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Introduction


Sport and the Irish


Alan Bairner


Introduction


Although the word ‘sport’ was used commonly in Ireland long before the period that is covered by any of the essays in this collection, it normally referred to hunting, fishing and other such activities enjoyed by the Irish gentleman. In addition were the games played by ‘ordinary’ people and rumoured to have their origins in Ireland’s historic and mythic past. Sport, in the modern sense, arrived in Ireland shortly after it had first taken root in England. This did not mean an abandonment of the old rural pastimes: the people’s games, such as hurling and football, were to be given new impetus in part because of the British sporting revolution. The result was to be a sporting culture arguably more varied than any other and certainly closely bound up with such perennially potent themes as the meaning of being Irish and the relationship of Irish people with each other and with the world beyond. There is no denying the fascination that sport exerts in the Irish – in particular the Irish male – psyche. Lansdowne Road, Croke Park and the Curragh are not places for the uninterested. Furthermore, sporting venues throughout the world have echoed to the sound of Irish voices as fans celebrate the achievements of their heroes and, on fewer but not less emotional occasions, their heroines.


In recent times, the Irish love affair with sport has also been celebrated in literature (Cunningham, 2001; O’Brien, 2000). George O’Brien (2000: 22) leaves us in no doubt as to why sport is fertile ground for the literary imagination and also a rich resource for intellectual inquiry.




sport provides an introduction to aesthetics and a sidelight on politics. It’s a vivid touchstone of memory and a blueprint of a home from home. It’s a bright thread in the fabric of recent social history, and a clue to a generation’s evolving cultural awareness.





Yet most academic writing on Ireland until relatively recently has tended to ignore sport along with a host of other forms of popular culture. The neglect of sport is of course by no means unique to Ireland. It has taken a considerable time for historians, sociologists, political scientists and the like to become convinced of the social significance of sport and its resultant worth as a subject for intellectual debate. This struggle goes on throughout the world. In Ireland it has resulted in a growing body of literature that has dealt with the history, sociology and politics of sport in Ireland per se and also within the British context (a development that is well documented in Rouse’s bibliographical notes to the opening chapter of this volume, see pp. 252–3). Some of the main contributors to this process are represented in this book. The other authors are, in a sense, beneficiaries of the pioneering work of those who have gone before. It is now reputable to write seriously about Irish sport. Questions remain, however, as to how best this should be done.


It is apparent from the various chapters that are included in this book that the study of Irish sport is heavily influenced by some important dichotomies – history and social science, the Irish Republic and Northern Ireland, nationalism and unionism. Each element within all of these dichotomous relationships has already been well served by the academic study of Irish sport and is also prominent in this particular collection of essays. Other themes, such as gender, spatiality and comparative research, are profiled in this collection but remain relatively underdeveloped. Clearly much work remains to be done. But before indicating areas for future research, it is worth making some brief general observations based on work that has been done to date and more specifically the contributions that appear in this collection.


Virtually all of the contributors emphasise the role that sport plays in Irish life and in the construction of Irish identities. Moreover, the historical chapters (chapters 1–6) demonstrate that this is by no means a recent phenomenon. They also reveal the importance of appreciating the subtlety of certain relationships that have often fallen foul of a tendency to oversimplify. Thus, contrary to much of the work that has been devoted to the Gaelic Athletic Association, Hunt comments on the non-political adoption of Gaelic games in Westmeath, on the links between Gaelic games and cricket and on the complex relationship between the early GAA and Irish nationalism. The need to approach the latter with caution is also highlighted in this volume by Cronin and Darby. Similarly, the problematic relationship between imperialism, Britishness and Ulster unionism is revealed and examined, historically by Garnham and in the modern era by Bairner and Magee.


Undeniably the chapters that make up this book reflect in their varying emphases the current state of play in relation to the academic study of sport in Ireland. Thus there is disproportionately more about sport in Northern Ireland than in the Irish Republic. This is bound up with the fact that the deeply divided nature of northern society has inspired a plethora of social scientific investigations of which sport, as well as other forms of popular culture, has been a major beneficiary. That said, the book contains a number of essays (Garnham, Tuck, Hassan, Fulton, Bairner) that explore the relationship between the two Irelands. Furthermore, there is sufficient evidence in the collection that, regardless of the current constitutional arrangements, there exist many more than two Irelands and a multiplicity of ways in which people might understand and articulate their Irishness in sporting and other contexts. In this regard, the chapters by Hassan and Fulton on the relationship between northern nationalists and the Republic of Ireland are particularly instructive. In general it might be argued that the types of questions that are addressed by all of the authors include: What is Ireland? and What does it mean to be Irish?


Clearly the answers to questions of this type can never be fixed any more than the nation or national identity can be presented as unchanging. Thus in chapters that are superficially very different, such as those by Ryan and Darby, similar questions concerning tradition, modernity and authenticity are addressed in an attempt to chart evolving understandings of Ireland, the Irish and Irish sport. As regards gender, however, evolution has been slow to say the least.


The focus of most of the chapters in this collection is on male sport. Even when this is not made explicit, the hegemonic dominance of men in the Irish sporting world is certainly implicit in all but two of the contributions. Once again, Ireland is not unique in this respect. Throughout the world, not only sport itself but also the main themes that are addressed by social scientists and historians of sport have always been governed by patriarchy. These tendencies have been challenged in recent years not least through a growing interest in female sporting experiences and the related but distinct emergence of a feminist perspective on sport. It is intended that the chapters by Ryan and Liston which are included in this collection make a contribution to these trends and provide solid foundations upon which future researchers may build. Gender, however, is not the only theme that has tended to be neglected in studies of Irish sport.


Although relatively copious, work on sport in Northern Ireland in the past has often been under theorised. It is to be hoped that all of the chapters in this collection that focus on the north have redressed the balance to some extent. Notable in this respect are the anthropological essays contributed by Fulton and Carter and Shirlow’s application of the tools of his trade as a human geographer. Studies of Northern Irish sport have also been quite parochial in character. Perhaps reflecting a general trend within Northern Irish civic culture, there has been a tendency to become fixated on Northern Ireland’s uniqueness instead of considering the issues raised by this problematic society in a more global context. It is refreshing, therefore, that both Darby and Carter have addressed the global issue of migration, albeit involving the movement of people in different directions. In addition, Sugden’s very personal account which concludes the collection graphically demonstrates what can be learned in one conflict zone (Northern Ireland) and applied to another (Israel/Palestine).


