
i 

 

More than a game: rugby and association football in 

Ireland, 1921-1990 

 

 

 

 

Conor Murray 

BA, MA. 

 

 

 

 

PhD 

Dublin City University 

School of History and Geography 

Primary supervisor: Dr William Murphy 

Secondary supervisor: Dr Marnie Hay 

August 2022 

 

 

 

 

 



ii  

 

Declaration 

 

I hereby certify that this material, which I now submit for assessment on the 

programme of study leading to the award of Doctor of Philosophy is entirely 

my own work, and that I have exercised reasonable care to ensure that the work 

is original, and does not to the best of my knowledge breach any law of 

copyright, and has not been taken from the work of others save and to the 

extent that such work has been cited and acknowledged within the text of my 

work. 

 

Signed: 

  

 

ID No: 17213670 

 

Date: 29/08/2022 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iii  

 

Contents 

Abbreviations ...................................................................................................... v 

List of figures ..................................................................................................... vi 

List of tables ...................................................................................................... vii  

List of maps...................................................................................................... viii  

Abstract .............................................................................................................. ix 

Introduction ......................................................................................................... 1 

Chapter 1: Province, partition and politics: rugby in Ulster and the IRFU 

Northern Branch in a divided Ireland. .............................................................. 16 

Introduction ................................................................................................... 16 

1.1: Province? Ulster, the IRFU Northern Branch and rugby in the north of 

Ireland............................................................................................................ 17 

1.2: Partition, periphery and rugby in Ulster. ................................................ 28 

1.3: Politics: Ulster Unionism, Irish Nationalism, and the IRFU Ulster 

Branch in a divided Ireland. .......................................................................... 46 

Conclusion ..................................................................................................... 66 

Chapter 2: Home Rule and a Home Nation: the partition of Irish football, 1921-

78....................................................................................................................... 70 

Introduction ................................................................................................... 70 

2.1: Context: A football association for Ireland, 1880-1921......................... 72 

2.2: Conflict: The cold war in Irish football, 1921-78. ................................. 80 

2.3: Collaboration: Unofficial football in Ireland, 1914-55. ......................... 98 

Conclusion ................................................................................................... 116 

Chapter 3: óOld traditions die hardô: rugby and society in post-partition Ireland.

......................................................................................................................... 121 

Introduction ................................................................................................. 121 

3.1: Club affiliations: The geography of rugby in Ireland, 1880-1988. ...... 122 

3.2: Rugby and urbanisation in Ireland. ...................................................... 126 

3.3: Rugbyôs social base and its development............................................. 142 



iv 

 

3.4: Rugby in Ireland and economic trends................................................. 161 

3.5: Rugby in Ireland, television and international engagement. ................ 176 

Conclusion ................................................................................................... 182 

Chapter 4: A game for the masses? Football and society in post-partition Ireland.

......................................................................................................................... 186 

Introduction ................................................................................................. 186 

4.1: Club affiliations and cup entries: measures of the health of the game. 187 

4.2: Football and urbanisation in Ireland. ................................................... 194 

4.3: Footballôs social base and its development .......................................... 221 

4.4: Football in Ireland and economic trends. ............................................. 245 

4.5: Football in Ireland, television and international engagement. ............. 262 

Conclusion ................................................................................................... 269 

Chapter 5: Football spectator violence in Ireland, 1921-90. ........................... 274 

Introduction ................................................................................................. 274 

5.1: Violence that originated in sectarian/political conflict ........................ 283 

5.2: Violence that originated in sporting action .......................................... 293 

5.3: Spectator violence, the built environment and the policing of football 

matches ........................................................................................................ 299 

Conclusion ................................................................................................... 308 

Conclusion ...................................................................................................... 310 

Appendices ...................................................................................................... 319 

1. Representative fixtures staged by the IRFU Ulster Branch, 1941-5. ...... 319 

2. óUnofficial Championship of Irelandô fixtures 1925-55. ........................ 320 

3.  Workplace football teams in Ireland, 1921-51. ...................................... 321 

Bibliography ................................................................................................... 328 

Primary sources ........................................................................................... 328 

Secondary sources ....................................................................................... 335 

 



v 

 

Abbreviations 

AGM-Annual General Meeting 

BBC-British Broadcasting Corporation 

EEC-European Economic Community 

ESFA-English Schools Football Association 

FAI-Football Association of Ireland 

FAW-Football Association of Wales 

FAIFS-Football Association of the Irish Free State 

FIFA- Fédération Internationale de Football Association 

GAA-Gaelic Athletic Association 

GDP-Gross Domestic Product 

GNP-Gross National Product 

IFA- Irish Football Association 

IRB-International Rugby Board 

IRFU- Irish Rugby Football Union 

IUFU-Irish Universities Football Union 

ISFA-Irish Schools Football Association 

LFA-Leinster Football Association 

MFA-Munster Football Association 

NISFA- North of Ireland Schools Football Association 

NUI-National University of Ireland 

PRONI-Public Record Office of Northern Ireland 

QUB-Queens University Belfast 

RCSI-Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland 

RFU-Rugby Football Union [England] 

RTE- Raidió Teilifís Éireann 

SFA- Scottish Football Association 

SFAI-Schoolboys Football Association of Ireland 

SIFB-Schools International Football Board 

TCD-Trinity College Dublin 

UCD-University College Dublin 

UCG-University College Galway 

UCDA-University College Dublin Archives 

 



vi 

 

List of figures 

Fig. 1: Northern/Ulster branch affiliated clubs from outside Northern Ireland.

........................................................................................................................... 30 

Fig. 2: IRFU club affiliation by province, 1951-88. ....................................... 125 

Fig.3: Chart plotting the number of provincial rugby club affiliations in Ireland 

(bar), and the number of male professional occupations by province (line), 

1930-80. .......................................................................................................... 154 

Fig.4: IRFU affiliated schools by province, 1968-88. .................................... 157 

Fig.5: IRFU affiliated clubs by province, 1971-87. ........................................ 157 

Fig. 6: IRFU provincial club affiliation, 1951-9. ............................................ 170 

Fig. 7: IRFU affiliated clubs located in Northern Ireland (NI) and the Republic 

of Ireland (ROI), 1951-61. .............................................................................. 172 

Fig. 8: IRFU affiliated clubs by province, 1964-80 (ROI only). .................... 175 

Fig. 9: Two-way linear prediction showing the relationship between television 

ownership and IRFU provincial club affiliation in the Republic of Ireland, 

1962-76. .......................................................................................................... 180 

Fig. 10: Irish Football Association affiliated clubs, 1881-1910. .................... 188 

Fig. 11: Irish Football Association affiliated clubs, 1922-41. ........................ 190 

Fig. 12: Football Association of Ireland club membership, 1964-88. ............ 191 

Fig. 13: Junior cup entries by association, 1924-73........................................ 193 

Fig. 14:  Schoolboy teams affiliated to the FAI, 1966-88. ............................. 242 

Fig. 15: Club affiliation to FAI provincial subdivisions, 1966-88. ................ 242 

Fig. 16: FAI junior affiliation, 1945-58. ......................................................... 252 

Fig. 17: Republic of Ireland affiliated football clubs, 1964-80. ..................... 259 

Fig. 18: Republic of Ireland GDP per capita, 1964-80. .................................. 260 

Fig. 19: Two-way linear prediction showing the relationship between television 

ownership and FAI club affiliation in the Republic of Ireland, 1965-76. ....... 265 

Fig. 20: Number of incidents of spectator violence in Ireland, by decade. .... 281 

 

 

 

 



vii  

 

List of tables 

Table 1: Urban/provincial spread of Ulster Branch affiliated junior rugby clubs 

1925-85. ............................................................................................................ 43 

Table 2: Geographic spread of affiliated rugby clubs and schools in Ulster, 

1930-90. ............................................................................................................ 43 

Table 3: Venues for Irish rugby union internationals 1922-54. ........................ 60 

Table 4: IRFU clubs by province, 1879/80. .................................................... 123 

Table 5: IRFU provincial and total club affiliation 1908-11. ......................... 124 

Table 6: Ulster Branch affiliated schools 1950-85, by type of school............ 147 

Table 7: IRFU school affiliations by province (Republic of Ireland), 1968-88.

......................................................................................................................... 148 

Table 8: Irish provincial population change, 1951-61. ................................... 169 

Table 9: IFA affiliated clubs by Divisional Association, 1912-22. ................ 189 

Table 10: Senior club football in Ireland, 1921/2 season. .............................. 196 

Table 11: Senior league football expansion (1945-8) and population density 

(1951). ............................................................................................................. 207 

Table 12: Irish Football Association regional affiliations, 1931-37. .............. 248 

Table 13: FAIFS and provincial club affiliations, 1932-7. ............................. 249 

Table 14: Senior clubs involved in matches where spectator violence occurred, 

1921-90. .......................................................................................................... 284 

Table 15: Incidents of spectator violence in Ireland, 1921-90, by type of 

violence. .......................................................................................................... 293 

Table 16: Incidents of spectator violence in Ireland, 1912-87, by level of 

competition. .................................................................................................... 299 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



viii  

 

List of maps 

Map 1: The development of a rugby administration in Ireland, 1874-98. ........ 20 

Map 2: IRFU provinces and Northern Ireland border 1920-2. ......................... 24 

Map 3: Ulster Branch IRFU liminal space area, 1925-90. ............................... 36 

Map 4: The óBann divideô within the province of Ulster. ................................. 45 

Map 5: IFA map of divisions, 1911. ................................................................. 74 

Map 6: Location of Belfast's senior cup rugby clubs, 1925-50. ..................... 128 

Map 7: Location of Dublin's senior cup rugby clubs, 1925-50. ..................... 130 

Map 8: Location of Cork's senior cup rugby clubs, 1925-50. ......................... 132 

Map 9: Location of Limerick's senior cup rugby clubs, 1925-50. .................. 132 

Map 10: Location of Connacht's senior cup rugby clubs, 1925-50 (Galwy City 

within red boundary). ...................................................................................... 134 

Map 11: Location of senior cup rugby clubs (island of Ireland), 1950-70. .... 135 

Map 12: Location of IRFU provincial junior cup entries, 1975-90. ............... 139 

Map 13: Location of Irish League and League of Ireland participating clubs, 

1921-37. .......................................................................................................... 200 

Map 14: Population density (1936/7), and Junior Cup Football Density (1936-

8). .................................................................................................................... 201 

Map 15: Senior league football expansion, 1945-8. ....................................... 206 

Map 16: Population density (1951), and Junior Cup Football Density (1950).

......................................................................................................................... 208 

Map 17: Population Density (1971), and Junior Cup Football Density (1973-4).

......................................................................................................................... 214 

Map 18: Senior league football expansion, 1985-90. ..................................... 220 

Map 19: Location of workplace football teams ï island of Ireland. ............... 226 

Map 20: Location of workplace football teams ï Belfast. .............................. 227 

Map 21: Location of workplace football teams ï Dublin. .............................. 228 

Map 22: Incidents of spectator violence by county, 1921-90 (locations in 

green). ............................................................................................................. 282 

 

 

 

 



ix 

 

Abstract  

Conor Murray 

More than a game: Rugby and association football in Ireland, 1921-1990. 

This is the first integrated study of rugby and association football in Ireland on 

an all-island basis and builds on important individual regional studies of those 

games over the past decade.  

In its first strand this study adds significantly to the study of the administrative 

identity and development of the relevant governing bodies, 1922-90, with a 

particular focus on their response to partition and how those bodies in 

Ulster/Northern Ireland identified themselves and their jurisdiction. It 

considers how those northern bodies interacted with their counterparts in the 

area that became the Republic of Ireland; in the case of the Irish Football 

Association, in particular, this was influenced by their continued attachment to 

the other football associations in the United Kingdom.  

In its second strand this study measures and maps the prevalence of rugby and 

football clubs in Ireland between 1922 and 1990, considering this to be the 

most viable measurement of the health of the games across space and time. 

Having mapped the temporal and spatial trends in club affiliations and sporting 

activity, This study considers the wider political, social, economic and cultural 

factors affecting those temporal and spatial trends and utilises ArcGIS mapping 

software in presenting those relationships between sport and society to the 

reader.  

In its third and final strand this study breaks new ground in the study of sport-

related violence in Ireland, albeit it is an area in which only football has a 

significant, if until-now underexplored, history of that phenomenon at its 

games across Ireland, north and south. It sheds a light on the complex 

interactions between an often-neglected component of Irish sporting life, the 

spectator, with that game. 

Combined, the story of the administrative, club and spectator bases to rugby 

and football suggests that, in both parts of post-partition, they represent more 

than a game. 
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Introduction  

This thesis is an exploration of the football codes of soccer and rugby in 

Ireland, north and south, between 1921 and 1990. Outside of the Gaelic 

Athletic Association, these are (and have been) the most popular sports (in 

terms of both participants and spectators) in Ireland. Despite their importance, 

there is much that we do not know about these games and their relationship to 

politics, society and culture in the post-partition era.  

 To paraphrase Isaiah Berlin, this thesis is proudly the work of a 

historian fox, who has come to know many small things, while also aspiring to 

be that of a historian hedgehog,1  cohering as it does around a single question ï 

what was the fate of the modern British football codes in post-partition Ireland? 

In seeking to answer that overall question, thesis has set out to undertake three 

key tasks. 

First, it explores the effects, both short and long term, of partition upon 

the development of both games. The received story of rugby in Ireland has 

tended to emphasise how the game maintained unity despite the border. This 

thesis acknowledges that achievement, and considers how an all-island rugby 

culture was maintained, but it also asks if and how the border affected the 

development of the game, in particular in the province of Ulster? On the face 

of it, the effect of the border upon association football is more immediately 

manifest. The game came to be divided into two governing bodies defined by 

that border, though, arguably, the north-south division in soccer preceded the 

creation of the border. That split has received earlier attention, and it is further 

considered here, but just as the impression of unity that rugby has conveyed is 

nuanced in this thesis, so too the impression of schism that has dominate our 

view of soccer is nuanced. The cross-border relationships that existed, and 

which have largely been ignored, are explored. 

Second, the thesis sets out measure and map the prevalence of soccer 

and rugby in Ireland between 1922 and 1990. This task, which has not been 

 

1 Henry Hardy (ed.), Isiah Berlin: The hedgehog and the fox (Princeton, 1953), p. 1. 
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undertaken previously, is fundamental to any empirical assessment of how the 

games prospered. More than that, having traced the patterns in the expansion or 

contraction of clubs associated with these sports in both the Republic of Ireland 

and Northern Ireland, the thesis goes on to analyse social, economic, cultural, 

geographic and gender factors that affected the dispersal and adoption of the 

sports. In other words, it asks why the games prospered or struggled across 

time. If section one necessitated an all-island approach to these sports, then this 

section is greatly enhanced by being the first all-island attempt to consider the 

development of both of these football codes, bringing into relief questions 

about how much, and what kind of, context mattered to the growth of these 

sports. In this regard, it is influenced by the success of Mike Croninôs all-island 

approach to comparing the GAA and soccer. While Croninôs primary concern 

was the relationship of sport and nationalism to Irish identity, this thesis, and 

this section in particular, is focused on examining the socio-economic contexts 

in which the games developed.2 

The all-island approach is again a great advantage in the third section of 

this thesis, which considers the issue of spectator violence at football. The 

context of sectarian and political conflict that plagued Northern Ireland from its 

inception is a central theme in the historiography of football violence there, and 

thus serves as a useful starting point to this study. However, at least two other 

themes emerge in the course of that study, those concerning violence as a 

response to sporting action, and violence in the context of the built 

environment and security presence where games took place. Crucially, both of 

those themes help us to understand the roots of spectator violence, north and 

south, in the decades since the 1920s. Again, here this thesis, while 

acknowledging the importance of national (and religious) identity to football 

culture, asks us to pay closer attention to other social and cultural factors at 

play. 

In the introduction to their appraisal of modern Irish historiography, we 

are reminded by D. George Boyce and Alan OôDay of a Russian saying that 

óthe past is always changing, but the present stays the sameô. They argue that 

 

2 Mike Cronin, Sport and nationalism in Ireland: Gaelic games, soccer and Irish identity since 

1884 (Dublin, 1999). 
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this ócould be applied to Ireland, where the political disagreements of the north, 

couched in the language of nationalism versus Unionism, are in danger of 

reassuring that the present in Ulster always stays the sameô.3 This study has 

employed empirical methods extensively in seeking seeks to push beyond a 

tendency to view sport in Northern Ireland predominantly through the lens of 

its history of sectarian and political conflict, an approach that often defines 

Northern Ireland as a place apart.4 For an example of this, see William 

Murphyôs contribution to recent Cambridge Social History of Ireland.5  

When sport in either part of Ireland is considered alongside sport on the 

other side of the political border one will, of course, notice distinguishing 

features. Too often, however, historians have missed or ignored the opportunity 

to compare, and one of the consequences of this has been to exaggerate the 

differences. The border matters but it has been allowed to determine our 

approach for too long. This study represents a significant advancement in this 

regard, albeit it uses that seminal event as the starting point of its analysis. In 

doing so, it allows for comparisons to be made, when the evidence has allowed, 

both within and between the two sporting nations that emerged from the 

partition of Ireland by 1922. 

In exploring one sport that has been partitioned in its administration 

(football), and one which has remained unified (rugby), this study also 

significantly nuances our understanding of the role of the border in the history 

of two of the most popular sports in Ireland. Its approach has, on occasion, 

flipped the constitutional and/or administrative template on its head, to explore 

how rugby developed upon the lines of political partition, or how football 

developed in the context of social, cultural and economic developments that 

affected the whole island of Ireland. 

Given that the Irish historiography has afforded little attention to the 

subject of spectator violence in Irish sport, this studyôs exploration of that 

 

3 D. George Boyce and Alan OôDay, óIntroductionô, in Boyce and OôDay (eds), The making of 

modern Irish history: revisionism and revisionist controversy (Abingdon, 1996), p. 12. 
4 Such as that evident in the work of Dervla Murphy, A place apart: Northern Ireland in the 

1970s (London, 1978). 
5 William Murphy, óAssociational life, leisure and identity since 1740ô in Eugenio F. Biagini & 

Mary E. Daly, The Cambridge social history of Modern Ireland (Cambridge, 2017), pp 383-

402. 
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subject has been heavily informed by the sociological study of sport in 

Northern Ireland.6 The wider context of sectarian and political conflict in that 

country has informed much of that scholarship.7 It serves as a starting point in 

this study, but is not the only theme to emerge in the course of that exploration. 

Further, the empirical approach employed by Neal Garnham8 and Liam 

OôCallaghan9 in relation to football and rugby respectively, has influenced this 

study which has brought their focus into the post-partition era, in the case of 

Garnham, and to the other provinces of Ireland, in the case of OôCallaghan. 

And so, defined by an all-island focus and by an empirical approach informed 

by sociology, this thesis sets out on its journey to explore the óBritishô football 

codes in Ireland post-partition. 

As it emerged, the published academic work on the history of sport in 

Ireland was dominated by two areas. The first of those concentrated on the 

history of the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) between 1884-1922, and the 

second concerned a period (or process) that we sometimes call óthe sporting 

revolutionô (c.1860-1914). If both of these emphases were understandable in 

their own way, then the attention they received arguably became 

disproportionate.  

The political significance of the Gaelic Athletic Association was the 

subject of pioneering and early work in the field of Irish sport history, 

beginning with W.F. Mandle.10 This was taken up by Mike Cronin, whose 

work on the GAA and nationalism formed a strand of a broader consideration 

of sport and politics in Ireland.11 Subsequent work, by a range of scholars, has 

sought to alter the conversation about the GAA, either by nuancing the claims 

 

6 John Sugden and Alan Bairner, Sport, sectarianism and society in a divided Ireland: Sport, 

politics and culture (Leicester, 1993). 
7 Alan Bairner and Peter Shirlow, óWhen leisure turns to fear: Fear, mobility and ethno-

sectarianism in Belfastô, Leisure studies, 22:3 (2003), pp.203-21; Jonathan Magee, óFootball 

supporters, rivalry and Protestant fragmentation in Northern Irelandô, in Alan Bairner (ed.), 

Sport and the Irish: Histories, identities, issues (Dublin, 2005), pp.172-88. 
8 Neal Garnham, Association football and society in pre-partition Ireland (Belfast, 2004). 
9 Liam OôCallaghan, Rugby in Munster: A social and cultural history (Cork, 2011). 
10 W.F. Mandle, óThe I.R.B. and the beginnings of the G.A.A.ô, Irish Historical Studies, 20:80 

(1977), pp 418-38; W.F. Mandle, The Gaelic Athletic Association & Nationalist Politics, 1884-

1924 (Dublin, 1987). 
11 Mike Cronin, Sport and nationalism in Ireland.; Mike Cronin, óProjecting the nation through 

sport and cultureô, Journal of contemporary history, 38:3 (2003), pp 395-411; Mike Cronin, 

The blueshirts and Irish politics (Dublin, 1997). 
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made about the GAA and nationalism or by shifting the focus to the social and 

cultural significance of the association.12 Despite initiatives such as the GAA 

Oral History Project, and books such as The GAA: a peopleôs history, the 

development of the association after the state formation period has yet to 

receive the same attention.13  

Tom Huntôs exploration of the sporting revolution in County 

Westmeath, when, in Ireland as elsewhere, modern sport became a popular 

phenomenon, 14  is typical of those that occupy the second of those areas of 

focus within the current historiography. Other notable contributions from the 

middle of the first decade of this century include Neal Garnhamôs examination 

of the emergence of association football,15 and Brian Griffinôs engagement 

with the emergence of cycling,16 In addition to these important monographs, a 

growing body of articles has addressed important themes relating to that era. 

