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Ladies Gaelic football matches (and they were advertised as ladies’ matches rather than women’s matches) first began to appear as early as the 1920s. However, the game lacked support, both socially and organisationally, and it was not until the 1960s that ladies Gaelic football began to take off. As shocking as it may seem to contemporary readers, it was at local carnivals that ladies Gaelic football burst onto the scene. Alongside the likes of tug-o-war competitions, children’s races and fancy-dress parades, it was considered a novelty event. 

A few years later, the Ladies Gaelic Football Association (LGFA) was founded in Hayes Hotel in Thurles, Co. Tipperary in 1974. The setting up of the LGFA, also known as Cumann Peil Gael na mBan, was significant as it meant that, for the first time ever, an association would actively manage and promote the playing of Gaelic football for women in Ireland. 

The location of the inaugural meeting was significant, too – it was the same place the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) had met for the first time, ninety years earlier, in November 1884. The intention of the GAA when it was established had been the ‘preservation and cultivation of national pastimes … for Irishmen of all creeds and classes.’1 It was hugely successful in doing this, turning Gaelic football and hurling into some of the most popular sports in Ireland by the early twentieth century. 


The idea of breathless women chasing after a football was deemed quite ‘unladylike’.



However, at the founding meeting of the GAA there had been no discussion about facilitating Gaelic games for women. Perhaps this is not surprising, considering that the social norms of the time laid down that sport, generally speaking, was for men only. Women were assumed to have a naturally weaker disposition, which made them unsuitable for strenuous activities; furthermore, the idea of breathless women chasing after a football was deemed quite ‘unladylike’. As a result, the traditional roles that women went on to assume within the GAA were those of kit-washer, sandwich-maker or supporter. These were important roles, of course, ones that meaningfully contributed to the running of the GAA. But it did also highlight how limited women’s roles were within the association. 

Some people of the time likely argued that women already had enough of a Gaelic sporting outlet with camogie, a version of hurling adapted for females that was reported to have first been played in 1898 in Navan at an event commemorating the 1798 Rebellion. The setting up of the Camogie Association in 1904 certainly did fill a small gap in the sporting market for women who wanted to take part in Gaelic games.2 Still, for a long time, the prospect of women playing Gaelic football was not entertained by the GAA, nor the Camogie Association. Despite this, they eventually managed to push ahead. 

The emergence of women’s Gaelic football as a competitive sport was part of the wider ascent of women’s sports worldwide that began in the latter half of the twentieth century and coincided with the Second-Wave Feminist Movement (which began in the early 1960s and ran until the early 1980s). The movement’s drive to attain equality between the genders highlighted the discrimination, disadvantage and under-representation that women experienced in Ireland under the law and in politics, in private and public life, and in society and culture. This led to a re-evaluation of the position of women in Irish society in general, with sport being one of the spheres seeing change. 

It was not just in Gaelic football that Irish women broke new ground during and following this period, but also in soccer, rugby, athletics, swimming and boxing. Neither was it just on the field of play that women were afforded new opportunities, but also in sports administration and coaching. These efforts and achievements signalled that women were more than capable of practising sports and excelling at them. All of which reminds us that while the history of women’s Gaelic football is a story about sporting achievement, it is also a story about challenging the status quo. 

Perhaps the status quo in Irish sports writing needs to be challenged too. Until now, after all, no history had been written on women’s Gaelic football and the LGFA. In fact, the historical position of women’s sport has largely been ignored by Irish historiography. So, this book aims to record the history of women’s Gaelic football and the LGFA over the last fifty years, documenting the key moments, developments, teams and figures that have contributed to the growth of women’s Gaelic football and, in doing so, have helped change the position of women’s sport, and women in society, in Ireland. 
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In August 1967, a farmer in Co. Cork wrote to the Sunday Independent to express his hope that the GAA would ban women from attending the upcoming All-Ireland finals taking place in Croke Park.1 The GAA was a male-only organisation, he argued, and the presence of women in Croke Park would take up ‘valuable space’. He went further, stating that ‘the sight of a pleasure-bent woman up in the city for fun and enjoyment, instead of being satisfied with her lot at home’ was, to him, both ‘revolting’ and ‘unnatural’.2 

