
PEOPLE OF PRO RUNNING - By David Griffin 

Most of us don’t get to experience a Stawell Gift weekend having qualified for the Semi final, let alone 
feel what it’s like to be an outright favourite at unbackable odds. 

21 year old Matt Rizzo did just that in the 2017 Stawell Gift. As a raw 18-year-old, he was an early 
favourite to take the time honoured event. 

Trained by Matt Carter, rumours spread like wildfire around the Victorian athletic league, after Rizzo 
won the Northcote Gift earlier in the season. 

Some said he couldn’t be beaten. Older heads had seen it before. The past is littered with stories of 
favourites who succumbed to the pressure cooker atmosphere of the world’s richest footrace. A 
Stawell Gift weekend can crack the strongest of minds. 

History says Rizzo withstood the expectation and won the 2017 Stawell Gift in fine style. 

This is his story. 

EPISODE 9: MATTHEW RIZZO 

The year I won Stawell, I came out and won the Men’s 100m Northcote Gift. I did this after being 
away at schoolies for the whole week with my friends, which looking back now wasn’t probably the 
smartest idea. 

After Northcote, my crew did some quick calculations and figured out that from my new handicap 
mark of 7.5m, I would be super competitive come Easter. 

Matt Carter told me it wasn’t going to be easy, but that’s when the plan and focus on winning the 
Stawell Gift was hatched. 

My last race of the season before Stawell was the 70m Open at the Rye Gift. I put on a strong 
performance and walked away with the win. 

I think the ‘cat was out of the bag’. I was having a crack at trying to win the Stawell Gift. 

That’s when I shut it down on the VAL circuit and I just continued to train and trial in the lead up to 
the 2017 Stawell Gift. 

The whole weekend was a complete blur. The three days of racing all seemed to flood into the 
Monday. 

The only thing I remember was getting in my blocks and then crossing the finish line first and then I 
saw my family, friends, coaches and my squad running towards me. That’s when it sunk in, I had 
achieved a dream. 

We planned to get me as fast as possible for the first 70m and hopefully gap the field, as the back end 
of a race wasn’t my strong point. 

I didn’t feel the pressure, and this was mainly because of the support crew and squad I had around 
me. I had tunnel vision the whole weekend. 

Honestly, I was more nervous talking to Jason Richardson and talking on TV than I was about 
running the Stawell Gift Final. 

Matt Carter kept me level-headed throughout my Stawell Gift campaign. He told me to go out there, 
enjoy running and focus on my own race. 

He said “you might be the favourite, but don’t let that pressure get to you. We all know if you execute 
the race how you have been training and trialling, you’ll smash it”. 

Once I received the prize money, I paid back my mother and older sister, who had lent me money 
during my training and preparations for the Stawell Gift. They played a massive role in helping me 
get to Stawell, and I wanted to pay them back straight away. I am really thankful for their kindness 
and support to this day. 

It also helped pay for a few other things. I bought a car for myself. I got my coach a gift and then 
saved the rest of the money. The prize money has gone right back into my athletics career and did 
help change my life. 

However, for me, it’s never been about the cash and always been about the Stawell sash. 
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The history and prestige around the Stawell Gift is something I wanted to edge my name into. 

I wanted to be a part of the special group of individuals who came before me who sketched their 
names into the Stawell History books. 

We could be running to win a pig again, like it once was back in the day, and I would still want to win 
the iconic event. 

I’ve got unfinished business at Central Park’s Stawell Gift and will be competing and supporting the 
event for many years to come. 

Matt Carter and Bruce Gulliver have both been a major influence in my life, on and off the athletics 
track. They have both helped me develop into the man and athlete I am today. 

I work part-time in the electrical department at Bunnings. I’m also currently studying Primary and 
Secondary Health and Physical Education at Monash University. 

I have always had big ambitions, and the Commonwealth Games and Olympics have always been 
part of my career goals. This goal isn’t an easy one and takes hard work and dedication to achieve it. 

Athletics can be a long hard road, but with patience, dedication, and commitment I believe these 
results and opportunities will come. Until then, all I can focus on is building a bigger engine each 
season and staying humble. 
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