, or object, is of State-level cultural heritage significance 

and is to be included in the Heritage Register; or  

(b)  determine that the place or part of the place, or object, is not of State-level cultural heritage 

significance and is not to be included in the Heritage Register; or  

(c)  in the case of a recommendation in respect of a place, determine that the place is not to be included in 

the Heritage Register but—  

(i)  refer the recommendation and any submissions to the relevant planning authority for 

consideration for an amendment to a planning scheme; or 

(ii)  determine that it is more appropriate for steps to be taken under the Planning and Environment 

Act 1987 or by any other means to protect or conserve the place; or  

(d)  in the case of a recommendation in respect of additional land which has been nominated to be 

included in the Heritage Register as part of a registered place in accordance with section 32, 

determine that the land be included in the Heritage Register if—  
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(i)  the State-level cultural heritage significance of the place would be substantially less if the land 

or any part of the land which is or has been used in conjunction with the place were developed; 

or  

(ii)  the land surrounding the place is important to the protection or conservation of the place or 

contributes to the understanding of the place; or  

(e)  determine that the object is integral to understanding the cultural heritage significance of a registered 

place or a place the Heritage Council has determined to be included in the Heritage Register. 

(2)  The Heritage Council must make a determination under subsection (1)—  

(a)  within 40 days after the date on which written submissions may be made under section 44; or  

(b)  if any hearing is conducted into the written submissions, within 90 days after the completion of the 

hearing.  

(3)  A determination that a place or part of a place, or object, should be included in the Heritage Register may 

include categories of works or activities which may be carried out in relation to the place or object for which a 

permit under this Act is not required, if the Heritage Council considers that the works or activities would not 

harm the cultural heritage significance of the place or object.  

(4)  If the Heritage Council determines to include a place in the Heritage Register, with the consent of the owner 

of the place, the Heritage Council may determine to include in the Heritage Register additional land of the 

owner that is ancillary to the place.  

(5)  If a member of the Heritage Council makes a submission under section 44 in respect of a recommendation, 

the member must not take part in the consideration or determination of the Heritage Council.  

(6)  The Heritage Council must notify the Executive Director of any determination under this section as soon as 

practicable after the determination. 

Obligations of owners of places and objects (section 42)  

(1) The owner of a place or object to whom a statement of recommendation has been given must advise the 

Executive Director in writing of—  

(a)  any works or activities that are being carried out in relation to the place or object at the time the 

statement is given; and  

(b)  any application for a planning permit or a building permit, or for an amendment to that permit, that has 

been made in relation to the place but not determined at the time the statement is given; and  

(c)  any works or activities that are proposed to be carried out in relation to the place or object at the time 

the statement is given.  

(2)  An advice under subsection (1) must be given within 10 days after the statement of recommendation is given 

 under section 40.  

(3)  The owner of a place to whom a statement of recommendation has been given must advise the Executive 

 Director in writing of an application, permit or amendment if, before a determination under section 49 or 52 in 

 respect of a place—  

(a)  an application for a planning permit or a building permit or for an amendment to that permit in relation 
to the place is made; or 

(b)  a planning permit or building permit or an amendment to that permit in relation to the place is granted.  
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(4)  An advice under subsection (3) must be given within 10 days after the making of the application or the grant 

of the permit or amendment.  

(5)  The owner of a place or object to whom a statement of recommendation has been given must advise the 

Executive Director in writing of the following activities or proposals if, before a determination is made under 

section 49 or 52 in respect of a place or object—  

(a)  any activities are carried out in relation to the place or object that could harm the place or object;  

(b)  any activities are proposed to be carried out in relation to the place or object that could harm the place 

or object.  

(6)  An advice under subsection (5) must be given within 10 days after the owner becomes aware of the activity 

or the proposal, as the case requires.  

(7)  If, before a determination is made under section 49 or 52 in respect of a place or object, a proposal is made 

to dispose of the whole or any part of the place or object, the owner of the place or object must advise the 

Executive Director in writing of that proposal.  

(8)  An advice under subsection (7) must be given at least 10 days before entering into the contract for the 

disposal of the place or object.  

(9)  The owner of a place or object who proposes to dispose of the whole or any part of the place or object 

before a determination is made under section 49 or 52 in respect of the place or object must, before entering 

into a contract for that disposal, give a copy of the statement of proposed contract, is to acquire the place or 

object or part of the place or object.  

Owners of places and objects must comply with obligations (section 43) 

An owner of a place or object to whom section 42 applies must comply with that section.  
 
Penalty:  In the case of a natural person, 120 penalty units;  

In the case of a body corporate, 240 penalty units. 

 

 

 


