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Editor’s Notes: For this Bulletin Jennifer Buffier has written an important article on the 

role played by Maitland in the development of the sport of speedway. Even people who 

know something about Maitland’s contribution to speedway will learn something new 

from Jennifer’s article. We begin this Bulletin, however, with two communications from 

Jenny Aitchison, the Maitland MP and the Minister for Regional Transport and Roads.   

 *********************** 
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Speedway Began Internationally at  

Maitland Showground on 15 December 1923 

By Jennifer Buffier 

 

Maitland Speedway circa 1925 Source: Brian Darby’s Vintage Speedway website 

Many motor-cycle speedway writers question whether Speedway began in 

Maitland on Friday 15 December 1923.  Yet many credit Maitland with this 

badge of honour.  The writers who negate it will quote many races that 

occurred on various types of tracks such as board, grass or dirt track, in 

various places both in Australia and overseas. It is acknowledged that there 

were motorcycle races well before Maitland’s Speedway began.  They 
started directly after the motorcycles were coming out of the factories.  

Many will quote the “Night Racing Carnival” held at Sydney Cricket ground 
on 1 January 1901 where four competitors raced motor tricycles.  Sydney 

followed with other races on 11 November 1902 and 6 January 1903.  In 

Newcastle from as early as 1905 at various venues they held up to nine or 

ten races a year. Yet, the main Australian motorcycle body - Motorcycling 
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Australia credits, in their 2018 handbook on page 7, that motorcycle 

speedway started at Maitland Showground.…. 

“In 1928, the Auto Cycle Council of Australia (ACCA) was formed to 

represent the interests of motorcycle clubs and State associations at a 

National level.  The ACCA would eventually become Motorcycling Australia, 

the representative body for motorcycle racing in Australia. 

But organised motorcycle sport was established many years before the 

ACCA. Speedway racing was the first form of motorcycle competition to be 

organised as a professional sport. John Hoskins has been credited with 

presenting Speedway to the world, when he conducted the first meetings 

at the West Maitland Showgrounds (NSW) in 1923.  His efforts laid the 

foundation for future Australian successes in World Championships.” 

In early 2023, at the Grand Prix in Finland, Maitland was again credited 

with starting Speedway.  In this collage is a copy of the 15 December 1923 

Maitland Showground programme. 

 

https://www.fimspeedway.com/100-years-of-speedway 

Speedway Grand Prix, Finland Website. Maitland’s program featured. 
 

In Maitland when our Speedway started, we had more regularity to our 

races.  We held ours on a regular basis - nearly every week. Maitland only 

postponed for wet weather or not scheduling because of Public Holidays. 

In Maitland the prize money was significant enough for a rider to live off 

his winnings. 
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Maitland’s race on the 15 December 1923 did not follow today’s rules.  
They raced on the trotting track that had mostly grassed over through low 

use. The lads used their street bikes, they didn’t have specialist racing 
bikes.  They had no protective gear.  This was developed by the riders in 

these early years.  There were few rules and safety regulations. The sport 

was in its infancy during these developing years. Maitland was the first to 

offer sufficient prize money to the riders instead of trophies enabling a 

good rider to live off his earnings and change his hobby into a profession at 

the one venue. 

 

Johnnie Hoskins (1892 – 1987) 

Maitland’s speedway story really starts with the man Johnnie Hoskins, a 
New Zealander, who accidently found his way to Maitland. Johnnie had 

many jobs before coming to Maitland at the age of 30.  But this job was to 

change his life. 

Quoting Johnnie’s book “Three times I had gone to Sydney with money and high 

hopes. Three times Sydney was a heart break.” 

“Ah well it’s back to the bush again,” I reflected.  I walked bag in hand leisurely to the 
busy central railway station, determined to take the first train out of Sydney. 

I plonked down the whole of my money before an astonished clerk and said 

nonchalantly, “Gimme a ticket.” as far as this lot will take me.” 

“Strike me pink don’t you know where you wanta go?” he said with a very surprised and 
questioning voice.   
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“I don’t know and I don’t care so long as I get the hell out of Sydney.” 

“What’s wrong with Sydney. She’s a bonzor City.  But here you are.  This will take you to 

West Maitland and here’s two bob change.” 

A “Sliding Doors” moment in Johnnie’s life and in the story of Speedway. 

