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It is my great pleasure to write this foreword for this 
booklet which commemorates and celebrates the 
achievement of the 1917 UCD Collegians team in 
winning the All-Ireland Senior Hurling Championship for 
Dublin. This victory was a key moment in the unfolding 
story of the history of Gaelic games in our University. It 
gave a prestige to the club that helped it grow and grow 
through the remaining decades of the twentieth century 
and into our new millennium.

Every day I am conscious on our campus of the 
importance of the GAA. I see how our students train and 
prepare on our pitches. I am hugely impressed by the 
way in which they represent our University whenever 
they take the field. They are following in the footsteps 
of the great Collegians team of 1917 – and, indeed, of 
generations of great UCD teams. Not all of these teams 
could win All-Irelands, of course, but their commitment 
over the decades has added lustre to our history and 
has helped create the great, vibrant club which is 
remembered with such fondness by our graduates.

Professor Andrew J Deeks,

President, University College Dublin
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Being involved with hurling in University 
College Dublin is a pleasure and an honour.
The opportunity to play with some of the best hurlers in the 
country is a joy; to witness them express themselves and 
their love of the game and their pursuit of excellence is a 
wonderful thing. 

That it is also an honour is related to the fundamental role 
that UCD has played in the history of hurling in third level 
education in Ireland. The club was, of course, a founding 
member of varsity hurling in the country and has played 
a leading role in those games ever since then. Across the 
decades, playing hurling for UCD has been something to 
be extremely proud of. This is related to the great success 
that has been enjoyed over the years, but also to the 
manner in which the hurling club has come to mean so 
much to those who have played for it over the years. It is 
something of a cliché to note that it has been a home-from-
home for so many, but it is a cliché only because it is true. 
There are people whose fondest memories of their time in 
UCD revolve around the hurling club and everything that 
happened in and around it.  

The winning of the 1917 All-Ireland Hurling Championship 
was a momentous achievement for the UCD hurling club, 
fielding as Collegians. This team had earned the right 
to represent Dublin in the All-Ireland Championship by 
winning the 1917 Dublin Senior Hurling Championship. 
It remains the most successful hurling team ever to 
represent the University. That alone gives it a place in the 
history of hurling in the University that leaves it worthy of 
commemoration.

This booklet captures that success. It sets out, in the first 
instance, the games won by UCD Collegians in 1917. The 
year began with success over University College Cork in 
the Fitzgibbon Cup. It continued with victory in the Dublin 
Senior Hurling Championship. Under the rules of the time, 
UCD Collegians then represented Dublin in the Leinster and 
All-Ireland Hurling championships. The rules also stipulated 
that UCD could now supplement their ranks with the 
best hurlers from the other clubs of Dublin. Accordingly, 
a half-dozen hurlers from Faughs and Thomas Davis and 
Commericals were drafted in. 
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The end result was a formidable team that trained 
assiduously for the championship. It says alot that brilliant 
hurlers were left on the sideline because they did not fully 
commit to the training. Even then, UCD were expected to 
lose almost every time they took the field. The fact that 
they overcame the odds in claiming success speaks volumes 
about their quality.

As well as setting out the matches played by UCD 
Collegians, the booklet also provides pen pictures of the 
players who took to the field for the team. This collection 
of men never played together after 1917. Victory, however, 
has meant that they remain forever banded together in a 
winner’s photograph and framed into history. What the 
pen pictures do, more than anything else, is reveal the 
sheer breadth of men who took the field for UCD. Doctors 
and vets and teachers shared a jersey with publicans and 
shopworkers; they came from counties across Ireland and 
found common cause in hurling. 

The glory of every team that wins depends, in some 
measure, on the quality of their opponents. In 1917, UCD 
Collegians triumphed over an outstanding Tipperary team, 
drawn in large measure from the parish of Boherlahan. The 
quality of these hurlers is made clear in their pen pictures, 
as well as in the story of how they were defending All-
Ireland champions. That the team they defeated was already 
proven, already accepted in the hurling world as being of 
genuine quality, underlines the scale of the achievement by 
UCD Collegians.

Finally, running through the story of 1917, and in particular 
through the pen pictures of the players, is the story of 
the Irish revolution. There were men on the field who had 
fought in 1916 and other men who were central figures in 
the War of Independence. They were hurlers, but more than 
hurlers and their story is also the story of the tumultous 
politics of Ireland in the years between the outbreak of the 
Great War and the ending of the Civil War. That their hurling 
was played in a time of war inevitably changes the story and 
gives it an entirely persepective. Either way, it is an honour 
100 years later to be involved in a booklet that remembers 
who they were and what they did, on and off the field.

Stephen Lucey
Former UCD Sports Scholar and Limerick hurler & football
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UCC were favourites to win but 
from the throw-in UCD’s Collegians were 
defiant in their defence of the Fitzgibbon 
Cup.

UCC were favourites to win but from the throw-in 
UCD’s Collegians were defiant in their defence of the 
Fitzgibbon Cup. Captain John Ryan made it his singular 
mission to set the tone of the game by clearing Cork’s 
opening shot from UCD’s goalmouth. After a prolonged 
tussle UCC’s captain Connie Lacey scored the first goal 
of the match but UCD’s Frank Burke quickly equalised. 
UCD’s second goal came only minutes later after they 
were awarded a free and Ryan placed the ball into 
the square, where a short ‘scrimmage’ ensued. The 
pace was fast and furious for the rest of the half as 
‘the ball travelled from one goal to another with an 
almost constant swing’. Both goalies (Daly for UCD and 
Sheehan for UCC) were impressive and demonstrated 
their skills admirably as they saved numerous attacks. 
Testament to their abilities was the fact that of the 
three goals scored during the first half, two were the 
result of scrimmages within the goalmouth. 

Half-time score: UCD (2-0) UCC (1-0)

John Ryan proved to be the mainstay of UCD’s defence 
in the second half, in spite of the sustained efforts of 
Cork’s forwards. It was only after the Cork team piled 
into Dublin’s half of the pitch en masse, that McCarthy 
was able to score a goal. Burke eventually managed to 
evade Cork’s defence at the other end of the pitch and 
scored Dublin’s third (and final) goal. Though Cork’s 
Breen, Atkins and Callanan made various raids into 
Dublin’s half of the field during the latter stages of the 
game, only Dublin’s Joe Phelan and Charlie Stuart were 
able to score a point each before referee Pat Kennefick 
blew the final whistle. A huge cheer went up as Dublin’s 
Collegians collected the Fitzgibbon Cup for a third 
successive year.

FITZGIBBON  
CUP

18 February 1917

3-2
UCD 
Collegians 

2-1
UCC 
Collegians 

Venue

University Park Terenure

Referee

P. Kennefick (Dublin) 

UCD Collegians 

 J. Ryan (Capt); Daly 
(Goal); Lawlor; Hart; 
Walton; Cogin; Cummins; 
Sullivan; Joyce; Phelan; 
Burke; O’Brien; Stuart; 
Cooney; Downey

UCC Collegians

Lacy (Capt); Sheehan 
(Goal); Moore; Dunne; 
Lahifie; Donovan; O’Brien; 
McCarthy; Breen; Atkins; 
Callanan; Falvey; O’Neill; 
Curran; Murphy

The season began for UCD with the Fizgibbon Cup – the 
competition played for between the hurling teams of 
Ireland’s universities: 

“ “

How UCD 
Collegians won 
the 1917 All-
Ireland Hurling 
Championship for 
Dublin
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The Collegians were expected to perform well during 
the senior county championship and they did not 
disappoint.  Although critics had declared that ‘seldom 
had poorer hurling been witnessed’ after the Collegians’ 
semi-final match against Thomas Davis, their victory 
had never been in doubt. The UCD team had won by 
3-1 to 1-2 with Sean Hyde and Sim Lawlor in particular, 
enjoying good games as they repeatedly denied the 
Thomas Davis’ forwards any opportunity to score. 
Interestingly ‘E. Bulfin’ was named in the match report 
as having been responsible for scoring the Collegians’ 
first goal. Given that the only ‘E. Bulfin’ associated with 
UCD hurling during the period, Eamonn Bulfin, (who 
had captained UCD’s 1915 Fitzgibbon winning team), 
had been deported to Stafford Jail in Britain in March 
1917 owing to his involvement in the 1916 Rising, this 
was most likely an error.

both competing teams – the 
Collegians and Faughs – were believed to 
be ‘the best exponents of hurling in the 
Metropolis’

Expectations were high that the 1917 championship 
final would be ‘a brilliant exposition of hurling’ given 
that both competing teams – the Collegians and Faughs 
– were believed to be ‘the best exponents of hurling in 
the Metropolis’. The two teams had met merely weeks 
earlier during the senior league and crowds now flocked 
to Croke Park on the morning of 17 June 1917, in the 
hope that the final would be a repeat of the lively and 
skilful play of the earlier meeting.

The Collegians were keen to secure a win, given that 
during the previous year they had won their semi-final 
match against Commercials, but had been forced to give 
up their place in the final when the latter hurling club 
lodged an objection. The Commercials took their place 
in the final and duly won the 1916 championship. 

DUBLIN SENIOR 
COUNTY 
CHAMPIONSHIP 
1917
FINAL

17 June 1917    

3-1
Dublin (UCD 
Collegians) 

1-2
Faughs

Venue

Croke Park

Referee

P. Kennefick (Dublin)

Dublin (UCD Collegians) 

J. Ryan (Capt.); T. Daly 
(Goal); S. Lawlor; P. 
Cummins; C. Stewart; B. 
Joyce; J. Hyde; P. Moran; 
J. Donovan; J. Phelan; P. 
McDonnell; P. O’Brien; F. 
Burke; E. Coogan; E. Bulfin

Faughs

J. Cleary (Capt); J. Cleary; 
R. Tracey; J. Murphy; B. 
Maguire; F. Ryan (Goal); 
H. Burke; M. Neville; M. 
Hackett; T. Moore; T. 
O’Brien; F. Tobin; R. Cullen; 
P. Hogan; R. Mockler

With the Fitzgibbon Cup successfully captured, UCD 
Collegians set about winning the Dublin Senior Hurling 
Championship:

“ “
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Unsurprisingly, the press reported how the Collegians 
had trained ‘systematically’ and ‘earnestly’ with a view 
to winning the 1917 championship. However, for almost 
three-quarters of the match, Faughs led, having been 
favoured by the strong breeze in the first half. When 
a concerted effort by the Collegians’ forwards netted 
them a goal and secured them the lead for the first time 
in the match, the tables turned. After a hugely physical 
jostle resulted in Faughs’ Patrick Horgan being injured 
and forced to retire, the Collegians seized advantage 
and launched an onslaught on Faughs’ midfield and 
back-lines. John Ryan and Joe Phelan were particularly 
impressive, scoring much needed points to extend the 
Collegians’ lead but it was Phelan’s final goal – scored 
in the dying minutes of the match – which ultimately 
won the UCD Collegians their first Dublin Senior County 
Championship. It was a truly heroic win.

It was a truly heroic win.

With the Dublin Senior Hurling Championship added to 
their Fitzgibbon success, Collegians now moved on to 
the Leinster Senior Hurling Championship. Under the 
rules of the competition, they were allowed to add to 
their team such hurlers as they wished from the other 
clubs of Dublin.

DUBLIN SENIOR 
COUNTY 
CHAMPIONSHIP 
1917
FINAL

CONTINUED    

“

“
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LEINSTER 
SENIOR 
HURLING 
CHAMPIONSHIP
QUARTER-FINAL

24 June 1917

2-2
Meath

6-7
Dublin (UCD 
Collegians)  

Venue

Dunboyne       

Referee

J. Collins (Dublin)

Dublin (UCD Collegians) 

T. Daly (Goal); J. Ryan 
(Capt); C. Stuart; J. 
O’Donovan; J. Hyde; 
J. Phelan; S. Lawlor 
(Collegians); P. Kennefick; 
M. Hayes (Commercials 
Rapps); J. Cleary; B. 
Mockler; H. Burke; T. 
Moore; J. Murphy (Faughs); 
B. Considine (Thomas 
Davis)

Meath

P. Matthews; J. Kelly; M. 
Hanly; J. Jiles; M. Jiles; P. 
Egan (Trim); P. McCabe; 
P. McCabe; P. Evarard 
(Ratoath); J. Reilly (Goal) 
(Dunboyne); H. Mullaly; 
M. Bruton (Dunshaughlin); 
M. McCarthy (Kells); P. 
Coakley (Killyon); P.J. 
Conway (Longwood)

This was a mismatch from the offset. Due to the 1917 
junior championship being cancelled on account 
of limited railway facilities, Meath County Board 
decided to enter their hurlers in the Leinster senior 
championship. The Royal County’s team was pitted 
against ‘the brilliant Collegians’ and few held any 
hope for the former, especially as Meath’s chosen 
county team never trained together prior to the 
match. In contrast, Dublin’s team had been selected 
with the express intention that they would win the 
championship, as articulated by chairman A. C. Harty at 
a Dublin County Board meeting only days prior to the 
match. The best players from Faughs and Commercials 
and Thomas Davis were added to UCD’s best hurlers as 
Dublin sought to claim provincial and national honours.

Over 600 people were in attendance at Dunboyne to 
witness the Meath hurlers bravely battle against their 
superior opponents. Meath had got off to a brilliant 
start with Patrick McCabe scoring a goal within the 
opening minute. However, Dublin rallied and while the 
Collegians’ defence stood strong, their forwards led by 
Tommy Moore, Hugh Burke and Joe Phelan ensured that 
by half-time Dublin was leading 2-3 to 1-1. When play 
resumed Dublin maintained possession for much of the 
half, although Meath’s Patrick and Peter McCabe along 
with the two Giles and M. Hanley did stage a number 
of effective dashes which resulted in another goal and 
point for Meath. 

Meath showed great potential, but 
the lack of familiarity among the players 
proved problematic

Meath showed great potential, but the lack of 
familiarity among the players (who came from seven 
different clubs) proved problematic. Burke, Moore 
and Phelan capitalised on this and worked together to 
ensure that by the time referee Joe Collins blew his final 
whistle, the scoreline read Dublin (6-7), Meath (2-2). 
Though a decisive victory for Dublin, many spectators 
felt the score did not reflect Meath’s true abilities, and 
roundly criticised Meath’s County Board for the poor 
performance. 