The farmer was technically correct in saying that the GAA was a male-only organisation, as women could not become official members of the GAA. But while there was no official role for women, we know that women had a spirited interest in Gaelic games and were vital to the functioning of the GAA at a social level. Without the support women have given to the male members of their families – from cheering them on from the terraces, to preparing meals, washing jerseys, and encouraging their own children to get involved in Gaelic games – it is difficult to imagine that the wider day-to-day operation of the GAA would have been maintained, then or now. 

It is likely, too, that the Cork farmer was not alone in his view that women had no place at a sporting event. After all, it was the prevailing mood of the time, exemplified by the 1937 Constitution of the Republic of Ireland, Bunreacht na hÉireann, which stipulated in Article 41.2 that a woman’s place was in the home and without her presence there ‘the common good cannot be achieved’.3 

At the time the Cork farmer wrote his letter, the opportunities available to women inside the boundary of play on a Gaelic field were limited to camogie, a game that was weak in most parts of the island. However, it was not a lack of interest in sport that limited women’s opportunities on the field of play but rather a complex web of social constructs. 

Social attitudes have been a long-standing barrier to women’s participation in sport. The sporting world and its structures that we know today took root in the mid- to late nineteenth century, when society, triggered by the Industrial Revolution, underwent a process of modernisation. As a result, sporting practices were transformed. Sport associations were established to codify games and organise national and international competitions; the general public (with more leisure time on their hands) began to flock to sporting events; the media began to cover more and more events with interest, and the process of tracking records began. However, there was a distinctive feature to these emerging developments – they were predominantly created for and controlled by white, upper- and middle-class men. Sport was seen to be a natural pastime for men, with the values and ideals underpinning it – strength, stamina, leadership, competitiveness – seen to epitomise and assert masculinity.4 

Most sporting associations founded in Ireland in this period, such as the Irish Rugby Football Union (IRFU) (1879) and the GAA (1884), only served male playing interests. Women could not become participants in these associations and it is quite likely that the idea of women wanting to become members of these sporting codes would have been considered ridiculous at the time. After all, the acceptable qualities associated with being a woman included gentleness, modesty and passivity. These characteristics were reflected in the gender roles and stereotypes of the era and influenced social attitudes, medical beliefs and religious teaching, creating barriers to female participation in the ‘physical’ and ‘masculine’ world of sport. 

The idea of a ladies Gaelic football match was therefore unacceptable. As was seen in the following incident. On 17 September 1920, a note from the Senior County Board of Dublin GAA appeared in the Evening Herald:

 

The hon. sec. of the Dublin Senior Co. Board writes that the ladies’ Gaelic football match announced to be played at St. James’s Park on Sunday next has not been sanctioned – nor would it be sanctioned under any circumstances by the Senior County Board and he further states that any member of the GAA officiating or assisting will be suspended.5

 

As it reports, a ladies Gaelic football match was due to take place two days later, on 19 September, at St James’s Park. The county board were anxious to state that this game was not being organised under the auspices of the GAA in Dublin and, more importantly, their view was that it was inconceivable that ladies Gaelic football would ever be authorised by Dublin GAA. 

Despite making their disapproval clear and threatening their members with suspension if found to be involved in organising the fixture, the first women’s Gaelic football match known to be played went ahead. 

A photo printed in the Freeman’s Journal captured some of the action: women representing Inchicore and Templeogue wore long skirts and chased after the ball while a sizeable crowd watched on.6 Apart from the notice in the Evening Herald and the picture in the Freeman’s Journal, little is known about the game. It is unclear who organised it or why. It is not known who the women participating in the match were and why they were motivated to play the match in opposition to the social beliefs of the time. No further mention of ladies Gaelic football appeared in the notes of the Dublin Senior County Board that year, which suggests that no member of Dublin GAA was suspended for assisting with the playing of the fixture. 
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In September 1920 a ladies Gaelic football match took place between teams representing Templeogue and Inchicore in what is believed to be the first ladies Gaelic football game on record. With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archive and the Freeman’s Journal.