What more then needs to be done? This collection, wide ranging as it is, is only a beginning. There is considerable scope for increased academic study of the social significance of sport in the Republic of Ireland. This means more people in the Irish Republic actually studying sport from historical and social scientific perspectives and also more people, wherever they are located, studying sport’s role in the Republic. More studies of women’s experiences of sport in Ireland are required as are more feminist accounts of Irish sport. With specific reference to the north, not only is it important for scholars to look beyond ‘the narrow ground’ but also to focus on the nuances and abandon sweeping generalisations that construct the two traditions as unchanging monoliths.


Finally, it is important for the study of sport, not only in Ireland but elsewhere, that more attention is paid to the athletes themselves. In this collection, there are hints of this in the contributions of Bairner, Carter, Liston and Tuck. Yet there remains enormous scope for manageable research projects that examine the attitudes of the men and women who actually play sport in and for Ireland. Moreover the focus should not be solely on the big team sports. So much has yet to be learned about the experiences of those countless people who do not play soccer, Gaelic games or rugby union. The motor sports enthusiasts, the golfers, the swimmers, the cricketers, the gymnasts and so on are all worthy of serious academic attention as indeed are the hunters and the anglers who were once the main exponents of sport in Ireland.


If it achieves nothing else, it is to be hoped that the collection encourages future generations to take up the challenge of explaining the relationship between sport and the Irish. In the meantime, however, it is also intended that the essays inform, provoke and entertain.





Part 1


Histories






Chapter 1



Sport and Ireland in 1881


Paul Rouse


Introduction


On Christmas Eve in 1880, the newspaper, Sport, was launched in Dublin and for fifty years it offered a glorious, offbeat insight into Irish life. Its pages record the extraordinary range of sporting activity in Ireland in the 1880s and illuminate the society in which that activity took place. This chapter examines the first full year of the publication of Sport – 1881 – and considers how the paper managed to survive, and then thrive.


Profound social change in nineteenth-century England left more people with more money to spend, and with more leisure time in which to spend it. Industrialisation, urbanisation, technological advancement, shifting social norms and unprecedented population growth radically altered the lifestyles of large sections of the English population. The number of Britons grew from 10.7 million in 1801 to 40.1 million in 1911. Where they lived was crucial. In 1801 just one in three English people lived in towns, but, by 1911, this ratio had increased to four out of every five people. The urban masses passed their days in factories and offices, not in fields. Patterns of play were moulded to fit this new society. The traditional recreations of previous generations were recast on an urban stage as modern codified sports. Soccer steadily established itself as the game of the people, while rugby and cricket also enjoyed wide popular appeal. Not only were newly organised sports thriving, long-established ones such as horse racing remained popular among all classes. The growing commercialisation of sport reflected a society in which disposable income was now a central feature of the lives of the expanding middle and working classes. Regular sporting events involving amateur and professional competitors drew enormous crowds to purpose-built stadiums, while many more played games in the parks and pavilions of the growing suburbs. The power and prestige of the British Empire in the late nineteenth century facilitated the diffusion of Anglocentric sports across the world. The process was a complex one, but ultimately resulted in English rules of play dispersed to such an extent that the English could rightly claim to be the midwives of the modern sporting world.1


The relationship between two islands united in one kingdom ensured that Ireland was well represented through the formative years of modern sports. The geography and politics that bound together the two countries helped forge a cultural exchange, which was deepened by increasing travel and commerce. Some of the demographic and economic features crucial to the growth of English sports were not shared by its neighbouring island. Yet Ireland as a whole did not differ so profoundly from England as to leave it divorced from the English sporting world. Ireland did not industrialise as England had and its population was in decline, but some regions – notably the main urban centres of the east coast – experienced a change which drew them away from the rhythms of rural Ireland and closer to those of English cities. Only 15 per cent of Irish people had lived in towns and cities in 1841 and this figure had grown to 35 per cent in 1914. The industrialisation of Belfast saw the city rapidly expand its number of inhabitants from 100,000 in 1845 to 400,000 in 1914 as its heavy industry prospered in the docks and beyond. Dublin grew from 250,000 to 300,000 inhabitants in the same period and the slower rate of growth brought a different dynamic; change did come, but its arrival was less intense and, consequently, different in aspect. These growing cities of Empire adopted many of the characteristics of the English sporting world. Belfast most closely resembled the northern industrial cities of England with its professional soccer leagues and working-class sporting culture. The more sedate Dublin suburbs were home to tennis and golf clubs, while the wealthier schools – following the model of their counterparts in England – laid out pitches for rugby and cricket.


In the Irish countryside, as Hunt reveals in chapter 2, the fall in population and the relative failure to industrialise did not prove inimical to sporting development. Images of an agrarian backwater, a repository of racial purity, where peasants lovingly preserved an ancient and dignified way of life, were fundamentally at odds with the realities of rural life. In the latter half of the nineteenth century when modern sports organisations were reordering the sporting world, the Irish countryside was in the throes of immense change. The rural class structure was profoundly altered. The drift from the land was remorseless as the boats carried successive generations into exile in the cities of England and America. The marriage and birth rates declined, and the age of marriage rose. By the beginning of the twentieth century, 45 per cent of the population continued to be employed in agriculture in Ireland, but the nature of that employment had shifted. The number of agricultural labourers fell dramatically after the famine and that class eventually disappeared from the countryside. Farm sizes grew and this, together with the introduction of new crops and modern farming methods, increased income. Indeed, between 1850 and 1914 there were large gains in rural income as agricultural output grew and the numbers dependent on the land for their livelihood fell.2 While many remained mired in poverty, others enjoyed a definite rise in income as the nineteenth century progressed. Tenant farmers became the largest social group in rural society and, benefiting most from increases in the prices of livestock and butter, came to enjoy a relatively comfortable existence. Further, the culture of rural Ireland was shaped by change in the wider world. This was not simply a place apart, unconnected to modernity and ignoring the sands of time. The obvious personal ties of contact with emigrant communities were supplemented by developments such as the spread of the railways. From a mere 65 miles in 1850, there were more than 3,500 miles of rail track across Ireland by the outbreak of the First World War. Not even the most remote parts of the country remain unmoved in a time of diminishing distance. Rural Ireland may not have danced to the same tune as industrial Britain, but it was increasingly familiar with the music played there.3


As part of the greater world of leisure in the later decades of the nineteenth century, newspapers began to draw a far wider readership. In Ireland, as in Britain, the abolition of stamp duty and enhanced printing technology facilitated the production of cheaper newspapers. Improved transport allowed for more efficient distribution, while improved rates of literacy – by 1911 88 per cent of the Irish population was literate – offered new sections of the population as potential readers. By 1880, in Britain, there were two daily papers dedicated entirely to sports reporting – the Sportsman and the Sporting Chronicle – and by 1884 they had been joined by a third, the Sporting Life. Each cost one penny and covered all manner of sports, with horse racing clearly the dominant feature. These papers sought to provide a complete and continuous record of an important and expanding social phenomenon (Mason, 1993). By the mid-1880s, these daily sports papers were complemented by sports or football ‘specials’, published in cities across Britain on Saturday evenings, carrying that day’s results and, later, full reports, at the even cheaper price of one halfpenny.