Examples include further work on the origins of association football,17 

examinations of the influence of elite education and the related question of 

athleticism as an ideology,18 work on the role of newspapers and journalists in 

 

12 William Murphy, óThe GAA and the Irish revolution,1913-1923ô in Mike Cronin, William 

Murphy and Paul Rouse (eds), The Gaelic Athletic Association, 1884-2009 (Dublin, 2009), pp 

61-76; Andrew McGuire and David Hassan, óCultural Nationalism, Gaelic Sunday and the 

Gaelic Athletic Association in early twentieth century Irelandô, International journal of the 

history of sport, 29:6 (2012), pp 912-23. Neal Garnham, óAccounting for the early success of 

the Gaelic Athletic Associationô, Irish Historical Studies, 34:133 (2004), pp 65-78; Richard 

McElligott, óContesting the Fields of Play: the Gaelic Athletic Association and the battle for 

popular sport in Ireland, 1890-1906ô in Sport in Society, 19:1 (2016) pp 3-23; Paul Rouse, The 

hurlers: The first All-Ireland Championship and the making of modern hurling (London, 

2018). 
13 Mike Cronin, Mark Duncan and Paul Rouse, The GAA: A peopleôs history (Cork, 2009). 
14 Tom Hunt, Sport and society in Victorian Ireland: The case of County Westmeath (Cork, 

2007). 
15 Garnham, Association football. 
16 Brian Griffin, Cycling in Victorian Ireland (Cheltenham, 2007). 
17 Paul Gunning, óAssociation football in the Shamrock Shireôs Hy Brasil: The óSocker code in 

Connacht, 1879-1906ô in Soccer & Society, 18:5-6 (2017), pp 608-30; Martin Moore, óThe 

origins of association football in Ireland, 1875-1880: a reappraisalô, Sport in History, 37:4 

(2017), pp 505-28; Julien Clenet, óAssociation football in Dublin in the late nineteenth century: 

an overviewô, Soccer & society, 22:8 (2021), pp 805-19. 
18 Gerry P.T. Finn, óTrinity Mysteries: University, Elite Schooling and Sport in Irelandô, 

International Journal of the History of Sport, 27:13 (2010), pp 2255-87; Mike Cronin, óTrinity 

mysteriesô: Responding to a chaotic reading of Irish historyô, International journal of the 

history of sport, 28:18 (2011), pp 2753-60; Brendan Power, óThe functions of association 

football in the Boys Brigade in Ireland, 1888-1914ô, in William Murphy and Leanne Lane 

(eds), Leisure and the Irish, pp 41-58; Colm Hickey, óThe evolution of athleticism in elite Irish 

schools 1878-1914, beyond the Finn/Cronin debateô, International journal of the history of 

sport, 30:12 (2013), pp 1394-1417. 
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promoting the sporting revolution,19 and assessments of the influence of class 

and gender in terms of access to the sport.20 

Recent developments have seen the field broaden considerably. The 

work of James Kelly, in particular, but also scholars such as Pat Bracken, 

Maighréad Ní Murchadha, Sean Reid and Brian Griffin has drawn attention to 

sporting activity prior to the ósporting revolutionô.21 Meanwhile, important 

work produced during the second decade of the twenty-first century by Liam 

OôCallaghan, David Toms, Conor Curran and Cormac Moore has considerably 

enhanced our understanding of rugby and soccer. This work also extending the 

historiographyôs reach into the mid-twentieth century, though the work has 

often taken a regional or ócase studyô approach.22 These academic studies 

concerning sport in Ireland have addressed a sufficient variety of sporting 

topics in sufficient breadth and depth to make possible the publication of Paul 

Rouseôs excellent survey text23 and survey articles in the recent Cambridge 

history of Ireland.24 

Despite all of this work then, rigorous all-island studies that examine 

the development of football and rugby after partition do not exist. There exists 

 

19 Paul Rouse, óNewspapers, journalists and the early years of the Gaelic Athletic Associationô, 

in Kevin Rafter (ed.), Irish journalism before independence: More a disease than a profession 

(Manchester, 2011), pp 149-59; Sean Crosson, óSport and the media in Ireland: An 

introduction, Media history, 17:2 (2011), pp 109-16; Paul Rouse, óSport and Ireland in 1881ô in 

Alan Bairner(ed.), Sport and the Irish: Histories, identities, issues (Dublin, 2005); Paul Rouse, 

óJournalists and the making of the Gaelic Athletic Association 1884-1887ô, Media History, 

17:2 (2011), pp 117-32. 
20 Tom Hunt, óThe GAA: social structure and associated clubsô, in Cronin, Murphy and Rouse 

(eds), The Gaelic Athletic Association, pp 183-202; Roisin Higgins, óñThe Hallmark of 

Pluperfect Respectabilityò: The Early Development of Golf in Irish Societyô, Éire-Ireland 

48:1&2 (2013), pp 15-31; Brian Griffin, óCycling and Gender in Victorian Irelandô, Eire-

Ireland, 41:1&2 (2006), pp 213-41; R²ona Nic Cong§il, ñLooking on for centuries form the 

sidelineò: Gaelic feminism and the rise of Camogieô in Éire-Ireland 48:1&2 (2013), pp 168-90. 
21 James Kelly, Sport in Ireland: 1600-1840 (Dublin, 2014); Maighréad Ní Murchadha, óTwo 

hundred men at tennis sport in north Dublin 1600-1760ô, Dublin historical record, 61:1 (2008), 

pp 87-106; Murphy, óAssociational life, leisure and identity since 1740ô, pp 383-402; Sean 

Reid, óIdentity and cricket in Ireland in the mid-nineteenth centuryô, Sport in Society, 15:2 

(2012), pp 147-64; Pat Bracken, The growth and development of sport in County Tipperary 

1840-1880 (Cork, 2018); Brian Griffin, óThe more the merrier, say weô: Sport in Ireland during 

the Great Famineô, Irish economic and social history, 45:1 (2018), pp 90-114. 
22 OôCallaghan, Rugby in Munster; David Toms, Soccer in Munster: a social history, 1877-

1937 (Cork, 2015); Conor Curran, The development of sport in Donegal 1880-1935 (Cork, 

2015). 
23 Paul Rouse, Sport and Ireland: A history (Oxford, 2015). 
24 James Kelly, óSport and recreation in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuriesô, in James 

Kelly (ed.), Cambridge history of Ireland, vol. 3 1730-1880 (Cambridge, 2020), pp.489-516; 

Paul Rouse, óPopular culture in Ireland, 1880-2016ô, in Thomas Bartlett (ed.), Cambridge 

history of Ireland, vol 4 1880 to the present (Cambridge, 2020), pp 577-603. 
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for Ireland nothing to compare to Matthew Taylorôs history of British football 

or Tony Collinsôs social history of English rugby union25.  It is the ambitious 

contention of this thesis that there is value to be derived from examining the 

histories of both of these games together in the case of Ireland. As we shall see, 

aspects of their shared and distinctive developmental trajectories are thrown 

into relief when we look at the games side-by-side. 

The chapters that follow have been assembled according the three 

strands of inquiry. The first strand contains chapters one and two and, broadly 

speaking, relates to the administrative response of both rugby and football in 

Ireland to the political partition of the island after 1922. The second strand 

contains chapters three and four and, broadly, speaking, provides a measure of 

the health of the games and asks how they relate to wider political, social, 

economic and cultural trends. Finally, strand three contains chapter five which 

considered the issue of spectator violence and how it relates to rugby and 

association football in post-partition Ireland. 

Chapter one asks how the Irish Rugby Football Union (IRFU) 

negotiated the political partition of Ireland despite the fact that this rupture 

dissected one of its subdivisions?  The practical realities caused by the border 

that divided Ireland could not be ignored, and the chapter details how the game 

developed in Ulster between 1922 and 1990. Matters relating to the existence 

within Ulster of a cross-border identity were those that, in addition to their 

potency within the divided society that was Northern Ireland, had 

consequences for Ulsterôs relationship with its southern provincial counterparts 

who comprised the IRFU. Consequently, the chapter asks how the Ulster 

Branch negotiated those sensitive issues within its jurisdiction? 

 With two Irelands in international football representing the Irish 

Football Association (IFA) and Football Association of Ireland (FAI), chapter 

two first asks how a cold war between the two associations, that lasted over 

half a century, was brought to a durable if unsatisfactory conclusion in 1978. 

Further, the chapter asks if we examine the clubs, schools and universities 

affiliated to those associations, can we identify activities and attitudes that 

differed from or were even at odds with the stance taken by their rule-bound 

 

25 Matthew Taylor, The association game: A history of British football (Abingdon, 2007); Tony 

Collins, A social history of English rugby union (Abingdon, 2009). 
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associations. In particular, the chapter examines whether, within at least three 

levels of the game, north-south collaboration occurred between 1921-55. 

Chapter three presents a quantitative dataset from which a clear picture 

can be drawn of the health of rugby based upon the number of clubs affiliated 

to the IRFU for the period between 1922 and 1990. From that statistical base, 

the chapter explores which wider social, economic and cultural factors affected 

the affiliation trends that are evident. For instance, how important was schoolsô 

rugby in Ireland and was this affected by the changing face of education? How 

robust was the social base of the game, and how did this relate to wider 

economic trends? How did the ending of the GAA ban on foreign games 

interact with the health of rugby?  

 Chapter four also presents a quantitative dataset which permits the 

measurement of the health of football by clubs affiliated to both the IFA and 

FAI, providing a similarly broad coverage of the period between 1922-90. It 

presents the first comprehensive mapping of the prevalence of junior football 

in both parts of Ireland, which allows us to address the question as to how 

closely linked the health of the game was to urbanisation. It also considers the 

extent and importance of workplace-based football in Ireland between 1921-51, 

the development of womenôs football in Ireland and, as in chapter, it asks how 

the gameôs social base interacted with wider economic trends? 

 Chapter five addresses the issue of spectator violence at association 

football matches in Ireland, which is described, categorised and assessed with a 

focus on the period 1921-90. The chapter asks, what was the nature of such 

spectator violence? If considered at all, previously there has been a tendency to 

think about spectator violence in the case of Belfast and in the context of the 

sectarian and political divisions of that city. This consideration asks us to think 

about other aspects of such violence. 

This thesis finds that whilst rugby may have remained under the control 

of an all-island body which devolved regional control to four provincial bodies, 

the game would not always be insulated from the practical reality of partition, 

despite what some of the existing historiography might suggest. Maintaining an 

all-island identity was not easy, while the evidence of Ulster shows that 

managing a game across borders and across communities proved difficult in 

practice. It will become clear to the reader how the development of club rugby 

in Ulster was first hindered by disruption caused by the political border within 
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that province, second by the existence of liminal space for the game on both 

the northern and southern sides of that border, and third the apparent regional 

disparity in the gameôs development within Northern Ireland itself demarcated 

by areas east and west of the River Bann. 

This thesis considers the matter of who could legitimately represent 

Ireland in football, an issue undoubtedly clouded by the fact that gameôs 

governance was partitioned at a moment when the nature of the political 

partition of the island did not seem fixed. That the effective limits of 

governance and jurisdiction settled upon by the IFA and FAI corresponded to 

the shape of political partition has led some historical accounts incorrectly to 

attribute that schism directly to political matters. Nonetheless, it will become 

clear to the reader how, underneath the dispute occupying that top tier of the 

game, significant interaction occurred at the same time between football in 

Ireland, north and south, in the realms of schools, university and club football. 

Thus, whilst the administrative ties that bound football in Ireland had been 

coming apart from as early as 1911 and, post-1921, two incompatible claims to 

be the sole legitimate representative of Ireland reached a stalemate, the 

foundation for a resolution to the dispute had been laid at the lower levels of 

the game and, in 1978, two Irelandôs would become none.  

Beyond the administrative level, the thesis has mapped the 

provincial/regional prevalence of both rugby and football clubs in the post-

partition era, and considers that development in the context of Irish 

urbanisation. Developments occurring within the social base of each game, 

such as rugbyôs response to educational reform or the prevalence of workplace 

football teams, are detailed extensively for the first time. The impact that the 

role of television, from its humble origins in the Republic of Ireland in 1961 

which has been skilfully detailed by Robert Savage,26 had on rugby and 

football in Ireland is for the first time explored in this study. 

The conduct of the spectator, a well-documented area within the 

sociological study of hooliganism, has for the first time been considered in an 

Irish context. It pushes beyond the obvious commentary on violence rooted in 

 

26 Robert J. Savage, Irish television: The political and social origins (Santa Barbara, 1996);  

Robert J. Savage, óBroadcasting on the island of Irelandô, Cambridge history of Ireland, vol. iv 

(Cambridge, 2017), pp 553-76. 
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sectarian or political divisions to identify other relevant types of spectator 

violence in a thematic study of football spectator violence between 1921 and 

1990. 

The partition of Ireland, instituted and confirmed, first in law and then 

in practice, between 1920 and 1922, had contrasting impacts on sporting 

pastimes on the island. Gaelic games, perhaps the most popular sporting 

association, continued to be organise on an all-Ireland basis in the post-

partition era. This is a study of the two other most popular sporting pastimes 

prior to political partition, rugby and association football. While both were 

castigated by the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) as óforeignô games,27 they 

had been embraced by considerable numbers in Ireland since the 1870s. In 

their most obvious guise, they charted very different paths in the post-partition 

era. There remained a single international representative team for rugby in 

Ireland after 1922, whereas in football two international teams representing 

two governing bodies have endured since the partition of Irish football 

governance during 1921. The first strand of this study, containing chapters one 

and two, is concerned primarily with the administrative response of rugby and 

association football to the partition of Ireland and its aftermath. Previously, this 

kind of exploration has been pursued with respect to athletics28 and cycling.29 

In his account of the latter, Kevin Howard has written that the most 

fundamental question for Irish teams competing in the international arena since 

has been ówhat is the national territory?ô30  

With a greater focus than has previously been afforded to Ulster, 

chapter one addresses, for the first time, rugby in Ireland in respect of how it 

was affected by partition. At least one critical issue, the obvious possibility for 

wider political ruptures to have affected the administration of that game in 

 

27 Paul Rouse, óThe politics of culture and sport in Ireland: a history of the GAA ban on foreign 

games 1884ï1971, Part one: 1884ï1921ô, International journal of the history of sport, 10:3 

(1993), pp 333-60; Cormac Moore, The GAA vs Douglas Hyde: The removal of Irelandôs first 

president as GAA patron (Cork, 2012). 
28 Padraig Griffin, The politics of Irish athletics, 1850-1990 (Ballinamore, 1990). 
29 Kevin Howard, óTerritorial politics and Irish cyclingô, Mapping frontiers, plotting pathways, 

working paper 21, 

https://www.qub.ac.uk/researchcentres/CentreforInternationalBordersResearch/Publications/W

orkingPapers/MappingFrontiersworkingpapers/Filetoupload,175422,en.pdf [accessed 29 Dec. 

2021]. 
30 Kevin Howard, 'Competitive sports: the territorial politics of Irish cycling', in John Coakley 

and Liam O'Dowd (eds), Crossing the Border: New Relationships between Northern Ireland 

and the Republic of Ireland (Dublin, 2007), p. 227. 

https://www.qub.ac.uk/researchcentres/CentreforInternationalBordersResearch/Publications/WorkingPapers/MappingFrontiersworkingpapers/Filetoupload,175422,en.pdf
https://www.qub.ac.uk/researchcentres/CentreforInternationalBordersResearch/Publications/WorkingPapers/MappingFrontiersworkingpapers/Filetoupload,175422,en.pdf
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Ireland, is one that many previous journalistic chroniclers of that game in 

Ireland have been reluctant to engage. 31 

Chapter two nuances the story of the administrative response to 

partition in Irish football. Cormac Moore has convincingly argued that this was 

a sporting administrative rupture that, although occurring during 1921, had 

roots that preceded the confirming of the political partition of Ireland.  If, in the 

words of Howard, soccer ócan be understood as expressing forms of boundary 

reinforcing twenty-six county and six-county nationalism,ô32 then this thesis 

shows that cross boundary activity was more widespread than has often been 

acknowledged.  

 Chapters three and four corroborates Paul Rouseôs claim that, óin this 

new sporting world é love of sport, in itself, did not adequately explain why 

certain people played certain games in certain placesô.33 If that claim has been 

fleshed out in recent regional studies of rugby and association football 

(concerning both Munster34 and County Donegal)35 then this thesis advances 

that work considerably through its temporal and spatial study of the patterns of 

participation in rugby and association football ï identifying, explaining and 

comparing the prevalence of clubs across Ireland across the period 1922-90.  

Paul Rouse has also written of the ógreat and obvious absenceé[of]é 

an all-Ireland study of the game (football) and all that it means, ranging across 

political, social and cultural historyô.36 Equally, aside from OôCallaghanôs 

study of Munster, such an observation might be made regarding the absence of 

an all-Ireland study of rugby. It becomes clear throughout that where rugby and 

football players both lived and worked affected the patterns of participation 

outlined throughout. Particularly in the case of rugby, chapter three explores 

the social base of the game in Ireland, a matter too often inadequately 

explained in the past. Received wisdom regarding the history of rugby in 

 

31 Sean Diffley , The men in green: The story of Irish rugby (London, 1973); Edmund Van 

Esbeck, One Hundred Years of Irish Rugby (Dublin, 1974); Edmund Van Esbeck, The Story of 

Irish Rugby (London, 1986). 
32 Howard, 'Competitive sportsô, p. 228. 
33 Rouse, Sport and Ireland, p. 242. 
34 OôCallaghan, Rugby in Munster, Toms, Soccer in Munster. 
35 Curran, The development of sport. 
36 Paul Rouse, (Review of) óIrish soccer migrants: a social and cultural historyô, Sport in 

history, 41:1 (2021), pp 153-4. 
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Ireland,37 sometimes simplistic rather than wise, substituted for sustained or 

rigorous analysis. The context of Irish urbanisation and wider economic trends, 

it will become clear to the reader in chapters three and four, affected the health 

of both games and this should become a vital component to our understanding 

of the social base of both games.  

Association footballôs development has previously been explored by 

Neal Garnham in respect of the pre-partition period,38 while Cronin and Moore 

have paid attention to the politics of football after partition. Chapter four 

contains the first sustained quantitative study of Ireland and has established 

patterns and trends in footballôs development. Upon that statistical base, 

chapter four goes some way to unpacking some of the cultural and socio-

economic factors affecting the gameôs development, north and south, during 

the post-partition era. In this regard, it expands on the work of Mark Tynan 

which concerned football in the south in the inter-war years.39 The first 

comprehensive study of workplace football in Ireland, a subject that has been 

mostly ignored by historians, with the exception perhaps of David Toms, is a 

significant addition to the historiography provided for the reader in chapter 

four.  

 Chapter five addresses a significant gap in the Irish historiography. The 

subject of sporting violence is one that, in the Irish context, relatively little has 

been written about.40 Even less has been written about sport and spectator 

violence in Ireland, despite a proliferation of sociological interest in that 

phenomenon across a wide range or sports and international case studies.  The 

chapter advances our understanding of that issue beyond the obvious 

commentary on violence rooted in sectarian or political divisions to identify 

other relevant types of spectator violence.  

Across its three strands, the thesis makes a contribution not only to 

sport history, but to our understanding of associational culture, popular culture, 

 

37 Diffley , The men in green; Van Esbeck, One Hundred Years; Van Esbeck, The Story of Irish 

Rugby. 
38 Garnham, Association football and society. 
39 Mark Tynan, óAssociation football and Irish society during the inter-war period, 1918-1939ô 

(NUI Maynooth, PhD Thesis, 2013). 
40 Notable exceptions include the work of James Kelly and Neal Garnham in relation to 

violence against animals, see Kelly, Sport and Ireland, p. 212; and Neal Garnham, óThe 

survival of popular blood sports in Victorian Ulsterô, Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy: 

Archaeology, culture, history, literature vol. 107C (2007), pp 107-26. 
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and mentalities in post-partition Ireland, telling us much not only about Irish 

society and how it evolved, but what these games meant to their administrators, 

players and spectators. 

Despite the different foci of the strands of this thesis introduced above, 

all five chapters are grounded in a robust primary source base which has been 

mined in pursuit of quantitative and qualitative evidence. 

 First, all chapters draw upon the administrative records of the relevant 

sporting governing bodies, the IRFU, IFA and FAI. The records of clubs 

affiliated to these bodies, normally but not always contained in the annual 

reports presented at AGMôs, form the critical quantitative base to much of the 

analysis of this study. In strand one(chapters one and two), that data informs 

the considerations of partition as it relates to both rugby and football. This is 

especially evident in the sections of chapter one that bring into relief the 

patterns of participation in rugby for Ulster, while considering the relationship 

of these to the border.  

In strand two (chapters three and four), the affiliation data provides the 

core of the statistical base presented for the reader. Being able to provide a 

consistent measure of the health of rugby and football across space and time, 

adds to our knowledge and opens up a series of questions worth exploring. In 

both strands one and two, the annual financial statements and the minutes of 

individual council and subcommittee meetings of those governing bodies 

inform much of the qualitative analysis while, on occasion providing further 

quantitative evidence, supplementing the club affiliation data. 

 As is noted at various points throughout, it is possible that, on some 

occasions, the national governing bodies presented in their annual reports to 

members a state of affairs that, at least to some extent, misrepresented the 

reality. The utilisation of the archival records of regional or provincial 

subdivisions of those governing bodies offers some mitigation by providing 

alternative perspectives. In the case of rugby those are the administrative 

records of the IRFU Northern/Ulster Branch, and in the case of football those 

are the administrative records of the Leinster and Connacht Football 

Associations, the former being a founding member of the FAI. In addition, the 

administrative records of individual clubs, especially in the case of Ulster/ 

Northern Ireland, both corroborate and challenge the narrative presented by the 

national or provincial governing bodies. Those are the records of the North of 
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Ireland [rugby] Football Club and Linfield [association] Football and Athletic 

Club, both of which are located in Belfast. Those club archives contain 

committee minutes, annual reports, cash books and financial statements that 

illustrate how wider political, social and economic factors could impact upon 

individual clubs. 

 Second, newspaper archives - particularly the Irish Newspaper Archive, 

the British Newspaper Archive, and the Irish Times Digital Archive - have been 

consulted extensively. In strand one, they serve to elucidate the isolation of 

rugby in the areas of Ulster where the game was peripheral in comparison with 

the greater Belfast area. The newspaper coverage of the partition of Irish 

football witnessed the Belfast and Dublin sporting press largely toe the line of 

the Belfast-based IFA and Dublin-based FAI respectively. While 

acknowledging the existence of editorial bias that may have coloured their 

coverage of the events discussed throughout, it is from those sources that 

evidence for the previously undocumented existence of unofficial all-Ireland 

championship fixtures in football has been gleaned. In strand two of the thesis, 

newspaper sources add qualitative texture to the statistical base, detailing the 

patterns of participation in both rugby and football. The experience of those 

games at a local or district level gleaned from newspaper sources often differed 

to the national picture presented in the archival records of the governing 

bodies. For instance, the database of workplace football teams and the patterns 

of spectator violence at football in Ireland, and the analysis of each presented 

here, would have been impossible without local newspaper coverage.  

 Third, across the entire study, state records pertaining to both Northern 

Ireland and the Republic of Ireland serve to elucidate aspects of the fortunes of 

the sports analysed, particularly but not only when national or local 

government took a direct interest in the games. Examples include evidence as 

to the scarcity of playing fields in Belfast in the 1950s and a government 

investigation into the obvious inadequacy of key stadia in Dublin in the 1960s. 

