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Last Wednesday my brothers and our families were by Roger’s bedside. He 

took his last breath. 

We’d been there on and off since his admission a couple of days earlier – all 

together telling stories that had been told and re-told, making jokes, poking 

fun, laughing and carrying on. 

In many ways it was a typical family get-together –  the sort of thing we’d 

done for decades. 

Except for a couple of things. 

It was “dry”– no wine, no beer, no scotch – I can’t ever remember that 

happening.  

And we were taking turns comforting Roger by stroking his head,– that was 

definitely something new to a Cowan gathering. 

It was difficult to tell if he understood any of our chatter or took comfort in 

our laughter … or if he even knew we there. 

The staff at the hospital loved that they could consistently hear laughter 

coming from his room. 

His amazing therapist, Nikki, dropped in for a visit. Nikki gave him a good 

talking to.  

She told him he was the strongest person she’d ever encountered, she told 

him how loved he was by the staff in the nursing home, she told him how 

much she had learned from him and admired him – it seem like he was 

responding to her.  

Finally she told him he could stop the fight, that he should know it was OK to 

rest easy. 

Nikki left. Less than 10 minutes Roger had left too. The silence of his final 

breath was shattering. 

It was also a great relief. – his pain and suffering was done, finished. 

Nikki had found these qualities in Roger during a life stage when he was 

debilitated, he could hardly move, he could hardly speak – yet his impact on 

her - and on the staff at the nursing home - was profound and powerful. 

Those qualities have been there his whole life.  



The same qualities that Nikki found have affected and inspired many. 

As with most of us the attributes shown in old age can be traced back to 

childhood and youth when they are forged. In Roger’s case, by his father, 

Norm and mother Mary.  

Norm and Mary came from big country families – they could be described as 

battling – but that’s a euphemism – in material terms, they were poor. 

In many other ways they were very rich. They were rich in strength, 

durability, and optimism. They held strong principles and passed them on to 

Roger and his younger sister Clare. 

In the book Panthers Passion and Politics the values and principles of 

this small family are abridged to these points: 

• Don’t start fights but if challenged never ever show weakness. 

• Always be strong, whatever you face. 

• Never intentionally or deliberately hurt anyone. In football terms – 

Always play the ball, never the man. 

• Learn, learn, and learn at every opportunity. 

Roger had these principles coursing through his veins as he first entered the 

gates of Lithgow High School. He was 11 years old – most of his classmates 

were turning 13.  

He was only 15 when he graduated. 

Throughout his high school years he worked with his dad clearing land, and 

planting and harvesting crops of potatoes on the share farming property that 

provided the family’s income. He also worked in repetitious laboring jobs at 

the local brickworks. He was a 14 year old schoolboy doing tough jobs that 

many men couldn’t handle 

Despite all this and despite being so much younger he still achieved high 

honours. 

Academically he was dux of the school, he was the school vice-captain, he 

excelled at team and individual sports and he captained the first grade 

football team. 

After high school, it was on to Teacher’s College at Bathurst. There he met 

Phyllis Snape 

She took his hand and his name and a few short years later a lifetime of big 

fun was in play – a young couple with 4 boys under the age of 7. 



What a hoot. What a party. 

Roger had brought his capacity to work hard for long hours into this family – 

he’d be teaching, playing football, starting businesses - like the fruit shop on 

high street and the ice-cream van that became a fleet of ice cream vans - 

and doing volunteer duties for the football club. 

So, Roge was busy. As was Mum - she was teaching as well. But Mum was 

having all the fun of herding us around!! How did they do it? 

We were pretty wild! We could find strife. But, but we had those Cowan 

genes and we knew what we had to do, we could look after ourselves and 

each other from a very young age. 

None of us felt at all neglected. There was an abundance of care, attention 

and love. In fact, Roger and Mum made sure that we always felt loved and 

protected. Any hardships they may have been encountering were hidden 

from us – sometimes disguised as adventures  

Like one of the best holidays I can remember. Port Macquarie! For me it was 

an amazing adventure …  but for them it was about avoiding debt collectors 

and trying to scrape together some money by selling encyclopedias door to 

door. We never twigged there was a problem, even when we searched for 

pennies under the car seats. 

Maybe we were just naïve or stupid but I think it was more about how much 

we enjoyed each other and how well they protected us. 

To us Roger was simply Roge … back then it confused a lot of people. 

Stephen once was asked by a teacher, Who is this Roger you keep talking 

about? Steve’s reply was he’s the bloke who drives the car. 