“ “
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Summer showers ensured the semi-final pitch was 
rather slow and soggy. Unlike the quarter-final, both 
teams were considered well-matched as Offaly 
had pulled off the shock of the championship after 
successfully beating Laois, the 1915 All-Ireland 
champions, during the first round. In the days prior to 
the match, speculation was rife in the newspapers that 
Dublin would face a similar fate, but the Dublin press 
maintained that the tough, rigorous training which 
Dublin’s players were being put through would stand to 
them. 

On match day luck was on the Collegians’ side and 
they won the coin toss, enabling them to play the first 
half with the wind at their backs. The Metropolitans 
scored quickly but despite Offaly’s best efforts to retain 
possession and equalise, the Faithful County’s forwards 
proved unable to register a score; sending a number 
of possible scores wide. Luckily for Dublin, Brendan 
Considine and Joe Phelan’s shooting abilities were on 
full display, and by half-time Dublin held the lead by 1-4 
to no score.

Offaly found their feet early in the second half when 
they shot a goal past Dublin’s impressive backline, 
which included captain John Ryan. The Collegians 
rapidly retaliated by netting another goal of their 
own. After that, the small crowd of spectators present 
were rewarded for their diligence in braving the wet 
conditions, as a fierce onslaught by Offaly’s forwards 
proved both entertaining and effective, resulting in 
another Offaly goal. Possession of the ball became 
more evenly distributed during the latter stages of the 
final half as Offaly’s Mick Cordial and J. Hogan steered 
their team towards a comeback and demonstrated 
some incredibly skilful play. However, even in the face 
of a strong Offaly defense, Dublin’s players Mockler, 
Murphy, Ryan, Phelan and Neville proved unstoppable 
in their determination to win and the Collegians 
maintained their lead and won 3-6 to 3-1. 

LEINSTER 
SENIOR 
HURLING 
CHAMPIONSHIP
SEMI-FINAL

12 August 1917

3-6
Dublin (UCD 
Collegians) 

3-1
Offaly  

Venue

Ballybrophy         

Referee

R. O’Keeffe (Laois)

Dublin (UCD Collegians) 

John Ryan (Capt); W. 
Cooney (Goal); M. Hayes; 
M. Hackett; J. Cleary; 
J. Hyde; C. Stuart; J. 
Donovan; R. Mockler; 
J. Phelan; M. Neville; R. 
Considine; T. Moore; H. 
Burke; J. Murphy

Offaly

J. Corrigan (Capt); J. 
O’Donnell; E. Keenan; 
J. Madden; J. Hogan; 
J. Carroll; J. Cleere; P. 
Delahunty; M. Cordial; 
M. Tooker; P. Sullivan; 
T. Sullivan; P. Lyons; M. 
Whelan; J. Kelly

...both teams were considered 
well-matched as Offaly had pulled off 
the shock of the championship after 
successfully beating Laois

“ “
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LEINSTER 
FINAL

9 September 1917

5-1
Dublin 
(UCD 
Collegians) 

4-0
Kilkenny 

Venue

Croke Park

Referee

P. Brien

Attendance

4,000 

Dublin (UCD 
Collegians) 

John Ryan (Capt); J. 
Hyde; J. Donovan; C. 
Stuart (Collegians); 
M. Neville; J. Cleary; 
H. Burke; R. Mockler; 
J. Murphy; M. Hayes; 
T. Moore (Faughs); M. 
Hackett; P. Kennefick 
(Com-Rapps); T. Daly 
(Goal) (Collegians); B. 
Considine (Davis)

Kilkenny

R. Grace; S. Walton 
(Capt); D. Kennedy; M. 
Gargan; J. Power (Goal); 
J. Holohan; M. Kennedy; 
P. Clohiesey; R. Tobin; F. 
Maher; P. Donohue; T. 
Hanrahan; J. Roberts; J. 
Lennon; J. Walsh

4,000 spectators bore witness to Dublin becoming 
Leinster Champions for the first time in nine years. 
Included among them was Mr. Owen Mitchell, former 
President of the London GAA County Board, who 
travelled from Lagos in order to be present. 

As a result of Dublin’s favourable performance against 
Offaly and the fact that they were playing at Croke Park, 
they were predicted by a (slight) margin to be favourites 
to win. Playing with a stiff breeze, the Collegians scored 
their first goal within minutes of the match beginning. 
Kilkenny responded with a series of attacks on the 
Dublin defence, resulting in an equalising goal. Fierce 
tussles – particularly around midfield – defined the rest 
of the thrilling first half as the two teams battled for 
possession. Mockler, Murphy and Neville were fearless 
in their attacks on the Kilkenny goal, resulting in Dublin 
enjoying a narrow lead at half-time. 

Dublin played more cohesively as 
a team and their superior speed and 
general fitness meant they were able to 
maintain possession of the slíothar for 
much of the match

After Dublin attained their fourth goal early in the 
second half, Kilkenny renewed their own onslaught. 
Dick Grace and Sim Walton especially proved relentless 
as they strove to narrow the margin. Under pressure in 
the Dublin goal, Tommy Daly performed well, saving 
those few balls that managed to make it past Ryan 
and Kennefick, who put up sterling performances in 
the backline. Overall, despite Kilkenny’s best efforts, 
Dublin played more cohesively as a team and their 
superior speed and general fitness meant they were 
able to maintain possession of the slíothar for much of 
the match. The final score of 5-1 to 4-0 reflected the 
Collegians’ prowess on the pitch and they were declared 
victorious.

“
“
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Nine years after their previous clash in Croke Park, 
Dublin and Tipperary returned to compete in the 
All-Ireland Senior Hurling Final. Though many were 
impressed by the fleetness and general skill evident 
from Dublin’s Collegians, most people expected 
Tipperary – represented by their county champions 
Boherlahan – to emerge victorious. After all, they had 
won the 1916 All-Ireland Senior Hurling Final a mere 
nine months previously. Moreover, while Dublin’s 
team remained virtually unchanged from the selection 
which had won the Leinster title, Tipperary had drafted 
several new players from Thurles, Toomevara, Killenauic, 
Moneygall and Two-Mile-Borris.

most people expected Tipperary – 
represented by their county champions 
Boherlahan – to emerge victorious.

Tipperary went on the attack from the beginning, 
quickly securing a ‘70’ but Leahy drove the ball wide. 
Ironically, Bob Mockler (who had played a pivotal role 
in helping Tipperary secure their All-Ireland victory 
against Dublin in 1908), opened the scoring for 
Collegians when he sent the ball over the bar in the 9th 
minute. A minute later, he scored again. Mockler was 
to score yet another point from a free before a tussle 
resulted in Burke having to retire due to sustaining a 
shoulder injury. Substitute Brendan Considine made his 
presence felt almost immediately when he and Moore 
combined to lead a Collegians attack into Tipperary’s 
territory, resulting in Phelan netting Collegian’s first 
goal. Tipperary’s run of bad luck continued as Michael 
Leahy shot another ball wide. Collegians capitalised on 
this misfortune and Neville scored Collegians’ second 
goal only minutes later. Invigorated by the widening 
gap, Tipperary’s Hugh Shelly rushed a ball into the back 
of the Collegians’ net. Collison followed up by scoring 
another goal from a ‘70’, meaning that by half-time 
Collegians’ lead had narrowed to just 2 points.

Half-time score: Dublin (2-2) Tipperary (2-0)

ALL-IRELAND 
SENIOR 
HURLING
FINAL

28 October 1917

5-4
Dublin (UCD 
Collegians) 

4-2
Tipperary  

Venue

Croke Park        

Referee

W. Walsh 

Attendance

12,000    

Dublin (UCD Collegians) 

T. Daly (Goal); Dr. J. 
Ryan (Captain); Sean 
Hyde; Sean O’Donovan; 
F. Burke; O. Stuart; J. 
Phelan; R. Mockler; T. 
Moore; J. Clery; F. Burke; 
M. Neville; M. Hackett; P. 
Kennefick; M. Hayes

Tipperary (Boherlahan)

J. Leahy (Captain); 
J. Power; W. Dwyer; 
J. Nagle; P. Leahy; J. 
Doherty; P. Walsh; W. 
Dwyer; H. Shelly; M. 
Leahy; J. Shanahan; S. 
Hackett; J. O’Meara; J. 
Collison; J. Fitzpatrick

“ “
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Tipperary’s captain John Leahy narrowed UCD’s lead 
to only a single point within the opening minutes of 
the half, when he scored from a free. Collegians, keen 
to extend their lead, went on the attack. Mockler 
secured a goal and then within a minute helped to 
stave off a Tipperary attack on the Dublin goal. Burke, 
having secured possession of the ball, passed it to 
Considine who raced down the pitch before shooting 
a magnificent goal into Tipperary’s net. Injury forced 
Tipperary stalwart W. Dwyer to retire and be replaced 
by his Boherlahan teammate Arthur O’Donnell. Play 
resumed and Mockler set Phelan up to score Dublin’s 
third goal of the half. Frank Burke then added another 
point to Collegians’ tally. Tipperary continued to do 
battle across the pitch, eager to claw back dominance. 
During one of these battles, Tipperary’s celebrated 
wingman Joe Fitzpatrick was injured and had to be 
replaced by Paddy Dwyer. Collegians then renewed their 
efforts and thanks to the combined efforts of Burke and 
Phelan managed to break through Tipperary’s backline 
so that Phelan could deliver the ball into Tipperary’s net.

Tipperary seized the puck-out and rushed the ball up 
the pitch. Though Shelly’s shot was saved by Collegians’ 
formidable Tommy Daly, Paddy Dwyer’s shot proved 
unstoppable, and secured Tipperary a much-needed 
goal. Collison and Leahy quickly scored an additional 
point and goal respectively, demonstrating how 
dangerous they could be if left unmarked. Leahy’s goal 
in particular was impressive as he rushed Tommy Daly – 
who was uncharacteristically slow in clearing a shot he 
had stopped. Unfortunately for Tipperary, the referee 
Willie Walsh blew the final whistle only moments later 
and Dublin won their first All-Ireland Senior Hurling 
title in 27 years. While Dublin were exalted and enjoyed 
considerable praise, for Tipperary it was ‘a sensational 
defeat after a sensational game’.

While Dublin were exalted and 
enjoyed considerable praise, for 
Tipperary it was ‘a sensational defeat 
after a sensational game’.

“ “
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UCD COLLEGIANS 
PLAYER PROFILES

Having ‘learned his hurling in the Golden Vale country’ 
around Pallasgreen, Co. Limerick, John Ryan had 
just completed his medical studies at University 
College Dublin when he captained the Dublin team 
to All-Ireland victory in 1917. Described as a ‘6ft 3in. 
powerhouse from the Limerick-Tipperary border’, 
Ryan was a commanding player and leader who 
also captained UCD to three Fitzgibbon victories in 
1915, 1916 and 1917. Arguably, it was Ryan who was 
responsible for deciding that the Collegians would 
utilise their youth and speed in order to attain success. 
Owing to this, it was he (aided by Harry Boland) who 
coached his Dublin teammates on sprinting methods 
ahead of the 1917 championship. Their efforts were 
rewarded and contemporary newspapers admiringly 
described the 1917 Dublin team as being as ‘fleet as 
deer’.

Ryan was known for his ‘boyish enthusiasm’ for both 
UCD and university athletics. He maintained close links 
with both when his career as the First Medical Officer of 
the Dublin Metropolitan Division of An Garda Síochána 
allowed. Alongside serving as President of the Athletic 
Union Council, Ryan held a range of honorary positions 
within UCD’s Athletics’ Club. Following his untimely 
death in 1943, his association with Higher Education 
sport was commemorated by the creation of the Ryan 
Cup Football and Hurling tournaments. 

JOHN RYAN 
CAPTAIN

JOHN RYAN 
CAPTAIN
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‘The greatest goalman to ever clutch a ball’, Tulla 
native and medical student Tommy Daly was one of 
the lynchpins of the 1917 Collegians and Dublin teams. 
Playing with the Collegians, Daly would win a total of six 
Fitzgibbon Cup titles, (1915, 1916, 1917, 1923, 1924 and 
1927). In addition to his senior All-Ireland medal won in 
1917, Daly had already won an All-Ireland junior medal 
with Clare in 1914. During his playing career with Dublin, 
he would win another three All-Ireland Senior Hurling 
championships as well as five Leinster titles. In 1930 
(following the amendment of the GAA’s non-residents 
rule which initially stipulated that a player must play for 
the county where he lived) he was able to line out with 
his native Clare, which resulted in him securing a Munster 
title in 1933 as well as his second Railway Cup medal, 
(this time with Munster), having won his first in 1927 with 
Leinster. 

Once described by teammate Bob Mockler as a ‘wizard’ 
in goal, Daly was a formidable opponent on the pitch, but 
was universally liked off it. Following his retirement from 
playing, he became a popular referee and had the dubious 
pleasure of refereeing the 1935 All-Ireland final between 
Kilkenny and Limerick in a torrential downpour.

Tragically killed in a motoring accident in 1936, Daly 
was eulogised in Bryan MacMahon’s famous GAA ballad, 
Lament for Dr. Tommy Daly, which includes the verse:
‘No more shall limewhite goalposts 
Soar tapering and tall 
Above the greatest goalman 
That ever clutched a ball. 
Nor yet he’ll rouse the echoes 
Of ash in native air, 
Nor heed the throbbing thousands 
Tense with pride of Clare.’

In the autumn of 1936 his grieving teammates (including 
many of the men who played alongside him in 1917) 
formed an executive committee to bring Daly’s long-held 
ambition of equipping Clare with an adequate hurling 
arena to fruition. Consequently in 1941 the Dr. Tommy 
Daly Gaelic Park was opened in Tulla.