When Johnnie arrived in Maitland he looked to spend his last few bob on a 
horse-drawn cab instructing him to take him to a hotel that was not too 
expensive.  While in the cab there was a shout from the pavement.  Two 
old friends from Darwin hailed him down.  They jumped into the cab.  
Johnnie told them his story.  The friends fixed up Johnnie’s cab and 
arranged a hotel.  All three went to the hotel’s bar and there they met up 
with Tim Healy of the “Newcastle Sun” and Tom Ryan of the “Herald”.  A 
plot was developed by these two regarding the current Secretary of the 
Hunter River Agricultural and Horticultural Society and Johnnie got caught 
up in it. The current Secretary quit on the spot and then Johnnie got his 
job. The show committee needed an organizer, a secretary, a press agent 
all in one, and Johnnie fitted the bill. 

Johnnie was appointed Secretary of West Maitland Agricultural Society in 
1922. Membership of the organisation had dwindled to about 300 
members. Johnnie’s job was to revive it. 

He tried all manner of attractions such as boxing shows, rodeos and 
cycling, but nothing seemed to appeal to the public to bring back the 
numbers.  The Maitland Council was connected to electric power in 1922. 
Businesses and the rich were the first to be connected.  Poles and wires 
had to be installed for all the connections.  The showground became 
connected to “the electric” in February 1922.  From this point Johnnie was 
quick to promote this new utility.  Many would have to wait some time for 
the power to make its way into their homes. As it was a novelty to the 
many, Johnnie utilised this in his promotions of the showground activities. 
He advertised all the events as being under electric light. 

But still the membership to the Agricultural Society failed to grow in any 

significant way. 

 

He bought a motor bike himself and he proposed motor-cycle sports at the 

showground. The idea was turned down flat by the Committee.  But he 

persevered.  
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As a last chance, he risked his job by getting seven of the lads and their 

bikes to meet for a spin one Sunday morning.  On this Sabbath all was calm 

and peaceful.  Church bells were calling the faithful to worship, when 

suddenly the serenity of the scene was shattered as these twenty 

motorcycles roared down the main street of Maitland. They headed to the 

sacred Show Ground trotting track. They did not know the hullabaloo they 

were causing. The noise brought Committee men out of their beds “intent 

on scalping or hanging, or at least prosecuting, the whole lot of them”. 
Soon a crowd assembled and the Committee looked on in amazement at 

the scene. Seeing the crowd that had assembled, the Committee realised 

that there was money in this and finally gave Johnnie his opportunity. 

 

This is the only time Johnnie raced with the lads on his pre-First World War 

belt-driven Triumph. A rider named Bill Crampton came past Johnnie so 

fast and dangerously close on a Norton scaring him.  Johnnie vowed to 

never again race with them. 

 

On Saturday 17 November 1923 an Electric Light Carnival at Maitland show 

ground trialled an exhibition of motor cyclists from Newcastle. 

Quoting Johnnie “And so, a tryout was held. Ordinary touring machines – 

some of them with lamps on - were brought to the track.  The riders merely 

rolled up their sleeves, spat on their hands, and sallied forth with their 

ordinary dungaree outfits – there were no leather suits or crash helmets in 

those days.”  

Hoskins decided then, that dirt track racing should form one of the features 

of his next show. Johnnie’s idea was not new. There had been motorcycle 

racing in some form from the day bikes first left the factory, but racing on 

small cinder tracks was indeed a novelty, and under the new electric 

lighting installed at the show ground, it was pioneering for Maitland. 

The race was a charity event to raise money for the local orphanages. 

Proceeds went to the Morpeth Boys’ Home and Campbell’s Hill 
Orphanage. No officials, attendants or fees of any kind were paid.  The 

event was held under electric light as power had been connected to the 

showground in February of the same year. Motorcycle events were the 
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star of the program that night, but they shared the spotlight with other 

events.  

In the following advertisement you can see the various events advertised 

for the 15 December 1923, but the advertisement following the 

programme for the 22 December has only motor cycling and cycling 

events.  Johnnie or the show committee must have been confident that 

the bike racing would take off because at the bottom of the second 

advertisement they are advertising the next carnival for January 5
th

, 

allowing for a break for the Christmas/ New Year holiday period. 

 

 

Source: Trove, The Maitland Daily Mercury 8 December 1923, page 2 

The 15 December 1923 Programme was large, running late into the night.  

Johnnie had attracted every well-known name in the State of New South 

Wales.  The riders had heard Maitland was to pay real money instead of 

trophies. They also charged no entry fee. 
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The Kurri Kurri Band was in attendance. It was the last appearance of Tom 

Hanley’s buckjumpers. Billy cart races and wrestling on horseback also 

featured. Then came the sporting events; the 100-yard race, the high jump 

and the pole vaulting.  This was followed by two trotting events all before 

the bikes hit the same track. 

 

 

Source: Speedway Walkabout by Johnnie Hoskins 

 

Then the moment many were waiting for – 4 heats of motorcycle racing. 



Maitland and District Historical Society Inc. 
 

