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If you've been to the Australian Open during the past 10 years, you’ve probably seen them - the group of chanting tennis fans in green and gold face paint and matching Chinese hats who make any tennis match an experience to remember.

They cheer good-naturedly, but passionately, for the Aussie and the underdog – and they are big on star attractions.

Since the group of four teenage boys first attended the Australian Open in 1997, The Heard has grown to more than 300 members today.

Its membership includes people under the nicknames and characters Darth Vader, the Queen, Captain Australia, Where's Wally, B1 and B2 and a cartoon-style figure known as Disproportionate Head Boy,

A “genie” attended one year, and suffered a severe case of sunburn.

As the Australian Open starts tomorrow, The Heard is preparing its latest round of chants, stunts and props. 

The Heard began when the four teenagers, who had never been to the Australian

Open, decided to make their debut a day that they would never forget. 

Two of those original members, Matt Cutler, now 25, and Ben Catford, 24, remain an integral part of The Heard.
“We went along as teenagers who wanted a bit of fun,” Cutler said.
“We rocked on to one of the smaller show courts in our Australian cricket uniforms and Andrew Illie was playing. 

“But for a set and a half we had no idea who he was.  The stands were pretty empty and we were asking the few people around us who he was, trying to find out which one was the Aussie so we new who to support. 

“It was a great match, five-set tussle. and eventually
we found out who the Aussie was and started going nuts for Illie. 

“He warmed to us and started signaling to us to keep supporting him.  He began doing muscle flexes and kept looking to us , urging us to cheer for him. 

“It brought out this ridiculous passion and all of a sudden we felt we were on the court in some way.  We lost our voices that day.”

At one point, Catford and Cutler innocently tried to coach Illie from the stands. 

“The umpire actually warmed Illie for coaching and he was referring to us, four schmucks who knew nothing about the game,” Catford said.  

“Illie won that match and afterwards he said the crowd was the greatest he’d seen and they helped him get over the line. 

“We left the tennis that day knowing we had to go back.”

And they returned every year since. 

Soon after that first year, Shaz Mullens, Lucas Taylor and Digger Randle joined the group.  These core members met through their Melbourne church network. 
Cutler is a youth and young adult pastor at TLC Christian church in Bayswater.  Taylor, 26, is a youth ministry worker at Rowville Uniting Church.  Randle, 23, is a youth worker at Flinders College.

Mullens, 28, whose alter ego is Disproportionate Head Boy, is the founder of Fresh Youth Theatre, a troupe in the eastern suburbs that helps young people in crisis.  Catford divides his time between a career in public relations and writing and presenting documentaries for Christian aid organization Global Interaction,

They all see a link between what they do for a living and what The Heard is about,
"The Heard is an opportunity for young people to get together and share an interest or passion in sport as one. It's about participating in something positive,” Taylor said.  “It’s not so much about going to see the tennis as about hanging out with mates and having good, clean fun.”
Taylor is the figurehead of the Heard.  Each year he dons the luminous greatn shorts and gold cape and becomes Captain Australia.  

“We needed someone loud.”  He admits.

With 300 people dressed the same, he became the mouthpiece and focal point.  His character evolved, almost by accident., into embodying the ethos of the Heard.  Whenever an Australian is battling, Captain Australia is there so lend a hand.

Randle also sees the Heard as an extension of the work he does.  As well as counselling and mentoring students and running welfare programs and social activities, he is the founder of the Huddle, a church group for people who do not engage with the traditional church experience.  

Huddle members do various community activities including donating blood, supporting Clean Up Australia Day and offering support to struggling families.

“The Heard is a temporary community where people from all walks of life can get together, have a bit of fun and be empowered by being part of a bigger group,” said Randle.  “I see my role as trying to increase the enjoyment of every spectator.  It’s a fun loving, carefree community and I want others to be able to enjoy the feeling of being apart of that.


“One of my favourite Heard moments was three years ago when a group of old ladies came and said, ‘We thought you were going to be a disruptive bunch of drunken idiots, but you were really respectful and made us laugh all day’.”

Supporting the Aussie or the underdog and making the tennis experience enjoyable for everyone at the match is the essence of the Heard.  Cutler said the group had never had negative comments from the crowd. 


Instead, they were swept away as they joined in the group’s reverse Mexican wave and asked for chant sheets so they could sing along.  