He was never dad or daddy or pa or papa or any of those  … except when we 

were mad at him. It was an unconventional approach.  

It was egalitarian. An approach he also applied in his developing 

responsibility5 as a business manager and leader. 

He stepped up his involvement with the club in late 1964.  

The catalyst was a debacle - the club could not fully pay the players. Roger 

was left posted, he had to tell the players – the paid officials and committee 

members did not show. He was appalled at the management and committee 

failure and furious that they went missing. 



By the end of 1965, he’d taken the reins of the licensed club on a short trial 

– he held those reins for 40 years until his premature retirement in 2005. 

How do we abridge and summarise those 40 years? I don’t know –but his 

stewardship of this club affected thousand and produce many wonderful 

success stories. 

Perhaps the fact we are holding the service at this venue – Panthers at 

Mulgoa Rd – says enough. 

This property expresses much of what Roger stood for. This property stands 

as a testimony to some of his major achievements. 

It is not so much in the buildings or the bricks and mortar. But something 

less tangible. 

Roger’s core principles, values and practices are reflected right here.  

The fight and resilience to firstly get Board approval to buy the swampy cow 

paddock and then endure the criticism, ridicule, and predicted failure from 

local dignitaries and experts. Some of whom were death-riding the change - 

not because they wanted the club to fail but because the wanted Roger to 

fail. 

The hard work to lead the move from Station St and get this new club 

pumping. 

Throwing himself into learning, researching and studying how businesses 

grow and change as they grow … and then applying those learnings to spark 

a revolution in the club’s management and structure. Empowering and 

inspiring so many to reach beyond, to participate, contribute and extend 

their skills. 

Ultimately this property was humming with a sense of purpose, participation 

and innovation that was carried by everyone here at the time. It was carried 

by everyone because Roger was one of every one and led everyone as a first 

amongst equals. 

The Cowans were humming along too – daughters in law had joined in and 

grandchildren arrived. He was Rog to them all. He loved and admired them 

all, and they him. 

They are all here today, except one. My youngest daughter Caitlin is in 

Ireland and she could not return. I can’t imagine how she is coping – she is 

so far away and without the comfort and strength of her Nana Phyllis, her 

Mum, her sisters, her uncles, aunts and cousins. Oh … and her dad. 



I hope you don’t mind indulging me a moment to read her message to 

Roger, for Roger, to us about Roger. 

Dear Rog 

When I was little, I think I believed that you were invincible. Or at 

least that you would outlive us all. For a start, you were always fitter 

and healthier than our dads. And with more hair to boot. But more 

than that, you had a steadiness and a calmness that never seemed to 

erode, even in the face of encroaching bushfires or panic from those 

around you. 

You taught me to face things head on, whether it was diving into the 

Great Barrier or driving your massive 4 wheel drive down that winding 

driveway, onto the bush track to the river’s edge at Emu Plains for one 

of my first ever driving lessons. 

I think that your honesty and integrity got you into trouble sometimes. 

I know you believed that others would act with the same adherence to 

these principles. But it also earned you so much love and respect from 

such a broad range of people, which I’m sure is reflected here today. I 

wish that I could be there to share in this, to hear all the wonderful 

stories that people will tell about you and how you improved all our 

lives. It might be a cliché, but I think’s it’s fair to say that I wasn’t too 

far off when I imagined that you would outlive us all. 

All my love, 

Caity 

Caitlin was 3 years old when the Panthers took the trophy in 1991 – I can 

still see her on Grand Final Day in her Brandy Alexander t-shirt, waving her 

streamers in cheer girl routines with her cousin Melinda.  

1991 was a watershed year for the Panthers – that first elusive premiership 

was finally in the cabinet.  

It is no coincidence that the start of Panthers football successes began in the 

mid 80s – after Roger finally achieved his ambition of merging the 

governance and management of the football and licensed clubs. They could 

finally speak with a unified voice – Panthers could operate and move forward 

on a foundation of solid principles and shared ambitions rather than the 

bickering and power-play of personalities. 

The club could start to play the ball instead of the man. That didn’t sit well 

with everyone. 



Still it wasn’t long before a young team with a majority of local juniors made 

finals, then a grand final and then took the trophy. 

Along with that football success the 90s started with some serious 

challenges. 

In the premiership year – 1991 – the club was trading the house down but 

not retaining much; interest rates were through the roof. There was massive 

pressure and Roger was feeling it.  