Explaining and contextualising the sometimes-diverging development of the 

games, north and south, and the wider political, social and economic contexts 

affecting that development, drew upon direct and contextual evidence from 

national and local government records in both jurisdictions, such as the 

statistical publications of the Census of Ireland and the Census of Northern 

Ireland, and both the Northern Ireland parliament and Dáil Éireann.  
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 That source base informs the mixture of quantitative and qualitative 

approaches deployed the five chapters that follow. Combined, such an 

approach allows for sporting developments to be presented to the reader in the 

context of wider political, social, cultural and economic trends. In doing so, it 

helps us to think about what mattered to the development of these particular 

sports, while it also helps us to think about why, and to what extent, sport 

mattered in post-partition Ireland. 
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Chapter 1: Province, partition and politics: rugby in 

Ulster and the IRFU Northern Branch in a divided 

Ireland. 

 

Introduction 

This chapter sets out to examine the governance of rugby union in Ireland and, 

in particular, the relationship between the northern and southern administration 

of the game in the decades since 1922. Regrettably, some of the earlier 

simplistic chronicles of rugby in Ireland ï in particular, those written by 

journalists close to the gameôs governing body, the IRFU ï have lacked any 

sustained rigour. A kind of consensus emerged, which emphasised inter-

provincial and eventually cross-border cohesion, portraying a harmony in 

rugby that transcended the divisions of wider society. This consensus 

sometimes involved omitting or eliding key events that disrupted that 

impression of harmony. In recent years, the work of Liam OôCallaghan, in 

particular, 1  has not only provided a more nuanced approach, but has 

established a template for analysis that this study seeks to build upon. 

OôCallaghan has focused on Munster and this chapter advances our 

consideration of matters of administration and identity in Irish rugby by 

focusing on rugby in Ulster, a heretofore strangely neglected subject. It does so 

in relation to three areas: province, partition and politics. 

 In its first section, this chapter charts how a governing body utilising a 

provincial template emerged in the late nineteenth century and accounts for 

how these provincial demarcations survived the political partition of Ireland 

that did not align with those provincial boundaries. Immediately, that puts the 

spotlight onto the IRFUôs northern affiliate ï theoretically Ulster, but a body 

that for eight years clung to their traditional name, that of the Northern Branch. 

Significantly, that name allowed the branch to maintain a distance from the 

political concept of Ulster, which had underpinned the demand for the partition 

of Ireland. A renaming as the IRFU Ulster Branch was eventually enforced by 

 

1 Liam OôCallaghan, Rugby in Munster.  
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the IRFU in Dublin in 1930. Section one concludes with a consideration of 

these developments. The province of Ulster is the primary focus of the rest of 

the chapter.  

 In its second section, the chapter details the development of, or rather 

the lack of, rugby activity in the three border counties of Ulster that did not 

find themselves within the new political entity of Northern Ireland, a óstateô 

that was often erroneously referred to as Ulster. This section considers the 

extent to which the game of rugby was geographically isolated in areas of 

Ulster that were beyond the Northern Ireland border. In addition, the section 

details a liminal space along the border but inside Northern Ireland in which 

the game similarly struggled to gain a foothold. Lastly, linked to this, the 

section examines the gameôs geographic peripherality within Northern Ireland, 

examining a divide demarcated by the natural frontier of the River Bann. 

 In section three, the chapter considers how the Ulster Branch negotiated 

the seemingly incompatible identities that had under-pinned the partition of 

Ireland were in the decades after 1922. This section charts these developments 

first in relation to the years between 1922 and 1930, those in which the Branch 

held on to its traditional Northern label. Second, it considers how the Branch 

managed its dual identities in a national emergency ï as it was for Northern 

Ireland ï during the Second World War. Third, it explores the post-war era 

(1946-59), which included a major crisis about symbols, forcing the Ulster 

Branch to face down criticism from its southern counterparts in the IRFU. 

Fourth, and finally, it considers the era of the Northern Ireland troubles, 

focusing on the years 1970-81, but in particular it explores the grave crisis that 

engulfed Irish rugby in early 1972. 

 

1.1: Province? Ulster, the IRFU Northern Branch and rugby in the 

north of Ireland. 

Rugby activity in Belfast can be dated to as January 1869 when the Belfast 

press reported on a fixture between the North of Ireland Football Club and 
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Queenôs College at the Ormeau Cricket Ground, the home of the former. 2 The 

establishment of an Irish Football Union (IFU) in Dublin in December 18743 

marked the emergence of the first administrative body for the game in Ireland. 

That was quickly followed by the establishment of a Northern Football Union 

(NFU) in Belfast in January 1875.4 However, it is important to note that 

collaboration between rugby in Leinster and Ulster occurred prior to 1874, 

such as when Dublin University played against the óhardy northernsô of 

Ballycastle (County Antrim), in November 1872.5 Irelandôs first international 

fixture, in which the team was a joint selection of the two Irish unions, was a 7-

0 loss to England at the Kennington Oval in London on 15 February 1875.6 

 The gradual emergence of a single governing body for rugby union in 

Ireland, and the stories associated with that, form an important strand within 

the existing historiography. The co-operation that occurred between 1872 and 

1875 suggests the north-south relationship was considerably more cordial than 

the existing historiography occasionally implies.7 After 1875, the selection of 

an international team to represent Ireland was grounded in an annual 

interprovincial match between representative teams of the two unions; Leinster 

represented the IFU and Ulster represented the NFU and the international team 

was selected from the best performers. The earliest record of this 

interprovincial fixture was Ulsterôs defeat of Leinster at Belfast in November 

 

2 Belfast News-Letter, 18 Jan. 1869; Printed rules and bye-laws of North of Ireland Cricket and 

Football Club, 1919 (PRONI, Records of North of Ireland Cricket and Rugby Club, 

D4286/C/1). 
3 Edmund Van Esbeck, One hundred years, pp 21-31; Neal Garnham, The origins and 

development of football in Ireland: Being a reprint of R.M. Peter's Irish Football Annual of 

1880 (Belfast, 1999), p. 6; John Nauright, Sports around the world: History, culture and 

practice [4 vols.] (Santa Barbara,  2012), p. 180; Rouse, Sport and Ireland, p. 131; Jacques 

McCarthy, óInternational football: Irelandô in Rev. Francis Marshall (ed.), Football, the rugby 

union game (London, 1892), p. 234; Richard Holt, Sport and the British: A modern history 

(Oxford, 1989), p. 245; OôCallaghan, Rugby in Munster, pp 25-7; Alan Bairner, Sport, 

nationalism and globalisation: European and north American perspectives (Albany, 2001), p. 

27. 
4 Van Esbeck, One hundred years, p. 24; Garnham, The origins and development, p. 6; 

OôCallaghan, Rugby in Munster, p. 25; Rouse, Sport and Ireland, p. 131. 
5 Irish Times and daily advertiser, 28 Nov. 1872. 
6 Cork Examiner, 16 Feb. 1875. 
7 For example, Jason Tuck, óMaking sense of emerald commotion: Rugby Union, national 

identity and Irelandô, Identities: Global studies in culture and power, 10:4 (2003), pp 495-515. 
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1875.8 In February 1877 Belfast hosted its first international game when 

Ireland lost to Scotland at Ormeau.9 

 Subsequently, building on rugby activity in Cork and then in 

Limerick,10 a Munster side took to the interprovincial field for the first time 

when they were defeated by Leinster at Dublin in March 1877.11 Indeed, it 

would be a weekend of interprovincial fixtures in Dublin in January 1879 ï 

when Ulster first defeated Munster, on Friday, 17 January and then Leinster on 

Saturday, 18 January12 ï that would consolidate that early growth and underpin 

the inauguration of the Irish Rugby Football Union (IRFU) in 1879 as sole 

governing body for the game in Ireland. At a banquet dinner that followed, 

toasts to óThe Queenô, óThe Ulster XVô and óThe Leinster and Munster XVsô 

were heard, and, for the very first time, also to óThe Irish Rugby Football 

Unionô (IRFU).13  Whilst rugby activity in Connacht is evident in 1879,14 the 

earliest record of a Connacht inter-provincial fixture was their loss to Munster, 

by eight points to nil, in Limerick in January 1898;15 two weeks later, 

Connacht was represented at the IRFU AGM.16  

Consequently, by 1898 and after twenty-four years, the four provinces 

of Ireland had recognised administrative structures for rugby, located in the key 

urban centres what would remain the heartlands of the game over the next 

century (see chapter three). 

 

8 Irish Times, 25 Nov. 1875; Garnham, The origins and development, p. 6. 
9 Irish Times, 20 Feb. 1877. 
10 OôCallaghan, Rugby in Munster, pp 26-7. 
11 Van Esbeck, One hundred years, p. 35; Irish Times, 26 Mar. 1877. 
12 Irish Times, 20 Jan. 1879. 
13 Diffley, The men in green, p. 45. 
14 Three of the IRFUôs eighty-eight clubs in its first season (1879/80) were located in 

Connacht; Garnham, The origins and development, p.  41. 
15 Evening Echo, 10 Jan. 1898. 
16 Cork Examiner, 24 Jan. 1898. 
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Map 1: The development of a rugby administration in Ireland, 1874-98.17 

 From early on, nomenclature proved a complication when it came to 

rugby in Ulster. In many ways, some of the post-partition issues that are the 

focus of the sections that follow, are foreshadowed by the manner in which the 

Freemanôs Journal described the selection of an Ulster team for the 

interprovincial contest versus Leinster in 1878: óthe following are the 

gentlemen chosen by the Northern Football Union of Ireland committee to 

represent Ulsterô.18 The merger that formed the IRFU in January 1879 saw the 

existing Belfast-based administration become the governing body, at least in 

theory, for the nine-county province of Ulster. Nonetheless, that IRFU 

provincial branch would describe itself as the óNorthern Branch of the Irish 

Rugby Football Unionô for the next fifty years. Even as they did so, there were 

 

17 Van Esbeck, One hundred years, pp 21-4; OôCallaghan, Rugby in Munster, pp 38-45; Cork 

Examiner, 24 Jan. 1898. 
18 Freemanôs Journal, 1 Mar. 1878. 
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others who described them as the Ulster Branch. The extant archival records of 

the Northern Branch date from 1886,19 but evidence of interchangeable naming 

exists prior to that. The Dublin-based Freemanôs Journal recorded a meeting of 

the IRFU óUlster Branchô at the Linen Hall Hotel, Belfast, in December 1881,20 

yet in January 1884 the Belfast press reported meetings of the IRFU óNorthern 

Branchô.21 That lack of clarity continued into the early twentieth century. For 

example, in 1904 the Belfast press recorded a meeting of the IRFU óNorthern 

Branchô,22 whereas in 1906 a local County Down newspaper referred to a 

meeting of the IRFU óUlster Branchô.23 

An analysis of annual meetings of the IRFU Northern Branch 

throughout the Irish revolutionary era (1912-23) reveals little explicit mention 

of the wider political context. When politics emerged these tended to be 

unionist and imperial. An admittedly rare example of this was the decision of 

Queenôs University in January 1914 to cancel all its fixtures under the auspices 

of the Northern Branch, explaining that they did this óafter the admirable 

precedent set a few weeks ago by the North of Ireland Clubô. The decision was, 

they explained óthe result of the action of several members of the club who had 

tendered their resignation in order that they may be free to devote Saturday 

afternoons to the important work of drilling in connection with the Ulster 

Volunteer Force (UVF).ô24 The UVF had been established in January 1913 to 

coordinate paramilitary activities associated with Unionist opposition to home 

rule for Ireland.25
 

 Following the outbreak of the First World War in August 1914, the 

Northern Branch moved to suspend all competitive fixtures for that season with 

the exception of schoolsô fixtures in mid-September.26 Soon after, óin 

connection with Sir Edward Carsonôs appeal to Ulstermenô, the Northern 

Branch was amongst twelve sporting organisations that met in Belfast: 

 

19 Minute book of the Northern Branch of the IRFU, 1886-9 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU, 

(Ulster Branch), D3867/A/1). 
20 Freemanôs Journal, 14 Dec. 1881. 
21 Northern Whig, 15 Jan. 1884; Belfast News-Letter, 18 Jan. 1884. 
22 Irish News and Belfast Morning News, 30 Sept. 1904. 
23 North Down Herald and County Down Independent, 2 Feb. 1906. 
24 Belfast News-Letter, 21 Jan. 1914. 
25 Ballymena Observer, 31 Jan. 1913. 
26 Belfast News-Letter, 16 Sept 1914. 
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At this meeting it was decided to take steps for the formation of a sports battalion to 

be recruited from the sporting bodies of Ulster. This battalion when formed will be 

attached to the Ulster Division and will be under the same terms of enlistment.27  

The Belfast press reported that Northern Branch president G.G. McCrea sent a 

circular in connection with Carsonôs appeal that óurged upon the officials of the 

various clubs the necessity of doing all they can to assist the project and 

suggests the desirability of making a canvass of the membersô. 28  

 In September 1914, a meeting of the IRFU in Dublin passed a 

resolution óthat all football fixtures for this season be abandoned, save 

schoolboy fixturesô,29 although OôCallaghan has written that, as late as 

December [1914], [club] matches in Dublin, Cork and Limerick were still 

being playedô.30 In October, it was reported that many of Ulsterôs senior club 

rugby players:  

are now either at the [Western] front or are preparing to go there, and with the gaps 

caused by their departure it would have been impossible for any of the more important 

clubs to get together a representative team, even if they wished to continue to carry on 

operations as usual.31  

 Perhaps as a result of these circumstances, a team representing Belfast 

selected by the Northern Branch took on a military team of those based at 

Ballykinlar Camp, at Ormeau in Belfast in December 1914.32 It is likely that, 

with no other fixtures viable, this was a means of providing some morale boost 

for those who had not volunteered and been sent to the frontline. With schools 

rugby the only level of the game in Ulster permitted to continue during the war, 

the gate money from a friendly game at Ormeau in January 1915 between 

Campbell College and Foyle College, was reported as óbeing devoted to the 

war fund in connection with the Northern Branchô.33 Upon the death in battle 

of Lieutenant R.A. Lloyd, an old boy of Ulsterôs Portora Royal School, 

Enniskillen, County Fermanagh, and óa rugby player of phenomenal 

 

27 Belfast News-Letter, 21 Sept. 1914. 
28 Belfast News-Letter, 24 Sept. 1914. 
29 Dublin Daily Express, 16 Sept. 1914. 
30 Liam OôCallaghan, óIrish rugby and the First World Warô, Sport in society, 19:1 (2016), p. 

97. 
31 Belfast News-Letter, 12 Oct. 1914. 
32 Belfast News-Letter, 7 Dec. 1914. 
33 Northern Whig, 28 Jan. 1915. 
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brilliancyô, it was claimed that ófew things have been more noteworthy in this 

time of crisis than the splendid response made by rugby men to the call of 

dutyô.34 Indeed, whilst the war continued, a meeting of the Northern Branch in 

October 1915 confirmed that competitive rugby in Ulster remained suspended 

apart from the schools rugby for another season and, óowing to there not being 

any business to transact, it was decided not to hold any annual meeting this 

yearô.35 In March 1916, notably, óthe long interregnum in the Northern rugby 

worldô was described as having begun at the end of 1913 ï ófirst, on account of 

the political crisis, subsequently on account of the warô.36 

Whilst the war ended in November 1918, competitive rugby in Ulster 

would not resume until the 1919/20 season.37 The ópolitical crisisô that 

preceded the war, upon its conclusion, gave way to the War of Independence. 

Despite that, not even the looming imposition of political partition, instituted 

and confirmed between 1920 and 1922, prevented the Northern Branch AGM 

of 1920 from reporting óthe past season (1919/20) [having been] one of the 

most successful ever experienced by the Branchô.38 Political partition, which 

dissected the historical province of Ulster, did appear to threaten the settled 

organisational structures of Irish rugby first adopted in 1879.  

The immediate response from rugby was, however, one of inaction, 

insofar as it appears the game carried on as before, arguably an attempt óto 

place the playing of rugby outside politicsô.39 Given the wider revolutionary 

context, it might be surprising to learn that according to the Belfast News-

Letter, the IRFU annual report for 1921 stated that members had been ópleased 

with the success with which the inter-provincials went off last yearô.40 In those 

games played in January 1921, Ulster defeated Leinster41 and Munster42 at 

Lansdowne Road whilst Munster defeated Leinster in Cork.43 The continuance 

of inter-provincial contests is not in itself remarkable; hockey inter-provincials 

 

34 Belfast News-Letter, 11 May 1915. 
35 Belfast News-Letter, 8 Oct. 1915. 
36 Northern Whig, 20 Mar. 1916. 
37 Northern Whig, 19 Feb. 1919. 
38 Belfast News-Letter, 25 Sept. 1920. 
39 Rouse, Sport and Ireland, p. 269. 
40 Belfast News-Letter, 21 Sept 1921. 
41 Irish Times, 22 Jan. 1921. 
42 Irish Times, 24 Jan. 1921. 
43 Irish Times, 17 Jan. 1921. 
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also continued during the Irish revolutionary era.44 However, it is noteworthy. 

For rugby, the inter-provincial contests of 1879 had underpinned the 

establishment of the IRFU, while their successful continuance in 1921, 

arguably, did much to sustain both that organisationôs traditional provincial 

structure and collaboration at a moment of potential crisis.  

 

Map 2: IRFU provinces and Northern Ireland border 1920-2. 

 

 

 

 

44 Irish Times, 2 Feb. 1914 &  16 Jan. 1922. 
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Whatôs in a name? The Northern Branch becomes the Ulster Branch 

In the years immediately after partition, the provincial branch based in Belfast 

continued to refer to itself as the óNorthern Branch of the Irish Rugby Football 

Unionô. That was in spite of the fact that the IRFU bye-laws had read in 1923: 

that a Branch of the Union shall be formed in each of the following provinces, viz: 

Ulster, Munster, Leinster and Connaught; not less than five clubs to constitute a 

Branch.45  

Yet when the Northern Branch committee met on 3 January 1922 to choose the 

team members for the first interprovincial since the Anglo-Irish Treaty was 

concluded a month previously, it do so for its representative side, Ulster .46  As 

the military was óin temporary occupationô of the Balmoral Showgrounds ï the 

normal venue for óbig rugby fixtures in Belfastô ï this fixture, versus Leinster 

on 14 January 1922, took place at Windsor Park, resulting in a victory for 

Ulster by eleven points to three.47  

A branch located óinô each province rather than one named óforô each 

province had provided sufficient wiggle room for a different interpretation of 

the 1923 bye-laws between the administrative subdivisions of the IRFU. The 

bye-laws for Northern Branch cup competitions passed at that bodies 1923 

AGM illustrate the ambiguity in its interpretation, rather than revealing any 

motive associated with the political partition of the island that been confirmed 

in the previous years: 

1. The cup shall be called the ñUlster Schools Challenge Cupò. 

2. The competition for the cup shall be governed by the Northern Branch of the 

Irish Rugby Football Union. 

3. The cup shall be open for competition annually to all schoolsô clubs in Ulster 

belonging to the Northern Branch of the Irish Rugby Football Union.48 

 

 

45 Minute book of the Northern Branch of the IRFU, 1922-5 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU, 

(Ulster Branch), D3867/A/6). 
46 Belfast News-Letter, 4 Jan. 1922. 
47 Belfast News-Letter, 16 Jan. 1922. 
48 Minutes of Northern Branch AGM, 30 April 1923, Minute book of the Northern Branch of 

the IRFU, 1922-5 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU, (Ulster Branch), D3867/A/6). 
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The northern and southern press continued to reflect the lack of an 

accurate or consistent description of either the Belfast-based administration or 

its representative side. For instance, between 1923 and 1927, the northern49 and 

southern50 press coverage of that bodyôs administrative functions still referred 

to the Northern Branch, yet the same outlets reported on interprovincial 

fixtures involving Ulster.51 In 1930, a special IRFU council meeting in early 

May was held to consider a motion óthat the existing Bye-Laws of the Irish 

Rugby Football Union be rescinded, and that the laws as set forth in the draft 

sent herewith be adopted as the laws of the Unionô. However, the specific bye-

law in question as it now read represented no substantive change how a Branch 

was to be constituted: 

A Branch of the Union shall be formed in each of the provinces of Ulster, Munster, 

Leinster and Connaught; not less than five clubs to constitute a Branch. 52 

That it had taken rugby in Ulster fifty-five years to arrive at a point 

where it was represented by an Ulster Branch is curious, and it might at first 

glance suggest that the IRFU recognised that their northern affiliate was 

somewhat different to its three southern counterparts, however the reasons as to 

why the Belfast-based administrative body chose to describe itself as the 

Northern Branch over a long period are unclear.  

There do appear at least three possible explanations. First, it may be 

that including the word Northern in their branch title after the merger that 

founded the IRFU in 1879, was a matter of signalling continuity with the 

former Northern Football Union (1875-9). That ongoing symbolic connection 

was epitomised by H.C. Kelly, the first president of the NFU who was still in 

attendance at Northern Branch AGMs forty-one years later (1927/8).53  

 Second, the Belfast-based administration had been allocated the 

historical Irish province of Ulster following the merger that formed the IRFU 

 

49 Belfast News-Letter, 30 Aug. 1923 & 6 Mar. 1924. 
50 Irish Independent, 21 Feb. 1924, 27 Apr. 1927, & 23 Sept. 1927. 
51 Freemanôs Journal, 14 Jan. 1924; Belfast Telegraph, 4 Dec. 1924; Belfast News-Letter, 16 

Dec. 1926. 
52 IRFU committee minutes, 17 April 1930. Minute book of the IRFU, 1927-31 (IRFU 

archives, M005). 
53 Belfast News-Letter, 22 Sept. 1927. 
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in January 1879.54  In practice, however, its operational reach was more 

limited, a challenge unquestionably posed by the political border imposed 

between 1920 and 1922. Describing itself as the Northern Branch may have 

been a recognition of this. 

Third, we might consider that, to some extent, Northern and Ulster were 

interchangeable and recognised as such although, arguably, Northern had been 

usefully imprecise in the years prior to partition. Beyond rugby, the deliberate 

construction of an Ulster that was separate to the rest of the claimed 

homogenous national territory of Ireland,55 was a political project that 

developed in response to the introduction of the first Home Rule Bill by the 

Liberal British Prime Minister William Ewart Gladstone in 1886.56 If the 

Belfast-based provincial unit of the IRFU had adopted the title Ulster then, it 

might have come to be seen as tied to that project.  