In 1880, Ireland could not have supported a daily sporting paper, nor did it have the regularised sporting fixture list to warrant a ‘Saturday special’. What emerged was a peculiarly Irish compromise: the ‘weekly special’. The first dedicated sporting paper in Ireland was The Irish Sportsman and Farmer which was dominated by news of hunting and other horse-related activities, while also carrying reports on the corn and cattle markets of Britain and Ireland. Its 16 pages retailed at the cost of 4d. and cultivated an ethos of gentlemanly leisure. As the sporting world changed, it reduced its price and sought to reinvent itself in more populist terms. It failed. By the time of its demise in 1892, The Irish Sportsman and Farmer had never fully transcended the elitist aura of its origins and could not capture the mood of increasingly populist sporting times.


By contrast, the style, content and price see Sport fit easily into the story of the popular press in the Victorian world. It emerged as the Saturday publication of the Freeman’s Journal, the best-selling Irish daily newspaper printed in Dublin.4 Although its early numbers were printed on Wednesdays, Sport was soon completed late on Friday nights and distributed across Ireland on the early trains of Saturday morning. The self-styled ‘New Weekly Sporting Organ for the Million’, which also referred to itself as ‘The Irish Pink ’Un’, totalled 28 columns across four pages and was sold for what its editor called ‘the people’s price’ of one penny (Sport, 24 Dec. 1880).


The first edition laid out the paper’s aims with clarity: ‘The want of a reliable and cheap organ of sport in this sport-loving country has for years been most keenly felt’. The priority would be racing coverage but ‘no single branch of sport – hunting, yachting, shooting, cricketing, football or polo – will escape the constant vigilance of our staff’ (Sport, 24 December 1880). That first edition, it was claimed, sold out its entire print run of 10,000. Impossible to prove, this claim is still more impossible to credit (Sport, 1 Jan. 1881). Even in an industry notorious for imagined circulation, this figure seems spectacularly creative and probably features at least one digit too many. Whatever the extent of the wider readership, fellow journalists had taken definite note. When the second number of Sport appeared on New Year’s Day 1881, it carried with it letters of commendation from newspapers across Ireland and Britain. The Cork Herald, for example, predicted that the paper would usurp the ‘cheap English sporting papers that now virtually monopolise Irish sporting custom’. Yet one of those supposed competitors, the Manchester-based Sporting Chronicle, saw not a rival but a soulmate, as it delighted in the arrival of a counterpart in Dublin, arguing it offered further proof that the day of the high-priced paper was now dead (Sport, 1 Jan. 1881). Cheapness alone was obviously no guarantee of success and apart from the obvious fact that it rightly identified an opening in the market – or, more properly, saw the potential to expand the market – the success of Sport was rooted in the quality of its content.


Verbose journalists, quality drinking and a gentleman’s corset


In keeping with the style of its era, journalists on Sport were verbose, self-regarding and always liable to slide off at a tangent to demonstrate their heavy burden of erudition and learning. These were educated men – and they were always men – who produced dense paragraphs of elongated sentences. A prime example was the stellar columnist, ‘Lux’, who wrote on horse racing. He was an outstanding crank who operated on the principle that everything modern was wrong. ‘Lux’ informed all and sundry that he could not have cared less if a whole host of the minor provincial meetings across the country collapsed once the old traditional racecourses such as Punchestown and the Curragh continued to prosper (Sport, 27 Aug. 1881). ‘Lux’ wrote,




There are some shortcomings associated with small gatherings which seem to be almost unavoidable. A good courseway may in some cases be difficult to procure; high class competitors would not run for small stakes, and their absence is therefore excusable; but that a dangerous course should be provided, and that the observance of punctuality be totally neglected, cannot even be palliated . . . I am convinced that something should be done to check the downward tendency of steeple-chasing – a pastime which is detrimentally affected by the frequent recurrence of badly-managed provincial meetings (Sport, 26 March 1881).





Many of those provincial meetings, he argued, ‘are unfit to be classified under the heading of sport’ and ‘I would prefer, if guided by my own feelings, to allow those little meetings to pass unnoticed here’.


The demands of circulation and advertising, of course, forced ‘Lux’ to martyr himself by covering the minor meetings. His response was clinical; if he were forced to suffer, he would not do so alone. The provinces were slaughtered at every opportunity and it made for wonderful copy. A meeting in Frenchpark, County Roscommon was ‘a complete failure . . . No matter how praiseworthy the intentions of the promoters of them be, I cannot encourage these gentlemen to persevere with such burlesques on sport, and it would be better for them to abandon the attempt if they cannot improve on today’s exhibition’ (Sport, 26 Mar. 1881). And when one reader complained of the severity of a particularly vitriolic attack from ‘Lux’, the paper’s editor was unforgiving: ‘We write of things as we see them and not as they ought to be’ (Sport, 13 Aug. 1881).


It can only have galled those whom he criticised, but ‘Lux’ was able to match the arrogance of his reporting, with uncommon accuracy in his tipping. As yet another of his successful predictions was greeted with the unassuming headline ‘Lux again triumphant’, he noted that ten of his 14 tips had won at the Curragh on the previous weekend. He helpfully pointed out that on a £5 stake, a punter could have retired with a net profit of £61 6s. 8d. (Sport, 2 July 1881). Indeed, gambling opened a vital avenue for the paper’s expansion. Frequent tipping successes brought the initiative that on the morning of every big race meeting in Ireland, the horses favoured by ‘Lux’ would be listed in The Irish Times and the Freeman’s Journal. To decipher the tips, however, the reader would have had to purchase the previous Saturday’s Sport, where a special coded number would have been placed beside each of the horses running.