A carnival was held at the same venue four years later where, once again, a ladies’ football match was on the billing.7 There is also evidence that a ladies Gaelic football league was run in a parish in Clare in 1926. The fact that these matches went ahead at all is interesting and suggests that there was interest in some quarters in women playing Gaelic football.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––

While women had an active interest in sport, social beliefs restricted their participation in various activities throughout the early to mid-twentieth century. 
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Members of the ladies Gaelic football team from Cooraclare, Co. Clare who played Leitrim, a local townland, in a match in 1926. The match was organised by Tom Garry and refereed by his son, Fr Michael Garry (Joe Garry).



Many reasons were provided. It was argued that exercise would be too taxing for the female body and would take  much-needed energy away from other activities. Young women were taught that playing strenuous sports could damage their reproductive system, make their bodies more masculine-looking, cause injuries and lead to exhaustion. For example, there was one persistent theory that if a woman was hit in the chest by a ball, causing bruising, it could lead to cancer.8 At one time, cycling was also thought to be unsafe for women during this period due to the belief that sitting on a saddle for long periods could cause infertility.9 


While women had an active interest in sport, social beliefs restricted their participation in various activities throughout the early to mid-twentieth century. 



These medical myths prevailed for much of the twentieth century. An editorial in The Irish Times in 1928 criticised female participation in sport in Europe and stressed the supposed health risks, stating that women in France, Germany, Italy and ‘even in England’ were practising ‘violent exercises’ that required ‘extreme exertion’ in the form of running and rowing. They claimed that even for the ‘most robust women; already, no doubt it had shortened many lives.’10 

Then there was the so-called concern that sport would not protect a woman’s modesty and would create an unwomanly body image. Dress was one way to ‘protect’ women’s modesty, meaning long skirts were the norm in camogie, golf, hockey and tennis. Camogie skirts, though later shortened, at the time could not be more than eight inches off the ground.11 

Much of this conservative thinking came from the fact that the newly independent Ireland was heavily influenced by the Roman Catholic Church. Politicians and the public looked to the Church for guidance on moral and social issues. In 1929, a Papal Encyclical by Pope Pius XI claimed that the ‘physical and spiritual’ differences between men and women ‘complement each other in the family and in society and thus fit together into one whole’. The pope called for these differences to be respected in all aspects of society. Directly referring to women and exercise, he stated: 

 

[the rules of Christian prudence] must be observed also in physical training and gymnastic exercises, which special regard must be paid to Christian modesty in the case of girls, for whom it is most unsuitable to display themselves before the public gaze…12

 

This instruction would underpin an athletics controversy in 1934 that highlighted the influence of the Catholic Church, as well as how uncomfortable many sporting bodies in Ireland felt about women participating publicly in rigorous sports. 

At the annual congress of the National Athletics and Cycling Association of Ireland (NACAI), a proposal was put forward by S. C. Bonner of Dublin that a women’s championship be held in conjunction with the National Track and Field Championship, which, at that point, only featured events for men. 

The idea was met with disapproval and caution by the likes of Dr Magnier of Cork, who labelled the suggestion ‘immoral’. The GAA’s General Secretary, Padraig O’Keefe, also advised that it was a sensitive issue. However, President of the NACAI, P. C. Moore, later berated the congress, saying they were the most backward association internationally with regards to women’s athletics.13 Moore was not wrong. To put it in context, women’s athletics (five events) had been added to the Olympic programme in 1928, but no Irish woman competed in athletics events at that games or the games in 1932 – in fact, it would be 1956 before an Irish woman competed on the track at an Olympic Games.14 