TOMMY DALY 
GOALIE
TOMMY DALY 
GOALIE
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SEAN HYDE

Having completed his academic and hurling studies 
at St. Finbarr’s College, Farranferris (known as ‘Farna’ 
to its alumni) it was only natural that Sean Hyde 
would continue his playing career when he moved to 
Dublin. Capable of playing in various positions, Hyde 
had played a definitive role in helping Cork secure a 
Munster title in 1915. With Dublin, Hyde frequently 
lined out as a full-back and proved instrumental 
in defending throughout the 1917, 1918 and 1919 
seasons. Along with his 1917 All-Ireland medal, Hyde 
won two Leinster medals (1917 and 1919) and three 
Dublin Senior Hurling Championships (1917, 1918 and 
1919). 

Increasing involvement in intelligence work for 
Michael Collins’ Irish Volunteers and his prominent 
role in organising the successful plot to kill William 
Redmond (Assistant Commissioner of the Royal Irish 
Constabulary) in January 1920 led to his retirement 
from hurling. Hyde was transferred to Cork following 
his involvement in Bloody Sunday 1920. Injured in an 
ambush by anti-Treaty forces in January 1922 when 
working as an assistant to Eoin O’Duffy, Hyde resumed 
his Veterinary Medical studies in 1923. Once qualified, 
his sporting involvement centered around hunting 
and horse-racing. Along with his brothers Tim Hyde (a 
professional jockey who won a number of Irish Grand 
Nationals and Aintree Grand Nationals) and Patrick 
Hyde, he founded the San Peel Hunt. 

SEAN HYDE

14

1917 copy.indd   14 20/10/2017   18:30



Described as ‘the best midfield man’ Bob Mockler 
ever played with or against, Sean O’Donovan was 
instrumental in helping the Collegians to attain 
success during the 1917, 1918 and 1919 seasons. Born 
in Clonakilty, Co. Cork O’Donovan moved to Dublin in 
order to study Veterinary Science at UCD. He helped 
the Collegians secure three consecutive Dublin Senior 
Hurling Championships (1917, 1918 and 1919) and won 
two Leinster medals (1917 and 1919) in addition to his 
1917 All-Ireland medal. His performance during the 
aforementioned final was described as ‘brilliant’ by 
various newspaper reports and he was commended for 
his accuracy in placing the ball as he pucked it towards 
his forwards.  

Following a short delay owing to his involvement in the 
1916 Rising and subsequent internment in Wakefield 
Prison and Frongoch internment camp, O’Donovan 
graduated as a Veterinary Surgeon in December 1918. 
Involved in the anti-Treaty side during the Civil War, 
he was a founding member of Fianna Fáil in 1926 and 
would serve in the Seanad for prolonged periods from 
1938 until his retirement in 1969. 

Hailing from Ogonelloe, Co. Clare, Charlie Stuart, 
(brother of the 19th GAA President J.J. Stuart) had 
contributed to Clare’s successful campaign to win the 
Junior All-Ireland final in 1914. In 1917, he had captained 
the Collegians hurling team to victory in the Walsh Cup 
and played an integral role during Dublin’s All-Ireland 
1917 campaign and final. Stuart later captained Dublin 
in their unsuccessful All-Ireland campaign of 1919. 

Having completed his medical studies in 1922, Stuart 
joined the Irish army and rose to become Colonel 
Stuart, Chief of the Army Medical Corps. His interest in 
sport remained undiminished and he served as Captain 
of Milltown Golf Club during the late 1950s.

SEAN O’DONOVAN

CHARLIE STUARTCHARLIE STUART
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Responsible for scoring the opening goal of the All-
Ireland final for Dublin, Joe Phelan had already won 
an All-Ireland Senior Hurling Championship with his 
native Laois in 1915. Once described as ‘one of the most 
dangerous forwards in the history of the game’, Phelan’s 
ability to score accurately from acute angles made him 
indispensable for any team. Bob Mockler anecdotally 
recounted how Dublin secured their 1920 All-Ireland 
victory after he and Tommy Moore convinced Phelan, 
who was studying medicine in UCD, to join the Dublin 
team three weeks before their final against Cork. Phelan 
went on to score a hat-trick of goals and secured his 
third All-Ireland medal. 

Considered one of the most outstanding players of his 
generation. Kildare native Frank Burke’s first match 
playing hurling for Dublin’s senior team was the 1917 
All-Ireland final. He was drafted in after Brendan 
Considine was dropped on account of (allegedly) not 
training enough. An experienced dual player, Burke had 
lined out for the Collegians for both the Sigerson and 
Fitzgibbon Cup competitions in 1912. He would go on to 
win five Sigerson Cup medals and four Fitzgibbon Cup 
medals between 1915 and 1924. He had also won two 
junior All-Ireland hurling medals with Dublin in 1914 
and 1916.

Having attended Patrick Pearse’s St. Enda’s, Burke 
returned to teach in the school during 1916. His 
active support of Pearse during the 1916 Easter Rising, 
resulted in his arrest and internment in Stafford Jail and 
Frongoch internment camp until his release ahead of 
Christmas of 1916. In total, Burke would win 2 Senior 
All-Ireland hurling medals and 3 Senior All-Ireland 
football medals with Dublin. Infamously, Burke was 
marking Tipperary captain Mick Hogan during the All-
Ireland football final played in Croke Park on Bloody 
Sunday, 21 November 1920. When the British forces 
began shooting, Burke and Hogan had been contesting 
the ball — they tried to escape by crawling across the 
pitch to safety, but Hogan was fatally shot. Due to the 
disruption caused by the Civil War, which meant that 
the 1921 and 1922 All-Ireland finals were postponed 
until 1923, Burke would win his 3 of those All-Irelands 
(2 for football and 1 for hurling) within the space of 15 
months. 

FRANK BURKE

JOE PHELAN

FRANK BURKE

FRANK BURKE

JOE PHELAN
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A celebrated midfielder, Bob Mockler had previously 
lined out for his native Tipperary. In particular, he had 
travelled to Brussels in 1908 to play an exhibition 
hurling match against Cork and had been part of the 
1909 and 1913 Tipperary teams which had lost their All-
Ireland Hurling finals against Kilkenny. After moving to 
Dublin in 1914, he joined Faughs GAA club, with whom 
he would win seven Metropolitan championships and 
nine league titles. Playing for Dublin he served a pivotal 
role in securing All-Ireland victories in 1917, 1920 and 
1924. Noted for his skill and accuracy at taking frees, 
Mockler frequently proved to be a steadying leader on 
the pitch and among his younger teammates.

A natural sportsman, he was a talented footballer and 
a successful handballer who competed in the Tailteann 
Games. When his playing career finished, he immersed 
himself in the administrative side of the GAA, working 
as Chairman of Con Colbert’s GAC and as a member of 
Dublin GAA’s Board and Central Council.

‘These were tough times, tough games and tough 
men that played in them’. That was the recollection of 
Ballyragget-born Tommy Moore when asked about the 
1917 All-Ireland final. Working as a barman in Dublin 
city centre, Moore was often described as a ‘swift and 
reliable winger’ who regularly lined out for Dublin and 
his beloved Faughs. Though he enjoyed a distinguished 
inter-county career, winning two All-Irelands with 
Dublin in 1917 and 1920, it was Moore’s commitment 
to his club which sealed his reputation as ‘Club-man 
supreme’. 

During his playing career with Faughs he won twelve 
county championships and four Leinster titles. After 
hanging up his boots and acquiring his bar on Cathedral 
Street, which he renamed ‘Gaelic Bar’, Moore devoted 
himself to Faughs and gave over 40 years of service 
to the club acting as both Chairman and Honorary 
President. As one of the founding committee members 
that purchased and presented the Sam Maguire Senior 
Football Championship trophy in 1927; it was only 
fitting that after his death, Faughs commissioned and 
donated the Tommy Moore Cup, Senior All-Ireland 
Hurling Club final trophy to the GAA in 1974.

TOMMY MOORE
(FAUGHS)

BOB MOCKLER
(FAUGHS) 

FRANK BURKE

BOB MOCKLER
(FAUGHS) 
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Forced to retire early in the first half owing to a shoulder 
injury picked up during play, Lorrha’s Hugh Burke had 
played an influential role throughout Dublin’s 1917 
championship campaign. Though this has often been 
forgotten on account of Brendan Considine’s (who 
replaced him) impressive performance during the 1917 
final. Burke himself was a player of great skill and 
repute, who looms as a ‘legend in the hurling lore’ of his 
adopted club Faughs. 

As a forward, Burke was capable of great accuracy 
and was frequently responsible for staging ‘rushes’ on 
opponents’ goals. Such ability helped him secure two 
All-Ireland medals when Dublin won their finals in 1917 
and 1920. Though he resided in Dublin for the rest of 
his life, his close links with the GAA community of his 
native North Tipperary are commemorated in the Hugh 
Burke Cup, the trophy awarded to the winners of North 
Tipperary’s Under 21 Hurling Championship, which was 
named in his honour.

Kilfinny native Mick Neville lined out for Faughs and 
Dublin for almost a decade. During that period of time, 
he almost exclusively occupied the full-forward position 
on both teams. With Dublin, he won four Leinster 
medals (1917, 1919, 1920 and 1921) and two All-Ireland’s 
(1917 and 1920). During the early 1920s, Neville 
returned to live and hurl in Limerick. Subsequently, he 
secured a Munster medal and lost an All-Ireland final to 
Galway in 1923. 

Upon returning to Kilfinny, Neville focused on rebuilding 
his local GAA club. As a result, Kilfinny’s senior hurling 
team regularly competed for glory during the hard-
fought Limerick championships of the late 1920s. When 
his playing career came to an end, Neville turned to 
refereeing and was later appointed Treasurer of the 
West Limerick GAA County Board for a number of years.

HUGH BURKE

MICK NEVILLE
(FAUGHS)

HUGH BURKE

MICK NEVILLE
(FAUGHS)
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A North Tipperary man by birth, Jim Cleary’s hurling 
career - at both club and inter-county level - was 
Dublin-based. Having moved to the capital at an 
early age to work as a barman, Cleary joined Faughs. 
Described as ‘one of the greatest exponents’ of the 
game, Cleary enjoyed a long and successful career 
with Faughs and Dublin. By the time he hung up his 
boots in 1922, he had helped Faughs attain eight senior 
championships and two All-Ireland’s (1917 and 1920). 
Despite being briefly imprisoned for his patronage of 
the First Dáil Loan in 1920.  

A gifted footballer and handball player, Cleary was 
Chairman of the Great Southern Railway Handball 
Board at the time of his death in 1938. Unsurprisingly, 
given his close links with the GAA community, his pub 
on Amiens street (J & M Cleary’s) continues to be a 
popular haunt for many visiting Gaels straight off the 
train on match days.

A native of Toomevara, Co. Tipperary, Martin Hackett 
had joined Faughs GAA when he moved to Dublin as a 
young man. Unlike his younger brother Stephen (who 
lined out for Tipperary during the 1917 All-Ireland final), 
Martin’s inter-county career was short and only lasted 
for the 1917 championship season. However, by the end 
of the season he had won both a Leinster medal and an 
All-Ireland medal.

A native of Crecora, Co. Limerick, Martin Hayes was one 
of the best-known hurlers of his generation. In 1911, he 
had narrowly missed out on an All-Ireland medal, when 
Limerick had beaten Kilkenny. After moving to Dublin 
in 1915, he played, typically in the full-back position, for 
Commercials Hurling Club as well as Faughs. In total, 
he won three All-Ireland’s with Dublin in 1917, 1920 
and 1927- having come out of inter-county retirement 
and nearing 40 years of age to win the latter. One of 
the founders of the Garda Hurling Club, he also won an 
Army Championship medal.

JIM CLEARY
(FAUGHS)

MARTIN HACKETT
(FAUGHS)

MARTIN HAYES
(FAUGHS)

JIM CLEARY
(FAUGHS)

MARTIN HACKETT
(FAUGHS)

MARTIN HAYES
(FAUGHS)
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A stalwart of Dublin GAA, Pat Kennefick was an 
experienced Dublin player by the 1917 All-Ireland 
final. Belonging to the Rapparees GAA club, Kennefick 
had lined out regularly for over a decade with both 
club and county, prior to the 1917 All-Ireland victory. 
Subsequently, he became a popular hurling referee and 
was responsible for refereeing the 1923 All-Ireland final 
between Limerick and Galway played in Croke Park on 
14 September 1924. He took a leading role in facilitating 
the amalgamation of the Grocers and Rapparees hurling 
clubs to form the Young Ireland Hurling Club in 1923. 
Elected to Dublin GAA’s County Council in January 1917, 
Kennefick was appointed President of Dublin’s County 
Council in 1925. He was serving as Vice-President of the 
Dublin GAA Board at the time of his death in 1927.

If things had gone to plan, Brendan Considine should 
never have taken to the pitch on the day of the All-
Ireland final. Despite having performed well during the 
earlier Leinster Championship, he had been benched 
for the final on account of allegedly not having trained 
enough. However, after Hugh Burke, playing at Corner-
forward suffered a shoulder injury during the first 
half, Considine took to the field. He quickly made his 
presence felt and contributed two goals to the final 
score.  

One of seven brothers, including Willie ‘Dodger’, who 
played a key role alongside Brendan in helping Clare 
hurlers secure their 1914 All-Ireland final and Turlough 
‘Tull’ who won a Munster medal with Clare in 1930, 
Brendan was also a gifted footballer and rugby player. 
By the time he retired from playing in 1930, he had 
lined out as a senior hurler and footballer for Dublin, 
Waterford, Cork and Clare, as his career with the 
Munster and Leinster Bank meant he frequently moved 
around the country. Arguably, Considine still holds the 
record as the youngest player to ever win an All-Ireland 
senior medal as he was only 17 years of age when he 
lined out for Clare in 1914. He had actually won his first 
county championship with Ennis at the age of 14 in 
1911. 