If ‘Lux’ drew wide popular appeal through his tipping, the paper’s intermittent editorials were also unashamedly populist. When magistrates in Cork banned from sale all alcoholic drink at the forthcoming Cork Park race meeting, the paper was apoplectic. It denied that there was any evidence of drunkenness or disorder at previous meetings, claiming that magistrates simply ‘begrudged racing folk their glass of beer and sandwich between races’ and were motivated by ‘a strong desire to impart a lesson in temperance’. The editorial called on parliament to legislate on the right to drink at race meetings, but, clearly recognising that this would be impossible in time to avert the impending privations in Cork, it issued a rallying cry for all to attend with ‘a heavy crop’ of hip-flasks. Neatly, it disowned responsibility for any licentiousness which might flow from such flasks, by insisting that the responsibility for any misbehaviour would have to lie with the judiciary:




Not in the least surprised will we be to see staggering men about a ring from which the vice of drunkenness has hitherto been most remarkable by its complete absence. Is it not a monstrous interference with the liberty of a subject to withhold from the respectable and temperate classes a glass of wine or a bottle of beer [so] needed on a racecourse during a long day? (Sport, 20 Aug. 1881 and 3 Sept. 1881).





The following week the paper lamented that the Cork Park meeting was host to only a small number of horses, which competed in front of a diminished attendance. The paper referred to the ‘tameness’ of the whole afternoon and its worry that the banning of drink at Cork Park was but the first in a series of such moves was borne out the following month when it reported that a similar appeal had been made to magistrates in Limerick. In that city’s courts, Sub-Inspector Wilton applied to disallow the sale of alcohol at Limerick races ‘in consequence of the riotous conduct carried on by the roughs at the last races’ and ‘the painful effects of men battering each other’s heads from drink on racecourses’. Magistrates were divided on the issue, with some wanting to ban the sale of hard spirits but not of beer. No record of their ultimate decision is carried, but, for the newspaper, judicial reluctance in guaranteeing the availability of alcohol risked plunging an entire nation of horse enthusiasts into poor health. Deprived of the drink, good men could pass to their eternal reward against a fading soundtrack of galloping hooves: ‘There are many whose health will not permit of their remaining a lengthened period without a glass of sherry or a glass of claret; and how many take [alcoholic] stimulants by the doctor’s orders?’ (Sport, 20 Aug. 1881 and 3 Sept. 1881).


It may be a matter of some dispute that alcoholic drink was crucial to the health of the average Irish racegoer, particularly in the phenomenal doses most reports suggest were the norm. Yet historians of public health find much to reward them in the pages of Sport. Its first issues covered the debate over the dangers of sporting involvement following the death of several players in rugby matches. The Honorary Secretary of the Irish Rugby Football Union, R. M. Peter, wrote to the paper and approvingly quoted from the medical journal, The Lancet, which had stated that while a sizeable number might be maimed or killed playing games, ‘the undoubted value of athletic exercises to the individual and the nation more than counterbalances the occasional mishaps which must inevitably occur’. Indeed, the paper perceived that in an age of ‘gentleman’s corsets’ and men writing ‘maudlin poems in praise of each other’, games were crucial in the ongoing battle to discourage effeminacy. It was asserted:




Dancing night after night in crowded non-ventilated rooms is amongst the most unwelcome and dangerous practices of modern life and kills infinitely more persons than either the ‘rugby’ or the ‘association’ rules. The men who are killed by sitting in public houses or in club-houses, playing billiards or cards till the small hours, and drinking ‘B and S’, are not held up as warnings, while their fellows who happen to be killed while engaged in some sport which has in it a dash of nobility and pluck, are spoken of as ‘frightful examples’ of the evils of this or that amusement (Sport, 1 Jan. 1881).





Moreover, skills acquired on the football field were even more valuable off it – and in the most unique of ways – as a letter from ‘an old football captain’ asserted. Having almost been killed by a horse and carriage when crossing the road, he was saved only by ‘an old football dodge’. He ended with a truism that has echoed through the generations: ‘I am perfectly certain that football saved my life’ (Sport, 8 Jan. 1881).


Games might not have saved all lives quite so melodramatically, but they could certainly improve the quality of living. Sport carried a report of a sports day held in Richmond Lunatic Asylum in Dublin, which included a 250 yards race, stating,




A poor inmate, who for years past has imagined himself to be none other than the pope, caused some amusement by appearing on the mark with a pair of bright canary gloves of which, however, he divested himself before the signal was given. He finished a very puffed-out fourth and subsequently remarked to our representative that he was sure victory would have crowned his efforts had he not taken off his gloves. Another chimed in by observing that His Holiness was too fat, ‘like all the popes’ (Sport, 3 Sept. 1881).





And therein lay the reason for his poor form. But amidst the colour of the article lay a serious attempt to explain and de-stigmatise mental illness, as the paper offered the asylum the opportunity to show itself as operating a most progressive regime where few of the 1,014 inmates ever saw a barred window or a straitjacket.


There is clearly a strong measure of propaganda laced through this article, though it is unclear how exactly the paper could benefit from what was essentially an advertising feature for a mental institution. Other articles relating to stud farms, stables and various events were obviously framed with a view towards encouraging the sale of advertising. Such articles demonstrate the amount of money floating around the Irish sporting world. Reports are carried of money prizes in billiards, handball and rowing to mention but a few. The paper’s advertising pages bear testimony to the growing commercialisation of sport. Hotels and train companies offered special deals. Horses were advertised for stud. Silversmiths competed to customise prizes for any sport in any county. Billiard halls and the sale of equipment to play the game were advertised, as were specially crested hunting gear (‘The Ulster Overcoat’) and special watches for timing all types of races. Elvery’s sports shop announced its wholesale purchase of 1400 tennis racquets. Cantrell and Cochrane’s deemed its super carbonated soda, ‘supplied to the leading clubs throughout the world’, as certain to appeal to the lovers of sport (Sport, 26 Mar. 1881, 2 Apr. 1881, 9 Apr. 1881 and 2 May 1881). The connection between product and personality was immediately made. In promoting itself, Sport proclaimed that the great English jockey, Fred Archer, had acquired a subscription and was endorsing the paper as ‘a perfect gem’ (Sport, 3 Sept. 1881).


Special editions were published to gather more advertising – notably for the Dublin Horse Show – and so great was the interest that the paper was forced to apologise to readers for the regular written features it had to drop to accommodate all those wishing to advertise (Sport, 27 Aug. 1881). In many respects, the sporting press was the great mediator in the union of games and commerce, but Sport was no mere advertising hoarding for businesses – nor did it simply hold up a mirror to Irish sporting life. It also policed the business of sport, and citing the example of Tramore in County Waterford, warned that excessive greed could also lose business. Here, it seems, the local meeting had fallen into decline because of ‘the way people were mulcted by the hotels, livery stable-owners and lodging-house keepers’ (Sport, 13 Aug. 1881).