Following the congress, it was reported that the NACAI would hold a women’s championship, though it was later disputed by Moore that such a decision had been made.15 Nevertheless, two days later, letters by John Charles McQuaid, then President of Blackrock College and later Archbishop of Dublin, appeared in both The Irish Times and the Irish Press. He condemned the NACAI’s supposed decision and threatened that Blackrock College would boycott any mixed athletics meet held by the NACAI ‘no matter what attire they [women] may adopt.’16 Mixed athletics, he argued, was a moral and social abuse, and he described the decision as ‘un-Irish’ and ‘un-Catholic.’17 

The issue forced the NACAI to hold a General Council meeting on 10 March, at which it was formally decided to suspend the decision of the congress on the issue for a period of one year.18 In fact, it would be 1965 before the NACAI revisited the issue and adopted a motion to ‘actively encourage ladies’ athletics in Ireland.’19 

In the meantime, the Catholic Church continued to discourage women from participating in popular sporting pastimes. A 1950 Pastoral Letter to the Diocese of Dublin noted the Church’s ‘grave disapproval’ of the increase in the number of women participating in ‘mixed public sports’.20 

The only acceptable option for women in Ireland looking to practise a Gaelic sport during this period was, as previously noted, through the Camogie Association. Established in 1904, camogie was positioned as a feminised version of hurling – the hurl and sliotar were made lighter, the length of the pitch was shortened, teams were reduced to twelve a side, and the uniform was modest and ladylike with its white blouse, black stockings and gym frock that extended below the knee.21 As such, camogie was seen as an appropriate sport for women and a suitable alternative for Irish women to other games such as hockey. 
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Action from an early camogie match (Camogie Association). 



The Camogie Association struggled in its early years to build strong foundations for both the game and the association. It even ceased operating in 1907 but was re-started in 1911 and re-organised again in the 1930s.22 By 1935, there were 10,000 women playing camogie in twenty-eight counties.23 Those running the Camogie Association were inexperienced and faced issues in getting access to pitches and raising funds to run the organisation. As well as that, ‘lack of leisure time’ was cited as an issue for players who had been forced to move on from the game when they married or became mothers or had other responsibilities at home.24 

Still, the reason the Camogie Association struggled, and why women did not play Gaelic football, was without question ultimately linked to the aforementioned social beliefs.

However, in the 1960s and 1970s, Irish society began to challenge the traditional social beliefs that had restricted women’s participation in sport and other areas of society. The Commission on the Status of Women was established by the Government of Ireland in 1970 and its report, presented to the government in 1972, laid bare the legal, social and cultural structures and beliefs that created inequalities for women. In relation to sport, the report noted that many sports clubs discriminated against women ‘by not allowing them to become members or by refusing to participate fully in the club facilities’.25 The commission made forty-nine recommendations on issues such as equal pay, sex discrimination, social welfare, education and family planning. Half of these recommendations were implemented by 1974.26 

The responses received by the Sunday Independent following the publication of that Cork farmer’s letter in 1967 about banning women from attending All-Ireland finals highlight the change in opinion that was occurring in Irish society. All the respondents disagreed wholeheartedly with the farmer’s view. 
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Two main arguments were put forward across the responses. First, the idea that a woman should be content ‘with her lot at home’ was disputed. Women are ‘human beings, not mechanical instruments’ who do not want to be ‘tied body and soul to a house’, it was noted.27 The second point raised by multiple respondents was that women had every right to attend Gaelic games in Croke Park due to their involvement in the GAA. One woman argued that the GAA was a central part of the community and family life, and All-Ireland final day, she said, was the ‘only compensation they [women/wives] receive for a year of lonely nights and muddy togs to wash’. After nearly twenty years of organising her life around the GAA, this ‘GAA widow’, as she called herself, wrote that she had lost interest but supported any women who wanted to attend the games. Another person highlighted how women had long been ‘keen followers’ with a genuine interest in the games. Another pointed out that if the GAA was for men only then match attendances and gate receipts would be smaller. References were also made to the push for equal rights to illustrate to the farmer that times were changing and his view was outdated.