PAT KENNEFICK 
(RAPPS COMMS)

BRENDAN CONSIDINE
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BOHERLAHAN (TIPPERARY) 
PLAYER PROFILES
JOHNNY LEAHY

Once described as ‘the living expression of the Gaelic Athletic Association’, Johnny 
Leahy was the only man ever to captain Tipperary to All-Ireland victory in two 
separate decades. Born in Tubberadora, the eldest of the five Leahy brothers, Johnny 
began his hurling career at the age of 17, lining out for Cashel in a county final against 
Thurles. He continued to play for Cashel until 1912 when Boherlahan was formed 
and he became captain of their senior hurling team, whom he would lead to win nine 
county championships. Having joined the Tipperary panel in 1912, he would captain 
the county to All-Ireland victory against Kilkenny in 1916 and then against Galway 
in 1925. During this time, he also played an active role in the South Tipperary IRA 
Brigade during the War of Independence and the subsequent Civil War. As Tipperary 
captain, Johnny was also responsible for taking the team on their first successful 
American tour in 1926. He returned to America in 1931 for another Tipperary tour, this 
time as county manager. 

A great leader both on and off the pitch, Johnny’s keen sense of strategy was largely 
credited for aiding his club and inter-county successes, which included two All-
Ireland medals, five Munster medals and a National League medal. Having retired 
as a player in 1930, he served as Secretary of the Tipperary County Board from 1927 
until 1948 (previously he had been elected County Chairman in 1925 and 1926) and 
as Tipperary’s appointed delegate on the Munster Council from 1923 until 1948. 
Following his death in 1949, at the age of 58, Cashel’s GAA grounds was named 
‘Johnny Leahy Park’ in his honour.

JOHNNY ‘JACK’ POWER

Considered one of the best county hurlers of his generation, Jack Power enjoyed a 
successful hurling career playing as a back for the Boherlahan and Tipperary teams, 
where he won a total of two All-Ireland medals and four Munster titles. Along with 
his younger brother Paddy Power, he was a member of the All-Ireland winning team 
of 1925, the first Tipperary team to bring the new Liam McCarthy cup back to the 
county. 

Significantly, he was also a member of the 1926 Tipperary team who toured America 
from May until July 1926. Over the course of their three-month expedition, the 
Tipperary team travelled the breadth of the USA by train, enjoying a string of victories 
which the Tipperary Star recounted ‘extended from the Statue of Liberty to the 
Golden Gate’. For several of the Tipperary players, including Power, the 11 week trip 

 Captain
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convinced them that life in America would offer them greater opportunities than 
they could ever have in Ireland and thus they chose to emigrate. It was a reflection of 
the high regard in which Power was held both by his club teammates and the larger 
Tipperary hurling fraternity, that when he emigrated to New York in October 1926, 
a large crowd, including reporters from the local press, gathered to see him off from 
Goolds Cross Station. Though he remained residing in America for the rest of his life, 
Power’s interest in Tipperary’s hurling fortunes remained undiminished, especially as 
his nephew Seamus Power followed in his father’s and uncle’s footsteps.

WILLIAM ‘LISLORAN’ DWYER

Born just outside of Cashel in the townland of Lisloran, Willie Dwyer was frequently 
referred to as ‘Willie L. Dwyer’ or Willie Lisloran. An enthusiastic and skilled hurler, 
Dwyer played for a number of Tipperary clubs and played a prominent role on the 
senior Tipperary team. His dedication to both club and county was evident when he 
regularly travelled on foot and bicycle to Boherlahan for training, regardless of the 
weather conditions. His son-in-law Michael ‘Sonny’ Maher played for Boherlahan-
Dualla and Tipperary during the 1940s and 1950s, winning two Munster Senior hurling 
titles (1950 and 1951) and three All-Ireland medals (1949, 1950 and 1951).

JOSEPH ‘JOE’  NAGLE  

A native of Boherlahan, Nagle was a famous fixture on the forward line for both his 
club and county for many years. Having begun his inter-county career in 1916, he was 
considered by many to be a ‘scientific and experienced’ forward who had to be tightly 
marked or else his presence on the pitch could easily be recorded on the scoreboard. 

His IRA involvement during the revolutionary period hindered his hurling career, to 
the extent that he was arrested while training with his Tipperary teammates two 
weeks prior to the 1922 All-Ireland final against Kilkenny. In addition to his All-Ireland 
senior medal, Nagle also won three senior Munster hurling medals with Tipperary. 
Though he emigrated to Boston in the early 1920s, his interest in hurling remained 
paramount, as noted by his former teammates when they encountered him in Boston 
during their 1926 American tour. Following in Nagle’s footsteps, his nephew Paddy 
Kelly proved to be an impressive Limerick hurler during the interwar years. 

PADDY LEAHY

As a member of the Leahy hurling dynasty, four brothers who each secured at least 
one All-Ireland hurling medal, Paddy Leahy is remembered as the epitome of ‘all 
that was unselfish and noble in Tipperary Gaeldom’.  An outstanding member of 
Tipperary’s GAA family, Paddy had already won two All-Ireland junior medals with 
Tipperary in 1913 and 1915 before he joined the senior panel in 1916. Playing wing 
forward and in possession of the rare ability to shrewdly appraise the abilities of his 
opponents, Paddy’s contribution to his beloved Boherlahan and Tipperary teams 
undoubtedly aided the successes which they enjoyed during the period. 

(Boherlahan)
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While his Civil War involvement meant he was on the run, and thus unable to 
participate in the 1922 All-Ireland final, he was a member of the Tipperary team 
which won the National Hurling League in 1928. Additionally, he travelled four times 
with the Tipperary team to tour America; as a player in 1926 and 1931 and then as a 
delegate in 1951 and 1952. Paddy enjoyed great success as both a player and coach. 
Having been elected Chairman of the Tipperary Hurling Selection Committee in 1948, 
under his leadership Tipperary would win 11 National Hurling League and 8 All-Ireland 
Senior Championship titles before he retired in 1965.

JACK DOHERTY

‘A full-back of unconquerable resolve’, Doherty played a significant role in both the 
1916 All-Ireland final victory and in Tipperary’s victorious 1917 Munster campaign. 
What made his achievements even more remarkable was the fact that he was 
considered by many to be ‘past his prime’ having enjoyed a distinguished hurling 
career which had spanned over a decade prior to the 1917 victory. A recipient of three 
All-Ireland senior hurling medals (1906, 1908 and 1916), six Munster senior hurling 
medals (1906, 1908, 1909, 1913, 1916 and 1917) and numerous county championship 
medals won with his native Boherlahan, Doherty was fondly remembered as one of 
the finest hurlers of his era. 

RICHARD ‘DICK’ WALSH

One of the three famous Tubberadora Walsh hurlers, ‘Dick’ Walsh was the youngest 
brother of Johnny and Denis Walsh who had each won five All-Ireland senior hurling 
medals with Tipperary. Playing alongside their cousins the Leahys and Hugh Shelly, 
Denis and Dick had helped ensure Tipperary’s success in 1916. During the 1917 
season, Dick (who was nearing 40 years of age) put off retirement for another year, 
in the hope that he could add another All-Ireland medal to his collection. However, 
following their defeat, Walsh ended his inter-county career, having won his second 
Munster senior hurling medal in 1917. Like his brothers, Walsh maintained close links 
to his native Tubberadora club until his death.

WILLIAM DWYER

‘A splendid Gael and a true Irishman’, Dwyer had helped Tipperary to win the Junior 
All-Ireland final in 1915 and had joined the Senior panel in 1916. Having played well 
during the 1916 All-Ireland final, it was inevitable that he would participate in the 
1917 campaign. During the course of the campaign, Dwyer proved himself yet again to 
be a valuable asset to the county holding his own against players who were older and 
more experienced than himself. While he lined out once again for Tipperary in 1918, 
his involvement in the War of Independence brought about a swift end to his inter-
county career.

Held in high esteem by his Tipperary teammates, when they travelled to Cork to play 
the 1920 Munster final, the entire Tipperary team stopped by the gaol in which he was 
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imprisoned to stage a demonstration against his arrest. Following his release, Dwyer 
resumed his club hurling career and later was elected the first Chairman of West 
Tipperary’s GAA Board. In this role, he once again endeared himself to Gaels across 
Tipperary and thus following his untimely death in 1939, he enjoyed ‘a magnificent 
funeral’, testament to his courage and patriotism both on and off the pitch. 

HUGH SHELLY  

Known as the Thurles ‘speed merchant’, Hugh Shelly was one of Tipperary’s 
greatest hurling forwards. Related to the Leahy and Walsh brothers, Shelly played a 
predominant role on both Thurles Sarsfields and the famous Toomevara Greyhound 
teams between 1906-1917. Having played for the county since 1904, Shelly was 
the winner of three All-Ireland medals (1906, 1908 and 1916) and six Munster titles 
(1906, 1908, 1909, 1913, 1916 and 1917). Evidenced by his participation in the 1913 
Wolfe Tone Memorial Tournament Railway Shield, the Thomond Shield and the Cork 
Lord Mayor’s Cup competitions, he was considered to be a ‘goal-getter’, thinking 
through his moves as thoroughly as a chess-player. However, the extremely modest 
man never boasted about his abilities, leading one journalist to write: ‘no man played 
more for his county or talked about it less’. 

Unsurprisingly, Shelly was feared by many teams. During the 1913 All-Ireland final, 
for instance – the first hurling final in which 15 men were fielded on each team – it 
was Shelly whom Kilkenny feared the most. Arguably the fittest man on the team, 
Shelly’s speed was always one of his greatest attributes. Indeed, he also possessed an 
enormous number of athletics medals which he had won competing across Ireland 
in the 100 yard and 440 yard sprints. In later years, he worked diligently within the 
Thurles club to maintain its hard-earned reputation with success and skill. In his spare 
time, he also proved to be a successful dog breeder.

MICHAEL  ‘MICK’ LEAHY     

The third of the four legendary Tubberadora Leahy brothers, Mick Leahy enjoyed a 
distinguished hurling career in both his native Tipperary and subsequently in Cork. 
Alongside his brother Paddy, he won a junior All-Ireland medal in 1915 playing with 
Tipperary. Having moved into the senior team in 1916, he was a sub during Tipperary’s 
victorious All-Ireland final against Kilkenny. In 1917, he lined out as a forward against 
Dublin.  

Having played at club level for Boherlahan and then Thurles Sarsfields, he joined 
Cork city’s Blackrock GAA club after 1919 when he began working in Wren’s Hotel 
and helped them win eight county championships. It was to be at the door of this 
establishment, where he would be shot in the shoulder by a Black and Tan officer on 
the night of 11 December 1920. While he would fully recover from the injury, it did 
hinder his inter-county career for the next few years. By 1926, Mick would return to 
the Tipperary senior panel and he participated in Tipperary’s tour of America later that 
year.

(Thurles)

(Thurles)
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As proprietor of the Courthouse Tavern, located on Cross Street in Cork to this day, 
he decided to transfer to hurl for Cork in 1927. Though he would win two All-Ireland 
medals with his adopted county in 1928 and 1929, he maintained allegiance to his 
native county, preferring to keep his cards ‘close to his chest’ when the two played 
against one another. He later served as a popular Treasurer of Blackrock National GAA 
Club.

TOMMY SHANAHAN            

An all-round athlete, Tommy Shanahan hurled at both club and county level for 
a number of years. Along with the medals he won competing in Irish athletics 
competitions, he won an All-Ireland in 1916 and two Munster titles (1917 and 1922) 
with Tipperary. While playing for Killenaule, Shanahan played a pivotal role in helping 
them secure the South Tipperary Senior Hurling Championship in 1916 and 1918.  A 
formidable opponent on the pitch, Shanahan was once memorably described as 
‘having fought for Tipperary on many a field’, he was held in great regard off it. In later 
years, when he retired from hurling, he was to be found still making an impact on the 
field, this time in provincial horse-ploughing competitions.

STEPHEN HACKETT        

One of the best-known hurlers of his generation. Hackett belonged to the legendary 
‘Tommevara Greyhounds’, the nickname given to the Toomevara senior hurling team 
by the press, who were so enraptured by the young team’s speed and agility that they 
named them after ‘one of the fastest creatures afoot’. The club team ‘blazed a trail of 
glory’ across their native county and won consecutive county titles from 1910-1914 
as well as the Croke Memorial Tournament in 1913. For over a decade, Hackett also 
lined out as a back for Tipperary where his skill and accuracy, as well as his mannerly 
conduct, won him various plaudits. 

Having been involved in the IRA during the revolutionary period, Hackett chose to 
emigrate to America with his club teammate Jas O’Meara shortly after they returned 
to Ireland following the 1926 Tipperary Tour. It is said that Hackett ‘the Prince of back 
men’ arrived in America ‘wearing his [1925] All-Ireland medal’, so proud was he of 
his association with the GAA. Hackett eventually returned home to Ireland and once 
again resumed his involvement with Toomervara and Tipperary GAA.

JACK O’MEARA (GOALIE)

Like his contemporary Tommy Daly, Jack O’Meara is considered to be one of the 
greatest goalkeepers in the history of hurling. Born into the O’Meara family of 
Toomevara, Jack had grown up watching his legendary uncle Tom O’Meara play in 
goal for Offaly. Thus ‘guarding the gap’ was hereditary and O’Meara made his first 
appearance as a senior goalkeeper for the Toomevara Greyhounds as a teenager. 
Nicknamed ‘Skinny’ on account of his slight frame, O’Meara came to prominence 
playing for Tipperary’s hurling team in 1913 where he rapidly proved his coolness and 

(Thurles)

(Thurles)

(Killenaule)

(Toomevara)

(Toomevara)
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resourcefulness under pressure. Along with his brother Jim, the O’Meara’s proved 
to be faithful keepers of Tipperary’s goal for well over a decade. Both were involved 
in the War of Independence and the Civil War, which hampered their opportunity 
to represent their club and county during the 1921-1923 period. Once peace was 
restored, the two returned to regularly featuring in Tipperary’s starting line out and 
as a result travelled with the Tipperary team to tour America in 1926. Impressed by 
the opportunities America had to offer, Jim decided to remain in New York while Jack 
returned home.  

Blessed with an encyclopedic knowledge of the game, Jack could recount past 
matches and players with an astonishing accuracy. Having passed the baton of 
guarding the Tipperary and Toomevara goals over to his younger brother Tom (who 
later would play for Galway), Jack dedicated himself to his club and regularly acted as 
an umpire. His untimely death in March 1937 robbed both Toomevara and Tipperary 
GAA of one of their greatest servants.