In the premiership year – 1991 - my younger brother Pete died. He was only 

30. Roger sat with him for days, stroking his hand, talking softly to him 

making sure he was looked after, free from pain, and that he wasn’t facing 

death alone. Roger was strong – as you’d expect. Maybe he was too strong. 

The challenges of the 90’s just kept coming. The fight between media 

moguls over Rugby League, the changing face of the club industry, more 

demanding regulation, increasing negative publicity, political battles, jumps 

in taxation rate. 

At Panthers all these challenges and many others were met with the 

strength of a big team of motivated people operating under those values and 

principles that are central to this story. 

I’ve often heard it said that Roger was a one-man band. Undoubtedly he had 

the top position - to that extent he was one man alone at the top. But his 

power and effectiveness lay in his ability to inspire, to encourage, to get 

people wanting to play, participate and contribute.  

The one-man band label was just one of the many myths that Roger’s 

success seemed to generate. 

Which brings me to a subject that is related to myth but far more sinister. 

I tried to avoid this today. But I can’t. I’m sorry. 

When I started thinking about what I’d say today, I realised that I’ve been 

grieving for Roger for a long time – more than a decade.  

It was mild at first but it gradually grew. In these last few years became a 

deep, burning grief mixed with white hot anger.  

I know the exact moment it started. 

My grief started during Roger’s address to members at his final Panthers 

Annual General Meeting. It was just a simple thing, just a couple of phrases 

that went something like this: 



“For those of you who have set out to hurt me – congratulations, you have 

had success, you have won.” 

Now Roger comfortably puts his hand up for mistakes, is often convinced to 

change direction or shift opinion, easily admits he was wrong but I had 

never heard him say he was defeated. 

It rocked me. 

He retired.  

He entered the period of his life when he should have been the aging and 

wise patriarch of this family that he loved and who revered him. When he 

should have been enjoying reading, studying and discussing the things he 

loved to explore – the sciences, human behavior, mathematics, philosophy. 

Instead the events that led to that statement of defeat had pushed him 

across a tipping point. His retirement came early and it was disrupted. 

Make no mistake, we still had great times and gatherings with Roger right at 

front and centre. 

But the air had changed, his body language was distorted, confidence lost, 

his ability to listen had diminished, he walked and talked differently 

He developed an edge of desperation and despair. He fell into depression. He 

engaged in unnecessary conflict with old and respected colleagues and 

friends. 

Some of this you can put down to the frailties of aging.  

But most of it came from a group of people who designed strategies and 

actions purposefully to achieve this result. 

Shamefully this went as far as the premier of NSW who completely discarded 

the Westminster system, merged the political and judicial arms of 

government brought in the fourth estate – the media – all in order to rain 

down on a single individual on the basis of rumour and innuendo.  

The impact was and is immense. It is ongoing – the growing heat of my 

anger and grief as I witnessed Roger’s – my dad’s, a legend’s - decline is 

testament to that. Every member of my extended family has felt the affect. 

I’m telling you this because I need to, I need to get it out, for me. But I also 

tell it because Nana’s – Mary’s – principles and values remain in the Cowan 

genetics.  

One of those values is to learn learn and learn in every situation. 



What purpose is a life if in living it we don’t apply our learning to shift the 

world to a better place – even if only slightly. 

And what good is the passing of a life, if we don’t learn something from that 

passing. 

You each will take what you will from Roger’s life and from the passing of his 

life. 

Many of us will take a great deal but two lessons stand out for me. 

The first is another of Mary’s principles  

Never intentionally set out to harm another person. This probably should be 

extended to say never deliberately cause another person loss or pain in 

order to promote your own position, power or wealth.  

The second comes from Roger’s powerful belief in human dignity and the 

need to protect it in every single individual.  

Roger, the actions that robbed you of so much and robbed us of so much of 

you, deserve condemnation.  

But you’ve taught me that actions can be separated from their perpetrators. 

And that dignity can be preserved through forgiving. It would be a great 

application of play the ball, not the man principle if we could forgive the 

perpetrators but not their actions. Roge, I will try. 

Roge I am so sorry for keeping you in the spotlight for so long today. I know 

you want all these good people to raise a glass, tell a story and have a 

laugh. 

In closing, the world has changed for us all – one of your lessons was that 

you can never step into the same river twice and I know you hope it stays 

that way. But right now in my world 

The trees are so much taller 

And I feel so much smaller 

The moon is twice as lonely 

And the stars are half as bright. 

Farewell Roge.  

 