 

Bulletin: Vol. 30, no.4, November  2023                                                                                                             

12 

 

The starter, big Jim Cameron, rammed a charge of powder and a wad of 

paper into his huge muzzle-loading starting gun. It was a two-mile 

handicap of six riders, all tensed up and impatient to start. 

 

 

 

It is retold that Jim Cameron made the following announcement before 

firing the starting gun. “Ladies and gentleman, this is the beginning of 

Speedway, motor bike racing under lights.” 

“BANG” went the gun, and they were off. When they got to the first bend, 

they were nearly all off.  The inside footrests dug into the green turf and 

over went the riders. The crowds gasped.  But the riders remounted and 

carried on.  

In this inaugural race the track was grassed over, and the riders were not 

allowed to take their foot or feet from the footrest. The footrests on most 

models were two feet by four inch boards, like miniature car running 

boards of the period. This was a rule that was later to change. 
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Programme from Jim Cameron Collection 

 

In the first heat was Charlie Datson, William (Bill) Crampton, H Phillips, B 

Russell, W Cogan and S Pinfold.  Heat 1 was over two miles.  The placings 

were 1
st

 Bill Crampton on a 3 ½ HP Norton by 10 seconds, 2
nd

 Charlie 

Datson on a Harley 7/9 HP by 45 seconds, and 3
rd

 S Pinfold on a 2 ¾ HP 

Douglas.   

Heat 2 was P Webb (7/9 H D), A Schaeffer (8 J.A.P.), G Hughes (7/9 H D), W 

Brown (8 Indian) and P Wells (7/9 H D). 

Heat 3 was L Peterson (6 Douglas), F Harwood (7/9 Indian), W Bell (7/9 

E.X.), M Spohr (7/9 H D) and L Upfold (3 ¼ Norton). 

The 4
th

 heat was W Thomas (10 H.D.), J Phillips (10 H.D.), H Slade (7/9 

H.D.), Allan Roper (3 ¼ Douglas) and W Hammond (2 ¼ Douglas). 
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“At the end of the meeting riders wheeled their mounts, if they were still wheelable, to 

the shelter of the cattle pens and horse boxes, too exhausted to care. 

There were no casualties.  We had no Doctor there anyway.  We had no insurance, we 

paid no Officials, attendants, rent, or fees of any kind. 

We never even had a safety fence, apart from a top rail and a couple of strands of plain 

wire underneath.  

We paid no travelling expenses to riders. If they asked for anything so unreasonable 

their names were scratched off the list. 

This was a Promotor’s Paradise …. We made money. We tried again next week and 
every week through the summer.” Johnnie Hoskins, Speedway Walkabout 

 

 

 

Winner of the first Heat, Bill Crampton 
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Source: Trove, The Maitland Daily Mercury Monday 17 December 1923. 
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The Mercury reported in the following week that the night was a big 

success although there were complaints of it running too late into the 

night. The bikes never had to share the programme again with other 

events eliminating this late night problem.  

The Monday following the inaugural race the Maitland Daily Mercury also 

contained the following article. The Douglas Cycle was quick to take 

advantage of the event. 

 

 

Source: Trove, The Maitland Daily Mercury Monday 17 December 1923 

The motor-cycle racing proved popular and continued almost weekly into 

April 1924, never having to share the program. They did not race in the 

Christmas period or in wet weather. 

Johnnie only stayed in Maitland for two seasons before his entrepreneurial 

nature led him further afield. By means of these exhibitions of speed, 

Maitland Agricultural Society was once more on the map after Johnnie’s 
three years as Secretary the membership had grown from 300 to 1300. 

Maitland changed Johnnie’s life.  He not only started his speedway 



Maitland and District Historical Society Inc. 
 

 

Bulletin: Vol. 30, no.4, November  2023                                                                                                             

17 

 

promotor career, he met his wife Audrey, they married at St Pauls Anglican 

Church.  Two children soon followed. 

Johnnie first moved to Newcastle and took over Newcastle Speedway.  

There he held a World Championship putting up £750, an unheard of 

amount in the Twenties. The World Championship was an enormous 

success attracting huge crowds. Later he went to Sydney taking his 

Speedway show to Sydney’s Royal Showground.  A very wet Sydney 
summer nearly sent Hoskins broke, so he took the show on the road to 

Perth, where one good season made him wealthy again. He and his riders 

decided to take the show to England, as the word had spread about this 

exciting sport. On 14 April 1928, Johnnie Hoskins, thirteen Australian riders 

and their motorcycles sailed from Perth on the passenger ship, Oronsay, to 

introduce Speedway solo motorcycle racing to England. 