JEREMIAH ‘DARBY’ COLLISON             

Moneygall-born Jer Collison enjoyed a long and varied career as a dual player who 
lined out for both Dublin and Tipperary. As an early member of the Toomervara 
Greyhounds during their successful 1910-1914 period, it was Collison who captained 
the Moneygall team which defeated the Greyhounds during the 1915 semi-final 
round of the Tipperary championship. Similarly, having assisted Dublin hurlers to 
secure a draw during their first hurling final with Tipperary in the All-Ireland Senior 
Championship Final of 1908 (Tipperary subsequently won the replay), Collison had 
previously lined out at midfield for the victorious 1916 Boherlahan selection.

Appointed O/C of the No.2 Battalion North Tipperary Brigade IRA in 1918, Collison’s 
hurling career was to take a backseat, especially after he was imprisoned in Belfast 
for drilling members of the IRA. During his time at Crumlin Jail, Collison went on 
hunger strike. Having served as a member of the Free State Army during the Civil War, 
Collison returned to the pitch in the mid-1920s where he once again proved himself 
to be an effective and efficient captain of both Moneygall hurlers and footballers.

JOE  FITZPATRICK             

‘A player of vigour, speed and grit’, Joe Fitzpatrick was consistently associated with 
the Tipperary team from 1910 until he emigrated to New York in 1926. Considered to 
be one of the best wing men to play the game, his best inter-county performances 
were usually against Tipperary’s greatest rivals, neighbouring Kilkenny. Heroic clashes 
and duels with Kilkenny’s Dick Grace were recalled by many supporters for years 
afterwards, but off the pitch the two men had great respect and time for one another. 
While injury forced him to retire during the second half of the 1917 All-Ireland final, 
Fitzpatrick would return to participate in what was essentially a replay of that match, 
when Tipperary and Kilkenny met at the end of November 1917 to contest the 
Moondharrig Hurling Shield.

(Moneygall)

(Two-Mile-Borris)
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Having travelled as part of the 1926 Tipperary selection during their American tour, 
Fitzpatrick decided to emigrate to New York shortly after his return. In New York, the 
holder of two All-Ireland medals (at both junior and senior level) and four Munster 
senior hurling medals quickly ingrained himself into the local GAA scene. His efforts 
and enthusiasm were rewarded in 1939 with a generous presentation made to him by 
the Gaels of New York, prior to his final return to his native home. He died suddenly 
less than a year afterwards.

ARTHUR O’DONNELL                 

The ‘Babe Ruth’ of hurling’. Arthur O’Donnell was the substitute who came on to 
replace the injured Willie Dwyer during the second half of the 1917 All-Ireland final. 
Having been a member of the senior Tipperary team since 1915, O’Donnell was an 
experienced and skilful hurler who regularly played in goals for the county and his 
native Boherlahan. Though he played only a minor role during the 1917 final, (he 
had been injured during a club match a few weeks prior to the All-Ireland final) he 
had been an influential player during their earlier Munster campaign. He would 
subsequently play a key role in securing Tipperary’s victory in the 1922 Munster final 
against Limerick and travelled to America in 1926 as part of the Tipperary selection. 
However, it was the performances that he had given playing in the All-Ireland finals 
of 1916 and 1925 which secured his fame and his reputation of being ‘One of the 
best men Tipperary ever produced’. Perhaps no quote better demonstrates the great 
esteem in which both his club and county held O’Donnell than this: ‘The manly, 
decent hurler is the pride of the Gaelic arena’.

PADDY DWYER

Paddy Dwyer enjoyed a distinguished inter-county hurling career, which culminated 
with three Munster titles and an All-Ireland medal after Tipperary beat Galway in 
1925. Having only begun his senior hurling career in 1916, Dwyer was to feature 
prominently within the senior panel from 1917 until his retirement in 1930. He 
travelled to the USA in 1926 as one of the ‘champion hurlers of the Premier County’ 
and his performance was favourably commented on by the American press over 
the course of the six weeks of hurling competitions in which Tipperary participated. 
His performance in 1917– though brief – was impressive as it was he who scored 
Tipperary’s first goal of the second half.

Like his older brother, Willie, Paddy was heavily involved in the War of Independence 
and the Civil War. Serving on the Anti-Treaty side, he was a contemporary of Dan 
Breen and Seán Treacy, having (allegedly) participated in the Knocklong train rescue of 
Seán Hogan in 1919. Following his year-long imprisonment in Templemore Barracks, 
during which time he went on hunger strike, Dwyer resumed his hurling career and 
maintained a lifelong interest and enthusiasm in the GAA.

(Boherlahan)
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HOW BOHERLAHAN WON 
THE 1916 ALL-IRELAND HURLING              
CHAMPIONSHIP FOR TIPPERARY

It’s the morning of the 1916 All-Ireland hurling final. The Tipperary hurlers are in 
Dublin – they walk down the quays and turn left onto Sackville Street.

All around them lies the wreckage of the Rising that had taken place the previous 
Easter. Whole stretches of buildings along the street – and along the streets leading 
off it – are missing. The pounding of British artillery and the fires that swept the area 
had laid waste to the commercial heart of the city. 

The players move down Sackville Street to the GPO. They gather silently in front of its 
ruins. And they recite a decade of the Rosary in honour of the rebels who had fought 
there. 

The hurlers then head north towards Croke Park where they are due to meet Kilkenny, 
the dominant power in hurling and expected to win again today.

But there is a quiet confidence in Tipperary that an upset is on the way. Against the 
backdrop of war, this is a day for hurling and a big crowd is heading to Croke Park for 
the game.

The road to Dublin was no straightforward one. 
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The road to Dublin was no straightforward one. 

The Tipperary hurlers were almost all from the club of Boherlahan, a rural parish in 
south Tipperary, near Cashel. At that juncture, counties were represented by the club 
who had won the local senior club championship. That club could then choose to 
augment its ranks by pulling in some of the best players they had played against. 

This was a process which had begun illegally from the time of the very first All-
Ireland championships in 1887, but had now been legitimized. Sometimes the county 
champions pulled in just a few players, but the more ambitious ones were unafraid 
to pull in as many as were deemed necessary. This could, of course, create inevitable 
discontent in the county champion club among players who were now left to one 
side. Striking a balance was no easy matter.

On this occasion, the demands were even greater than usual. Boherlahan had won 
the Tipperary championship, but there was rancor in their victory. In winning they 
had deposed Toomevara, the team that had dominated the championship for several 
years.

HOW BOHERLAHAN WON 
THE 1916 ALL-IRELAND HURLING              
CHAMPIONSHIP FOR TIPPERARY

“

“
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Led by their outstanding Pat ‘Wedger’ Meagher, the 
Toomevara ‘Greyhounds’ were celebrated as the great 
glamour team of those years. They won no All-Ireland 
final, but were hugely admired for the style and speed 
of their hurling.

They won no All-Ireland final, but 
were hugely admired for the style and 
speed of their hurling.

The rise of Boherlahan in 1914 and 1915 hastened the 
demise of Toomevara, however, and the fact that part of 
this demise involved objection and counter-objection in 
the boardroom, left a certain bitterness in the air.

After Boherlahan won the Tipperary County final in 
front of 7,000 people at the end of August, they earned 
the right to choose the team that would represent 
Tipperary. But no man from Toomevara would play with 
Boherlahan – and it’s not clear that they would have 
been wanted.

Instead, the Boherlahan hurlers were joined in 
representing Tipperary by a few of hurlers from Thurles, 
Holycross and Twomileborris. 

It was never going to be enough for the men from 
Boherlahan to merely win a county championship. The 
All-Ireland was their ultimate aim – and it had to be.

It was never going to be enough for 
the men from Boherlahan to merely win 
a county championship. 

Back in the dying years of the nineteenth century, 
Tubberadora – a small townland in the parish of 
Boherlahan – had entered the Tipperary championship 
as a team in its own right. They did not merely win that 
championship but, amazingly, their team went on and 
won three All-Irelands in four years between 1896 and 
1899. 

Drawn from just a couple of households, this was a 
fabled team whose fame transcends the decades.

“ “

“ “
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Drawn from just a couple of 
households, this was a fabled team 
whose fame transcends the decades. 

Such was their sense of themselves that they retired 
undefeated from competition after the 1898 All-Ireland 
final on the premise that, like Alexander the Great, they 
had no known worlds left to conquer.

The men of Boherlahan now hurled in the shadow 
of that glory. More than that, there was a physical 
reminder of those years: the old blue and gold-banded 
jerseys that had been worn back in the 1890s were now 
brought out again for a new generation. 

The essential point is that they needed to win an All-
Ireland, and, of course, to do that, they first had to win 
Munster. The first game was against Kerry and it was 
a washout. Kerry were being hammered until ‘their 
hurlers walked off the grounds in a shower of rain.’

Limerick were dispatched in the semi-final and in the 
Munster final, Tipperary hammered Cork by five goals 
to one goal and two points. It was a relentless, crushing 
performance. If Toomevara had been known for the 
style of their hurling, the men from Boherlahan were 
now becoming renowned for the ferocity of their play.

If Toomevara had been known 
for the style of their hurling, the men 
from Boherlahan were now becoming 
renowned for the ferocity of their play.

With Galway annihilated in the semi-final, they were 
now in an All-Ireland final.

But so, of course, were Kilkenny, the dominant power in 
hurling since the beginning of the twentieth century. 

There had been nothing inevitable about this 
dominance. Kilkenny had won no All-Ireland before 
1900 and, initially, it had been a county given largely to 
Gaelic football.

“ “

“ “
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All was now changed. Kilkenny built a hurling dynasty 
in the years between 1904 and 1913 when they won 
seven All-Ireland championships. They managed to win 
a Leinster football championship in the same spell, but 
there was no denying that Kilkenny was now a hurling 
power without peer. 

More than that, as Mark Duncan has written, these were 
the years in which something happened in Kilkenny that 
ensured that hurling was accorded a status that has 
underpinned everything that has happened since. It was 
then, for example, that the black-and-amber striped 
jersey was adopted as the jersey to be worn by every 
team that took the field to represent Kilkenny. 

These were the years in which 
something happened in Kilkenny that 
ensured that hurling was accorded a 
status that has underpinned everything 
that has happened since.

Photographs of these stripy men, siting proudly on All-
Ireland Sunday, were published in the newspapers and 
hung on walls in family homes and public houses. 

Photographs of these stripy men, 
siting proudly on All-Ireland Sunday, 
were published in the newspapers and 
hung on walls in family homes and public       
houses. 

And in 1916 they were back as Leinster champions. The 
previous two years had seen them supplanted by the 
hurlers of Laois, who had been beaten by Clare in the 
1914 All-Ireland final, before returning in 1915 to win 
the county’s only ever title.

It was a victory based in extraordinary levels of training 
with players going every day to Maryborough (now 
Portlaoise), their jobs being filled by men who were paid 
to substitute for them. 

“

“
“

“

32

1917 copy.indd   32 20/10/2017   18:33



The whole enterprise was backed 
by a level of fundraising and general 
organization that was unprecedented in 
the GAA.

The whole enterprise was backed by a level of 
fundraising and general organization that was 
unprecedented in the GAA.

When defeated by Laois in 1914, Kilkenny had been 
extremely gracious to the rising underdogs. Defeat 
in 1915 had not been well-taken, however – indeed, 
Kilkenny were so consumed in the bitterness of their 
defeat that they had objected to the result on the most 
flimsy of grounds. And still they lost.

By 1916, though, they could countenance no further 
loss and duly swept through Leinster and into the 
All-Ireland final. Led by the legendary Sim Walton, the 
hurlers were predominantly from the Tullaroan club. 
And the newspapers were filled with comment on what 
promised to be an epic final.

The final was fixed for 3 December 1916. It wasn’t 
played.

The repercussions of rebellion were continuing to 
reshape Irish life. In the aftermath of the Easter Rising, 
the GAA had issued a strong statement denying that it 
had any hand or part in what had happened. More than 
that, the leading officials in Croke Park had entered 
into negotiations with the British government about 
receiving an exemption from taxation. 

In the aftermath of the Easter Rising, 
the GAA had issued a strong statement 
denying that it had any hand or part in 
what had happened

A delegation from the GAA had even met General 
Sir John Maxwell – the military commander who had 
overseen the executions of the rebel leaders in Dublin 
in a bloodthirsty sequel to the Rising – and asked that 
he use his power to allow the GAA to have special 

“ “

“ “
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trains put on by railway companies to bring players and 
spectators to big matches across the country.

Later, in 1918, these meetings with Maxwell and the 
British government were condemned by the GAA’s 
annual congress when nationalist sentiment in the 
Association swelled in line with the rest of the country.

But, at the time, there was no condemnation.

This is not to say that there were not elements of the 
GAA who had immediately understood that everything 
had changed with the rebellion in Dublin. For example, 
when Tipperary had played a tournament final against 
Laois in the months after the 1916 Rising they had taken 
to the field wearing green, white and orange armbands 
bearing the slogan ‘Remember Tone.’ They were hugely 
applauded by those who turned out.

And in the ranks of the Tipperary hurlers were men who 
would ultimately fight for the Irish Republican Army 
during the War of Independence of 1919-21.

And in the ranks of the Tipperary 
hurlers were men who would ultimately 
fight for the Irish Republican Army 
during the War of Independence 

As it turned out, the attempts to secure special trains in 
1916 failed and the GAA moved to postpone the playing 
of the 1916 All-Ireland in December in the hope that this 
might change over Christmas.

Eventually, however, it was decided to play the final on 
21 January 1917. By then most of the GAA players and 
officials who had been arrested after the Rising had 
been released. Included among them was the President 
of the GAA, James Nowlan, who was a Kilkennyman. 
Nowlan had had nothing to do with the Rising, but 
the incompetence of the British military response had 
included him in the list of suspects to be rounded up. 