The paper sought to act as a guardian of righteousness within the sporting world and made alliance with all whom it perceived as kindred spirits. It empathised with one Larry O’Connor, who travelled from Waterford in a boat to compete in a sports meeting in Belfast, only to find the whole athletics event dominated by a load of English visitors who were a ‘rare bad lot’ who had come over in an organised gang with their trainers, bookmakers, ‘touts, et hoc genus omne’, and ‘if a spade must be so called, we simply say that they ran for their books, made money by it, and thus possess a very questionable claim to be considered amateurs; and the aforesaid bookmakers did have a day of it, [despite] proclaiming . . . their disinterested willingness to ruin themselves for the benefit of the community at large’ (Sport, 23 Apr. 1881). The paper rarely missed an opportunity to criticise bookmakers. For example, in a tone that edged remarkably close to celebratory, it recorded that a bookmaker, Michael Costelloe, had been robbed of £500 while on a drinking spree (Sport, 7 May 1881).


Sport also immersed itself in a range of sporting activity. It offered advice to correspondents on the best means for the handicapping, starting and judging of athletics contests. It called for a campaign to encourage Cork businesses to subscribe £1,000 annually for the upkeep of a local racecourse, claiming that businessmen would recoup at least twice that amount from the commerce this would draw to the town. The paper also joined with the Great Southern and Western Railway to stage the country’s first ever pigeon race. The winning bird travelled from Limerick Junction to the offices of Sport in three hours and 27 minutes, before being displayed for a week in the windows of the paper’s offices.


In general, the paper involved itself in or supported many attempts to regularise sports across the country. What Tony Mason (1993) wrote about newspapers in Britain also seems entirely true for Ireland – and, in particular, for Sport. They provided free publicity, described the events and published the results. In the early days, they even offered prizes. The marriage of sport and the media has never been without rancour, not least in the disputes over who actually was in control. Yet it is hard to conceive of one without the other and, in many respects, it was the ideal union. It is difficult to deny the mutual benefits of a sporting world full of heroic men performing almost mythical feats which were spun by the media and sold to a public so in thrall to all manner of sports. In Ireland, from the 1880s, the press and sport enjoyed the easiest of courtships. But this was not merely an arrangement moved by commerce or convenience. Those who wrote in the paper were genuine lovers of sport. For this was the organ of the true believer, people who loved sport and loved writing about it.


An intelligent horse, a snowball fight and some languid loving


Sport also reached beyond the confines of games and competition into the wider world of leisure. It recorded the arrivals and departures on the boats from England of those whom it termed ‘notables’, and it reported on the shows and musicals of Irish theatres. A lovely report of the circus at the Rotunda Gardens in Dublin noted the big crowds attending, despite the rival attraction of the English Opera Company, then playing at the Gaiety Theatre. Clearly, no aria could have competed with the lure of a big top whose stars were what Sport described as ‘a pair of performing donkeys’ engaged ‘in a most amusing travesty’. The circus did not survive on cheap laughs alone for it also showcased a ‘beautiful bay mare . . . [that] showed an amount of docile intelligence which would not discredit a human being’ (Sport, 14 May 1881). The blossoming links between tourism and sporting events were also documented. The Miltown–Malbay race meeting committee in County Clare combined with local hoteliers and railway companies to offer discounted rates to prospective tourists and the paper noted, ‘apart from the interest which is certain to be afforded by the races, visitors who attend will have much to repay them, as the course is within 200 yards of Spanishpoint, one of the most fascinating bathing places in the country, and scarcely 12 miles distant from Kilkee, Lisdoonvarna and the far-famed Cliffs of Moher’ (Sport, 2 July 1881). The fishing correspondent, Greendrake, wrote of the arrival of English and continental tourists to fish on Irish lakes and rivers, hiring boats and native anglers for local knowledge, and buying tackle. He observed how the locals used ‘the science of artificial fish-breeding’ to improve the take on their rivers, while he recommended all anglers to visit Mrs Lawler’s Inn in the Wicklow Mountains, commenting, ‘she has built additional accommodation expressly for anglers. I know few inns in the country where a better cup of tea can be had’ (Sport, 16 Apr. 1881). Greendrake later lamented how few Irish people were willing to follow his own example and holiday at home: ‘Many an Irishman who could give minute instruction about the passes of the Alps and direct you as to the shortest route to the summit of Mount Blanc, could hardly tell where Lugnaquilla is situate, and probably never heard of the lovely valley of Glenmalure’ (Sport, 13 Aug. 1881).


What Irish tourists ignored in the Wicklow hills, so have Irish historians aped in their neglect of Irish sport and in their unwillingness to visit the sporting traditions which so characterise the country. Obsessed by political and religious divides of unionist and nationalist, and of Catholic and Protestant, Irish historians have contrived gross generalisations to explain the country’s sporting past. Insofar as they mention sport, Irish historians focus on the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) to the exclusion of every other sporting body. Further, even that organisation is assessed only through the prism of politics and invariably without research worthy of the name. A stellar example is Roy Foster’s characterisation of the GAA as ‘irredentist’, ‘chauvinistic’, ‘insular’ and ‘sectarian’ (Rouse, 2003).5 Presented as rounded judgement, such commentary on the political activities of a small section of GAA members is transposed on to the entire organisation as if it were a homogeneous entity, engaged only in a project of political and cultural liberation. Inevitably, every organisation or movement in Ireland was influenced to some extent by the political identity of the people who formed it, and by the environment in which it was formed. To suggest otherwise would be a nonsense and, to this end, there are some political asides in the reports featured in Sport. But by focusing entirely on the politics of sport and by reducing an understanding of Irish sports to mere associations of Fenians or of Saxons is absurdly simplistic.


The very first report of a football match that the paper carried offers a case in point. On New Year’s Day, 1881, Sport reported that a team called Gitanos had travelled west to Longford to play a team drawn from the counties of Longford and Roscommon,




The snow lay about half a foot deep on the field, which afforded the rustics excellent amusement, for they soon had the place studded with snowballs approaching the size of an ordinary sea buoy, while others of smaller dimensions were playfully used as missiles against the invaders. . . . [A]ll went well till the first Roscommon man was tackled and thrown. This, through some misconception by the rustics who had never seen the game before, was construed into an assault and they, determined not ‘to see a Roscommon man beat’, rushed in on the ground and knocked over a couple of Dublin men. The Roscommon players, of course, took the visitors part, and a free fight all round was prevented with difficulty. . . . Several more rows took place during the progress of play, and but for the energetic interference of Dr. Cochrane, JP, and Captain Jones, JP, who played for Roscommon, the consequences might have been serious. Messrs O’Kelly and McIntosh of the Visitors team, were so much hurt that they were unable to play to any effect. The match resulted, according to the umpire, in a victory for Roscommon by two goals to one goal. The visitors were most hospitably entertained by the Strokestown FC at dinner in the Longford Arms Hotel. After the usual loyal and other toasts had been duly honoured Mr McCarthy proposed the toast of ‘The development of football in Connaught and the organisation at no distant date of a Connaught provincial fifteen to play in the annual inter-provincial matches’. . . . After several excellent speeches, songs, recitations, etc, the Dublin men returned to town by the 1am train (Sport, 1 Jan. 1881).