While the farmer’s views cannot be considered to be isolated ones, the responses to his letter demonstrate that women had long been involved in the GAA and that sport was becoming another area of society in which women’s place was been reconsidered.  It is no coincidence that, as the position of women in society began to change in the 1960s and 1970s, women’s sport also began to prosper. 

However, it should also be noted that, as Jennifer Hargreaves has stated, the growth of female sports in the twentieth century ‘only became possible because they occurred in separate spheres from men. By being insular, sportswomen did not constitute a challenge in their relationship to men.’28 

This was certainly the case for ladies Gaelic football. By creating their own space – wherever that space happened to be, even in carnivals – women were able to create opportunities for themselves to get involved in sport. 
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Ladies Gaelic football needed a space to grow – and it found it at carnivals and festivals across the island of Ireland in the 1960s. A key feature of the social scene in Ireland at the time, carnivals and festivals often functioned as fundraising events for local causes. Speaking to the GAA Oral History project in 2012, Marie McAleer, a founding member of the LGFA, recalled how women’s Gaelic football was organised as a ‘side event’ at carnivals and that ‘it was always a bit of fun’ taking part.1 However, newspaper archives reveal that these carnival games were not just a fundraising stunt or light entertainment; rather, they could be meaningful, competitive – and popular – matches that gave women an outlet to play Gaelic football.

Furthermore, newspaper archives revealed that festival matches had been organised as early as the 1940s. For example, in October 1945, the Lucan Pipe Band organised a GAA tournament and announced that a women’s football match between Clondalkin and Leixlip would take place before a men’s Gaelic football match featuring Saggart and Donaghmore.2 In August 1949, The Nationalist newspaper in Tipperary advertised that a women’s football match would be one of the attractions at the Kilsheelan Super Fete in aid of Power Charity Home and Kilsheelan Sportsfield Fund.3 It is unclear from the notice alone what code of football the women would have played, but the paper reveals that ‘there was very keen interest […] in the novel Ladies’ Football match which ended in a draw’, 2–5 to 1–8.4 A notice in the Nationalist and Leinster Times from June 1945 advertised an upcoming carnival in Athy, in which a women’s football match would feature alongside other attractions such as a pram race, a children’s fancy dress parade and golf putting.5

Once again, it is not clear what code of football the women played at the Athy festival, and this lack of clarity resurfaces in other newspaper notices, such as one that appeared in The Nationalist in June 1947, which only informed readers that the ladies’ football match occurring at a carnival in aid of Cloneen National School would be seven-a-side.6

From the late 1950s into the 1960s, it appears that ladies Gaelic football was becoming a popular attraction at carnivals in Cork. Notices in the Southern Star, The Cork Examiner and Evening Echo map the spread of the game through the county at events in Ringaskiddy, Crosshaven, Carrigaline, and later in Fermoy, Bandon, Douglas, Roscarbery and Ballyvourney. At the same time, Gaelic football matches for women were being organised in other counties, such as Louth, Meath, Tipperary, Fermanagh and Offaly.

The popularity of the game was evidently increasing, and this was leading some to wonder – likely for the first time – whether things could be taken further. Reporting on a women’s Gaelic football tournament being held in Offaly in September 1967, the Offaly Independent concluded that ‘this tournament is no carnival catch penny […] and if the idea catches on it may open up a whole new vista for the future.’7 Four teams took part in this competition, organised by the Arden Pitch and Putt Club, and it was won by Tullamore Camogie Club, their ‘positioning and combination’ leading them to be ‘deserving winners’ over the other competitors: Sacred Heart School, Vocational School and Arden Pitch and Putt.8