Despite delving into the archival evidence, it has not been possible to 

identify clearly the impetus for the eventual change of the Branch name in 

1930. We can only speculate that the Ulsterman, Tommy Greeves, who was the 

IRFU president in that season,57 had some role to play in the Unionôs decision 

to issue revised bye-laws. The IRFUôs Belfast affiliate retained its Northern 

Branch name and logo until mid-October 1930,58 when a special general 

meeting later that month unanimously and conclusively resolved that: 

The name of this Branch shall be ñThe Ulster Branch of the Irish Rugby Football 

Unionò, and its headquarters shall be in Belfast, where all general and committee 

meetings shall be held.59 

It is possible that the name Northern, which previously had been 

usefully imprecise, was now politically problematic as it might have indicated 

ties between the Branch and the political project that was Northern Ireland. As 

 

54 Garnham, The origins and development, p. 67. 
55 Frederick Hertz, Nationality in history and politics: A psychology and sociology of national 

sentiment and nationalism (London, 1951), pp 150-1. 
56 James Loughlin, óCreating óA social and geographical factô: Regional identity and the Ulster 

question 1880s-1920sô, Past & Present, 195 (May, 2007), p. 159. 
57 Belfast News-Letter, 30 Oct. 1929. 
58 Ulster Branch committee minutes, 18 Oct. 1930, Minute book of the Ulster Branch of the 

IRFU, 1930-4 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU, (Ulster Branch), D3867/A/9). 
59 Ulster Branch committee minutes, 24 Oct. 1930, Minute book of the Ulster Branch of the 

IRFU, 1930-4 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU, (Ulster Branch), D3867/A/9). 
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we know, the Branchôs territory extended beyond that entity, and the last ever 

AGM of the Northern Branch in September 1930 noted that óthe game is 

becoming more popular in the province, and is spreading into places where it 

never existed beforeô.60 Although there is no clear evidence that the name 

change was confirmed to extend the Branchôs operational reach beyond the 

confines of Northern Ireland, we will now turn our attention to an assessment 

of whether that growth in the gameôs popularity included areas beyond the 

political border where the game had previously failed to gain a foothold. 

 

1.2: Partition, periphery and rugby in Ulster. 

If the name of the Branch was a symbolic matter, then partition appeared, at 

least, to raise very pragmatic issues. Ulster was the only IRFU province to find 

its traditional territory directly impacted by the political partition of Ireland. 

Moreover, initially, the operational challenges for rugby in Ulster appear to 

have been immense given that there was considerable violence along the 

border and the new state of Northern Ireland (particularly Belfast) was in óthe 

grip of almost uncontrollable violence between March and June 1922.61 It is 

then noteworthy that Ulsterôs clubs successfully fulfilled competitive fixtures 

against southern opposition during these months. One example saw the 

Instonians club from Belfast defeat Munsterôs Cork Constitution in a Bateman 

Cup tie held at Lansdowne Road, Dublin, in April 1923.62  

 In February 1924 the IRFU Northern Branch hosted Irelandôs 

international versus England at its Ravenhill ground in Belfast.63 It was an 

important statement of commitment to cross-border unity when óthe IRFU 

decided to equip a ground for rugby in Ulster and began development at . . .  

Ravenhillô during the previous season (1922/23).64 Combined, these examples 

indicate that rugby in Ireland had, to some extent, adapted quickly to the new 

post-partition reality, and that its traditional provincial template remained 

 

60 Northern Whig, 20 Sept. 1930. 
61 T.G. Fraser, Ireland in conflict 1922-1998 (London, 2000), p. 5. 
62 Irish Times, 21 April 1923. 
63 Irish Times, 8 Feb. 1924. 
64 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1922/3, Minute book of the Northern Branch of 

the IRFU, 1922-5 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU, (Ulster Branch), D3867/A/6). 
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viable. At the very least, it appeared that in 1924 Belfastôs traditional place 

within the game in Ireland, one the city had held since the 1870s, was secure. 

 

A place apart: rugby in Ulster and the Northern Ireland border 

It is significant, however, that in 1925 only one of the Northern Branchôs 

thirty-three affiliated clubs was located outside the new six-county political 

unit of Northern Ireland. This suggests that the Branchôs jurisdiction then 

effectively remained within the area that was Northern Ireland. This section, 

therefore, asks if references to óthe north of Irelandô, when discussing rugby, 

reflected a territorial reality which was more limited than Ulster. Second, it 

inquires if the Northern Branch, later the Ulster Branch, regarded inculcating 

and managing a cross-border game as an essential function. What follows is an 

account of the gameôs development, or lack of it, in the Ulster counties of 

Cavan, Monaghan, and Donegal that existed beyond the Northern Ireland 

border. These three counties (hereafter referred to as the ñsouthern border 

countiesò) were those from the traditional nine-county province of Ulster that 

found themselves within the Irish Free Stateôs jurisdiction after the political 

partition of the island between 1920 and 1922. 
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Fig. 1: Northern/Ulster branch affiliated clubs from outside Northern Ireland.65 

  The data indicates that rugby in the southern border counties of Ulster 

was in a perilous state for almost the first half century of the borderôs 

existence. The high point of that era, although it is a significant stretch to refer 

to it as such, was in 1930 when a total of two clubs and one school from those 

counties were affiliated to the Ulster Branch based in Belfast. By 1970, the low 

point had been reached, when there was no rugby affiliation of any kind, 

neither schools nor clubs, from this area beyond the Northern Ireland border. 

Thereafter, schoolsô affiliation remained at zero, although club affiliations did 

at least begin an upward trajectory, rising to seven located in the southern 

border counties of Ulster between 1980 and 1985. 

 Newspaper sources indicate that Carrickmacross FC from County 

Monaghan was the first active rugby club to affiliate from the southern border 

counties. Prior to the partition of Ireland, interestingly, that activity took the 

form of irregular fixtures between Carrickmacross and clubs based in Leinster. 

This began as early as 1898, when the club was reported to have played against 

Great Northern Railway Dundalk.66 Following partition, archival affiliation 

records indicate that the club was the first from that area to have formally 

 

65 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1924/5-1990/1 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU 

(Ulster Branch), D3867/C/8-67). 
66 Anglo Celt, 17 Dec. 1898. 
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affiliated to the Northern Branch, in 1924.67 Despite this affiliation, the 

informal links with clubs based in Leinster endured, and after their affiliation 

to the Ulster Branch had lapsed in 1930, Carrickmacross would again take part 

in friendly fixtures against clubs in Leinster (Navan) in 1932.68 

 Similarly, Monaghan FC, founded in November 1928,69 began a brief 

affiliation with the Ulster Branch in 1929.70 Prior to that, Monaghanôs friendly 

versus Armagh in January 1929 had been described as óone of the first rugby 

matches ever played in the townô.71 Once again, that affiliation was to prove 

brief and Monaghan had also fallen back on irregular friendly fixtures against 

Leinster opposition (Dundalk) by early 1933.72 

 Record of unaffiliated club rugby activity in County Cavan can be 

found in 1925 when óthe newly formed Cavan club played its first matchô, 

versus Carrickmacross.73 In 1926, a óCounty Cavanô rugby club were narrowly 

defeated in a friendly fixture. Again this was against a club based in Leinster 

(Malahide).74 By 1928, an unaffiliated Cootehill Rugby Club from County 

Cavan contested a friendly fixture against Leinster opposition (Meath).75 This 

was followed by a fixture versus the similarly unaffiliated Monaghan FC in 

March 1929.76 It is evident that the Ulster Branch was aware of the existence of 

such unaffiliated clubs by April 1930, when their committee minutes noted 

that: 

Cootehill intimated that as a club they had dissolved and a new rugby club known as 

County Cavan Rugby Football Club, had been formed. On the motion of Mr J. 

Gillespie (Collegians), seconded by Major Purdon (Queens) the new club was 

affiliated to the branch.77 

 

67 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1924/5 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU (Ulster 

Branch), D3867/C/8). 
68 Drogheda Independent, 26 Nov. 1932. 
69 Sunday Independent, 18 Nov. 1928; Fermanagh Herald, 24 Nov. 1928. 
70 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1929/30 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU (Ulster 

Branch), D3867/C/13). 
71 Dundalk Democrat, 12 Jan. 1929. 
72 Dundalk Democrat, 25 Mar. 1933. 
73 Anglo Celt, 24 Oct. 1925. 
74 Evening Herald, 18 Mar. 1926. 
75 Drogheda Independent, 20 Oct. 1928. 
76 Anglo Celt, 16 Mar. 1929. 
77 Ulster Branch committee minutes, 18 Apr. 1930. Minute book of the Ulster Branch of the 

IRFU, 1928-30 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU, (Ulster Branch), D3867/A/8). 
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 County Cavanôs affiliation appears to have lapsed by the mid-1930s but 

there were signs of life in 1937. Then, the press reported on a meeting to 

(re)form óCounty Cavan RFCô in August of that year with Arthur Maxwell, 

11th Baron Farnham, as the clubôs inaugural president.78 Notably, the reformed 

club again looked to Leinster for unofficial fixtures, including defeats in both 

home79 and away80 fixtures versus Dundalk in December 1937. In 1938, 

County Cavan Rugby Club (later known as simply Cavan FC), affiliated to the 

IRFU Ulster Branch, competing in its Junior Cup81 and Provincial Towns 

Cup82 competitions. 

 Newspaper sources indicate that Cavan Royal School FC provided the 

first rugby activity at any level emanating from the counties of Cavan, 

Monaghan or Donegal, when it participated in unofficial and irregular friendly 

fixtures as early as 1894.83 The school was playing similar fixtures in 1926.84 

Cavan was one of five Royal Schools in Ulster and was established by King 

James I in 1608. Interestingly, its three sister schools located within what later 

became Northern Ireland ï Armagh, Dungannon and Portora ï had competed 

in the Ulster Schools Cup since the first ever edition in 1876,85 whereas a fifth 

sister club, Raphoe Royal School in County Donegal, has never done so.86  If 

Cavan was late to the rugby party, then partition likely posed both additional 

obstacles to participation. Nonetheless, the former did take its bow in official 

rugby activity, which in schools rugby meant competing for the Ulster Schools 

Cup, in 1929/30.87 Cavan Royal School would be the only outlet for rugby 

activity in the southern border counties of Ulster during the Second World War 

(1939-45), when they played out a draw with Banbridge Academy in the Ulster 

Schools Cup preliminary round in January 1945.88 

 

78 Meath Chronicle, 14 Aug. 1937. 
79 Dundalk Democrat, 11 Dec. 1937. 
80 Dundalk Democrat, 4 Dec. 1937. 
81 Irish Independent, 21 Oct. 1938. 
82 Irish Independent, 30 Nov. 1938. 
83 Anglo Celt, 10 Mar. 1894. 
84 Ulster Herald, 6 Nov. 1926. 
85 Royal School Armagh defeated Royal Belfast Academical Institution in the first final, 

Freemanôs Journal, 29 Feb. 1876. 
86 https://www.royalschoolcavan.ie/history-of-the-royal-school/the-1608-royal-schools/ 

[accessed 4 Feb. 2021]. 
87 Belfast News-Letter, 24 Oct. 1929. 
88 Anglo Celt, 20 Jan. 1945. 
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A post-war revival of Cavan FC would once again be a staged 

phenomenon, marked first by informal development, growing until affiliation 

with the Ulster Branch was justified. The first record of unofficial activity 

following the war suggests a familiar route, as once more Cavan FC travelled 

to Navan for a friendly in 1954.89 We can assume this was the óCavan clubô 

that, according to the Anglo-Celt, travelled to play Enniskillen in 1955,90 and 

that the óCounty Cavan Rugby Football Clubô that held an AGM confirming 

their affiliation to the Ulster Branch in 1959,91 must surely have been Cavan 

FC. Despite that affiliation, the club would again seek its competition in 

Leinster, only one week later travelling for a friendly versus Dundalk.92 

Cavanôs affiliation with the Ulster Branch came to an end in 1963, just months 

after they had contested a further friendly against Leinster opposition, Navan, 

in February 1963.93 By the end of the 1966 season, that countyôs remaining 

link with the Ulster Branch also ended, the Branch reporting that Cavan Royal 

School FC had, after thirty years, regrettably ódropped outô during the season 

(1965/6).94 

In County Donegal, prior to the Second World War, no official rugby 

under the auspices of the provincial Branch is apparent. Between 1925 and 

1933, local newspapers reported on irregular and unofficial rugby activity 

involving teams from Ballyshannon, Milford and Letterkenny. For example, in 

1926 Ballyshannon travelled to Fermanagh where they defeated Enniskillen by 

twenty-one points to three,95 and Milford made the trip to County Tyrone 

where they defeated Strabane by thirty-five points to nil.96 If they did not 

affiliate to the Ulster Branch, Donegal clubs, it seems, looked across the border 

more frequently for opposition than the clubs of Monaghan and Cavan. A 

fixture between the Donegal rugby clubs did occur when Letterkenny travelled 

 

89 Meath Chronicle, 3 Apr. 1954. 
90 Anglo Celt, 29 Jan. 1955. 
91 Anglo Celt, 19 Sept. 1959; the 1959/60 Ulster Branch annual report referred to the club as 

Cavan FC; Cavan took on Armagh in the 1960/1 Ulster Junior Cup, Anglo Celt, 29 Oct. 1960. 
92 Drogheda Independent, 3 Oct. 1959. 
93 Anglo Celt, 9 Feb. 1963. 
94 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1965/6 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU (Ulster 

Branch), D3867/C/42). 
95 Donegal Democrat, 21 Mar. 1926; Enniskillen had previously visited and defeated 

Ballyshannon, Donegal Democrat, 21 Oct. 1925. 
96 Donegal News. 15 Oct. 1926; a repeat fixture was reported in Donegal News, 15 Oct. 1932. 
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to Milford in what was reported to have been the first rugby match played in 

that district in 1932,97 a journey they again made in the following year.98 

  As in Monaghan and Cavan, fledgling Donegal rugby clubs forged 

relationships with clubs from other provinces in order to generate friendly 

fixtures. This was perhaps even more evident given their distance from Ulster 

rugbyôs north-eastern heartlands. A rugby team from Ballyshannon, for 

example, travelled to contest fixtures against Sligo Grammar School between 

1925 and 1928.99 Emphasising some of the difficulties faced in remote parts of 

the province, in 1930 a combined Ballyshannon-Bundoran team wore tennis 

shoes óowing to a shortage of football bootsô when they contested a friendly 

against a visiting team of the Dublin University Officer Training Corps.100  

 From a low-point in 1966 when none of the Ulster Branchôs affiliated 

schools or clubs were located in the southern border counties of Ulster, an 

overdue but welcome growth in club affiliation from that area did at least occur 

between 1973 and 1979. This began when Donegal Town and Letterkenny 

Rugby Clubs were founded and reformed respectively in early 1973 and they 

soon contested a friendly fixture.101 County Donegalôs first two affiliated rugby 

clubs were followed by the latest reincarnation of a ónewly [re]formedô Cavan 

FC102 which affiliated to the Ulster Branch in the 1974/5 season.103 A revival of 

Monaghan FC began with unofficial friendly fixtures vs. Cavan in 1975.104 By 

1978, both Monaghan and Virginia FC from County Cavan had found their 

way to Ulster Branch affiliation and official competition.105 Similarly, 

Inishowen Rugby Club, founded in Carndonagh, County Donegal in 1972,106 

engaged in several years of irregular friendly fixtures before affiliating with the 

 

97 Strabane Chronicle, 9 Apr. 1932. 
98 Donegal News, 30 Sept. 1933. 
99 Donegal Democrat, 6 Feb. 1925, 12 Mar. 1926, 24 Nov. 1928, & 15 Dec. 1928. 
100 Donegal Democrat, 12 July 1930. 
101 Donegal Democrat, 23 Mar. 1973; Donegal Townôs first home game vs. Sligo had occurred 

a fortnight earlier, Donegal Democrat, 9 Mar. 1973. 
102 Anglo Celt, 19 Apr. 1974. 
103 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1974/5 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU (Ulster 

Branch), D3867/C/51). 
104 Anglo Celt, 3 Jan 1975 & 14 Feb. 1975. 
105 Anglo Celt, 6 Oct. 1978. 
106 http://www.inishowenrugby.ie/history/ [accessed 5 Feb. 2020]. 
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Ulster Branch in 1979/80,107 where they were joined by Ballyshannon Rugby 

Club,108 also of County Donegal. 

It is possible that the Ulster Branchôs adoption of revised by-laws at its 

1977 AGM, both reflected and affirmed these developments, consolidating the 

affiliations from counties Cavan and Monaghan between 1973 and 1977 and 

encouraging those from County Donegal between 1977 and 1979. It stated that: 

The object of the Branch shall be é to promote, foster, develop and administer the 

game of amateur rugby union football in the province of Ulster.109 

Conor Curran has written that rugby struggled to gain a foothold in County 

Donegal due to the infrequent nature of matches and the competition from 

other football codes.110 To a considerable extent this was true not only of 

County Donegal, but also of counties Cavan and Monaghan for at least four 

decades following the partition of Ireland. Between 1922 and 1965, only 

counties Cavan and Monaghan had any teams affiliated to the provincial 

branch based in Belfast. Yet the 1970s seem to mark a turning-point. In county 

Donegal, according to the local press, 

1979 sees the end of a decade which started with no rugby being played in the county 

and finished with four teams accounting very well for themselves in their respective 

league sections in Ulster competition.111  

 Whilst the 1970s witnessed a long overdue rise in affiliation from those 

counties, and in particular from County Donegal, growth was slow. A new high 

point in affiliations from southern border counties was reached in 1984/5, but 

these still amounted to only 5 per cent112 of total Ulster Branch affiliation 

(seven of sixty-four affiliated clubs and zero of 140 affiliated schools). The 

comparatively low level of rugby activity in Ulster beyond the Northern Ireland 

border, at the very least suggests that partition constrained the administrative 

 

107 Anglo Celt, 11 Oct. 1980; Annual report and statements of accounts, 1979/80 (PRONI, 

Records of the IRFU (Ulster Branch), D3867/C/56). 
108 Donegal Democrat, 21 Sept. 1979; Annual report and statements of accounts, 1979/80 

(PRONI, Records of the IRFU (Ulster Branch), D3867/C/56). 
109 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1976/7 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU (Ulster 

Branch), D3867/C/53). 
110 Conor Curran, Sport in Donegal: A history (Cork, 2010), pp 48-9. 
111 Donegal News, 12 Jan. 1980. 
112 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1984/5 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU (Ulster 

Branch), D3867/C/61). 
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reach of the Ulster Branch, based in Belfast, and more on this follows. For 

now, however, an investigation into the Ulster Branch archival affiliation data, 

reveals the existence of a zone north of, and along, the same border in which 

rugby also struggled. Taken together these northern and southern borderlands 

might be conceived of as a liminal space, the geographical extent of which is 

presented below (map 3). 

  

 

Map 3: Ulster Branch IRFU liminal space area, 1925-90.113 

 Between 1925 and 1990 a mere fifteen outposts of the game in Ulster 

existed in the area between the towns and villages marked in green and the 

political border, on both its northern and southern sides. Constituting a liminal 

space for rugby in Ulster, that area extended no more than fifteen miles 

 

113 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1924/5-1990/1 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU 

(Ulster Branch), D3867/C/8-67). 
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(approximately twenty-four kilometres) inside either side of a political border 

that is 499 kilometres in length.114 In that time, a total of only seventeen 

schools and thirteen clubs located in this border region appear in the 

Northern/Ulster Branch affiliation records. Of those, sixteen schools and eight 

clubs were on the Northern Ireland side of the political border, whilst one 

school and five clubs were on the Irish Free State (later Republic of Ireland) 

side of it. 

It is intriguing that an area proximate to the border that dissected the 

province of Ulster would prove inhospitable to the game of rugby. In addition 

to their lack of numerical strength, those outposts were, in terms of their 

geography, sparsely populated and lacking the greater interconnectivity of the 

more urbanised areas in the east of the province. These factors certainly 

mattered when we consider the low level of rugby activity in the border areas, 

although any interruption caused by the border was likely to exacerbate the 

difficulties associated with what was already a limited cross-border inter-

school and inter-club activity within Ulster.   

Undeniably, the border did pose significant practical difficulties that 

affected everyday life in both its northern and southern hinterland. For 

example, a regional newspaper reported in 1924 that óthere are many strange 

anomalies along the Ulster borderô:  

Across two stone bridges that span ten feet of river [in Pettigo, County Fermanagh] 

Sergeant Donegal, of the Civic Guard, and Sergeant Fermanagh of Ulster Specials 

exchange courtesies on the bridge where uniformed officers of the Free State customs 

await the arrival of contraband.115 

In the same year, the account of a trip made by Agnes OôFarrelly, óthe 

well-known writer and teacher who is lecturer in the Irish language in the 

National Universityô, from Clones, County Monaghan to the north of County 

Donegal, was published in the Derry Journal: 

 

114 Ordinance Survey of Northern Ireland, 1999, cited in K.J, Rankin, óThe creation and 

consolidation of the Irish borderô, paper presented at Mapping frontiers, plotting pathways 

workshop, Queenôs University Belfast, no.2,  2005, p. 2, https://www.qub.ac.uk/research-

centres/CentreforInternationalBordersResearch/Publications/WorkingPapers/MappingFrontiers

workingpapers/Filetoupload,175395,en.pdf  
115 Mid-Ulster Mail, 17 May 1924. 

https://www.qub.ac.uk/research-centres/CentreforInternationalBordersResearch/Publications/WorkingPapers/MappingFrontiersworkingpapers/Filetoupload,175395,en.pdf
https://www.qub.ac.uk/research-centres/CentreforInternationalBordersResearch/Publications/WorkingPapers/MappingFrontiersworkingpapers/Filetoupload,175395,en.pdf
https://www.qub.ac.uk/research-centres/CentreforInternationalBordersResearch/Publications/WorkingPapers/MappingFrontiersworkingpapers/Filetoupload,175395,en.pdf
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All this trouble and expense I realised was the direct outcome of the ill-fated border 

line. If it weighed so heavily on me on my chance journey, what must its effect be on 

the daily lives of the local people for whom it is ñthe divil anô allò?116 

In the absence of clear evidence to the contrary, it would appear that it 

was civil society, rather than rugbyôs administrators, who led when it came to 

making arrangement for the game to overcome difficulty associated with the 

border. This example from 1933 is illustrative:  

To facilitate Northern Ireland motorists who intend to journey by road to Dublin for 

the international rugby match between Ireland and Scotland on Saturday, 1st prox, 

special arrangements have been made by the Automobile Association and the Royal 

Irish Automobile Club have made arrangements with the Customs authorities on both 

sides of the frontier whereby the Customs Houses will remain open beyond the usual 

Customs hours.117 

Difficulties were enhanced, and their mitigation was more problematic, 

during times of crisis. For example, the Kerry News reported in 1940 that the 

Northern Ireland government had sealed the border, and that óthe order restricts 

entry into Northern Ireland to persons who can satisfy the police ñthat their 

presence is for the transaction of legitimate business of importance to the 

national interest of the United Kingdomòô.118  In 1942, Northern Ireland MPs at 

Westminster were reported to óhave been persistent in urging that the 

precautions for preventing undesirable persons from entering Northern Ireland 

from £ire should be made more effectiveô. The remarks of Professor [Sir 

Douglas Lloyd] Savory, the MP for Queenôs University of Belfast, however, 

appear to suggest that cross-border travel was still possible: 

Once a man has got over the border into Northern Ireland the Ulster police can call 

upon him to produce his identity card, and they can arrest him, but they have no 

power to prevent a person in a train from crossing the border from Éire into Northern 

Ireland.119 

 

116 Derry Journal, 22 Aug. 1924. 
117 Belfast News-Letter, 30 Mar. 1933; similar notices appeared later on the occasion of the 

same or similar fixtures, North Down Herald and County Down Independent, 10 Feb. 1934; 

Northern Whig, 6 Feb. 1936; Belfast News-Letter, 25 Feb. 1937; and Belfast News-Letter, 23 

Feb. 1939. 
118 Kerry News, 24 June 1940. 
119 Belfast News-Letter, 19 June 1942. 
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The existence of the political border, to some extent, contributed to the 

conditions in which rugby struggled to establish a foothold in much of Ulster. 