In time, the random incompetence of the internments 
and the exuberance of the welcome for those who 
arrived home from prison to the cheering of huge 
crowds and the waving of tricolours contributed 
significantly to the radicalization of GAA members. 

“ “
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But on 21 January 1917 – All-Ireland 
Sunday – it was hurling that mattered 
more than anything else.

But on 21 January 1917 – All-Ireland Sunday – it was 
hurling that mattered more than anything else.

The Tipperary team was led out onto the field by their 
captain, Johnny Leahy. He was the best-known member 
of an extraordinary family whose entanglement in 
hurling and in politics was legion. Playing alongside him 
on the team was his brother Paddy. Two other brothers 
– Mick and Tommy – also later won All-Ireland medals.

A fifth brother – Jimmy – was Officer Commanding of 
the 2nd Tipperary Brigade in the War of Independence. 
He lost the sight of an eye on an attack on Borrisoleigh 
Barracks during that war, which restricted his hurling 
career, but no less an authority than the great Tom 
Semple deemed Jimmy to have been ‘the handiest of 
them all’.

Whatever about that, when Johnny Leahy took the 
field in Croke Park, it was a wet day and the ground was 
heavy. The area in front of terrace known as Hill 60 – so-
called after a recent battle in World War One, though 
renamed Hill 16 in the 1930s – was particularly wet, 
even boggy.

The upshot was a war of attrition, 
particularly in the early stages.

The upshot was a war of attrition, particularly in the 
early stages. For 16 minutes no score arrived. But then 
Tipperary landed a goal and ‘hats and caps went soaring 
skywards.’

The goal was enough to help Tipperary into a half-time 
lead of 1-2 to 0-1.

In the minutes after half-time, Kilkenny raised their 
game to a level which had come to define them. They 
pummelled Tipperary and the Tipp men seemed to have 
no answer. The hurling, recorded one journalist, ‘was 
magnificent and thrilling in the extreme.’ Three goals 
flowed in and Kilkenny now led by five points with ten 
minutes to go. 

“

“ “

“
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A bookmaker working in the ground began to shout long 
odds against a Tipperary victory, but as the inimitable 
journalist ‘Carbery’ wrote: ‘Little did he know Tipperary 
and he lived to regret his rashness.’

Led by Johnny Leahy, a Tipperary resurgence turned 
the game on its head. One report noted how ‘the 
representatives of the old scientific school of hurling 
were hustled and bustled and dazzled out of its form by 
the rush and flash of what can only be described as the 
personification of Kickham’s ‘Magnificent Tipperary’’.

Against scenes of unrestrained joy, 
they powered through the Kilkenny 
defence and rattled in goals of their    
own. 

Against scenes of unrestrained joy, they powered 
through the Kilkenny defence and rattled in goals of 
their own. It was enough for them to claim victory by 
5-4 to 4-2.

The newspapers after the game were filled with 
admiration for the power and determination and sheer 
drive of the Tipperary players. There was no doubting 
that their physical approach to the contest had won the 
day.

Seamus Leahy, the nephew of Johnny Leahy and a GAA 
historian of distinction, recalls what happened after the 
final whistle blew: ‘A feature of the game had been the 
ferocity of the duel between the two captains. When 
the final whistle was blown the pair sought each other 
out and the verbal exchange became part of the lore of 
hurling finals.’

‘We were better hurlers than ye, Leahy,’ said the 
Kilkenny captain. The Tipperary captain did not disagree 
but he was not without an answer. ‘But we were the 
better men, Sim,’ he replied.’

And Seamus Leahy also recalls what happened next 
when news of the victory was relayed to Cashel: 
People from Boherlahan and other nearby parishes had 
gathered to hear the result. They now celebrated by 
lighting tar-barrels and by marching through the town 
led by a Fife and Drum band. 

“ “
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They now celebrated by lighting 
tar-barrels and by marching through the 
town led by a Fife and Drum band.

The team arrived home the following day, and were 
met by a huge crowd and more music. The players were 
carried shoulder-high to a reception. They had broken 
the Kilkenny stranglehold.

In the days after the 1916 All-Ireland hurling final, the 
celebrated GAA journalist and author Phil O’Neill – who 
wrote for many years under the pseudonym ‘Sliabh 
Ruadh’ – penned a ballad celebrating the victory and 
sent it by post to the winning captain, Johnny Leahy.

The ballad – sung to the air of ‘Rising of the Moon’ – 
ends 
Then here’s to Tipperary,
To her hurlers bold and brave,
To her homesteads bright and cheery,
Where they never reared a slave.
And a toast I give you,
And let each one fill a can.
Here’s many more All-Irelands 
To the boys from Boherlahan.

Later, in 1931, when O’Neill wrote his history of this 
crucial period in the development of the GAA, he 
included that ballad and sent a copy of his celebrated 
work to Boherlahan. The inscription inside read: ‘To 
Captain Johnny Leahy – a worthy representative of 
Kickham’s County.’

When O’Neill wrote his history of 
this crucial period in the development 
of the GAA, he included that ballad and 
sent a copy of his celebrated work to 
Boherlahan. 

Across south Tipperary – and particularly in Boherlahan 
– the stories of this epic final victory continue to 
resonate, not least the story of the hurlers praying 
outside the GPO on their way to Croke Park. 

“ “

“

“
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Several of the sons and daughters 
of men who played in that final are alive 
and they cherish the medals won that 
day with huge pride.

Several of the sons and daughters of men who played in 
that final are alive and they cherish the medals won that 
day with huge pride.

The impact of their success can still be felt today. Rody 
Dwan recalls how his father Tom – a Holycross man who 
played with Thurles – was the goalkeeper on the team.

Rody was born after Tom married when he was 50. He 
recalls going to Tipperary matches with his father, and 
remembers his father listening to matches broadcast 
on the radio and, later still, watching matches on the 
television.

And always his father shouted at the players to let fly 
on the ground, giving out about the fixation with rising 
the ball.

Most of all Rody remembers his father – and his 
uncle Willie, who also played for Tipperary – joining 
the dozens of boys from Thurles and Holycross who 
gathered on Sunday afternoons in the 1950s and 1960s 
to play hurling in the field in front of their farm.

One of his father’s old hurleys – used when he was 
playing for Tipperary – was broken in one of those front-
field games and Tom Dwan cherishes the memento of 
what remains.

And, more than anything, he 
cherishes the medal won by his father in 
the 1916 All-Ireland hurling final.

And, more than anything, he cherishes the medal won 
by his father in the 1916 All-Ireland hurling final: ‘That 
medal is the most important possession I have.’

And time eased any strains that were generated on the 
field. 

“ “

“ “
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Local lore recalls that when Sim Walton wanted a 
safe house for Republicans on the run during the War 
of Independence, he brought them across the county 
border and into the home of his old adversary in 
Boherlahan, Johnny Leahy.

The two men sat around the kitchen table, and talked of 
hurling and farming and politics.  

They stopped when it was time for the cows to be 
milked and for Sim Walton to head back to Tullaroan. 

They had hurled against each other 
in a time of war – but were bound 
together by the field that they had once 
shared and by their shared politics of 
revolution.

They had hurled against each other in a time of war – 
but were bound together by the field that they had once 
shared and by their shared politics of revolution.

“

“

39

1917 copy.indd   39 20/10/2017   18:33



Hurling during Ireland’s decade of revolution saw many men take the field of play who were involved in 
radical nationalist politics. Among them was Michael Collins.
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PLAYING GAELIC GAMES IN 
TIME OF WAR: 
THE GAA IN 1917
In the years before 1917, Gaelic games enjoyed a period of spectacular growth at 
local and national level. This growth was rooted in the development of the GAA as 
a modern sporting organization. In the organization of its games, in the manner in 
which preparation for those games was conducted and in the playing of games, the 
GAA at every level was dedicated in the first instance – and usually in the last, also – 
to meeting the imperatives of modern sport. Despite the 1916 Rising and the politics 
of the revolutionary era with which some members of the GAA had an intimate 
connection, the story of Gaelic games in the years immediately before 1917 is, 
ultimately, the story of the triumph of play. 

I. ORGANISING

The impact of a new generation of GAA officials – men who rebuilt the Association 
in the first decade of the twentieth century after its almost fatal collapse in the 
1890s – was profound. These men were nationalists; they believed in an independent 
Ireland, believed that the GAA should support the idea of Irish independence and 
introduced a series of rules that sought to promote an ‘Irish-Ireland’. Barriers were 
erected between the ‘native games’ of the GAA and ‘foreign games’ such as rugby and 
cricket. Between 1901 and 1905 the GAA at national level introduced a set of rules 
which ultimately decreed that anyone who played, promoted or attended ‘foreign 
games’ (the listed ‘foreign games’ were cricket, hockey, rugby and soccer) could not 
participate in the GAA. 

Later, it was added that anyone who was a member of the police or the British army 
was prohibited from membership of the GAA. Further, no GAA club was allowed to 
organise any entertainment at which ‘foreign dances’ were permitted, and any GAA 
member who attended dances run by either the British security forces, or by ‘foreign 
games’ clubs, was liable to a suspension of two years.

A devotion to nationalism, though, is just one aspect of the story – an aspect that 
colours the history of these years, but cannot be considered to define it. Alongside 
their avowed nationalism, this new generation of GAA officials was also entirely 
modern in how it conceived sport. Almost to a man, they were young enough not to 
have known a time when sporting clubs and sporting organisations did not provide 
the framework for people to play sport. In terms of the GAA, this framework rested 
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on the championships run in both hurling and in Gaelic football from 1887. The 
championships were open to all affiliated clubs who would first compete in county-
based competitions, to be run by local county committees. The winners of each 
county championship then proceeded to represent that county in the All-Ireland 
championships. 

These two basic ideas – county championships between 
local clubs and national competition between competing 
counties – provided the structure that allowed for the GAA’s 
long-term development.

These two basic ideas – county championships between local clubs and national 
competition between competing counties – provided the structure that allowed for 
the GAA’s long-term development. From the very first All-Ireland championships 
in 1887 a trend developed whereby the champion clubs of each county selected a 
number of players from other clubs to assist them in inter-county matches. Over 
time, more and more players were brought in to supplement the county champions. 
By the revolutionary decade, the idea of a county being represented by the best 
players from any club within its boundaries, rather than merely the champion club, 
was firmly established. It was a development which added greatly to the popular 
appeal of Gaelic games and by the revolutionary decade the GAA was established in 
every county in Ireland in a substantial way. 

Gathering popularity was also rooted in improvements in the standards of play. 
During the 1890s and the early 1900s rule changes were introduced which opened 
out the play. Hurling and Gaelic football retained a devotion to physical combat but 
became more accommodating of the idea of skilful play. 

Hurling and Gaelic football retained a devotion to physical 
combat but became more accommodating of the idea of 
skilful play. 

This, in turn, drew larger crowds to matches. By 1915, Croke Park in Dublin was 
the established venue for the All-Ireland finals. This was something which had only 
recently been confirmed. More than half of the first twenty years of finals were played 
outside Dublin. Some matches were held on private grounds; the 1901 and 1904 
All-Ireland hurling finals were staged in a field at Maurice Davin’s farm at Carrick-on-
Suir, Co. Tipperary. As the GAA grew in the early years of the twentieth century, it 
sought to develop its own grounds and this led, eventually, to the purchase of Croke 
Park. This relatively small piece of land at Jones’ Road on the north side of Dublin had 
been used for horse racing, athletics and soccer in the late nineteenth century. The 
GAA used the grounds intermittently in the 1890s, but following their purchase in 
1907 by the journalist and GAA-man Frank Dineen, they became synonymous with 
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Gaelic games. Dineen renovated both the sporting and spectating facilities at Jones’ 
Road, until the grounds were purchased by the GAA in December 1913 as its national 
headquarters and renamed ‘Croke Memorial Park’. 

The growth of hurling and Gaelic football as major 
spectator sports by 1915 was confirmed by the development 
of Croke Park. 

The growth of hurling and Gaelic football as major spectator sports by 1915 was 
confirmed by the development of Croke Park. As W. F. Mandle has noted, ‘by 1912 
crowds of between 12,000 and 20,000 were commonplace at finals.’ This emergence 
of a culture of attending events on a regular basis and in vast numbers transformed 
sport in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

This emergence of a culture of attending events on a 
regular basis and in vast numbers transformed sport in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

The sustained growth of the GAA was mirrored by that of its great rivals, soccer and 
rugby. Take, for example, the manner in which the surge in crowds attending GAA 
matches was replicated at other sporting events. When Ireland played England in 
a rugby international in Cork in 1904 the attendance reached 12,000 and the Irish 
Rugby Football Union developed Lansdowne Road as a venue for international rugby 
and regularly drew crowds of more than 10,000 to matches. Crowds attending soccer 
matches were also increasing through this period. In 1904 a crowd of 6,000 attended 
the Leinster Cup Final in Dublin. Attendances at soccer games in Dublin were much 
lower than those in Belfast where up to 20,000 people were estimated to attend a 
match between city rivals, Linfield and Belfast Celtic. By the eve of World War One, 
21,000 people were attending the Irish Cup Final.

Viewed in a particular light, the sustained, multi-layered growth of the GAA appeared 
to offer a tremendous opportunity for nationalists within the Association. This 
was the case not least because the young men who togged out in ditches or took 
bicycles and trains to win matches were precisely the material of which revolutions 
are traditionally made. Could not this expansion of interest in Gaelic games be 
channeled to lend momentum to the cause of Irish nationalism? Certainly, the most 
outspoken of the new generation of GAA officials were zealous in their belief in the 
transformative power of the GAA and saw the Association as primarily engaged in 
a project of national liberation. In their mind, the GAA would sit beside the Gaelic 
League in an attempt to define a peculiar Irish identity. 
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Certainly, the most outspoken of the new generation of 
GAA officials were zealous in their belief in the transformative 
power of the GAA and saw the Association as primarily 
engaged in a project of national liberation.

