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A big farewell to ‘Mr AJAX’
ASHLEY BROWNE

THE funeral last Wednesday of John
Brustman was the one of the largest
many can recall at Springvale Chevra
Kadisha Cemetery.

The huge crowd spilled outside
the shtiebel and represented a snap-
shot of the Melbourne Jewish com-
munity. Black-hatted Chabadniks
mingled with AJAX footballers in
their club tracksuit tops. Most
Melbourne Jewish community
organisations were represented, and
in many cases by the top brass.

The eulogy touched on the myriad
groups that John and his wife Helen
were involved in. They had no chil-
dren, so many of these groups – par-
ticularly the North Eastern Jewish
Centre, United Israel Appeal, Chabad
House of Malvern and the AJAX
Football Club – were the couple’s
family, and will no doubt remain
important to Helen.

AJAX, in particular, is grieving
again. In April, club patron and for-
mer champion Richard Pratt passed
away. Last week it was John
Brustman.

Mourners heard how Brustman
served as a goal umpire for 621
matches. AJAX president Brian
Goldberg did the maths and said it
added up to about 30 seasons of wav-
ing the white flags.

His commitment to writing the
match reports for The AJN lasted
much longer. Brustman’s first AJAX
match report appeared on the back
page of The AJN on April 19, 1962.
“AJAX win opener” told of a “sound”
26-point win over Brunswick at
Brunswick.

In the style of the dearly departed
Sporting Globe, Brustman recounted
each match, almost blow for blow.
His first match report concluded
with: “when Kalman handpassed to

Burstin who goaled, the game was
sewn up”.

Brustman covered the Jackas
nearly every week for the next 40 years
and his words carried a big stick.

As club historian Barry Markoff
recalled last week: “If John wrote
‘AJAX will need to lift its intensity if it
wants to win next week’, then you can
be assured the team hadn’t been play-
ing very well.”

“His writing was very instructive
and he often used the reports to
motivate the team for the next week.”

Club legend Michael Ritterman
added: “You never got a mention in
the paper unless you earned it and he
was very good at getting to the point
in what he wrote.”

Brustman gave up the weekly AJN
match reports a few years back, but
couldn’t resist the urge to write about
the club he loved. In the last few years
he embraced the internet, writing
snippets and going into bat for it in
the always opinionated, and often
hostile, amateur football section of
the popular Big Footy message board
under the username Mazal.

He clearly knew his football.
When he wrote early in 1967 that
16-year-old debutant Michael
Ritterman had the makings of a
“future star”, he was right on the
money. Ritterman went on to
become the club’s most decorated
player.

Brustman was the first AJAX iden-
tity and one of just four, to date, to be
honoured by the Victorian Amateur
Football Association (VAFA) with a
certificate of merit. He was honoured
again by the VAFA with a lifetime
achievement award at the opening
game of this season.

This meant he was well connected
within the wider amateur football
fraternity and Markoff recalls receiv-
ing a few tip-offs from Brustman

about Jewish players from rival clubs,
who were thinking of switching
clubs. Often, these players would end
up at AJAX.

“He wasn’t just a Saturday fol-
lower of the club. He was interested
in the club all year around and would
often phone during the week, out of
season, just to see how things were
shaping up for the following season.
He really was Mr AJAX.”

AJAX won on Saturday, defeating
Parkdale at Parkdale by 44 points, the
club’s first ever win at that ground.
Mr AJAX would have been particu-
larly proud.

Cohen’s vision for petrol-free motoring
PETER KOHN

MOVING Aus-
tralia closer to the
day when electric
battery-powered
cars will replace
petrol engines is
Antony Cohen’s
aim.

Cohen (pictured) is winding up
28 years at tax and finance consult-
ing giant KPMG Australia, to take
on the role of chief financial officer
at Better Place Australia, a subsidiary
of Better Place, which is developing a
car battery exchange infrastructure.

The system, which provides a
convenient swapping system for a
car’s battery pack, is a speedy alter-
native to a single battery that needs
frequent recharging. The product
was developed by Israeli entrepre-
neur Shai Agassi and is set to blaze a
quick trail into electric motoring.

“With our system, you’ll be able
to charge up at home, and also go on
those longer trips and exchange your
battery, which you can’t do with a
fixed battery,” Cohen told The AJN.

Australia will become only the
third market worldwide (after Israel

and Denmark) to trial the electric-
car technology, with test markets in
small urban areas in 2011 and a full
rollout in 2012.

The US will watch how Australia,
a similar-sized country, adapts the
technology, before some American
states and Canada begin trials, he
said.

Cohen, who has racked up a long
list of government, corporate and
investor contacts during 20 years in
the energy sector at KPMG, says
Better Place Australia will need
sharp insights into local electricity
industry markets.

He also sees Better Place making
an impact on the environment by
switching cars to cleaner energy and
reducing carbon emissions.

Cohen emphasises the geo-strate-
gic importance of reducing the
world’s dependence on oil, which is
“very important for Israel”.

In his new role, he will liaise with
Australian electricity markets and
develop “the way we interrelate with
all the various players ... all the elec-
tricity distributors and with the gen-
erators and retailers”.

Using his business skills, Cohen

said he would be involved with
raising capital and that the
company needed seed capital
and ongoing infrastructure capital.

The battery exchange technology,
which it is hoped will become as
commonplace as fuel bowsers, was
demonstrated recently at the
Yokohama Car Show. The software
to control the system is “well under-
way” in Israel and will need
some customising for Australia,
he said.

Cohen said he would work
closely with Better Place Australia
CEO Evan Thornley, who joined the
company earlier this year after a
career in state politics, and with
Agassi, who will visit Australia next
month.

Thornley said this week that
Cohen’s recruitment was “further

proof of the practical appeal of the
Better Place model”.

Renault and Nissan will manufac-
ture electric cars for the Israeli mar-
ket “and we think others will follow
suit”, Cohen said. “You can’t go to a

car show now without somebody
showing an electric vehicle.”

Melbourne-based Cohen is a
father of three, and treasurer of
Bialik College and the Australia-
Israel Chamber of Commerce.

Better Place founder and CEO Shai Agassi (left) with former Israeli prime
minister Ehud Olmert and president and CEO of Renault-Nissan Carlos Ghosn.
Better Place is establishing itself internationally, including in Australia.

Photo: Israel Hadari

John Brustman’s first AJAX report appeared in The AJN on April 19, 1962.

John Brustman (right) watches a game from the sidelines with another AJAX stalwart, Rod Morley. Photo: Peter Haskin

“You can’t go to a car
show now without
somebody showing an
electric vehicle.”

Antony Cohen
Chief financial officer, Better Place