The first meetings in England were at the Crystal Palace at Easter. In 

Australia they had called it Speedway in England they called it “Dirt Track 
Racing”.  The first race in England was in the rain and the Australian riders 

did not do well.  In Australia we had cancelled our events when it rained.  

The palace riders had delivered a severe blow to the Australian rider’s 
pride.  In England, if you didn’t race in the rain then you didn’t race. 

Johnnie went on to manage Wembley Speedway and assisted in the 

formulation of the rules used by the Auto Cycle Union in England.  He 

remained involved in the sport for the rest of his life.  He died in England in 

April 1987 at Kent.  He is buried at St Mary the Virgin Churchyard, Reculver, 

City of Canterbury. Kent, together with his wife Audrey.  

 

The Developments in Speedway at Maitland. 

Maitland’s Speedway began in 1923, before the formation of the Auto 
Cycle Council of Australia (ACCA), which was formed in 1928.  This 

organisation became Motorcycling Australia (MA).  This is the 

representative body for motorcycle racing in Australia today. Maitland’s 
early involvement helped develop the rules of the sport. In the inaugural 
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race, on the 15 December 1923, the riders were not allowed to put their 

left foot on the ground - they rode with both feet on the footrests.  This 

made it impossible for the riders to broadside their bikes around corners.  

This soon changed.   

At Maitland, the riders quickly developed various forms of foot protection.  

 A home-made steel shoe 

A home-made steel shoe was developed that fitted onto the sole of the 

left boot, looping over the top of the shoe.  Some riders who worked at the 

BHP would use the worn-out coal shovels to fashion the protection on the 

left boot. 

 

 A coal shovel  
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Being a relatively new sport, it began with no protective helmets, gloves, 

or goggles, and the riders wore dungarees.  This later changed to leather 

suits and various forms of crash helmets. 

 Leather helmet 

In February 1925 the first serious accident occurred when a young rider, 

George Kirkwood, damaged his leg when he ran into a post. His leg was 

later amputated. In these initial races the perimeter fence provided a 

barrier only between the spectators and riders, it was not protective.  It 

was a post with a top wooden rail, with two strands of wire underneath 

the top rail.  

 

 

This picture shows the original fence style at the first season races. 
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As a result of George Kirkwood’s and Jack McLean’s accidents, the fence 
was changed to replace the wire strands with wooden rails, resulting in a 

fence with three horizontal boards.  

 

A picture of the track during the 1935 Maitland Centenary Celebrations. Note the location of the 

spectators. The three-rail fence still offers little protection to the spectators. From Maitland & District Historical 

Society Inc Collection. 

In later years the gaps between these three rails were filled in, to create a 

solid fence. 

 

From Maitland & District Historical Society Inc Collection. 
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The initial race in December was held on a cinder trotting track that had 

grassed over.  It was not until about half-way through the first season that 

the riders had worn the grass away. Big Jim Cameron recognised that this 

track was not suitable for bike racing. Before the first season started, he 

convinced the committee to allocate funds to install a new cinder track.  

This was installed between the first and second season in 1924.  The track 

was also widened. 

The first machines were road bikes, just what the rider happened to own at 

the time. Johnnie Hoskins describes the bikes – "They were ridden in off 

the street, lamps, mudguards and anything else removable was removed 

and off they went. The first lesson in development of a special machine 

came quickly. Early bikes had footboards. Racing around the left-hand turn, 

the left footboard dug in and tipped the rider off. Left footboards were torn 

off and thrown away forever.” The Americans showed the Aussie how to 

“broadside” or do the “American Skid” 

 

There was no insurance in the early days. To quote Johnnie Hoskins “There 

wasn't a company that would handle the proposition. The track was known 

locally as "Lunatics Paradise", and the pioneer boys were certainly a wild, 

dare-devil crew.” 

 

Instead of insurance the new Speedway would run benefit shows where 

part of the proceeds supported the injured riders. In the case of George 

Kirkwood, who had his leg amputated, the community also became 

involved and raised over £203 through euchre party and dances. 

 

Conclusions 

Nigel Bird wrote “The carnivals staged at the ground played a pivotal role in 
the evolution of speedway in Australia. Riders had some continuity of 

racing at one track, something which had never occurred in Australia 

previously. In the period from 15 December 1923 to 26 April 1924, 

motorcycles raced on 15 occasions on the Maitland Showground.” 

 

Maitland, through Johnnie Hoskins efforts, was the first to have regular dirt 

track races on the same track, which offered riders prize money, allowing 

riders to become professional riders. Other races came before Maitland, 

but they never continued into regular race meetings.  Johnnie was the 
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catalyst in the development of Motorcycle Speedway, taking it to the 

world stage. 
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