In certain clubs and certain counties, the zeal for radical nationalism revealed itself 
more clearly than in others. In Wexford, for example, men such as Seán Etchingham 
(who was a columnist on GAA matters on the Enniscorthy Echo), Seán O’Kennedy 
(the outstanding Ross Geraldines footballer), and the Enniscorthy men, Pádraig Doyle 
and Frank Boggan, attempted to push the GAA in Wexford towards a more radical 
nationalist position. They promoted, not just Gaelic games, but also language revival 
through the Gaelic League and temperance through the Co. Wexford Temperance 
Council. At a meeting of the GAA clubs of the Enniscorthy district in November 1912, 
for example, Boggan and Kehoe argued passionately against the practice of GAA 
teams togging out in licensed premises. Boggan argued that ‘no true Gael should 
touch intoxicating drink nor make a dressing room of a licensed premises.’ A local 
priest, Fr. Murphy, told the members of the Gaelic League in Enniscorthy that they 
should be involved with Gaelic games and not with the games of the foreigner’ and 
their ‘athletic souperism.’ In an attempt to confront such ‘souperism’ on every front, 
the Enniscorthy Gaelic Athletic Tennis Club was established in 1914, which was a huge 
success in its first year. Although not officially a part of the GAA, members of the 
Association were its leading lights, including Michael De Lacey, a schoolteacher who 
fought in the 1916 rebellion.

The problem for those who wished the GAA to be more than a mere sporting 
organisation was that there were many members whose involvement was rooted in 
a love of sport and who conceived of the GAA only in terms of sporting engagement. 
The pragmatism involved in running a broad-based organisation ensured that 
the ambition of drawing a line between Irish-Ireland and West-Britain was no 
straightforward task. In 1912, for example, across the fields from Enniscorthy in 
Bunclody, the Bunclody GAA club passed a vote of thanks to Robert Hall-Dare, the 
huntsman and British army officer, for the use of a field for Gaelic games. Across 
Ireland, there was a willingness to do business with those whom the GAA was 
supposed to oppose. As Tom Hunt noted, the Castlepollard Hurling Club presented a 
special hurley to the Countess of Longford in 1906 ‘in consideration of her ladyship’s 
thoughtfulness to the hurling club in erecting seats for their accommodation as well 
as leaving a field for their disposal all the year round.’

Implementation of the ‘Ban’ rules was contentious. After all, the introduction of the 
‘Ban’ rules did not enjoy unanimous support within the Association and there were 
almost annual attempts to have them weakened or removed. Policing such rules 
was difficult – if not impossible – and, in Enniscorthy, the foundation of the rugby 
club in November 1912 left one more temptation in the path of Gaels. It was not one 
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which could always be resisted. At least eight men from the Enniscorthy Volunteers 
GAA club attended a rugby match in 1913 and were suspended. Indeed, the number 
of GAA men attending rugby matches was acknowledged to be large at the annual 
convention of the Wexford GAA. Such men were condemned for giving moral and 
financial support to ‘foreign games’.

Even the clubs run by idealistic officials became tangled 
up in Ban-related controversy, leaving the lingering suspicion 
that even apparent ideologues were prepared to sacrifice Irish-
Ireland in order to win a match. 

Even the clubs run by idealistic officials became tangled up in Ban-related 
controversy, leaving the lingering suspicion that even apparent ideologues were 
prepared to sacrifice Irish-Ireland in order to win a match. Pádraig Kehoe was for 
several years the leading official of the Red Raparees club in Enniscorthy, yet his 
club was several times accused of transgressing the ‘Ban’ rules. The Bunclody team, 
Slaney Rangers, objected to the Red Rapparees’ victory in the 1909 county final on 
the grounds that two of the Rapparees players were members of the British Army. 
Then, in 1912, after another Bunclody team, the Insurgents, had lost to the Rapparees 
in a junior football final, the Insurgents objected that a member of the winning 
team, James Quinn, was a British soldier. At a meeting to discuss the objection, Frank 
Boggan, as chairman, said that Quinn had been discharged from the army as he had 
joined when he was 15 or 16 years old and had now been bought out. The objection 
was defeated, yet Quinn’s census return shows him as a reservist in the British Army. 

Worse was to follow when one of the star players of the Enniscorthy teams which had 
won hurling and football championships since 1900, Aidan Connolly, turned to rugby. 
Connolly had won seven senior football championships, including captaining the Red 
Rapparees to victory in 1913. He had also won a Senior Hurling Championship. Then, 
on St. Stephen’s Day 1913, Aidan Connolly played in the centre for Enniscorthy Rugby 
Club in a match against Lansdowne. He was suspended from the GAA for 1914. When 
he sought re-admittance, he was castigated by Seán Etchingham and the two men 
had a vicious exchange in the newspapers. Connolly accused Etchingham of being a 
fraud, and was accused, in turn, of forsaking the GAA for rugby because he had been 
overlooked for the Wexford county team. Etchingham quoted to him the lines: ‘He 
acted so oddly, we doubted his sanity. Till we discovered the cause was his vanity.’ 
Interestingly, Pádraig Kehoe, often so zealous in his promotion of the Ban rules, had 
proposed the motion that Connolly should be re-admitted. The fact that Connolly was 
vital to the success of the Rapparees club of which Kehoe was a leading administrator 
no doubt explained his actions.

The greatest testament to the triumph of play during the revolutionary years is the 
overwhelmingly banal nature of the minute books of the institutions that organised 
Gaelic games. Clubs, county committees, provincial councils and the GAA’s Central 
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Council worked to ensure that matches took place, that those matches took place 
in good order and that as many people as possible were able to spectate. This is not 
to suggest that the politics of war and revolution did not repeatedly impinge on the 
playing of games. As other chapters in this book make clear, the operations of the 
GAA were shaped by the context of global and national conflict.  Everywhere through 
these years, however, lies evidence that the GAA was dominated by the imperative of 
running sport and not by the impulses of those of its members who wished it to free 
Ireland.

The GAA was dominated by the imperative of running 
sport and not by the impulses of those of its members who 
wished it to free Ireland.

This can be seen in the fact that while many GAA members may have sympathised 
with the Volunteer movement after its establishment, others voiced their opposition 
to any formal link.  A letter to the Clare Champion read: ‘allow no politics in, our 
Association is in existence alone to foster Irish pastimes’. GAA officials in Limerick 
refused applications by the Volunteers for pitches for drilling purposes, as it would be 
‘wiser to keep clear as an athletics body of the Volunteer controversy’. Indeed, within 
a month of the Volunteers being founded the GAA had decided against any formal 
link, against officially advising members to join, and against allowing the use of Croke 
Park for drilling purposes as it would cut up the pitch. And there was also widespread 
evidence that the activities of the GAA actually impeded those of the Volunteers. The 
Limerick Leader reported in April 1914 that ‘the usual drill of the Limerick Corps of 
the Irish Volunteers will not take place on Sunday next owing to the fact that the 1st 
Round of the Thomond Feis Shield Hurling Tournament will be played that day’. 

There were countless ordinary members of the GAA, who 
chose the hurley rather than the rifle

Emphasising the need to avoid overstating the relationship between the GAA and the 
Volunteer movement, William Murphy has written: ‘there were countless ordinary 
members of the GAA, who chose the hurley rather than the rifle’. Indeed, prominent 
Volunteer, J.J. O’Connell, later remarked: ‘When a match conflicted with a parade or 
a field day, too often the parade or field day was put into the background ... It was a 
fact that the Volunteers did not receive from the GAA the help they expected – nay to 
which later on they might fairly be considered entitled’.

In essence, the GAA was consumed with sporting matters at every level. Examples of 
this abound: look, for instance, at the meetings of the Leinster Council in February, 
March and April 1915. The minutes reveal hours spent arranging fixtures, appointing 
referees, hearing appeals, reviewing objections, organising trains, paying expenses, 
passing motions of sympathy and settling border disagreements. The conduct of these 
meetings demonstrates a commitment to play that underlines precisely why the GAA 
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proved so successful. There was also a commitment to integrity: A Wexford footballer 
who took a ball after a match in Waterford was declared suspended until he returned 
it to its rightful owner.

The sporting priorities of the GAA were fully revealed during 1916. Firstly, the 
response of the GAA to the 1916 Rising was to flat-out deny involvement. It issued a 
statement saying that all allegations ‘that the Gaelic Athletic Association had been 
used in furtherance of the objectives of the Irish Volunteers are as untrue as they are 
unjust.’ 

It issued a statement saying that all allegations ‘that the 
Gaelic Athletic Association had been used in furtherance of 
the objectives of the Irish Volunteers are as untrue as they are 
unjust.’

Then, in the second half of 1916, the GAA sought to engage with the British 
authorities to safeguard the organisation’s sporting operations. The first episode 
concerned the attempts of the British government to enforce an Entertainments tax 
on sporting and other recreational bodies throughout the United Kingdom. As the 
relevant bill was being moved through the House of Commons, an amendment was 
introduced exempting any organisation founded ‘with the object of reviving national 
pastimes.’ This amendment was introduced specifically in response to GAA efforts, 
through John O’Connor MP, to avoid payment of the tax. Yet, as the legislation was 
passing onto the statute books, there were angry exchanges with claims that special 
favour was being given to ‘an organisation whose membership is open to men who 
are in open rebellion against this country and closed to all men who join His Majesty’s 
Forces.’ The accusation was denied by the chancellor who intimated that it would be a 
matter for the Inland Revenue to decide if indeed the GAA warranted exemption. 

While awaiting this decision, the Central Council of the GAA took the initiative and 
sent a deputation to General Sir John Maxwell in an attempt to secure GAA exclusion 
from taxation and to arrange for the provision of special trains to GAA matches. It 
speaks volumes for the priorities of the GAA that it should attend a meeting with 
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Maxwell. After all, it was Maxwell who on Easter Thursday had been appointed 
Commander-in-Chief of the British Army in Ireland. Using extensive martial law 
powers, he crushed the rebellion. In its immediate aftermath, he was the chief 
architect of government policy and oversaw a series of courts martial which saw 171 
prisoners tried and 90 death sentences imposed. Fifteen of those death sentences 
were carried out over ten days in May 1916. It was also Maxwell who had presided 
over the internment of more than 2,000 of the 3,500 men and women arrested 
after the rising. Most of this number had no connection with the Rising and included 
hundreds of GAA members and yet the Central Council of the GAA was prepared to 
meet him – it was the ultimate proof of the triumph of play.

II. TRAINING

If in its organisation of play, the GAA was in most respects the mirror of its rival 
Associations, a similar claim can be made of its modernization in terms of preparing 
for matches. This modernization had brought dramatic change to how players 
prepared for games. Training regimes stressed the importance of physical fitness, 
skill-based drills and practice games. The dramatic transformation in how teams 
prepared for matches was clearly influenced by professional sports, notably soccer. 
It was also made possible by an extraordinary financing operation, without which 
the new approach to preparing for matches could not be undertaken. In essence, the 
preparations of successful inter-county teams as war raged in Europe and Ireland 
moved towards rebellion confirmed the priorities of officials and of players. 

In essence, the preparations of successful inter-county 
teams as war raged in Europe and Ireland moved towards 
rebellion confirmed the priorities of officials and of players.

When Clare won the 1914 All-Ireland Hurling Championship, they were reputed to 
have prepared better than any team in history. This revolution in preparation was 
rooted in past failure. In July 1914, the Clare County Board issued an appeal for funds 
to help its team be ‘properly trained and equipped’, because ‘we now find ourselves 
occupying a very insignificant position.’ The ambition was to ape what successful 
counties ‘like Kilkenny, Kerry and others had done.’ As a means of fundraising, Clare 
Chairman J. Shearin suggested organising some concerts throughout the county: 
‘Then they could get the players to Ennis to train.’ The Clare training fund – like that 
of training funds in many counties – was well-subscribed, with the GAA clubs, the 
general public and businesses all contributing. As Clare progressed to the 1914 All-
Ireland hurling final, they headed for a week’s training in Lahinch and in Lisdoonvarna 
before all their championship matches, with Clare County Council, a local National 
Insurance inspector and a local doctor, Dr. McDonagh, all giving use of their cars to 
convey the team. Throughout the week before the 1914 All-Ireland final they stayed in 
the Temperance Hotel in Lisdoonvarna, and among the exercises they undertook were 
running, walking, hurling, and gymnastics, as well as receiving massages. Each man 
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was up at 7.00 a.m. for a five-mile walk and was usually in bed by 10.30 p.m. to rest 
and recuperate. The training was overseen by the trainer for the team, Jim Ó Hehir 
(father of the renowned Gaelic games commentator Mícheál Ó Hehir); he instructed 
that no drinking or smoking should take place, for even ‘smoking of any kind is almost 
as harmful as drinking.’ There were strong rumours, however, that some members of 
the team had occasionally indulged in ‘certain spa water brewed on the banks of the 
Laney.’ There were other distractions, too, as a letter-writer to the Clare Champion 
wrote: ‘Our boys being so good looking, and of course such heroes in the eyes of the 
fair sex, attract quite a number of fair ladies to the vicinity of their training quarters 
every evening and as a result we have some ‘tripping in the light fantastic toe’ which 
is all very well in its own way, taken in moderation ... but it should not come off every 
night and on no account be prolonged after ten.’

Collective training was looked upon in disgust by some. Kerry’s Dick Fitzgerald, the 
great star of Gaelic games in that era, lamented the increased emphasis towards 
professionalism, arguing that players were being ‘unfairly forced to go into special 
training.’ The Clare Champion reported that some people in Clare were unhappy with 
the approach being taken by their players and were ‘linking this as professionalism 
and are reluctant to donate.’ Most usually, the attitude was that adopted by a letter 
writer to the Clare Champion: ‘If we want to win we have to go through with it.’ And 
win they did: Clare hammered Leix (as Queen’s County and, later, Laois, was officially 
named for GAA purposes) in the 1914 All-Ireland hurling final by 5–1 (16 points) to 
1–0 (three points) scoreline.

Leave off work and train. If ye do not, ye will be not only 
beaten, but disgraced.