The ‘new venture’ was labelled a successful ‘experiment’ and, ultimately, the success of this competition meant that the idea did catch on locally. Another women’s Gaelic football competition was held in late 1967, this time expanding to eight teams.9 The newly organised league featured seven teams from Offaly (Kinitty, Arden Pitch and Putt, Hairdressers, Cloonagh, Mountbolus, Marian Hostel and Vocational School), as well as Lorrha from Co. Tipperary.10 The final was held in January 1968 and was described by the Leinster Express as ‘a fitting climax to a highly successful league campaign for two evenly matched sides [serving] up splendid fare’, with the Marian Hostel emerging victorious over Lorrha on a score-line of 2–3 to 1–2.11

Building on the success of the league, another seven-a-side competition was organised in the spring/summer of 1968 with ten teams from four counties (Offaly, Westmeath, Tipperary and Meath) slated to participate.12 The final of the ‘Midlands County League’, the Leinster Express stated, was to be ‘the feature event of the closing stages of the Carnival’ taking place on Whit Monday.13

In Waterford, a tournament involving twenty teams was organised in the summer of 1970. Ahead of the final of the competition, the Irish Press noted that the tournament was played with ten players on each team and players were allowed to pick the ball up directly off the ground and throw it, but were not allowed to shoulder charge.14 The paper also commented that many of the players togging out for the final were married and the captains of the two sides facing off for the championship were sisters.

Both single and married women played Gaelic football at the time, though it seemed that, for some reason, being a married woman was of added interest. Like when a note on the newly formed ladies’ football team in the Pike-Killrossanty area in 1967 also commented on the relationship status of some of the players, stating (maybe with a tone of surprise) that some of woman ‘are of the veteran married status’.15


These carnival games and festival tournaments were undoubtedly central to the progression of women’s Gaelic football from a novelty act to a serious sport.



Whether married or single, what is clear is that during this period teams and tournaments grew out of workplaces, existing sports clubs and organisations such as the Irish Countrywomen’s Association (ICA) and Macra na Feirme. In Tipperary in 1969, a ladies’ football competition was held that included teams from the local county council, Clonmel post office, and Showering’s, a local cider manufacturer.16 The inclusion of schools like the Vocational School in Offaly also points to a wide age profile of female Gaelic football players.

While the carnival games were generally organised as a fun activity, the recurrence and regularity with which games were organised suggested that women took Gaelic football seriously and were committed to playing games. Perhaps they were encouraged by local people involved in organising the games and tournaments. The desire to support a local fundraising initiative or community event may also have encouraged young girls and women to get involved. Still, it was clear that participation levels were rising.

It is clear, too, that camogie players were drawn to Gaelic football. However, the Camogie Association appear to have been somewhat concerned, or to have even disapproved of, the growing popularity of ladies Gaelic football. It was noted by the Southern Star that members of the Coiste Camogie Vigilance Committee attended the football match between Clonakilty and Bandon that was organised as part of the West Cork Festival in July 1965.17 Though the newspaper did not elaborate on the reasons for the Coiste Camogie Vigilance Committee’s presence at the game, the Southern Star did remark that the game ‘provided plenty of excitement’ for the large crowd that gathered for it.18 This suggests that there was considerable interest in women’s Gaelic football in West Cork and it can perhaps be deduced that the Camogie Association – locally, at least – were concerned about the rising following of Gaelic football among women.
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From the 1960s onwards ladies Gaelic football began to become a popular feature at local carnivals. Here, Ballycumber, Co. Offaly line out for a team photo ahead of a match against Clara in 1969 (Phyllis Price née Hackett).