Of course it is tempting to focus on the politics of this reportage – the loyal toasts and the presence of justices of the peace certainly suggest a political context. But, what is far more instructive is the divide between urban and rural Ireland and, crucially, the stark divide between various elements of rural society. While the pitch was ringed by the type of illiterate peasant who was all too obviously spoiling for a row, the Roscommon team sheet included a selection of landholders, doctors, an army captain and other like-minded chaps.


Clearly, in the Irish countryside, class was writ large across the landscape. Within three years of that report, the green shoots of the GAA had emerged and from the notions – both implicit and explicit – in that match report, it is not difficult to see how the organisation drew such support from the Irish countryside. By offering athletics and organised games to the assorted snowball throwers and brawlers who were previously condemned to remain behind the ropes of the Victorian sporting revolution, the GAA won immediate and enduring popularity. Politics mattered, but, as Hunt demonstrates elsewhere in this volume, so did so much more. The simplistic idea that the later divide between ‘foreign’ games and ‘Gaelic’ games was the defensive creation of nationalistic Catholic zealots denies a rounded understanding of the realities of daily living. Such zealots may indeed have sought to create a certain type of association built on exclusivity, but in this they were not alone. The building of the divide was enthusiastically sponsored by elements in several camps – and the reasons for building it were social and not merely political.


Beyond politics, and no more than any paper seeking popularity, Sport could not escape the meaning of its times, and this brought problems of consistency. On 16 July 1881 it bitterly condemned the manner in which L. E. Myers, an American, was prevented from winning a foot race in England because the local crowd had invaded the track when they saw the English men being beaten by Myers. Sport lamented this loutish behaviour, but pointed out that the gentlemanly people in the crowd had applauded Myers as he left the track, even if the majority of the rabble had booed him. Within a week, there was Sport, standing tall at the head of the rabble, almost hoarse from hurling abuse, as it recorded:




[Myers’s] complexion is very sallow, his lips rather thick and his moustache, the only hair worn on his face, small and black. His face is not at all suggestive either of intelligence or culture. He evidently belongs to a grade of society lower from that which the ranks of our amateur athletes are chiefly recruited.





The same report contrasted this with the ‘utmost elegance’ and ‘humility’ of the Irish athlete, Pat Davin, who won the long jump and the high jump at that same athletics meeting.


As a record of a people at play, the newspaper is a thing of some splendour. Sport shows Irish society ignoring its land wars and rebellions, and the sports grounds of city and country alike were fundamentally about social outings. While the Alpha males played for money or for fun, all around them the mating ritual of the wealthy Victorian was in high strut. Noting the attendance of women seemed de rigueur in every report of every sport. A cricket match in College Green against a visiting English team was looked forward to by the players, ‘while our “fair sisters” anticipate three charming days promenading, arrayed in the choicest toilets after the latest fashions of Le Follet’ (Sport, 14 May 1881). At a regatta in Ringsend, meanwhile, it was noted that ‘there was an array of the fair sex that would have done honour to St. Patrick himself’ (Sport, 18 Mar. 1881).


Even the non-appearance of women at a sporting occasion was a matter of great importance, especially when related to the flawed heroism of males seeking to impress. Sport reported a polo match from Ballyseedy, County Kerry,




Capt. Ellice, 48th regiment, was to have played for Mr. Blennerhassett, but we regret to say that he met with a nasty accident when starting from Coralea – the pony he was riding ran away, tried to jump a wire fence and threw the gallant captain, dislocating his shoulder. The pony got entangled in the wires, and was with difficulty extricated therefrom . . . In consequence of the accident, we regret that none of the fair sex honoured us with their presence, though several of them were ready in their carriages for the scene of action (Sport, 18 Mar. 1881).





It was in the scenery, rather than the action, of course, that women were expected to feature. The number of women appearing on the pages of the newspaper suggests a lack of conviction regarding their own suitability for athletic endeavour, as well as bearing testimony to the chauvinism of the sporting male and the social norms of the era. As in Britain, there were certain ideas about which games were suitable for women and which were not. The notion was still current that excessive sporting activity might diminish a woman’s capacity to procreate. For all the emerging medical opposition, institutionalised opinion continued to focus on a woman’s physical limitations rather than her possibilities. The ‘cult of athleticism’ was avowedly masculine. And in the imagery of that cult, the body which the sporting male should aspire to – strong, vigorous, tough – was precisely that which the female was expected to avoid. The tendency to patronise and to parody the sporting female was widespread. Sport was not above swilling the occasional brandy with the boys and remarking censoriously, albeit in its in its own jocular way, on women’s failings in matters sporting. This was unusual, however, as women were generally treated with reverence. The newspaper was inextricably bound up in the romance of what was being played out all around it. This was a world of lazy days, of louche escapism, of marching bands and minstrel shows. At the Irish tennis championships on Fitzwilliam Square, its reporter completely lost the run of himself.




Fashion and beauty strolled along the gravely [sic] walks or sat by the arena of peaceful strife; tuneful melody filled the pleasant air, and by four o’clock in the afternoon a bright sun shone down on an ampitheatre of loveliness in which the ‘white-armed Nausicaa’ would have loved to play. The play became more brilliant – certainly more exciting – as the gentleman’s singles drew towards the close; and when the lady competitors joined in their graceful movements on the soft green of the courts [it] gave a finished charm to the scene which only their presence was wanted to impart. Mothers, brothers and ‘perhaps a nearer one yet and a dearer one’, watched with anxious eyes the agile motion of the fairy form, now skilfully serving the ball, and, anon, returning it with the pretty twist of the supple wrist, . . . Cricket is confined to men, but in lawn tennis ladies can join, and the refinement of the drawing room is added to cheerful exercise in the open air (Sport, 28 May 1881).