Before Leix lost the 1914 All-Ireland final to Clare, an anonymous letter had been 
sent to the secretary of the Leix County Committee which implored the players to 
‘leave off work and train. If ye do not, ye will be not only beaten, but disgraced.’ As it 
was, the Leix team had actually trained together for the 1914 final every day for three 
weeks at the county grounds in Maryborough, using money raised by the county 
committee. The annual convention of the Leix County Committee had agreed that ‘a 
fund be established to defray the expenses of training the Senior inter-county teams’ 
and that that fund would be administered by a specially elected committee. A circular 
was issued by the Training Fund Sub-Committee: ‘The preparation of the team for 
the Leinster Championship was carried out at the personal expense of the members 
of the team. This has involved a serious drain on the means of the men, who, in many 
cases, had to provide substitutes to fill their places of employment during frequent 
special practices. It would be too much to expect them to bear the expenses of the 
extra special course of training which it will be necessary for them to undergo for 
the playing of the All-Ireland Final. The team is mainly composed of working men to 
whom the loss of a day’s wages is a serious matter, and they have, as stated, already 
sacrificed a considerable sum in this way’.
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Contributions were received from GAA clubs across Queen’s Co., from the Tullamore 
club in neighbouring King’s Co., from local businesses and from people from 
Queen’s Co. who were living across Ireland, particularly in Dublin. To raise money, 
the committee had printed collecting cards where people could write in their 
subscriptions; receipt cards were printed to those who subscribed. Some who were 
solicited for money wrote back in apology that they could not raise more. M. Collier 
wrote from 22 Árd Righ Road, Arbour Hill, Dublin that he had thought he would ‘do 
better, but things are so upset with the war it’s hard to get money.’ Others were 
unable to raise any money. The GAA club in Monadrehid, Queen’s Co. wrote that 
they could raise nothing because they ‘had to pay one of our players 10s. a week last 
month that got hurt.’ The generosity of other donors was obviously rooted in self-
interest, including a donation from the management of Wynn’s Hotel on Lower Abbey 
Street in Dublin. Wynn’s was already established as a venue for GAA players and 
supporters. It was in Wynn’s that the Leix players ate breakfast and dinner on the day 
of big matches in Dublin. 

The amount of money required was made clear in a letter from the captain of the 
team, Bob O’Keefe, a schoolteacher based in Borris-in-Ossory. In a letter to John J. 
Higgins, the secretary to the Leix County Committee, O’Keefe stressed the need to 
pay for substitute workers for members of the hurling team who would miss work. 
O’Keefe wrote: ‘We will have to pay a man to take Jim Hyland’s place also. He is 
a coach-builder. He is working at home but they are a very large family and they 
could not very well afford to have Jim away so long.’ O’Keefe mentioned the costs of 
covering the expenses of the players, and understood that ‘this will involve a big sum 
of money and it will go near the £80 that I had in my head all along. I would like, if 
at all possible to have every man free of any loss whatever.’ Replacing E. P. McEvoy, a 
farmers’ son, cost 10s. per week for three weeks for a substitute worker and 1s. 3d. per 
day for sixteen days to cover the cost of his train fare from Abbeyleix to Maryborough. 
The money raised by the training fund covered not just the cost of providing those 
employers with substitutes for the hurlers, but also the cost of train fares and meals 
for the players. Leix was fortunate to be a crossing point for trains and, indeed, several 
of the hurlers were employed on the railways. Others worked as bakers, brewers 
and caretakers, in addition to a strong farming contingent. There were many other 
ancillary expenses. A dozen sliotars (hurling balls) were bought from Quigley’s of 
Barrow Street in Dublin. They were ‘made of the best Irish hide’ and cost a total of 
30s. Another dozen sliotars were bought from James Lalor from Three Castles in 
Kilkenny, while his brother, Martin Lalor, was asked to make hurleys for the players, at 
a cost of 3s. 6d. apiece.’

A dozen sliotars (hurling balls) were bought from 
Quigley’s of Barrow Street in Dublin. They were ‘made of the 
best Irish hide’ and cost a total of 30s.
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All of the efforts of Leix in 1914 had ended in defeat, but 1915 offered a new 
opportunity. At that point the club that won a county’s internal championship had 
the right to pick the captain of the county team and that captain had the deciding 
say on who should constitute the team. Across the GAA, picking a county team was 
a delicate balance between avoiding alienating the members of your own club and 
picking the best players from the other clubs in the county. Indeed, it was a consistent 
challenge across the GAA to get the best players from all the clubs to represent the 
county. This was partly because of the tensions which emerged between clubs who 
competed against each other in their own local championship. In Leix there was a new 
and intense rivalry between Ballygeeghan and Kilcotton. There were also problems 
between other clubs. After one club match, O’Keefe had written that ‘when we have 
cleared up [doctors’] fees for the battle with Clonaslee we may go bankrupt.’ For 1915 
Ballygeeghan – the new Leix champions – nominated their best player, John Finlay, 
to captain Leix in 1915. Finlay (possibly under advice or pressure from the county 
committee) determined on picking the best hurlers in the county and the eventual 
team that represented Leix contained just six Ballygeeghan players.

Finlay was also progressive in his approach to training. He believed that the team’s 
preparations for the 1914 final had actually been hindered by the fact that they had 
trained too hard and that ‘some of the players on the team were not able to stand the 
training they went through.’ Early in 1915 he wrote to his players advising that they do 
their utmost to win the Leix championship and then the All-Ireland: ‘This we can do 
by acquiring the staying powers and speed necessary for a player to do his best for the 
whole of an hour’s hard play.’ He advised that players initially go on long, slow runs, 
reaching a distance of three miles. They should then start to build sprints of up to 50 
yards into these runs. 

It should be noted that players from that era were also 
expected to train on their own. 

It should be noted that players from that era were also expected to train on their 
own. One of the stars of the Cork team was Larry Flaherty who had won an All-
Ireland as long before as 1903. Flaherty had learned his hurling (‘as many’) when 
playing the game as a boy using a sycamore branch and a can. As an adult, he 
developed a training regime which saw him train on a hill behind his house in Douglas, 
commencing at 5.30 a.m. He followed a regime of jumps, as well as tying a 6-lb. 
weight to his hurley, before working on his swing. (Flaherty lived into his 90s and later 
commented on watching hurling on television in the 1970s: ‘To be honest, I don’t like 
watching fellows doing things which I sometimes feel I could still do better myself.’) 
After Leix duly beat Kilkenny and then Dublin to retain the Leinster championship by 
the end of August 1915, preparations to win the All-Ireland final were properly put in 
train. Money was raised through renewed appeals to supporters and was now used 
to fund a refined training regime, with elaborate drills for the players to follow during 
practice. Copies survive of practice drills for catching, dribbling, striking, sideline 
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pucks, free pucks and fighting for possession. In the drill which worked on fighting for 
possession, it was proposed to send a ball a short distance ahead of two players who 
would then fight for it ‘somewhat like two dogs for a hare.’ In the two weeks before 
the final, the Leix players came together to train three times a week, for two hours 
on each occasion. To do this, some had to secure permission from their employers to 
leave work at 2.00 p.m. in order to be in Maryborough to train before the light faded. 

A significant input into training was made by Fr J. J. Kearney, chairman of the Leix 
County Committee and president of the Maryborough Hurling Club. In the weeks 
before the final he wrote to the players stressing the importance of speed and 
intensity: ‘There will be no time for fancy play or raising the ball in an All-Ireland 
final. Men should practice striking ground balls when running at top speed.’ Kearney 
– in tandem with other members of the county committee – believed that the team 
needed outside expertise if it was to win an All-Ireland. They approached the great 
Kilkenny hurler Dick ‘Drug’ Walsh to take charge. Walsh knew all about winning 
championships. He had recently retired, having won seven All-Ireland medals, three of 
them as captain.

The team possessing the greater SPEED AND DASH will 
win.

Walsh was approached and duly agreed. He did some work with the team, including 
bringing Kilkenny hurlers in sidecars to Maryborough to hurl practice matches on 
three successive Sundays. Illness then prevented Walsh from attending training for 
several days, though he was in Croke Park for match day. By then, the players had 
been given a type-written document: ‘Notes for players previous to match’. This 
re-iterated all the work that had been done in training, stressed the importance of 
moving the ball quickly, of playing unselfishly and concluded: ‘The team possessing 
the greater SPEED AND DASH will win.’ And win is what Leix did: by 6-2 to 4-1. The 
revolution in preparation had worked and it was now clear to all that winning an All-
Ireland championship required a level of training that was previously unconsidered. 

III. PLAYING

Refined preparation obviously changed the nature of matches. By 1912 Gaelic football 
and hurling matches were more open and more skilful than had previously been the 
case. In the 1880s, the first matches played by the hurlers and footballers of the GAA 
were raw and often fierce. Style and skill and open play drew favourable comment, 
but what enthralled most was – what Michael Cusack called – ‘men lovingly at war’. 

Teams drove at each other as they sought to drive the ball along the ground towards 
the opposition goal. A glue of players, with arms and legs stuck in every direction, 
rumbled around the field. Along the fringes, the weaker and quicker players waited 
for the ball to come loose to them. Scores were a rarity, but this was not necessarily 
a cause of lament amidst the blood and thunder of battle. The initial rules for hurling 
and football had been framed by Maurice Davin, the GAA’s first President, and for the 
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most part, were somewhat vague, amounting to little more than guiding principles 
of play. This suited players who relished physical battle. It says much for the intense 
nature of the play that, when Callan played a team from Kilkenny city in the first 
ever game of Gaelic football in February 1885, the match ended in a scoreless 
draw. Controversy also surrounded the GAA’s first rules for hurling. Turning age-old 
pastimes into modern sport involved distilling tradition and a certain element of 
compromise. When the men of Meelick, Co. Galway, saw the new rules of hurling, 
they were not impressed. One of their number – who signed his name as ‘Old Hurler’ – 
wrote to the Western News in Ballinasloe saying that this new game was only ‘a slight 
improvement on those effeminate games, croquet and lawn tennis.’ The ‘Old Hurler’ 
concluded by defending the traditional hurling rules of East Galway, saying that 
‘nothing vicious or unchristian is tolerated amongst them.’ 

Within the framework of local and national championship, GAA teams who aspired 
to success refined the way the games were played. ‘Kick and rush’ became ‘catch 
and kick’ and a series of rule changes – in particular the reduction of team sizes from 
21 to 17 and, then, to 15 players, standardising the size of ball, allowing substitutes, 
introducing linesmen and a revised scoring system – helped to enhance the games. 
It was easier to move the ball faster into open spaces and the quality of games 
improved. Gaelic sport retained its devotion to physical combat, but became more 
accommodating of the idea of skilful play.

Gaelic sport retained its devotion to physical combat, but 
became more accommodating of the idea of skilful play. 

This was confirmed in 1914 by Dick Fitzgerald, captain of the Kerry side who published 
a book called How to Play Gaelic Football. This book stressed that Gaelic football 
needed to be seen as ‘scientific’ and skills-based. Fitzgerald was clear that no other 
football game could match Gaelic. The fact that there was no off-side or knock-on 
rules, he wrote, left it free of the ‘artificiality’ of soccer or rugby. The great ‘genius’ of 
the game, however, was its ability to prize combination team play and still leave room 
for displays of individual brilliance. 

The GAA’s propagandists repeatedly stressed the courage and the discipline of 
the men in its ranks. P.J. Devlin – writing as ‘Celt’ in his book Our Native Games – 
acknowledged that early matches had been more than a little tempestuous but that 
all was now well: ‘There was a bitterness in early championship contests that arose 
from traditional encounters, and too often bad-blood was aroused and lamentable 
incidents occurred. Familiarity with competition helped to obliterate these 
unhappy tendencies, and the spirit of mutual emulation which the Gaelic Athletic 
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Association has come to promote soon effected a wonderful change for the better.’ 
His words echoed those of Fr. James B. Dollard who wrote in 1907 of the manner 
in which ‘brawls and fights’ had disappeared from the GAA: ‘it is understood that 
commonsense and moderation are to be practiced.’ There was more than an element 
of wishful thinking in this. 

The capacity of GAA matches to descend into a certain anarchy may have been 
diminished, but it was nonetheless real. This was true for club matches, but also for 
inter-county ones. When Cork played Limerick in the semi-final of the Munster senior 
hurling championship in July 1915, the Freeman’s Journal was moved to lament the 
‘regrettable incidents at Thurles.’ Some 14,000 people had come to Thurles to what 
promised to be a tremendous contest. Within four minutes of the throw-in, however, 
two players – as the referee put it in his match report – ‘came to blows. Excited by the 
fight, some spectators ran in from the sideline and the endlines. Peace came relatively 
quickly and stewards were clearing the field, when a player and a spectator renewed 
combat. More joined in and all attempts to clear the pitch proved futile.’ The referee, 
ultimately, decided to declare the match abandoned. 

The GAA had modernized, its players trained as never before, the organisation of 
matches was entirely in keeping with the modes of the era, but primal passions are 
not easily dispelled.

CONCLUSION

Ultimately, the very expansion of the GAA in the years before 1917 had left it less 
likely to adopt a radical nationalist position. There were too many of its members 
interested in the Association only (or almost only) for its sports and not for its wider 
cultural or political ambitions for things to be otherwise. And even the adoption 
of a radical nationalist position by some within its leadership cadre could never be 
translated into action across the broad membership of an Association where winning 
and watching matches was what inspired most. Within the leadership cadre itself, 
the demands of running a thriving sporting organisation saw officials consumed with 
arranging fixtures, appointing referees, booking trains, responding to appeals and 
objections, managing finance, paying expenses and all the unforeseen issues that arise 
whenever people attempt to do anything together. 

In time, the wider change in the politics of Ireland that was loosed by the 1916 Rising 
was reflected in the GAA. The beginnings of that change were visible in the hurling 
championship of 1916 and more visible again in that of 1917. On the field in the 1917 
All-Ireland final was Frank Burke who had fought in the GPO in 1916. Later, others 
who also took the field in the final fought in the IRA during the War of Independence. 
Their radicalisation reflected a process of change within the GAA after 1917. This 
change, in turn, reflected wider societal change within an Ireland that was shifting 
from parliamentary to revolutionary politics. But this was a shift that happened 
uncertainly and without uniformity. In the end, of course, it was change that 
transformed Ireland. 
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