Rugby in this liminal space (in both jurisdictions) was isolated geographically 

from the Belfast-based administration of the game in Ulster. For the southern 

border counties this was exacerbated by their location in a different political 

jurisdiction. At first glance it is tempting to suggest that this area, seemingly 

outside the operational reach of a Belfast-based provincial Branch, was 

peripheral merely because it lay outside the political confines of Northern 

Ireland120 and, moreover, Peter Leary has contended that the additional and 

unavoidable imposition of a customs border in 1923, ócombined with the 

overlapping and interlocking nature of the road network and the borderô,121 

caused perhaps the greatest disruption to everyday life for those needing to 

cross that political and economic frontier. 

There appears little direct engagement with the border issue that can be 

gleaned from the IRFU and Ulster Branch archival records. We might consider 

this to have been an extension of the administrative response to partition, 

which was to largely ignore it. The sporting press, on occasion, showered the 

game with effusive praise that, whilst undoubtedly serving the concerted effort 

over many decades to portray the game as apolitical, is not corroborated by the 

analysis of the sections that follow: 

Every one who lives in Ireland or knows it will recognise that we have an outstanding 

example of the kindly tolerant feeling engendered by the hard knocks and good 

humour of rugby football. Rugby football knows no border, green flag or orange lily, 

all are equal on the field of play. Where politicians and patriots have often failed, 

football has won. North and south have come together. The Campbells [College, 

Belfast] are coming [to Dublin], and will be greeted with neither fear nor enmity.122 

If the everyday life of economic interaction was hampered by the 

existence of that border, then the implications of crossing it did not entirely 

stymie cross-border rugby activity. However, the manner in which rugby clubs 

 

120 Catherine Nash and Bryonie Reid, Partitioned lives: The Irish borderlands (Abingdon, 

2016), p. 17. 
121 Peter Leary, Unapproved routes: Histories of the Irish border 1922-72 (Oxford, 2016), p. 

173. 
122 Sport, 17 Dec. 1927. 
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in Donegal, Cavan and Monaghan, frequently turned south, rather than north, 

when in search of games suggested it had some practical impact on rugby.  

Beyond the political border, and the cultural divide it represented 

between, at least theoretically, a politically Unionist north and Irish Nationalist 

south, we should acknowledge one of the most controversial matters in the 

history of Irish sport that could have further isolated rugby in the border region. 

123 That was, between the early twentieth century and 1971, the GAA decreed 

that anyone who played, promoted or attended óforeign gamesô, or those who 

attended entertainments run by clubs of those games, was prohibited from 

membership of the GAA or liable for suspension of up to two years, 

respectively.124 The qualitative evidence of meetings of Ulster county and 

provincial GAA board indicates that óThe banô, as it was known, was a live 

issue in the border counties of Ulster in the decade or so following partition.125 

Indeed, evidence associated with the introduction of the ban to camogie in 

1934, suggests that Ulster GAA officials were its most vigorous advocates, 

suggesting that a sense of siege on their part led them to more heavily police 

their own community.126  

The effect that the ban on foreign games (and its removal) may have 

had on rugby club affiliations across all four provinces of Ireland, in the years 

immediately prior to and following its ending in 1971 is explored in chapter 

three. This section has demonstrated how rugby in the area of Ulster beyond 

and along the Northern Ireland border was less well developed than in eastern 

areas of the province closer to the urban centre of Belfast. To some extent, we 

could consider rugby in the border region to also have been an area óat the 

limits of governmentalityô.127 Given the common perception that rugby in 

Ulster was a Protestant game,128 and that the affiliation data presented here 

indicates that game was overwhelmingly to be found within Northern Ireland 

itself, we should not exaggerate impact of óthe banô in the absence of evidence 

 

123 See Cormac Moore, The GAA vs Douglas Hyde: The removal of Irelandôs first president as 

GAA patron (Cork, 2012). 
124 Brendan Mac Lua, The steadfast rule: A history of the GAA ban (Dublin, 1967), p. 105. 
125 For example, the Monaghan GAA annual meeting of 1924, Anglo Celt, 1 Mar. 1924. 
126 Minutes of Congress, 24 Feb. 1934, (Croke Park Archive, Minutes of the Camogie 

Association, 1932-1947).  
127 Leary, Unapproved routes, p. 164. 
128 Michael McKernan (ed.), Northern Ireland yearbook 2005 (Belfast, 2004), p. 455. 
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beyond the extreme rhetoric often found at GAA annual meetings. That 

acknowledged, the existence of the GAA ban on both sides of the border 

undoubtedly attached, to some extent, a social and cultural stigma to rugby.  

 

Periphery: Rugby in Ulster and the óBann divideô 

The border provides one way of thinking about the question of rugby in Ulster 

and peripherality, but it is not the only way. It is essential to examine other 

options as we seek to delineate the core from the periphery.  How important 

was Belfast, the urban centre of rugby in Ulster, to the overall rate of club 

affiliation to that Branch during the post-partition era? Can we delineate other 

regions within Northern Ireland (beyond the borderlands discussed above) that 

were peripheral to the middle-class and suburban heartland of rugby in Ulster 

that centred upon the greater Belfast region? 

Rising in the Mourne mountains in County Down and flowing into the 

Atlantic Ocean between Portstewart and Castlerock in County Londonderry, 

the River Bann, at 129 kilometres in length dissects Northern Ireland into 

eastern and western halves.129 As map 4 below illustrates, when viewed within 

the entire historical province of Ulster, around two thirds of that provinceôs 

land area lies to the west of the River Bann. Following a detailed analysis of 

the Branchôs archival affiliation data, it becomes clear that between 1922 and 

1990, rugby in Ulster was most commonly located in provincial towns and that, 

more often than not, those were towns located east of the River Bann.  

IRFU affiliation data will come under a sustained analysis later, 

underpinning a consideration of the óhealth of the gameô in Ireland as a whole 

(chapter three). Ulster Branch affiliation data alone, however, strongly suggests 

that Belfast was by far the most prominent location of Ulsterôs rugby clubs 

during the middle decades of the twentieth century, just as that city had been 

the nucleus of the NFU in the years after it was established in January 1875. 

 

129 The Parliamentary Gazetteer of Ireland: Adapted to the New Poor-law, Franchise, 

Municipal and Ecclesiastical Arrangements, and Compiled with a Special Reference to the 

Lines of Railroad and Canal Communication, as Existing in 1814-45, Vol. 1 (Dublin, 1846), p. 

216. 
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During the 1924/5 season,130 fifteen of the Branchôs thirty-three clubs (45 per 

cent) were located in Belfast while during the 1934/5 season, seventeen of the 

Branchôs forty-two clubs (40 per cent) were located in that city.131 At the 

conclusion of the Second World War, in 1944/5, Belfast accounted for fourteen 

of the Branchôs twenty-seven affiliated clubs (52 per cent) although club 

competition was still suspended at that time.132  

Thereafter, the proportion of Ulster Branch clubs located in Belfast 

gradually declined: in 1964/5 twenty-seven of fifty-five clubs (49 per cent);133 

in 1984/5 twenty-four of sixty-four clubs (38 per cent);134 and in 1990 twenty-

seven of seventy-three clubs (37 per cent).135 Although its share of the 

affiliated clubs in Ulster was in decline, in 1972 Belfast still dominated senior 

rugby, with nine of the Branchôs thirteen senior clubs located there. 

Interestingly, eleven of those senior clubs were situated east of the River 

Bann.136 To what extent did the River Bann pose a ófrontierô137 ï conceptually 

distinct from the political border ï in the development of rugby at all levels in 

Ulster? And if so, how might we explain this? 

Given the ongoing concentration of senior rugby in Belfast, it is to the 

realms of junior and schools rugby that we must look if we are to tease out in 

more detail the geographic patterns of rugby in Ulster during the period under 

review (see tables 1 and 2 below).  

 

 

 

130 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1924/5 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU (Ulster 

Branch), D3867/C/8). 
131 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1934/5 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU (Ulster 

Branch), D3867/C/18). 
132 Minute book of the Northern Branch of the IRFU, 1945/6 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU 

(Ulster Branch), D3867/A/17). 
133 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1964/5 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU (Ulster 

Branch), D3867/C/41). 
134 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1984/5 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU (Ulster 

Branch), D3867/C/61). 
135 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1989/90 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU (Ulster 

Branch), D3867/C/67). 
136 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1971/2 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU (Ulster 

Branch), D3867/C/48). 
137 Andrea Mura, óNational finitude and the paranoid style of the oneô, Contemporary political 

theory, 15 (2016), p. 73. 
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Year Total clubs 

Ulster  

Junior clubs 

Ulster 

Junior clubs 

Belfast 

Junior clubs 

provincial  

1925 32 20 6 14 

1935 42 30 7 23 

1945 27 19 7 12 

1955 47 36 8 28 

1965 49 35 9 26 

1975 56 34 7 27 

1985 64 42 10 32 

Table 1: Urban/provincial spread of Ulster Branch affiliated junior rugby clubs 

1925-85.138 

 

Year 

Schools 

west of 

Bann 

Schools 

east of 

Bann 

Clubs 

west of 

Bann 

Clubs 

east of 

Bann 

1930 7 12 8 29 

1950 9 25 12 35 

1970 11 38 14 45 

1990 11 29 23 50 

Table 2: Geographic spread of affiliated rugby clubs and schools in Ulster, 

1930-90.139 

In combination, Tables 1 and 2 tell an interesting story regarding the 

grassroots of rugby in Ulster. Table 1 demonstrates that with the exception of 

the war years, between the mid-1930s and the mid-1980s there were more than 

 

138 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1924/5 ï 1984/5 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU 

(Ulster Branch), D3867/C/8-61). 
139 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1930/1 ï 1990/1 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU 

(Ulster Branch), D3867/C/14-67). 
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three times the number of junior clubs in provincial areas of Ulster, as 

compared to junior clubs in Belfast. This was not, however, a story of uniform 

growth in provincial grass roots rugby. If we employ the River Bann as a 

dividing line for affiliated clubs at all levels, we learn that by 1950 there was 

almost three times the number of clubs located east of that river (thirty-five), 

compared to clubs located west of the river (twelve). In 1970, for example, 

there was more than three times the number of affiliated schools located east of 

that river (thirty-eight), as those located to the west of the river (eleven). By 

1990 some narrowing of the gap had occurred but rugby west of the Bann still 

lagged behind.  

An east/west divide had briefly existed within the administration of 

rugby in Ulster during the 1870s and 1880s. Armagh FC was a provincial 

rugby club in Ulster situated west of the River Bann and its history reveals: 

In 1875 there were two governing bodies of the game in Ulster. There was the 

Northern Union, based in Belfast and catering for clubs in the city and immediate 

area. Outside of Belfast the game was governed by the Provincial Townsô Union. 

Among the clubs that made up the latter union were City of Derry, Dungannon, 

Bessbrook, Dundalk, Loughgall and Stewartstown. These were now joined by 

Armagh.140 

The Provincial Townsô Union was a short-lived administration, however, as its 

1884 AGM saw it agree to amalgamate with the IRFU.141  

   

 

140 Seamus S. Duffy, Try and try again: A centenary history of City of Armagh Rugby Football 

Club (Armagh, 1976), p. 9. 
141 Dundalk Herald, 22 Nov. 1884. 
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Map 4: The óBann divideô within the province of Ulster.142  

It is possible to connect rugbyôs Bann divide in Ulster to one 

inescapable geographical fact, and to one demographic trend that can be 

gleaned from the last census of Ireland to be completed prior to the islandôs 

political partition (1911). These are that around 59.8per cent of the land area of 

Ulster is found west of the River Bann (8454.34 km²), whereas around 50.4per 

cent of the population of Ulster in 1911 was located east of the River Bann 

(797,094 persons). Consequently, this meant that, prior to partition, the area 

west of Bann had a population density of 92.8 persons per km², whereas the 

east of Bann area had a population density of 140.3 persons per km². 

Population density and other demographic indicators of the health of the game 

are explored in chapter three. Beyond population density, Ulster east of the 

Bann was 71.8per cent Protestant and 24.5per cent Catholic, whereas Ulster 

west of the Bann was 53.6per cent Catholic and 44.4per cent Protestant.143 

 

142 The River Bann as an economic divide within Northern Ireland was reported by Cork 

Examiner, 6 Jan. 1984.  
143 Area, houses and population, Ulster, Census of Ireland, 1911. 
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The population of that area of Northern Ireland, proximate to the 

political border, was dominated by those from the minority Catholic 

community. According to David Hassan, in that area óthe most popular cultural 

pastime is sport, specifically Gaelic football, hurling and camogieô.144 Hassanôs 

identification of this general affinity with Irish nationalism and Gaelic games 

within what we might refer to as a ñnorthern border countyò area, is significant. 

It was not just that Ulsterôs southern border counties were 

geographically peripheral to Ulster rugbyôs heartland because of their place on 

the far side of the political border. Instead, they constituted the most distant 

element of an Ulster rugby periphery that encompassed much of the territory in 

southern and western Northern Ireland, a space along the border but north of it. 

The Ulster rugby periphery existed in a space on both sides of the border, in 

which it faced not only a strong, but also a hostile, sporting competitor in the 

GAA that appealed to the cultural and political identity of the majority of the 

population of that borderland area. Put simply, ban or no ban, rugby faced an 

uphill battle to establish itself in what was GAA country. 

 

1.3: Politics: Ulster Unionism, Irish Nationalism, and the IRFU 

Ulster Branch in a divided Ireland. 

When Irelandôs rugby community, and its governing bodies, reacted to the 

political partition of the island by maintaining both an all-Ireland body and a 

cross-border provincial body, the management of a cross-border game became 

an unavoidable task for the IRFU and, in theory, for the Ulster Branch. In the 

case of the Ulster Branch in particular, this, at least potentially, involved 

catering to a playing population that was deeply divided in its political, social, 

cultural and religious identities, embedded in the apparently incompatible 

ideologies of Ulster Unionism and Irish nationalism that had underpinned 

partition.145 The area that would become Northern Ireland had a majority (65.6 

 

144 David Hassan, óSport, identity and the people of the Irish border landsô, New Hibernia 

Review, 10:2 (2006), p. 26. 
145 Brendan OôLeary, A Treatise on Northern Ireland, Volume I: Colonialism (Oxford, 2019), 

p. 374. 
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per cent in 1911)146 of inhabitants who were Protestant (and mostly Unionist). 

By the next census, held in 1926, the population of what had by then become 

Northern Ireland was 62.2 per cent Protestant,147 whereas the three county 

section of the Northern Branch within the Irish Free State, as measured by the 

1926 census held in that state, was 81.8 per cent Catholic (mostly 

nationalist).148  

As we have seen, however, the effective jurisdiction of the Ulster 

Branch was, for much of the post-partition period, encompassed within the 

political unit of Northern Ireland. The implications of that, given that Northern 

Irelandôs Prime Minister, James Craig, contended in 1934 that óall I boast is 

that we are a Protestant parliament and a Protestant stateô,149 are arguably 

manifest in an the existing historiographical consensus regarding the 

characterisation of rugby there. In Richard Holtôs words, óin the north very few 

Catholics are involved and the leading clubs wider Unionist social networkô.150 

Similarly, Michael McKernan has written that rugbyôs base in Northern Ireland 

was ópredominantly, but by no means exclusively, a Protestant and middle-

class gameô.151  

The óby no means exclusivelyô is an important qualification that begs 

the following questions. What was the identity created by the Ulster Branch of 

Irish rugby? Did that match the politics of the óUnionist social networkô from 

which most of the players and administrators were drawn? If so, did this set 

Ulster apart from the rugby elsewhere on the island? How did the negotiation 

of these questions affect the management of the game? This section will 

address these questions focusing, first, on the years immediately after partition, 

second, on the difficulties associated with the Second World War, third, on a 

period when tensions around partition were high during the mid-1950s, and 

 

146 John Coakley, óNorthern Ireland and the British dimensionô, in John Coakley and Michael 

Gallagher (eds), Politics in the Republic of Ireland, 4th ed. (London, 2005), p. 385. 
147 Religious professions, General report, Census of Northern Ireland, 1926, li.  
148 Volume 3-Religion and birthplaces, Census of Ireland, 1926, table 01A. 
149 First session of the fourth parliament of Northern Ireland, 24 George V, House of 

Commons, volume 16 (1933,34), 24 Apr. 1934; A.C. Hepburn, The conflict of nationality in 

modern Ireland (London, 1980), p. 165. 
150 Holt, Sport and the British, p. 245. 
151 Michael McKernan (ed.), Northern Ireland yearbook 2005 (Belfast, 2004), p. 455. 
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fourth, on the communal destruction associated with the Northern Ireland 

conflict.  

 

1922-30 

During the 1920s the Northern Branch showed every sign of being thoroughly 

integrated into the rugby administration and culture of the island as a whole, 

through the IRFU. The successful undertaking of the Branchôs administrative 

functions and inter-provincial fixture obligations indicated it was still a vital 

component of rugby in Ireland. Notable markers of its integration were the 

staging of six Irish international matches in Belfast between 1922 and 1930 

(three versus France, two versus Wales and one versus England),152 the 

attendance of five Northern Branch voting delegates at IRFU AGMs, and the 

inclusion of two northern representatives on the óIrish fiveô, a selection 

committee for the international team.153 According to Liam OôCallaghanôs 

count, six of the sixteen presidents elected during the Irish Free State years 

were Ulster protestants.154  

Prior to the political partition of Ireland, Rugby Union throughout 

Ireland, Britain and its empire had presented an apparently unified front in the 

cause of the First World War. The óPalsô Companyô of the 7th Royal Dublin 

Fusiliers, which had its origins in rugby, is a comparatively well-known Irish 

example of this phenomenon.155 Many of these men lost their lives at Gallipoli, 

while Jane Leonard recounts the 1917 suicide of a former Irish international 

rugby player, Jasper Brett, who was suffering from shell shock having served 

at Gallipoli and Salonika.156 Kevin Blackburn has written that, in the aftermath 

of the war, especially during the interwar period, sport was an important part of 

the Anzac Day commemoration of the Australian and New Zealand armiesô 

 

152 Irish Rugby Football Union, Team History Archive, 

https://www.irishrugby.ie/irfu/history/archived-team-history/ [accessed 7 Nov. 2021]. 
153 Van Esbeck, One hundred years, Appendices. 
154 OôCallaghan, óRugby football and identity politicsô, p. 158. 
155 David Fitzpatrick, óThe Logic of Collective Sacrifice: Ireland and the British Army, 1914-

1918ô, The Historical Journal, 38:4 (1995), pp 1029-30; Jane Leonard, óSurvivorsô in John 

Horne (ed.) Our War: Ireland and the Great War (Dublin, 2008), p. 213. 
156 Garnham, The origins and development, p. 24. 
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sacrifice during the Gallipoli campaign in 1915.157 In Ulster, First World War 

sacrifice became an important part of the identity of some Ulster rugby clubs, 

with the centenary history of Armagh RFC contending that during the First 

World War óthe cold hand of death had touched nearly every clubô.158  

Paul Rouse has argued that a sense of recent shared loss may have been 

one of the factors that held rugby together in Ireland. If it was, then this feeling 

was cultivated through shared commemorative practice as rugby in Ireland 

presented a unified front through memorialising the First World War, despite 

the political partition of the country.159 In 1922 the Wanderers Football Club in 

Dublin unveiled a memorial at Lansdowne Road to their 221 members who 

served in the British army during that conflict, of whom thirty-three had been 

killed. Addressing the assembled crowd, club president J.R. Cresswell sought 

to fuse rugby to an Irish and imperial identity: 

Our members voluntarily discarded the rugby jersey for the soldierôs tunic, and more 

than maintained the tradition of the club, and showed that being a good imperial 

citizen was not inconsistent with being a good Irishman.160 

In the same year, the Bateman Cup was played for the first time. It was 

thereafter contested annually, until the outbreak of the Second World War, by 

the four provincial cup winners. The cup memorialised two sons of the donor, 

Godfrey Bateman ï Reginald and Arthur ï who were killed in the war.161  

In 1922, the extent to which Irish identity was compatible with an 

ongoing association to the British Empire was a highly contested matter. The 

Irish Free State, born in that year, was constructed to embody such an identity, 

though many nationalists regarded this as a flawed compromise. Rugby seemed 

more comfortable than most with the idea of an Ireland in the Empire. Indeed, 

Liam OôCallaghan has rather bluntly argued of this period that rugby óas 

represented by the IRFUôs upper echelons ultimately remained a relic of the 

old regime and was still firmly bound culturally to Britainô.162 

 

157 Kevin Blackburn, War, sport and the Anzac tradition (New York, 2016), p. 40. 
158 Duffy, Try and try again, p. 44. 
159 Rouse, Sport and Ireland, p. 269.  
160 Irish Times, 18 Sept. 1922. 
161 Belfast News-Letter, 29 Apr. 2016. 
162 OôCallaghan, óRugby football and identity politicsô, p. 162. 
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This is manifest in a commemoration culture that persisted well into the 