This apparent concern was to be found elsewhere in the country. For example, in February 1967 in Co. Mayo, it was reported by the Connaught Telegraph that the Mayo Camogie County Board were unhappy with a Carmel Murray from Castlebar who had written to the Mayo Football County Board to propose that a women’s Gaelic football team be set up in the county: ‘they intend to inform her that her place is on a camogie team’, the Connaught Telegraph revealed.19 Murray’s letter had also been reported on in both the Mayo News, which noted that it had been read to a ‘surprised meeting’, and the Western People, which called it an ‘unusual request’.20

While the Mayo Football County Board’s surprised reaction to Murray’s letter highlights the still-novel nature of women playing Gaelic football in that era, the response of the Mayo Camogie County Board points to a growing uneasiness with women’s Gaelic football. This uneasiness from within the Camogie Association may have been rooted in a fundamental disapproval of women playing football, or it could have been precipitated by a concern that Gaelic football might become more popular than camogie among women on the island of Ireland. After all, they had previously faced this problem.
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A selection of photos from ladies Gaelic football matches and activities in the 1970s from a scrapbook belonging to Marie McAleer née Holland (a founding member of the LGFA).



Between 1934 and 1939 the Camogie Association had banned their members from playing ‘foreign’ games. This led to a number of issues at local and national level, particularly among members who played hockey as well as camogie. The removal of the ban in 1939 led to a split within the association. The separation ended after two years, thanks to the intervention of Padraig Ó Chaoimh, General Secretary of the GAA, and the ban was reinstated without issue.21

Camogie had not since faced any competition. Yet was it about to face a fresh competitor now – and from a domestic Gaelic sport, no less?

–––––––––––––––––––––––––

That women’s Gaelic football matches were being played in various counties without the assistance of an overarching organising body is impressive. The game undoubtedly continued to flourish. And a growing game needed a standardised set of rules.

In March 1968 the Meath Chronicle published the rules of the game as played in Co. Meath at the time ‘in view of the fact that ladies Gaelic football seems to be catching on rapidly in the county.’22 The paper specified that each team should be made up of ten members – seven players and three substitutes – and games would be played over forty minutes in total on pitches sixty-eighty yards long and forty-fifty yards wide, using a size five football. It was noted that the game was to be played ‘along the same lines as Gaelic football’. Five rules were highlighted by the paper:

 

(a) A player may pick the ball off the ground; (b) a player may run 5 yards with the ball without being penalised; (c) a player may use any method to get rid of the ball, i.e., kick, punch, or throw; (d) to score a player must either punch or kick the ball, goals and points scored as in Gaelic; (e) a player commits a foul by over-robust tackling, pushing, tripping, kicking, catching, holding, or jumping at a player; a free kick will be awarded for each foul, in all cases the referee’s decision is final.23

 

It is difficult to say what might have constituted an ‘over-robust’ tackle, kick or catch, but the language used is interesting and implies that there were efforts made to modify Gaelic football so that it might be considered socially and physically ‘suitable’ for women to play. The Meath Chronicle also advised that ‘each player must wear slacks. A player may wear shoes of her own choice but football boots are recommended.’24 The direction that women should wear ‘slacks’ while playing football (and not shorts as the men would have worn) was undoubtedly another adjustment to ensure that the image of women playing Gaelic football was socially acceptable.

As rules began to be set down, and participation increased, the standard of the play appears to have risen quickly among the teams. A report in the Southern Star describes a final between Shamrocks and Carrigaline as a ‘real thriller’.25 The language that accompanied a picture published in the Evening Echo from the same year calls the match between the ‘Knicks’ and the ‘Knacks’ as a ‘Crazy Ball Game’.26 Reporting on games in the Midlands League in May 1968, the Leinster Express commended the ‘level standard’ of the ‘close and exciting’ games in the league.27 Similarly, the Waterford News and Star described a match between Killrossanty and Ballyduff as ‘a remarkably high standard’ game in which the ‘speed and excitement of the exchanges left spectators breathless’.28

Although the novelty tag was a feature that stuck to the game in this period, it is clear, too, that it was more than a novelty event, as noted by the Drogheda Independent in 1968, which, reporting on a match between Kells and Dulane, stated that the game ‘demonstrated that these girls’ football matches are being taken seriously and that it is certainly no parlour game. There was no draw back on either side and the game was thoroughly enjoyed by all.’29 Entertaining football and genuine interest in the game was helping to drive the growing popularity of the game.
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