This is but one part of a report that runs to many thousands of words. All five days of the championships were recorded in minute detail and the magisterial tone never faltered throughout. In parts it overwhelms, even smothers, but it is entirely devoid of cynicism and cliché. The breathless reportage of the attendance of the representatives of the crown in Ireland, the salutations to the military and the sheer relentless force of the language place the article most definitely into the old school of journalism. Newspapers were moving towards mass circulation but many of the people who wrote in them remained allied to a privileged elite. That elite did not wither and die as the middle classes grew in wealth and power, but it reached a new accommodation with the changing nature of sport and of newspapers. In parallel to developments in Britain, old order and new money united in the leadership of many sports. The alliance of blood, land and commerce was forged in rugby, tennis and golf clubs of the growing suburbs. Money found money as the middle classes bought into the legitimacy conferred by association with the old sporting gentry. That gentry was underwhelmed by some of the more gauche arrivistes, but even those who craved exclusivity could not deny the embrace of a new age. Ultimately, that embrace drew in many more than anyone could then have imagined.


No apes, no angels, just athletes


In its first year, the balance of the paper favoured the established sports of the wealthy. It sought to shine a light on these sports, but the shadows it cast opened many other worlds for exploration. Over the decades, the shift of light and shade in the pages of Sport reflect the changes in Irish society. In 1881, in the half-lit hour before the full dawn of modern Irish sporting organisations, the paper is emblematic of the exploding interest in organised sport. Ireland was changing and the sporting landscape was reshaped by those changes. The proximity to Britain, and the ties of kinship and commerce, had further and obvious effects. The process of sporting evolution in England could not conceivably leave the Irish unmoved. The very establishment of the paper bears witness to this and its content, in the succeeding years, both charted and influenced the development of sport in Ireland.


Papers evolve over time. Before 1880, no Irish daily paper had consistently filled its pages with substantial sporting fare. Exceptional occasions – boxing matches, race meetings and other such happenings – enjoyed some coverage, but there were no regular features to which the reader could turn. Often, sporting events only made it into print in the event of the courts taking an interest. Dedicated sports newspapers changed that. That the public were interested in reading about sport was no longer in doubt. Through the latter decades of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth, daily newspapers greatly expanded their coverage of sport. Ultimately, this brought ruin to those papers that had thrived from the 1880s onwards. Sport managed to survive the 1924 demise of its founding paper, the Freeman’s Journal, but it could not hold out indefinitely and in 1932 its presses rolled for the final time. By then, it was a pallid imitation of its former greatness. But Sport deserves to be remembered for the splendour and originality of its glory days. In the 1880s, when sports journalism had yet to fall into its dreary rehearsal of the formulaic set piece, the paper was most brilliantly defined by the freshness of all that it touched. It reported with a vigour and enthusiasm that was the hallmark of an era without precedent. That it did so at the time when the popular press in Britain was bewitched by notions of the stage Irishman and his simian alter ego, makes its presence all the more significant (Curtis, 1971). In the very best of its reporting, Sport offered a fascinating portrait of the Irish as neither apes nor angels, but athletes.





Chapter 2


The early years of Gaelic football and the role of cricket in County Westmeath


Tom Hunt


Introduction


The purpose of this chapter is to examine the development of the Gaelic Athletic Association within the county of Westmeath concentrating on the period 1888–94, when the movement was at its strongest in the area. The emphasis is on how the GAA worked at local level with a particular focus on the sporting dimension of the association as opposed to the political which has been adequately examined, at both the local and national levels, in several important studies (Mandle, 1987; Cronin, 1999). A number of issues will be examined including the initial growth and development of the association within the county. Club development and decline will be considered by using case studies of both rural and urban clubs. The nature of the games that were played and how they changed over the period of study will also be discussed and a socio-economic profile will be constructed of those who played and managed Gaelic games. The role of cricket as the game of popular choice for young men of all classes within the county in the 1890s will also be briefly examined. This in-depth study of games playing activity within Westmeath is based on an analysis of the four local newspapers published over the period of the study, the Westmeath Guardian (WN), the Westmeath Independent (WI), the Westmeath Nationalist (WN) and the Westmeath Examiner (WE). This has allowed a statistical analysis to be made of Gaelic football and cricket playing activity in County Westmeath. It is unfortunate that this type of evaluation has not been undertaken for other counties, thereby rendering impossible any meaningful comparisons with other areas.



Chronology



The progress of the GAA in Westmeath followed a different pattern from the national one and that experienced in other midland counties. It developed later and survived the damage that was inflicted on other areas by the Irish Republican Brotherhood takeover and the fallout from the Parnell divorce case. The peak years of football activity in Westmeath extended through 1892, when 36 football games were reported in the local newspapers, and 1893, when 49 were played. Police reports provide quantitative evidence of the decline and fall of the GAA in the midland counties at the same time. In December 1892, the Royal Irish Constabulary reported the existence of only nine clubs in Kildare, a decline from 19 in December 1891 and 38 in December 1890 (CBS, S/2452).1 In Cavan, where the influence of the IRB was particularly strong, 39 clubs existed at the end of 1891 but by the end of 1892 none existed (CBS, S/6216). A similar pattern existed in the other counties featuring in the midland crime branch special reports.


Space constraints prevent the outlining of a detailed chronology of GAA club development in the county. Nevertheless, by the end of 1890, football was played in Mullingar, Wooddown, Kinnegad, Athlone, Moate, Ballinahown, Killucan, Raharney, Rathowen and Kilbeggan. By 1894 young men in Ballinacargy, Ballinalack, Walshestown and Gaulstown Park had experienced the novelty of taking part in a football game. This flurry of activity in the county took place after a period of initial clerical opposition to the GAA. On 21 July 1889, Bishop Nulty and his clerics condemned the association from pulpits throughout the diocese. Nulty delivered his homily in Navan, the county town of Meath, where he condemned the playing of matches outside parish boundaries due to the increase in drunkenness and secret society activity (CBS, S21/1035). This clerical opposition was short lived in Westmeath, as within a few months, Fr Edward O’Reilly, a Mullingar based curate, was elected the first chairman of the Westmeath county committee. As will be explained in greater detail later in the chapter, O’Reilly’s involvement in the GAA seems to have been brief as there is no report of his committee ever meeting but the GAA in Westmeath enjoyed, at a minimum, tacit Church support, as is clear from the social activities of many of the key personnel.