1920s. In 1923, Lansdowne Football Club unveiled a memorial óto the 

members who fell during the European Warô163 at Lansdowne Road, while a 

óNational War memorialô to commemorate all Irish rugby players who fell 

during the Great War was unveiled at Lansdowne Road in March 1925.164 Less 

surprising is the erection of a similar memorial by the Northern Branch at their 

headquarters at Ravenhill in Belfast in January 1926 óin memory of those Irish 

rugby footballers who fell during the European [First World] warô.165 It was 

unveiled under the Union Jack by Antrim native and stalwart of the Northern 

Branch Fred Strain, but it was in his capacity as IRFU president that he spoke 

at the event:166 

the dark days of 1914 . . . from every corner of the empire, men of every class and 

creed poured into the recruiting stations . . .  [and] no section came forward more 

readily or more promptly than rugby footballers. . . The game of rugby was stopped, 

but the spirit survived, and the essentials of courage, pluck, true sportsmanship, and 

above all absolute unselfishness proved to have provided the best training for those 

who came forward in the far bigger game of life and death as it was played at the 

front.167 

 Indeed, the unveiling of a war memorial in Belfast in 1926 mirrored the 

precedent set by rugby in Dublin between 1922 and 1925. Furthermore, the 

Irish Times reported that the Ravenhill unveiling had been óin the presence of a 

large crowd in which all parts of Ireland were representedô.168 Whilst the Union 

Jack continued to fly at the IRFUôs premises in Belfast, given that it was part 

of the United Kingdom, the same was not true in Dublin when Irish 

international fixtures were played there. Rather, in 1925 the IRFU designed its 

own flag for that purpose,169 one that featured the arms of the four provinces of 

Ireland.170 The IRFU would resist óa vocal campaign from rugby clubs, 

particularly in Munster and Connachtô, for the tricolour to be flown at 
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Lansdowne Road until it was imposed on them by the Free State government in 

1932.171
 

This combination of imperial identity-politics and commemorative 

practice can again be observed in the ceremonies surrounding an exhibition 

game that took place between an Ulster XV and New South Wales in Belfast in 

November 1927. The Northern Branch committee minutes contained an 

invitation to a banquet dinner that was held following the game in Belfast. The 

first item on the agenda for the festivities was a toast to óThe Kingô.172  

That Ulster, through its representative rugby team, should in 1927 

simultaneously emphasise its connection to the Empire and the monarch is 

significant but perhaps unsurprising. Not only were the six Ulster counties that 

constituted Northern Ireland still within the United Kingdom, the three 

southern border counties of Ulster were part of an Irish Free State that had the 

same ódominion statusô (with the monarch as the head of state) as Australia, 

from whence the New South Wales team came. During 1917, the Australian 

Prime Minster W.M. Hughes stated in a speech that óevery fit man of military 

age in New South Wales worthy of the name of sportsman will have enrolled in 

the A.I.F.ô (Australian Imperial Force).173 One of the ceremonial duties 

undertaken by the visiting side a decade later was the laying of a wreath at the 

Ravenhill war memorial.174  

In 1930, New Zealand Prime Minister G.W. Forbes, speaking to the 

press after the seventh Imperial Conference of the Prime Ministers of the 

Dominions in London, forged what was at least a metaphorical link between 

rugby and the politics encapsulated by the British Empire conference: 

Our big game in New Zealand is rugby football, and at times we send across to your 

country an All Blacks team é You want to think of the motherland and dominions in 

the light of a rugby team. You will not get anywhere unless you all adopt the team 

spirit.175 

 

171 OôCallaghan, óRugby football and identity politicsô, p. 164. 
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Notably, it would be the IRFU as a whole, rather than simply its 

Northern/Ulster Branch headquartered in the United Kingdom, that would 

engage in the most overt pro-British/imperial activity of the interwar period. 

The first óImperial rugby conferenceô took place in December 1924 in London, 

and the IRFU attended as one of the so-called óHome Unionsô of Great Britain 

and Ireland.176 This conference was the culmination of at least two decades of 

discussions within rugby from all corners of the British Empire, óregarding the 

establishment of an Imperial Council or Boardô,177 and a second such 

conference would be held in London in November 1926.178  

In association football, the óInternational Boardô, comprising the FAs of 

Britain and [Northern] Ireland, were the custodians of the laws of that game. In 

rugby union, its International Board, comprising the Rugby Unions of Britain 

and Ireland, delegated responsibility for the laws of the game to an Imperial 

Rugby Conference that was to meet at intervals of not more than three years 

after 1927.179 This was seemingly in an attempt to prevent a split within its 

ranks due to the perceived dominance of the (English) Rugby Union.180 

 The security of an all-Ireland rugby unity grounded in a shared 

emphasis on Empire should not, however, be taken for granted. OôCallaghan 

has delineated the ways in which rugby in the south was constantly criticised 

for its comfort with the rituals and symbols of Empire.181 At the same time, the 

separatist ideology that underpinned Northern Ireland also manifested itself on 

occasion. A telling example can be found in the fixture booklet of Instonians 

RFC, attached to the Northern Branch committee minutes of the 1928-29 

season. It contained a section devoted to óHome Fixtures with ñforeignô clubs 

1928-29ô, and included in this category games against Cork Constitution, 

Bective Rangers and Dublin University.182 That a senior rugby club based in 
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Belfast would label as foreign clubs from the Irish Free State despite their 

being members of the same all-island rugby union, is significant. Not only does 

it suggest a partitionist mentality within at least one leading club of the 

Northern Branch of the IRFU, it raises a question about the attitudes masked 

behind some of the self-congratulatory praise afforded to the IRFU in insider 

histories that emphasised unity.183 On the other hand, one might consider the 

IRFUôs ongoing incorporation of the Northern/Ulster Branch, despite its 

having to manage the existence of such opinions, a remarkable achievement. 

 

1939-45 

As part of the United Kingdom, the IRFU Ulster Branchôs heartland of 

Northern Ireland was based in a territory at war with Germany between 1939 

and 1945,184 Thus, it would not be a surprise to learn that its management of a 

cross-border identity came under strain during that national emergency. During 

the first year of the conflict in particular, considerable ideological solidarity 

with the British armed forces was expressed by the Ulster Branch. Beginning 

in 1940, the Ulster Branch AGM minutes contained óa fitting tribute to those 

Ulster rugby men who had responded to the call of king and countryô: 

A great number of Ulster Rugger Men, players and past players, answered the call and 

are taking part in the various fighting fronts in Air, Land and Sea. Some have already 

laid down their lives in the cause of freedom, and of these we say with full hearts 

ñThey played the gameò. Some are prisoners in Germany, and to these we express the 

hope they will soon be back amongst us. To those still carrying on we send our cordial 

greetings and best wishes.185  

 The Branchôs archival records indicate that its regular committee 

functions continued uninterrupted during the war years, aside from when its 

1940/41 minute book was ódestroyed by enemy action 5 May 1941ô; a 

summary ówas prepared from memory and reports from the newspapers, and 

 

183 Examples praising the supposed unitary nature of Irish rugby following partition include: 
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incorporated in the minute book for the years 1941-1944ô.186 The damage to 

the Branch offices occurred during what was the third occasion in which 

Belfast had been bombed by the German Luftwaffe.187 

 It is fair to say that the IRFU Ulster Branch was, by 1940, closely 

aligned with political Unionism with which it was ideologically united in 

support for the British war effort. Ulster was the only province in Ireland in 

which wartime club rugby was fully suspended, in addition to international 

fixtures.188 The lack of regular interaction at that time, rendered the potential 

disgruntlement of clubs or schools from south of the border moot, but it also 

removed the main sources of revenue for the Branch. The playing of 

representative games against British Army personnel in Northern Ireland was 

at times the only means of maintaining rugbyôs morale. Rugby in Ulster was 

part of a wider pattern across Britain in this regard. There too the necessity for 

representative fixtures against military XVs, to both generate revenue and 

maintain morale, was evident. According to Richard Holt: 

during the Second World War, however, more care was taken to maintain morale at 

home between Dunkirk and D-Day by organising not a full league programme but a 

host of representative matches ï home internationals, inter-service games, as well as 

friendly professional fixtures.189  

Examples include a Services International in Aid of the Richmond Red 

Cross in December 1939,190 and one between English and Scottish members of 

the armed services in April 1943.191  Indeed, such was the scarcity of rugby 

union fixtures in Great Britain during the war that, despite its bitter split during 

the 1890s,192 the Rugby Football Union removed óthe strictest rule of peace 

time rugby union footballô,193 conceding that ófor the duration of the war the 

Rugby Football Union will allow rugby league players to take part in matches 
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between affiliated clubs and Services teamsô.194 The arrangement of such 

fixtures was a key aim to emerge from the Ulster Branch AGM in September 

1942 that recorded a Ã19 loss for the previous seasonôs operations.195 Four 

fixtures had already taken place by then, and newspaper sources indicate that at 

least ten such fixtures took place in Ulster ï all at Ravenhill between March 

1941 and February 1945 (see appendix 1) 196 ï and on one occasion was 

described as the ómost important event of the rugby season on this side of the 

Irish Seaô: 197 

 Despite their being no comparable expressions of solidarity within the 

archival records of association football in Northern Ireland, representative 

fixtures versus a British Army XI, were noted by the IFA as having taken place 

for the second year in succession in 1944.198  An IFA representative XI had 

taken on a Combined Services XI at Grosvenor Park, Belfast on 24 February 

1943.199  Liam OôCallaghan records that, in Munster, although competition 

planning continued as £ire was neutral in the war, órugby prospects were 

partially affected . . .  by wartime supply issuesô.200  Moreover, fixtures versus 

army teams did not only take place in areas of Ireland officially at war. 

Munster, for instance, took on the Combined Munster Services at the Mardyke, 

Cork in January 1945.201 

  

1946-59 

That the Ulster Branchôs ósub-committee meeting of post war planningô agreed 

that óat the conclusion of the present national emergency an effort be made to 

get representative Ulster fixtures with a prominent cross-channel club or 

clubsô,202 might suggest that the gameôs post-war recovery was aligned 
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eastwards towards Great Britain. The 1946 Ulster Branch annual report 

recorded there had been ó5 H.M. Services clubsô203 affiliated during the 

previous season (1945/6). The allowing of Services clubs to affiliate to the 

Ulster Branch was perhaps a reward (of sorts) for the Servicesô participation in 

fixtures that kept the game going in Ulster at a time of crisis. In this sense, the 

Ulster Branch might be considered to have been in harmony with political 

Ulster, twenty-seven members of Prime Minister Brookeboroughôs extended 

family having served in the military during that war.204 

Nonetheless, we see a renewed era of realpolitik for the Ulster Branch 

following the conclusion of the war. Admittedly, Rouse contends that óthe 

outbreak of the Second World War in 1939 crystalized the extent to which 

partition had changed the lives of those who lived north and south of the 

borderô.205 Moreover, the Branchôs wartime expressions of a pro-

British/Imperial identity was in alignment with a political Ulster Unionism that 

had done little to assuage an alienated Catholic minority who, in addition, 

continued to be estranged from the game of rugby in Ulster. Nonetheless, we 

learn from the minutes of the 1951 Ulster Branch AGM that it was at least 

continuing to work effectively within the IRFUôs interprovincial structure: 

On taking over Mr Siggins (new president) congratulated his predecessor on the 

amount of sterling work he had done throughout the season particularly in welding 

more strongly than ever the feeling between the various (provincial) branches. He had 

gone out of his way to meet the various officials in the other three provinces and a 

very happy atmosphere existed throughout his term in office.206 

Cormac Moore has observed that, as a result of the declaration of the 

Republic of Ireland in 1949 and the ónow perceived permanency of partitionô, 

significant problems resulted in the 1950s for ógoverning bodies attempting to 

administer sports without offending one political grouping or anotherô.207 

Indeed, it would be during this time that a crisis concerning rugbyôs identity 
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emerged that was amongst the most serious challenges to the post-partition 

harmony within rugby in Ireland, and in particular the Ulster Branchôs 

successful management of a cross border identity since the partition of the 

province during 1920-2.  

The controversy surrounded the events prior to Irelandôs victory over 

France, by sixteen points to three, at Ravenhill, Belfast, on Saturday, 24 

January 1953.208 In the days and weeks that followed, regional and national 

newspapers in the Republic of Ireland were flooded with objections and 

protests to the playing of the British national anthem, God Save the Queen, for 

the Irish team prior to the match. The only comparable incident in the history 

of rugby union in the United Kingdom or Ireland was when the English Rugby 

Union chose not to play the Welsh national anthem, Land of my fathers, before 

the England versus Wales Five Nations Championship fixture at Twickenham 

in 1974.209 Notably, OôCallaghan has contended that the Belfast anthem 

controversy was such that óthe uneasy accommodation of conflicting political 

outlooks that the IRFU has historically strived to achieve was subjected to its 

sternest testô in the aftermath.210  

Westmeath County Council forwarded their objection to the Irish 

Minister for External Affairs and to the Government of Northern Ireland.211 

Ballinrobe Rugby Club described the incident as an óinsultô at a committee 

meeting in the days that followed.212 The Connacht Tribune reported its 

understanding that a meeting of the IRFU Connacht Branch resolved to ask that 

the IRFU ensure óthat such an insult is never again offered to an Irish teamô.213 

Local government bodies in Galway, Trim,214 Ballina,215 Wexford216 and 

Gorey217 all lodged protests against the perceived insult. A protest óagainst the 

attitude of the Irish teamô for not insisting on the Irish national anthem being 
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played was even passed by a meeting of the Loughrea Old Age Pensions Sub-

Committee in County Galway.218  

Allegations of a perceived British ethos in the aftermath were not 

limited to the Ulster Branch who had staged the now controversial fixture. 

Indeed, a letter published in the Irish Times, from a contributor named 

óKilkennyô, alleged that this incident amounted to the Dublin-based IRFU 

ópandering to the sensitivities of the Orange Lodges é (and questioned) Does 

the IRFU wish to be identified with the pro-partition movement?ô219 The 

Connacht Sentinel went further in an excoriating attack on what they perceived 

to be the prevailing ethos within the IRFU: 

Strongly entrenched in the higher administrative offices of the Irish Rugby Football 

Union is apparently, a clique which stands for British rule for part of the northern 

province of Ireland and which, we feel sure, would like to see the twenty-six counties 

again occupied by Britain.220 

The wider context to the game highlighted the Ulster Branchôs dual 

identity. Its pro-British component was concerned with the upcoming 

coronation of Queen Elizabeth II in June 1953,221 whilst the Irish nationalist 

component of its identity remained engaged, to some extent, by the ongoing 

anti-partition political agitation.222 In the weeks prior to the Ravenhill anthem 

controversy, proceedings at Belfast Corporation descended into farce on the 

question of public expenditure to mark the coronation of a new British 

monarch. Belfast-born Councillor Murtagh Morgan added that óthe members of 

the Unionist party, are trying to make themselves more British than the British 

themselvesô. Cork-born Councillor T. OôSullivan told the meeting óI am a 

Republican é and I represent a Republican people, and I objectô. Irish Labour 

Party councillors, including Dublin-born Mary OôMalley, told Unionist 

members of the corporation that óyour loyalty should be, as ours is and has 

been, and always will be, to Ireland, the country that we live in, and not to any 

foreign powerô. The Lord Mayor of Belfast, Councillor James Norritt, chairing 
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the meeting, intervened on one occasion óto say that he cannot allow any 

reference to Britain as a foreign powerô.223  

In attempting to understand how this incident came to pass, rather than 

merely assessing the fallout arising from it, a dispute between the IRFU and its 

Ulster Branch between 1951 and 1952 may provide some explanation. The 

failure to award an international game to Belfast for the 1951/52 season was 

met with dismay by the Ulster Branch who sent a long letter of protest to the 

IRFU on 19 March 1951. In doing so, they explained their grievances, pointing 

to the strength of the game in schools in Ulster and their belief that an 

international game in Belfast would vindicate the Branchôs efforts towards 

growing the game. They stressed that óthere is no parallel between the rugby 

situation in Ireland and that in England, Scotland and Wales. The uniqueness of 

the home situation demands that special care be taken to preserve itô.224 With 

that acknowledgement, we can have no doubt that the Ulster Branch fully 

understood the unique sensitivity of their provincial jurisdiction, which it had 

inherited from the political settlement of 1920-2. 

In the year prior to the fixture, the Ulster Branch was reported to have 

shown solidarity with the British component of its cross-border identity, when 

they ódecided that no match will be played under its jurisdiction until after the 

funeral of the late King George VI. The English, Scottish and Welsh Unions 

have already imposed similar bansô.225 This action was not taken by the IRFU, 

therefore a degree of autonomy to freely express elements of a pro-British 

identity was seemingly afforded the Ulster Branch in the early 1950s. 

In response to the Ulster Branch protest regarding its hosting of 

international fixtures in Belfast, the IRFU explained that the financial position 

of the Union necessitated the staging of both home internationals in 1951/2 at 

Lansdowne Road due to the extra revenue that it would generate. The 

compromise aimed at satisfying Ulster Branch grievances, however, was that 

the IRFU decided to allocate the Ireland vs France game of January 1953 to 
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Belfast.226 The dispute had clearly left its mark on rugby followers in the south 

of Ireland, despite the compromise, however, and on the morning of the match, 

the Cork Examiner was still questioning the merits of the decision to allocate 

this game to Belfast: 

Behind the decision to play the match in Belfast, which does not possess a vast rugby 

following é may lie an anxiety on the part of our rugby administrators to please their 

northern brethren by giving them an international fixture.227 

This was incorrect, however, as Ulster with its urban heartland of 

Belfast was actually the strongest of the IRFUôs four provinces in 1953, as 

measured by the number of affiliated clubs (as will be the focus of chapter 

three). Furthermore, Belfast had been given international fixtures since before 

Irish rugby had a unified administration, the first occurring versus Scotland in 

February 1877.228  

International opposition No. of fixtures played 

in Dublin 

No. of fixtures played 

in Belfast 

England 12 1 

Scotland 12 1 

Wales 4 9 

France 8 4 

Others 7 0 

Table 3: Venues for Irish rugby union internationals 1922-54.229 

It would appear unlikely that the playing of the British national anthem 

at an Irish rugby match in Belfast, was a protest at the perceived lack of 

international games they were being awarded by the IRFU, as Ravenhill had 

hosted Irelandôs Five Nations championship games versus Wales in both 

March 1948230 and March 1950.231 Rather, as OôCallaghan has written, the 
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playing of the British national anthem was a custom for Irish international 

games played in Belfast. Prior to the 1953 game, the southern contingent of the 

team was threatening to órefuse to take to the field until after the pre-match 

formalitiesô. This crisis was narrowly avoided in a compromise brokered by 

Judge Davitt (a former IRFU President) whereby the players were assured they 

would never have to play an international at Ravenhill again.232 However, 

Belfast would host a further fixture versus Scotland in Belfast in 1954,233 the 

last to be played there in the twentieth century. The next Irish international 

fixture played there would not be until 2007.234 This meant that, since 1922, 

Ireland had played fifty-eight international fixtures at home, with fifteen 

having been played in Belfast.  

By the end of that decade, however, and with the controversy behind 

them, the IRFU sent their congratulations to Ulster and Irish internationals, 

J.W. Kyle and J.B. OôNeill, óboth of whom had been honoured by her majesty 

the queenô in 1959.235 Both Kyle and OôNeill, born and resident in Northern 

Ireland, were therefore eligible for recognition under the British honours 

system. The bestowing of an O.B.E. and C.B.E. upon Kyle and OôNeill 

respectively was a vindication of their services to rugby as Irish internationals. 

Far from demonstrating evidence of a pro-British/imperial ethos within the 

administration of rugby in Ireland, this incident perhaps exemplifies the 

IRFUôs role in managing a cross-border identity that was essential to the 

successful execution of provincial rugby in Ireland. 

  

1969-81 

It did not take long for the renewed sectarian conflict that engulfed Northern 

Ireland beginning in mid-1969, 236 known as The Troubles, to affect rugby. At 

first, there were hints of what was to come.  In January 1970, stating that óthe 

IRFU have been notorious in the past for their anti-Irish snob attitudesô, the 
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Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA) threatened óactionô against IRFU 

officials if any Irish citizens were injured at an anticipated anti-apartheid 

demonstration on the occasion of a visit of South Africa to play Ireland at 

Lansdowne Road.237 A less threatening but more general hazard was that to 

travel. The potential for border-related difficulties was apparent from as early 

as February 1971 when it was suggested in the southern press that óright wing 

elementsô of the Ulster Unionist Party ówant to clamp down and close the 

border altogetherô.238  

 Ironically, when Ireland defeated France in the Five Nations 

Championship by fourteen points to nine in Paris on 29 January 1972, the Irish 

Times recorded how óunited Irish rugby team rides easily over countryôs 

divisionsô. It also claimed that on the occasion of this fixture Lô®quipe, a 

French sporting daily, had devoted a whole page to óthe astonishing rugby that 

rises above the Irish dramaô.239 By the time such illusory commentary made it 

to press, a chain of events that began the day following that fixture, would lead 

to another of the gravest crises in the history of rugby in Ireland. Once again, it 

originated in Ulster before spreading south. 

 On 30 January 1972, British troops shot dead thirteen unarmed anti-

internment demonstrators in Derry, Northern Ireland.240 Three days later, an 

angry mob of thousands attacked and burned the British embassy in Dublin.241 

The febrile atmosphere had first diffused into the realm of club rugby at the 

conclusion of that turbulent week, when the southern press alleged that the 

Ulster Branch had instructed at least three of their Belfast-based senior clubs ï 

Instonians, Collegians and Malone ï to withdraw from fixtures in Dublin 

against Bective, Palmerstown and UCD.242 The Evening Herald suggested that 

this was because they (the Ulster Branch) were not agreeable to the Leinster 

Branch directive of a minuteôs silence to be held for the victims of Bloody 

Sunday in Derry.243  
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 Worse was to follow, however, when the embassy burning led to 

Scotland and Wales refusing to travel to Dublin to fulfil their Five Nations 

Championship fixtures in February and March 1972. 244  It would be the IRFU 

administration in Dublin that bore the brunt of the fallout from the fixture 

cancellation in 1972, mostly in the form of perceived reputational damage, 

with secretary Bob Fitzgerald reported as stating óit is a tragic decision and one 

which will have far-reaching repercussions for the long-term development of 

the game hereô.245  

 Interestingly, on this occasion, the PIRA was reported to have stated, 

through a spokesman, that óthe rugby matches should go ahead. No true Irish 

Republican will offer any opposition to themô.246 Five Nations Championship 

fixtures returned to Dublin in February 1973 when Ireland defeated England by 

eighteen points to nine,247 that following a drawn test match with New Zealand 

three weeks earlier (a 10-10 draw at Lansdowne Road on 20 January 1973).248 

Both Wales with a 9-9 draw,249 and then Scotland with a victory by nine points 

to six,250 returned to Dublin to fulfil Five Nations Championship fixtures in 

February and March 1974 respectively.  