“We’re like the Balmy Army of tennis.”  Cutler said.  “Everyone talks about the Balmy Army and their energy, passion and excitement.  


“Initially, I wondered if some people would find us annoying.  But we’ve always had people approaching us afterwards saying thank you.  Last year an old lady said, “You guys are doing a really good job, but can you please cheer for the other guy because he’s feeling a bit left out?”

The Heard members are also welcomed by most of the players.  


In 1998, Venus Williams thanked the Heard after a tough match with the then unknown Amelie Mauresmo.

“Mauresmo drove Williams to three sets.  We cheered on Venus and she got across the line.  At the end of the game she beckoned to us.  She wanted us to come down from the stands and onto the court,” Catford said.  


“She gave us a hug and a bead from her hair.  


“There was only seven of us in the Heard then because it was only our second year at the tennis.  But then everyone realised they could have hugged a tall, sweaty tennis player and we got more people joining us the next year.”


Mullens said The Heard has strict rules about respecting the game, the players and other people in the crowd.  


Mobile phones are switched off, members stay silent between points and there’s no booing.  


“We have a strong ethos of respecting the sport, valuing what the players on the court are trying to do,” Mullens said.  “We aren’t rabble who want to tread all over the game. 

“The crowd enjoys being part of what we do.  Last year we did the reverse Mexican wave in a packed stadium with 6,000 people.  It looked phenomenal.  Captain Australia began that by standing up and asking everyone to stand with him and then do a Mexican wave by sitting down.  It was amazing to see one person start that and reach 6000 men, women and children.”


Catford said the Heard are sometimes confused with the Fanatics, a group of sports fans who paid to become part of an unofficial cheer squad at major sporting events in Australia and around the world.  

“They create an opportunity for people to come along and join in the cheering, but we’re more orientated to everyone around us being involved too,” Catford said.  


“Our is a very loose arrangement.  We only do the Australian Open and it’s not about money.  It’s about having some fun and making the crowd laugh.  


“We’re in demand.  We’ve been approached to attend everything from an under 8’s basketball grand final to my nana’s regional lawn bowls tournament – but we’re sticking to tennis for now.”


One of The Heard’s stunts has found its way into official Tennis Australia lore.  


Last year The Heard members unfurled a giant tennis court made of long lengths of green fabric.  The fake court covered all 300 members and a significant section of Rod Laver arena.  

Mullens, unofficial chief costume and prop maker, spent hours ironing on the court markings and organising a volleyball net to run through the middle of the court.  As the court and folded and the crowd waited to see what would happen next, Captain Australia and his nemesis – Captain Un-Australia, in top hat and tails – played their own tennis match using balls on bending polls.  


The stunt was highly visual and photos of the giant tennis court found their way into local papers, on to the internet and even into Tennis Australia promotions of the Open.   


“Usually those ideas start with Matt saying ‘Wouldn’t it be great if we could do … but how could we do that?” Mullens said.  


Cutler keeps a file of potential stunt ideas on his mobile phone.  

As the open draws nearer, those ideas are dusted off, discussed and put into action.  

Other regular members are often called on to volunteer their time and creative energy to help get everything ready in time.  


“Last year we painted 120 new Chinese hats to give to new members.  My sisters and their friends helped me paint,’” said Cutler.  


“I buy the hats from the same shop every year – a little $2 shop in Vermont.  The owner saves them for me every year in his garage.  


“They’re fairly sought after now.  I’ll visit someone and see their Heard hat proudly hanging on the wall, or I see people wearing their hat at the cricket or a hat sitting in the back of a car and you know they are, or were, a Heard member.”

This year, tennis fans who encounter The Heard on day four at the Open can expect to play a giant version of pass the parcel and a tennis-themed version of Guess Who?


Chant sheets will be handed out to the crowd and they’ll be coached on the choreography accompanying each chant.  


One random visitor in the same court as The Heard will be inducted into the group if they find a trademark yellow shirt and green and gold Chinese hat hidden under their seat.  The giant tennis court will also, due to popular demand, make a return appearance.  


“Harry Potter will be also be appearing with The Heard,” Catford said


“During appropriate moments, he’ll stand up and place various spells on the opposition.  


“I also think it’s time we honoured John So, the best Lord Mayor in the world, and put him on the map at the Australia Open.  But I’m not sure how yet.”  