Based on the evidence contained within the police reports, Nulty and his clerics had very little cause for worry about secret society activity, as the IRB was weak in Westmeath. The most significant GAA-related IRB activity reported was at a football match held at Killucan in March 1890 where the presence of a ‘good many local IRB men’ was recorded; on two separate occasions at Moate in the same month the police had reported that nothing of importance was observed; in April in Mullingar 13 IRB men were reported to have attended a match (CBS, S21/159). Athlone presented a similar pattern in May whilst in Killucan only four IRB men were reported present in a crowd of over 400 people (CBS, S21/665). The early flourish of the GAA in Westmeath was an IRB-free activity.


Between 1886 and 1900, 90 different groupings are recorded in the newspapers as having played a football match. The word ‘groupings’ is deliberately chosen as in many of the games formally constituted clubs were not involved but instead ad hoc arrangements were likely to have been made by groups of people living in an area to challenge their peers in a neighbouring district to a football game. Of these combinations sixty played a maximum of three matches only. Of the combinations recorded, twelve of these represented the second or reserve teams of established clubs. Kinnegad Slashers on eight occasions, Mullingar FC on seven, Mullingar Shamrocks on five occasions and Thomastown Rangers on 14 occasions had sufficient players interested in the game to field reserve teams. This hierarchical development of football clubs was common to other football codes and in societies very different from that of Westmeath. This was the pattern discovered by Metcalf (1988) in his study of football in the mining communities of East Northumberland and by Tranter (1990) in his examination of football in central Scotland where at all levels soccer clubs came and went ‘with the regularity of a yo-yo’. On the one hand, was a mass of ephemeral unaffiliated teams, and on the other a small number of semi-permanent formally constituted clubs. The latter were integrated into the practices of modern sport; the members of the former group still displayed many of the characteristics of pre-modern sport as defined by Adelman (1990). Their contests were arranged by individuals directly or indirectly involved in the teams and the rules were likely to vary from one game to the next and from one locale to another. The competition between the teams was only meaningful locally and public information on the contests was likely to have been limited, local and oral.


Four distinct forms of games were organised. Most common were intra-club games where the club members assembled each Sunday and selected sides to compete against each other. These sides took various forms. In Kinnegad, throughout 1899, teams of members calling themselves the Tories and Liberals played on a regular basis. In Athlone, the members of the T. P. O’Connor’s club arranged games between ‘the grocers’ assistants and the rest’ or between the natives and the outsiders. In Mullingar, the clubs tended to favour games played between selections made by the captain and the vice-captain. These games helped to train players in the basic skills and rules of the game and helped to maintain interest in the sport in the time lapse between properly constituted inter-club games.


Friendly games were normally organised between neighbouring clubs. Initiated through contact between club officers or club captains or occasionally by means of challenges issued through the local press, these were the most common type of event organised. Between 1888 and 1900 Westmeath clubs competed in 254 inter-club games (Figure 2.1). Games of the friendly or tournament variety formed 94 per cent of those played. The setting up of one game usually resulted in a second game as it was common practice for the participants to engage in a return match provided of course the first game was free of serious incident. Stronger clubs were also invited to travel outside the county to participate in the tournaments organised by some of the established clubs. Mullingar Football Club, for example, made its competitive debut in September 1891 by travelling to Ballinasloe to participate in a tournament organised by the local club.




Figure 2.1 Number of inter-club football games played involving Westmeath clubs, 1888–99


[image: illustration]





The establishment of a county committee in 1891 provided a short-term alternative to the ad hoc games arrangement. Clubs within the county were provided with a formalised competitive outlet but this structure did not survive beyond the early months of 1894. Three county championships were organised by this committee, attracting an entry of five clubs in 1892 and eight in 1893 but only two clubs affiliated in 1894.


The popularity of the game in the early 1890s attracted the attention of a conservative Westmeath Guardian reporter in November 1893, who wrote positively and optimistically, ironically at a time when the game was about to collapse within the county, on the future of the game in the district. Football provided one of the main topics of conversation in the town of Mullingar.




It is very interesting as well as amusing to listen to a conversation touching on the relative merits of the different clubs, between men well advanced in years, and for whom, you would imagine, such boyish sport would have but little interest. Nevertheless arguments on the pastime are a nightly occurrence in this town. Sometimes they assume a heated aspect. . . . It is undeniable that football takes the lead of all other outdoor games, and to use a slang phrase ‘you’re not in it’ unless you are fully competent of taking part in discussions on ‘full-backs,’ ‘half-backs,’ ‘forwards’ etc (WG, 24 Nov. 1893).





The interest identified by the newspaper reporter was reflected in the extraordinary attendances present at some of these games. The first match of the 1892 championship between Mullingar Football Club and Thomastown Rangers attracted an attendance of ‘something like 4,000’ spectators. The semi-final between Mullingar Shamrocks and Raharney Rovers was played before an estimated crowd of 2,000 people and according to the Westmeath Nationalist ‘there was certainly no less than 6,000 spectators present’ at the final. An 1888 tournament played in Athlone, between visiting teams, attracted an estimated crowd of between nine and ten thousand (WI, 12 May 1888). Attendance at football matches was not an exclusively male preserve. Women were an important part of football crowds at this time and their presence at games is deemed worthy of inclusion in many of the reports of games of this period.


The establishment of a county committee


Of the early Irish sporting bodies, the GAA was unique in that it organised competitive games on a county basis with county committees established to organise county championship competitions and manage the playing of the games. Towards the end of 1890 unsuccessful moves spearheaded by the Mullingar Commercials club were made in Westmeath for the formation of a county committee (WE, 8 Nov. 1890). A county committee was eventually formed at a meeting held in the Lecture Hall, Mullingar on 25 March 1891, a committee distinguished by the selection of Fr Edward O’Reilly as the first president of the committee. Nine months after the pulpit condemnation, Fr O’ Reilly was now at the helm of the county committee. There is no record of this committee holding further meetings or engaging in any promotional activities. In November 1891 a new committee was formed. The meeting passed a number of important resolutions aimed at shaping and organising the association in the county. Playing with more than one club was to result in suspension for the player concerned. In an attempt to force clubs to affiliate and exert control over the playing of games, a resolution was passed imposing suspension on ‘an affiliated team kicking against a non-affiliated team’. Most importantly the committee decided to organise a county championship with clubs required to have affiliated by 1 January 1892 (WN, 3 Dec. 1891).


The composition of the county committee was geographically limited to officers representing clubs from the eastern half of the county with no representative from Athlone where there had been considerable football activity in 1890. By the time of the next meeting, held on 21 February 1892, nine clubs had affiliated. The desire of the Athlone members to become part of the Westmeath GAA community was essentially rejected at the meeting as the club was refused entry to the championship on the basis that their entry fee had not arrived in time.
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