At least five rugby men, who were employed or thought to have been 

employed in the security forces in Northern Ireland, were killed between 1976 

and 1981, owing to what the Ulster Branch described as óterrorist actionô.251 

Oliver Eaton, a Colonel in the Territorial Army and City of Derry FC player, 

was killed in Belfast in July 1976.252 The captain of the Royal Ulster 

Constabulary (RUC) team, Noel McCabe, was shot dead in an ambush on the 

Falls Road in Belfast in November 1976.253 Peter Hill, also of City of Derry FC 

and a former member of the Ulster Defence Regiment (UDR), was shot dead in 

the Waterside area of Derry in February 1977.254 The Ulster Branch mourned 

 

244 Irish Independent, 18 Feb. 1972; Sunday Independent, 5 Mar. 1972. 
245 Belfast Telegraph, 4 Mar. 1972. 
246 Irish Times, 18 Feb. 1972. 
247 Irish Times, 12 Feb. 1973. 
248 Irish Times, 22 Jan. 1973. 
249 Irish Times, 4 Feb. 1974. 
250 Sunday Independent, 3 Mar. 1974. 
251Annual report and statements of accounts, 1976/7-1980/1 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU 

(Ulster Branch), D3867/C/53-7). 
252 Irish Independent, 1 July 1976. 
253 Evening Herald, 4 Nov. 1976. 
254 Irish Press, 24 Feb. 1977. 
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the killing in November 1980 of Thomas Orr, of Saintfield, County Down, who 

played rugby for North of Ireland FC in Belfast.255 It was claimed that the bank 

official had been mistakenly identified as a reserve policeman when he was 

murdered by the Irish National Liberation Army (INLA).256 The Ulster Branch 

also mourned the death of Lindsay McDougall, a civil servant and part-time 

member of the RUC, who was shot dead by the INLA in Belfast in January 

1981.257  

óThe bombings of clubhouses and pavilionsô was also noted in the 

Ulster Branch summation of the 1976-7 season.258 Later, their annual report for 

1980/1 reflected on óthe destruction of the Dungannon Rugby Football 

pavilion259 and the City of Derry rugby club pavilion for the third time.260 

Between 1970 and 1979, the indirect impact of the troubles was perhaps 

reflected in that the playing membership of the North of Ireland Football Club, 

located in Belfast, decreased by around 6 per cent and the clubôs revenue 

generated annually from gate receipts declined by over 28 per cent in that 

period.261 These difficulties were not unique to rugby at this time, however. In 

isolated outposts where Gaelic games appeared geographically and culturally 

vulnerable, the Ballycran GAC clubhouse in County Down was targeted on 

seven occasions between 1972 and 1993,262 being burnt to the ground on three 

occasions. So too was St. Endaôs GAA club, situated in Glengormley, County 

Antrim, gutted by fire in 1972, 1973 and, in addition, members of St Endaôs 

and also the Bellaghy Wolfe Tones Club in County Derry, were shot dead by 

loyalist paramilitary groups in 1993 and during that conflict.263 

The evidence presented here strongly indicates that, between 1970 and 

1981, the sectarian bloodshed of Northern Irelandôs conflict, which was fought 

 

255 Belfast Telegraph, 19 Nov. 1980. 
256 Irish Press, 20 Nov. 1980. 
257 Evening Herald, 15 Jan 1981. 
258 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1976/7 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU (Ulster 

Branch), D3867/C/53). 
259 Irish Press, 3 Mar. 1980. 
260 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1980/1 (PRONI, Records of the IRFU (Ulster 

Branch), D3867/C/57); a previous bomb attack that destroyed City of Derry Rugby Club was 

reported by the Evening Herald, 22 Dec. 1978. 
261 Volume containing Annual Reports and Accounts of North of Ireland Cricket and Football 

Club, 1970-9 (PRONI, Records of North of Ireland Cricket and Rugby Club, D4286/B/47). 
262 Rouse, Sport and Ireland, p. 304. 
263 Des Fahy, How the GAA survived The Troubles (Dublin, 2001), pp 21-2; 131. 
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by groups purporting to represent the two identities that the IRFU Ulster 

Branch had been forced to maintain in a delicate balance since 1922, was 

slipping beyond the control of the security forces in Northern Ireland. The 

Ulster Branch did navigate through the most threatening and dangerous period 

of its existence, but they did not escape unscathed.  

Consequently, the claims made in many fawning and simplistic 

accounts of the history of rugby in Ireland, in relation to the gameôs 

relationship with communal violence, appear considerably wide of the mark. 

For example, Sean Diffley accepted that it was ónot always easy to preserve the 

social and sporting bonhomie of rugby footballô, but suggested that rugby has 

been ódisrupted much less than many would supposeô éasé órugby playing 

Irishmen are just as nationalist or unionist, or Protestant or Catholic as their 

non-rugby neighbours but they eschew all sectional labels when it comes to 

pulling on a rugby jerseyô.264 In his official centenary history of the game in 

Ireland, which was commissioned by the IRFU itself,  Edmund Van Esbeck 

claimed that óthe friendships and good fellowship of Irish rugby men were not 

affected by differing loyalties and political sympathies, and this great sporting 

bond continues to be a bright feature in the most gloomy timesô.265 The same 

author later suggested that rugby óhas succeeded admirably where successive 

generations of politicians have failed miserablyô.266 In addition, it is possible 

that Richard Holtôs contention that óthe only team sport to escape the divisive 

effects of political and sectarian conflict has been the game of rugbyô,267 may 

have been unduly influenced by those earlier flawed chronicles of rugby in 

Ireland.  

The work of sociologists John Sugden and Alan Bairner afforded 

considerably more nuance to their appraisal of the social function of rugby in 

Ireland, an approach corroborated by the evidence presented here: 

The game itself, however, is presented as wholly apolitical and the inference one 

might draw from the foregoing glowing reports is that a solution to the problem of 

Ireland could be found rather easily if all Irishmen took up the game of rugby football. 

 

264 Diffley, The men in green, p. 14. 
265 Van Esbeck, One hundred years, pp 90-91. 
266 Van Esbeck, The Story of Irish Rugby, p. 218. 
267 Holt, Sport and the British, p. 245. 
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The reality however is much less encouraging, and one suspects that rugbyôs friends 

protest a little too much when their sportôs capacity to unify is questioned é One 

need only examine, first, the development of Irish rugby and, second, the sportôs 

contemporary character, particularly in Northern Ireland, to see that the game is 

deeply implicated in the cultural politics of division.268 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has explored the complex history of rugby football in Ulster, 

charting not only the course of its development until it eventually came under 

the umbrella of a recognised administrative body for the island of Ireland, the 

IRFU, but also how the Ulster Branch would manage its inheritance of a cross-

border game and cross-border identity in a divided Ireland. It has presented an 

analysis of such matters across three broad areas ï province, partition and 

politics ï which were the defining issues affecting how rugby in Ulster 

functioned after 1922. 

 The first section of this chapter detailed the administrative development 

of rugby in Ireland. Beginning in the cities of Dublin and Belfast in 1874 and 

1875 respectively, two bodies emerged. A unified body, the IRFU, claiming 

all-island jurisdiction,  followed in 1879.  By 1898, the IRFU, based at 

Lansdowne Road, Dublin, had developed regional subdivisions that were 

organised as provincial branches, representing the four traditional provinces of 

Ireland ï Leinster, Ulster, Munster, and Connacht. That template endured 

through the First World War, but the political partition of Ireland between 1920 

and 1922 meant that one of those provinces, Ulster, was now dissected by the 

border between Northern Ireland and the Irish Free State. Over the next eight 

years, the Belfast-based rugby administrative body of the game in Ulster 

persisted with its original name, the Northern Branch. That title had provided 

some distance between the rugby body and political Ulster, which had 

succeeded in carving the six-county state of Northern Ireland out of the 

historical province of Ulster. Having survived the turbulent early years of 

Northern Irelandôs existence unscathed, we learn that in was in October 1930 

 

268 Sugden and Bairner, Sport, Sectarianism and Society, p. 54. 
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that the Northern Branch was officially renamed the Ulster Branch, a change 

that was not obviously under-pinned by  political sentiment. 

 The second section of this chapter examined what had come to be 

known as the IRFU Ulster Branch. It found that in the case of the three 

southern border counties of Ulster ï Cavan, Donegal and Monaghan ï rugby 

was geographically isolated. Distance from the gameôs centre in Belfast, a lack 

of readily available opposition within their locality, and competition from other 

football codes, all appear to have had a part to play in the isolation experienced 

by rugby clubs in that area. It was not until the 1970s and 1980s that clubs 

located in those counties began to affiliate to the Ulster Branch in numbers that 

would alleviate these problems of isolation.  

Notably, the section also demonstrated that rugby struggled to gain a 

foothold along, or proximate to, both sides of the political border. Rugby in this 

liminal space, north and south of the political border, was, to some extent, 

impacted by the practical everyday challenges associated with partition. It 

seems clear that fulfilling cross-border fixtures was difficult, and the few teams 

to emerge in the southern border counties tended to play against other southern 

teams, although no clear admission of this is contained in the Ulster Branch 

minutes.  Ulsterôs rugby core had come to consist of both the greater Belfast 

area and the provincial towns located east of the River Bann. In some years 

during the mid-twentieth century five times the number of clubs would affiliate 

from that eastern half of Northern Ireland as compared to the area west of the 

River Bann. 

 The third section explored how the managing of a cross-border identity 

has been a crucial function of Ulster Branch since 1922. This was not a task 

that troubled the other provincial branches: the Government of Ireland Act, 

1920, divided the Ulster branchôs territory alone. The transition from a pre- to a 

post-partition world appear to have been relatively facile for the Ulster Branch 

and Irish rugby in general. On a day-to-day basis, the Ulster Branch 

successfully executed its administrative duties as a subdivision of the IRFU, 

easing immediate fears about the impact of partition. Further, a continued 

shared cultivation of First World War commemoration by the Ulster branch 

and its southern counterparts helped to maintain bonds.  A representative 

fixture between Ulster and New South Wales in 1927 illustrates this 
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commemorative practice, but also an ongoing emphasis on imperial-identity 

politics in Ulster rugby., The latter was something the IRFU in general 

indulged in throughout the 1920s, evidenced by its attendance at rugbyôs 

Imperial Conference. The notable (because it was unusual) appearance of a 

partitionist mentality emanating from one of the Ulster Branchôs most famous 

clubs, Instonians FC, based in Belfast, was a rare deviation from what appeared 

to be the Branchôs position.  

The interruption to regular rugby activity during the Second World War 

would, one might expect, have lent itself to the Branch gravitating towards the 

British component of its identity. Not only was there the war-time patriotism 

but Belfastôs industries were engaged in the British war effort. However, the 

staging of ten representative fixtures at Ravenhill in Belfast between 1941 and 

1945 between Ulster/Irish XVs and those of the [British] Army did not presage 

a shift in identity. These fixtures, which had parallels not only in Britain but in 

the south of Ireland, were to a great extent a practical means of maintaining the 

morale of the game during a time when regular competitions were not possible. 

 In January 1953, the hitherto successful management of a cross-border 

identity was severely tested by the events surrounding an Irish international 

fixture versus France at Ravenhill. Whilst the pre-match rituals associated with 

Irish fixtures staged in Belfast were well known, prior to kick off on the day in 

question several southern players threatened not to field, objecting to the 

British national anthem. Though the players were convinced to participate, the 

playing of God Save the Queen provoked outraged response from a wide range 

of civic opinion in the Republic Ireland. The result was that Belfast would 

never again stage a Five Nations Championship fixture after 1954, the price the 

IRFU paid to avoid rupture once again.  

The outbreak of sectarian conflict in Northern Ireland in 1969, affected 

Irelandôs ability to compete in international rugby during the early 1970s. The 

Ulster Branch was more a passenger than an active participate in the chain of 

events that followed one of the most notorious incidents of those troubles ï 

Bloody Sunday in Derry in January 1972. The violent response in Dublin to 

this incident, when a mob burned the British embassy there, led to Wales and 

Scotland refusing to travel to Dublin to fulfil Five Nations Championship 

fixtures. This resulted in a perceived huge reputational damage for the IRFU in 
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respect of their British rugby colleagues, yet normal service had resumed 

regarding international fixtures in Dublin by 1974 when Wales and Scotland 

returned. Ultimately, the chapter contends that the governance of rugby in 

Ireland after partition was not quite as unambiguously harmonious as some 

commentators have previously asserted.  
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Chapter 2: Home Rule and a Home Nation: the 

partition of Irish football, 1921-78. 

Introduction  

This chapter sets out to provide the reader with a perspective on developments 

within the governance of association football in Ireland in the decades that 

followed its sundering in 1921. Understandably, at a popular level, óthe splitô 

has often been understood within the immediate Irish political context, leading 

to a widespread assumption that the partition of football flowed directly from 

the political partition of the island. In recent years, however, that football 

fracture, south from north, has become better documented in the 

historiography, particularly by Neal Garnham and Cormac Moore,1 and the 

division is now understood as having a variety of roots. Both have pointed to 

long-standing differences between those who promoted association football in 

its two urban centres of power during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, Belfast and Dublin. The conflict that accompanied that partition of 

Irish football would endure and would, for decades to follow, undermine 

relations between the two rival associations that emerged. In 1921 the loss of a 

large player and spectator base was a pressing and immediate concern for the 

IFA, though that was only the beginning. This chapter enhances the existing 

historiography by returning to the split but more importantly by examining that 

which followed. In doing so, the chapter is divided into four sections.  

The first considers how the administration of Irish football developed 

from its origins in 1880 up to that split during 1921. It demonstrates how that 

model of governance did indeed come apart during, rather than as a result of, 

the Irish revolution, and the analysis here emphasises the First World War as a 

factor which rendered the sundering of the IFA in the years that followed more 

likely. 

Second, the chapter explores the conflict of the succeeding decades. It 

does so, principally, by examining the fraught relationship between the two 

associations themselves, but also by exploring how each interacted with the 

bodies that contended for global governance of the game, the International 

 

1 Neal Garnham, Association football and society; Moore, Irish soccer split, (Cork, 2015). 
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Football Association Board (International Board) and the increasingly powerful 

Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA). As any chance to 

repair the split had seemingly been lost between 1921 and 1932, the chapter 

goes on to detail how that first post-partition decade was merely the first phase 

of a cold war between the two Irish associations. During that first phase the 

development of administrations, north and south, at the level of schoolsô 

football in Ireland is examined here for the first time. This process illustrated 

the effects of partition, while also gesturing toward the possibility of co-

operation. A settlement to the outstanding issues underpinning the dispute 

between the IFA and FAI was a long time in coming, but there would be partial 

settlement first in the period between 1950-58 and, finally, a public and hugely 

symbolic acceptance by each association of the other in 1978. 

Third, the chapter nuances the story of hostility and non-recognition by 

highlighting areas of collaboration, often below the official level, that 

developed during the decades in which conflict dominates our view. The 

chapter documents the previously unexplored series of unofficial all Ireland 

championship fixtures that occurred between 1925 and 1955. Building to some 

extent on the success of such unofficial collaboration, the crisis of the Second 

World War witnessed some approved collaboration between the senior clubs of 

both jurisdictions, while university football also seems to have been a useful, if 

elite, space of friendly contact.  

Finally, in the conclusion, the chapter reflects on the identities of the 

two football nations that emerged from the partition of Irish football 

governance during 1921. Given all of the above, two notable aspects emerge. 

The first was the curious relationship of the identity of football to the wider 

political context of Northern Ireland. The second was how the óindependentô 

Irish football nation in the south remained culturally within British footballôs 

sphere of influence and continued to aspire to some level of integration within 

it.  

Paul Rouse has written of the ógreat and obvious absenceé[of]é an 

all-Ireland study of the game (football) and all that it means, ranging across 
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political, social and cultural historyô.2 In taking on the tasks described above, 

this chapter, in combination with chapter four, begins to address that lacuna. 

 

2.1: Context: A football association for Ireland, 1880-1921.  

Association football in Ireland was first brought under the banner of an 

administrative governing body with the inception of the Irish Football 

Association (IFA) in November 1880.3 Almost immediately, the new body 

forged close links with its counterparts in Britain, sending a representative to a 

conference of the secretaries of the football associations of the United 

Kingdom in April 1881.4 Notably, on that occasion, the associations set a 

precedent by collectively imposing sanctions, though it would be another five 

years until the formation of the International Football Association Board 

(generally referred to as the International Board), which first met in 1886 and 

began to claim for itself powers of regulation.5 In 1881, according to the Leeds 

Mercury, 

A unanimous vote of dissatisfaction was expressed at the conduct of Blackburn 

Rovers in leaving the Lancashire Association, and it was recommended that the 

various associations should recommend the clubs over which they had influence to 

refrain from making fixtures with the Rovers.6 

 Already then, the associations that administered football in the United 

Kingdom were acting collectively to protect their shared custodianship (or 

control) of the game, while displaying a willingness to use their collective 

power to sanction disloyalty and enforce loyalty. This is crucial when we 

consider what would transpire post-1921. It would inform the attitude of, and 

gave certain advantages to, the IFA as a permanent member of the International 

Board, the body that oversaw the administration of international football 

among the nations of Great Britain and Ireland, whilst also serving as 

custodians of the rules of the game and its associations.7 This bloc co-operated 

 

2 Paul Rouse, (Review of) óIrish soccer migrants: a social and cultural historyô, Sport in history, 

41:1 (2021), pp 153-4. 
3 Garnham, Association football and society, p. 5. 
4 The Leeds Mercury, 26 Apr. 1881. 
5 Moore, Irish soccer split, pp 8-9. 
6 The Leeds Mercury, 26 Apr. 1881. 
7 Tynan, óAssociation football and Irish societyô, p. 6. 
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on many óinternalô matters, including the organisation of the British Home 

Championship, an annual tournament to be contested by England, Scotland, 

Wales and Ireland, which was first held in 1884.8 With its capacity to include 

and exclude, the International Board became a crucial site of influence and 

power. 

Meanwhile, in Ireland, within a decade of the IFAôs foundation, the 

game had grown out from Belfast to the point where, by 1890, that city 

anchored the North-East subdivision of the IFA. Indeed, soon several regional 

outposts of the game had emerged in the north of Ireland, and these were 

sufficiently strong to justify further regional administrations ï a North-West 

subdivision, based in Derry, and a Mid Ulster subdivision, based in Lurgan ï 

both of which were fully subservient to the Belfast-based IFA. The IFA would 

later extend its governance of football to the south when recognising the 

Leinster Football Association (LFA) ï centred on Dublin and founded in 18929 

ï and the Munster Football Association (MFA) ï centred on Cork and founded 

in 1901.10 

These developments both reflected and affected the growth of the 

game, while the arrangements granted these regional FAs a degree of 

autonomy within the IFAôs overall governance structure. Notably, whilst the 

northern subdivisions developed because clubs coalesced around regional 

concentrations of the game (reflecting the path of the gameôs growing 

popularity), the southern affiliates tended to claim territories that corresponded 

to traditional provincial boundaries. The further the game spread beyond 

Belfast the less organic we might consider the administrative consolidation of 

the game to have been. For instance, based in the western counties of Ulster, a 

Fermanagh and South Tyrone Football Association had been admitted to the 

IFA in 1904, a fairly isolated regional outpost concentrated around Enniskillen 

in County Fermanagh.11 In 1910, the IFA decided not to take an active part in 

 

8 Moore, Irish soccer split, p. 9. 
9 Leinster Football Association centenary yearbook 1892-1992 (1993) (UCDA, Records of the 

Leinster Football Association, P239/86); see also Clenet, óAssociation football in Dublinô, pp 

805-19. 
10 Toms, Soccer in Munster, pp 14-15. 
11 Conor Curran, óThe social background of Irelandôs pre-World War I association football 

clubs, players and administrators: The case of south and west Ulsterô, International journal of 

the history of sport 33 (2016), p. 1989; Garnham, Association football and society, p. 6. 
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the development of a Connacht FA.12 When no such FA had emerged, instead, 

in 1911, the IFA incorporated the entire province of Connacht into what was 

re-titled the óFermanagh & Western Divisional Associationô.13  These 

structures are laid out below in Map 5. 

 

Map 5: IFA map of divisions, 1911.14 

 

12 Garnham, Association football and society, p. 31. 
13 Memorandum and articles of association, 1911/2 (PRONI, IFA papers, D4196/1/2). 
14 Memorandum and articles of association, 1911/2 (PRONI, IFA papers, D4196/1/2); 

Garnham, Association football and society, pp 5-6.   
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 The administrative structure described above was the foundation for a 

strong overall affiliation of 309 clubs in 1912: 128 of those were located in the 

North-east; eighty in Leinster; forty in Mid Ulster; twenty-nine in the North-

west; twenty in Munster and twelve in the Fermanagh & Western area.15 

The First World War, however, would interrupt this story of structural 

development and increased participation. Notably, shortly after that war began, 

the IFA council delegate from Dublinôs Bohemians FC, Mr Fitzsimmons, 

óraised the question of the playing of football during the present war, and 

suggested the association take some steps and offer some suggestions as to 

whether it was wise to continue the game or notô.16 This ominous query came 

at the threshold of what proved an astonishing turnaround from the 

óremarkably buoyant positionô in which association football in Ireland found 

itself by the summer of 1914.17 Club affiliations had never been healthier, and 

what Garnham described as óthe zenith of Irish footballing achievement had 

come in the months before the outbreak of the Great Warô, when Ireland won 

the British Home Championship for the first time.18 Notably, the impact of the 

war witnessed club affiliations to the IFA decline by almost three-fifths if we 

compare 1917 to 1912 (126 as opposed to 309).19 

James Wilton, a former Irish international from Derry, who won nine 

caps between 1888 and 1893, was elected President of the IFA council in 1913. 

This coincided with the Home Rule crisis that saw him act as a senior figure in 

the Ulster Volunteer Force. During the First World War, as Wilton rose to the 

rank of Captain in the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers and received the military 

cross for bravery shown during the Battle of the Somme, football under the 

jurisdiction of his association retreated. After the war, he would serve two 

terms as Mayor of Derry and be knighted by King George VI in 1937.20  

 

15 List of clubs affiliated with secretariesô names and addresses, seasons 1911/2, IFA 

Emergency Committee Minute Book, 1909-43 (PRONI, IFA papers, D4196/4/3/1). 
16 Minutes of the IFA Council, 17 Nov. 1914, IFA Council Minute Book, 1909-28 (PRONI, 

IFA papers, D4196/2/1/3). 
17 Garnham, Association football and society, p. 160. 
18 Neal Garnham, óFootball and national identity in pre-Great War Irelandô, Irish Economic 

and Social History, 28:1 (2001), p. 15. 
19 List of clubs affiliated with secretariesô names and addressesô, seasons 1911/2 ï 1917/8, IFA 

Emergency Committee Minute Book, 1909-43 (PRONI, IFA papers, D4196/4/3/1).   
20 Irish Times, 9 Feb. 1946. 
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Reflecting the commitment of their council president, the IFAôs annual 

reports during the war years emphasised the vital role that they believed 

football was playing in the war effort. In 1915 their report contended that óthe 

sport of association football has made a really magnificent contribution to 

Kitchenerôs new armiesô.21 Furthermore, in 1917, when making a confident 

prediction of ultimate success for the United Kingdom, the IFA claimed that 

óno section of the public made a finer contribution than those who follow the 

great game of the masses ï association footballô.22 During the war the IFA 

operated in close alignment with the other FAs on the International Board, 

seeking their advice following the outbreak of war. As such, the IFA council 

stated in November 1914 óthat the Irish Football Association would co-operate 

with the Football Association (in England) in any further steps that might be 

takenô.23 By then, the IFA had already resolved unilaterally to donate £150 to 

the Prince of Wales fund and £50 to the Belgian Refugees Relief Fund.24 

The outbreak of war compounded the flaws in the IFAôs approach to 

developing the game in its more isolated outposts. For example, Garnham has 

suggested that in 1910 the Munster FA boasted as many as thirty-seven clubs 

affiliated to the IFA,25 óthough there were reckoned to be at least another seven 

unaffiliated clubs in the city of Cork aloneô.26 Notably, the IFA intermediate 

cup entries of 1911 from that region comprised entirely of British Army teams, 

such as the East Surrey Regiment, based in Kinsale, County Cork.27 David 

Toms alludes to strong connections between the military and football in 

Munster when suggesting that immediately prior to the outbreak of war, the 

game ówas strong in urbanised areas or in large towns, all of them with a 

military presenceô.28 A wartime collapse in affiliation in Munster, therefore, 

was perhaps inevitable, given the over-reliance on military teams as opposed to 

 

21 IFA annual report 1915, Minutes of Extraordinary & Annual General Meetings and annual 

report & accounts of the IFA, 1910-82 (PRONI, IFA papers, D4196/2/2/1). 
22 IFA annual report 1917, Ibid. 
23 Minutes of the IFA Council, 17 Nov. 1914, IFA Council Minute Book, 1909-28 (PRONI, 

IFA papers, D4196/2/1/3). 
24 Northern Whig, 10 Sept. 1914. 
25 Cork Sportsman, 25 Dec. 1909 and 15 Jan. 1910. 
26 Garnham, Association football and society, p. 44. 
27 Minutes of the IFA Emergency Committee, 9 Oct. 1911. IFA Emergency Committee Minute 

Book, 1909-43 (PRONI, IFA papers, D4196/4/3/1). 
28 Toms, Soccer in Munster, p. 41. 
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civilian clubs to sustain competition there. Indeed, as early as October 1914 the 

IFA junior committee reported that óthe Munster Association had temporarily 

decided to suspend operationsô.29 Later, a ósouthernô district league, which 

replaced some of the regular competitions, showed continuity with elements of 

the pre-war composition of football in Munster, being entirely composed of 

military teams.30  

In addition, Conor Curran has suggested that in Donegal, as a result of 

the wartime cessation of regular football activity, óthe GAA was able to step 

into a vacuum by 1919 and provide organised cups and leagues for young men 

who had been involved in soccer competitions but were by then restricted to 

participating in irregularly held friendlies.ô31 Effectively, this meant 

óperipheralô regions, such as Munster and Donegal, had already disappeared 

from IFA jurisdiction prior to 1921.  

Arguably, the pre-war competitions that engaged the dominant spheres 

of Belfast and Dublin, as well as regional outposts of the game, had allowed 

the various regional FAs to remain cohesive, under the IFA umbrella. Without 

the sporting glue of competition and association, the loss of isolated outposts, 

such as Munster and Donegal, made likely by the movement of men due to the 

war, became a reality, while the Belfast and Dublin administrations began to 

drift apart. 32 With the gravitational pull of the centre weakening in the context 

of the war, a complete collapse in club affiliations in Munster (from twenty to 

zero) and in the Fermanagh & Western area (from twelve to zero)33 took place, 

and worse was to come. 

Between 1917, when IFA club affiliations stood at 126, and 1920, when 

that number had increased to 288, it would appear that the game had begun a 

recovery.34 However, whilst nine clubs had returned in the Fermanagh & 

Western area, there was still no affiliation from Munster which had become, 

 

29 Northern Whig, 22 Oct. 1914. 
30 Cork Examiner, 14 Nov. 1916. 
31 Curran, The development of sport in Donegal, p. 174. 
32 Tynan, óAssociation football and Irish societyô, p. 41. 
33 List of clubs affiliated with secretariesô names and addresses, seasons 1917/8, IFA 

Emergency Committee Minute Book, 1909-43 (PRONI, IFA papers, D4196/4/3/1). 
34 List of clubs affiliated with secretariesô names and addressesô, seasons 1911/2 ï 1919/20, 

IFA Emergency Committee Minute Book, 1909-43 (PRONI, IFA papers, D4196/4/3/1). 
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since 1919, the epicentre of a new conflict, the Irish War of Independence.35 

Toms contended that óthe period from 1918 to 1922 was too fraught, especially 

in Cork, and across most of Munster, to reasonably conduct the business of 

organised soccerô.36 Thus, both Irish society and Irish football governance were 

in a state of crisis during 1921.  

What Cormac Moore has described as óThe Irish Soccer Splitô occurred 

between March-September 1921.37 Though the War of Independence was still 

raging when this process began, this window of time (March to September), as 

delineated by Moore, by implication ascribes the split to a more petty, 

footballing, matter: the fall-out from an uncontested Irish Cup semi-final 

replay. When Shelbourne played out a draw with Glenavon in Belfast in 

February 1921, the IFA ordered Shelbourne to return to Belfast for a replay to 

be played in March. This decision, the pretext for which was the violent state 

of the country, was described by the Athletic News as óanother Irish fiascoô as 

óDublin was undoubtedly entitled to the replayô,38 and it also seemed to 

confirm what Leinster delegates perceived to be a clear north-eastern bias 

within the IFA.39 At this time, Moore has observed, óall committees were 

dominated by North-East representativesô,40 while David Needham has 

commented upon a ónotable declineô in the number of southern players selected 

for international games following the First World War and prior to the split.41  

In this context, the decision to order Shelbourne to travel triggered a 

series of events that would result in the withdrawal of Leinster from the IFA. If 

that administrative ósplitô had to be identified with a single event or date, it 

would likely be the IFA emergency committeeôs receipt of the following letter 

from the Leinster FA on 24 June 1921: 

 

 

35 Stephen Howe, óKilling in Cork and the historiansô, History Workshop Journal, 77 (2014), 

pp 160-186. 
36 Toms, Soccer in Munster, p 115. 
37 Moore, Irish soccer split, pp 105-22. 
38 Athletic News, 14 Mar. 1921. 
39 Irish Independent, 18 Feb. 1921. 
40 Moore, Irish soccer split, p. 102. 
41 David Needham, Irelandôs first real world cup: The story of the 1924 Ireland Olympic 

football team (Dublin, 2012), p. 31. 



79 

 

 

I beg to inform you that at a meeting of the representatives of our clubs it was decided 

to form an association independent of the IFA Ltd. 

Yours sincerely,  

J.A. Ryder.42 

As secretary of the Leinster FA it was Jack Ryder who cast the fateful die that 

partitioned Irish football in June 1921.43  

Despite the complex situation outlined above, the tendency to link 

political partition ï effected through the Government of Ireland Act, 1920, and 

confirmed in practice by the Anglo-Irish Treaty of December 1921 ï to the 

football schism, took hold early and has persisted. Contemporary IFA 

publications are perhaps best referred to as propaganda such was the lack of 

nuance in their analysis of the partition of Irish football. Rather than 

acknowledge their error in ordering Shelbourne back to Belfast, they insisted 

that the ópeculiar and extraordinary conditions prevailingô were responsible for 

the óinternal eruptionsô.44 The IFA was not alone in its simplifications. Indeed, 

the passing of time brought limited nuance to a Leinster FA centenary 

publication, which emphasised the establishment of the Free State as a factor 

explaining their secession.45 Such simplistic explanations fail to recognise that 

large swathes of Ireland (such as Connacht, County Donegal, and Munster) 

were outside the IFAôs jurisdiction prior to the birth of the Irish Free State 

between 1920-2 and before the specific dispute about fixtures in the spring of 

1921.  

 When the Leinster FAôs secession came, the reality of political partition 

certainly mattered and its subsequent confirmation undoubtedly contributed to 

the copper-fastening of footballôs split. So too is it impossible to understand the 
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split without the context provided by the violence of the spring of 1921. 

Nonetheless, it is fair to state that football in Belfast and Dublin each had 

separate administrative and football cultures a good deal earlier than 1921, 

even prior to 1914. The northern administration was older, dominant and well-

connected to the wider world of British football while the southern 

administration was less well-developed, but energetic and resentful of 

perceived bias. Furthermore, the First World War, and the damage that was 

wrought on football in Ireland during that time, was a crucial circumstance. 

The Irish football world that emerged from that war was less coherent and 

integrated, increasing its vulnerability when further trouble came in 1921. 

  

2.2: Conflict: The cold war in Irish football, 1921-78. 

The existing historiography, and in particular the work of Cormac Moore, has 

detailed the relationship between the two associations in the decade that 

followed the split. This section builds on that historiography, complementing it 

with new source material not considered in earlier work. In doing so, it posits 

that the initial dispute between the IFA and the FAI (later known as the 

Football Association of the Irish Free State [FAIFS], 1923-37) between the 

years 1921 and 1932, was merely the first phase of a cold war within Irish 

football. There then followed a fourteen-year period (1932-46) of stasis, or at 

least minimal movement, in associational relations between north and south. 

The development of schoolsô football administrations in Ireland, beginning in 

1925, was much shorter in duration, but provides an interesting example given 

that it shared many of its characteristics with the wrangle surrounding 

international football. Significantly, the analysis that follows presents new 

evidence that points to two further distinct phases of the Irish football split that 

eventually brought about a partial settlement of the outstanding issues. The first 

of those concerns the years between 1946 and 1958, and the second between 

1960 and 1978.  

 

1921-32 

A simple separation of the Leinster FA from the IFA in Belfast did not occur, 

and the first phase of a cold war between the IFA and the southern body now 
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calling itself the FAI lasted between 1921 and 1932. This was primarily, 

though not exclusively, apparent in the matter of international recognition, a 

question which the FAI prioritised. That recognition they sought from FIFA. 

Founded in Paris in 1904, FIFAôs initial membership of continental football 

associations was joined by the home nations of the International Board in 1905, 

meaning England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland who, as a bloc, would be one of 

the most influential voices within FIFA.46 By the 1920s, just as the conflict 

between the two associations in Ireland began,47 FIFA had reached, at the very 

least, a point of strained co-existence with the British (and Irish) hegemony in 

world football. 

 In 1922, the FAIôs first attempt at obtaining international recognition at 

FIFA was supported by the defeated central powers of Europe, countries that 

the British and Irish FAs had tried to banish from FIFA in 1919. That support 

came in letters from the Turkish FA (25 March 1922), First Vienna Football 

Club in Austria (1 April 1922), and the Hungarian FA (12 April 1922).48 

However, the as yet uncertain, still contested, claims to territorial jurisdiction 

on the island inhibited the application. The FAI, for instance, had been brazen 

enough to claim jurisdiction over twenty-three clubs from the Falls and District 

League in Belfast, which had formed a body calling itself the Belfast and 

District Association (BDA), in addition to clubs from its de facto jurisdiction 

within the Irish Free State. This contributed to the scuttling of their own 

application. FIFA required its members to have clearly defined and recognised 

borders. Though rejecting the application, FIFA left the door ajar: 

With regard the confused situation in Ireland é at any time when you consider that 

the situation has become more clear, we shall be pleased to reconsider your 

application for membership.49 

With the FAI having failed to obtain recognition from FIFA, a 

rancorous first ever bilateral meeting between the two Irish associations was 

held in Dublin in February 1923. Each side argued that there should be one 
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governing body on the island and they should be it. The FAI, for instance, 

proposed that the IFA become the North of Ireland Football Association and 

accept a subordinate position to the FAI, analogous to the relationship that the 

Army Football Association had with the Football Association in England.50 If 

the meeting was marked by disagreement, then the aftermath was marked by 

farce as, in the days that followed, recriminations about the conference and 

about how (and when) the outcomes should be made public appeared in the 

press.  For example, the Belfast and Dublin press published the furious rebuke 

of IFA president Wilton to the charge of a óbreach of faithô levelled at him by 

those in the FAI.51   

The intervention of the Irish Free State Minister for External Affairs, 

Desmond FitzGerald, did not prevent the failure of a second FAI application 

for membership of FIFA in 1923,52 although on this occasion FIFA did offer 

some further hope for progress. FIFA again indicated that it would agree to 

continue its relationship with the IFA and also admit the FAI, but on certain 

conditions.53 óIf the Irish Free State possessed the political status claimedô and 

on the clear understanding that the ófederation would not allow the Football 

Association of Ireland to claim any membership within the six-county area, nor 

would it permit the Irish Football Association, Ltd., to encroach on the Irish 

Free State territoryô.54  

  It would be the International Board which mediated a further 

conference between the IFA and FAI, held in Liverpool in October 1923.55 

This conference resulted in some success. The IFA agreed to recognise the 

southern body in the matter of club football, and restrict its own jurisdiction 

over club football to Northern Ireland, but on the basis that the FAI changed its 

name to the FAIFS and restrict its claims of jurisdiction to that stateôs 

boundaries. This conformed largely to the compromise outlined by FIFA, 

though it was confined to the matter of club football. Further, the agreement 

did not see the FAIFS become a member of the International Board, an 
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aspiration of the FAIFS. This meant that the IFA remained the sole 

representative of the island of Ireland on that body and used, unchallenged by 

fellow members of that board, the name Ireland in its competition. 

The compromise (with its clarification of jurisdiction) did at least open 

the way for the FAIFS to enter FIFA and thus be óaccepted into the world 

gameô.56 On the other hand, it allowed the IFA annual report to describe the 

deal as affording the southern body óthe status of a dominion in footballô.57 

This was manifest in June 1924, when the International Board reaffirmed that 

óthe articles of the International Federation (FIFA) shall not affect the inter-

relations of the Football Associations of the United Kingdomô.58 In other 

words, the IFA could rely on the support of their existing colleagues on the 

International Board regarding their claim to be the representative association of 

football in Ireland, and in their continued use of the name Ireland in the British 

Home Championship. It also confirmed that the FAIFS would not be admitted 

as a member of the International Board. 

 Despite the ambiguity underpinning their tentative acceptance as an 

international football nation, recognition by FIFA facilitated the participation 

of a FAIFS team at the Paris Olympics of the summer of 1924.59 This 

amounted to at best a semi-official and hastily arranged set of fixtures 

occurring at (and following) the 1924 Paris Olympics,60 an opportunity that had 

arrived too soon for the fledgling football nation to have established some of 

the basics of a football identity such as a flag, anthem and jersey under which it 

would compete. Tadhg Carey claimed that on a night out after one of the 

games, the players sang The Soldierôs Song / Amhrán na bhFiann,61 later the 

official anthem of the FAI international team and the southern Irish state. 
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However, a Dublin newspaper recorded that a different anthem was used 

before the 1924 games:  

the air selected was ñLet Erin Rememberò, and the flag used the tricolour é we had 

no choice in the selection of our anthem or of our playing colours, which were blue.62 

Subsequently, in March 1926, the FAIFS contested its first official 

international when the Irish Free State lost 3-0 to Italy in Turin.63 The 

acrimony between the Irish associations contrasted sharply with the óbond of 

friendshipô said to have existed between the FAIFS and the Italian FA 

following a second international at Lansdowne Road, Dublin in April 1927.64  

 The compromise reached in 1923 would not prove strong enough to 

ensure future co-operation between the Irish governing bodies as, crucially, the 

matter of which could lay claim to fielding the international team called 

óIrelandô remained unresolved. The finely-balanced legitimation of both 

associations in 1923 ï while both maintained their claim to represent óIrelandô 

at international level ï would underpin a cold war, at least in the realm of 

senior international football, an arena in which both associations would 

effectively ignore the existence of the other for half a century. An ambiguous 

compromise was perhaps the best that could be reached in the mid-1920s. 

 The geo-politics of the mid-1920s were in some ways advantageous to 

the claims of the FAIFS within FIFA. Despite the objections of Britain, and 

reflecting a new order grounded in ideas of self-determination,65 FIFA 

accepted as members a swathe of central and eastern European states.66 These 

included the rumps of the Empires that had been Britainôs enemies during the 

war.67 As noted earlier, these nations were sympathetic to the claims of the 

FAIFS and they were not alone. The secretary of the United States FA, Thomas 
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W. Cahill, had written to the FAI in April 1922, offering the following 

qualified support: 

Permit me to present my personal congratulations to you and your associates in so 

promptly striking out for the independent recognition with the Irish Free State in 

soccer and I can assure you that you will have my personal support.68  

 Notwithstanding the International Board position that the IFA could 

continue to use the name Ireland in their international competition, we can state 

with confidence that FIFAôs position from 1927 was that the IFA should play 

under the name of Northern Ireland, their effective jurisdiction since 1921. We 

can make this claim on account of the following motion that was put to a vote 

and unanimously adopted at the 1927 FIFA annual congress:  

Statutes: 

Art. 1. Proposal from the Football Association of the Irish Free State to insert after the 

words "Irish Football Association" and before the word Ireland the word "Northern". 

Irish Free State (Messrs MURPHY and BENNAN[sic.]) explained the proposal, based 

on its position. 

A letter was read from the Irish Football Association protesting against the proposal. 

England (PICKFORD) wishing originally to have the matter deferred one year, 

considered the demand quite fair. 

The proposal was adopted unanimously.69 

Undeterred by a ruling that had little power to affect the inter-relations 

of football within the United Kingdom, in October 1927 the IFA, represented 

by óIrelandô, defeated England by two goals to nil at Windsor Park in the 

1927/8 British Home Championship.70 Soon after, the United Kingdomôs FAs 

resigned from FIFA once again, on this occasion due to the permitting of ólostô 

[or broken] time payments for football players at the 1928 Amsterdam 

Olympic Games.71 With the IFA outside FIFA, and the FAIFS outside the 

International Board, tactfully ignoring rival claims was for a time possible.  
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 In 1932, the FAIFS did ask to meet the IFA in conference to discuss the 

ópossible settlement of the international questionô.72 Several key issues were 

agreed after ten years of disagreement. These issues included an equal share in 

the formation of the committee to select international teams, to play matches 

alternatively north and south, and an equal share in all profits generated from 

those matches. Indeed, the Belfast press had prematurely carried the headline 

óDispute settled é Free State and IFA come to termsô.73 However, the late 

additional demand by the FAIFS for representation on the International Board, 

saw the talks collapse without any agreement,74 with the IFA later reflecting in 

their annual report that óthis was an impossible requestô.75 In Mooreôs view, 

this would be óthe closest they [IFA and FAI] would ever come to union 

againô,76 although the matters agreed as described above were those necessary 

to field a single international team called Ireland, rather than those that would 

necessarily reunite the two governing bodies. 

 Despite their earlier criticisms of the IFA, it is clear that FAIFS 

intransigence in attaching such importance to the issue of representation on the 

International Board, scuppered a proposed settlement that would have at least 

witnessed the fielding of a single international team. Eleven years of direct 

confrontation between the IFA and FAI / FAIFS since 1921 had exhausted all 

domestic and international avenues towards resolving their dispute by 1932. 

Thereafter, a period of inertia over took the IFA and FAI, at least in the matter 

of international representation, and this remained the situation till the outbreak 

of the Second World War in September 1939 when international football was 

suspended. In that time, however, the development of a school football 

administration in both parts of Ireland, which had begun in 1925 and had at 

least been partially concluded by 1937, did contain similar competing claims to 

represent óIrelandô, and it is to that example we now turn our attention. 
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The administration of schoolsô football in Ireland, 1925-50 

Garnham has written that, following the establishment of the IFA in Belfast in 

late 1880, óthe potential importance of involving schoolboys in the game was 

recognisedô. In 1884 a Schools Cup competition was organised between four 

Belfast schools and one from Monaghan. That venture did not last but as early 

as 1888 the trophy had óbeen reconstituted as the IFA junior cupô.77 The 

existing histories of football in Ireland have paid but scant attention to this 

level of the game.78 However, a deeper exploration of the available archival 

and newspaper records pertaining to this level of the game reveals that, during 

the post-partition era, its administrative development offers an intriguing 

perspective upon the wider animosity between the IFA and FAIFS. 

Interestingly, the development of schoolboy footballôs structures did, on 

occasion, mirror the administration of international football, replicating the 

evident divide. That acknowledged, schoolboy football also served as an 

example as to how fruitful interaction could be fostered. 

  Given that Belfast was the home of schoolboy football in 1884, it is 

perhaps fitting that the first administrative body concerned with schoolsô 

football anywhere on the island of Ireland was the óNorth of Ireland Schools 

Football Associationô (NISFA). Newspaper sources indicate this body existed 

between 1925 and 1930.79 Its second annual meeting, held in June 1927, was 

chaired by Thomas Topping, principal of St Barnabasô School in Belfast. On 

the occasion of his death in 1937, the Belfast press would pay tribute to 

Topping as óone of those instrumental in forming schools football 

competitionsô,80 whilst a council meeting of the IFA paid tribute to a man to 

ówhose guidance the great success of schools football owed so muchô.81  

The honorary secretary of the NISFA during the 1920s, W.H. 

McClatchey, was a figure central to the manner in which the wider football 

split was presented to the public, in his guise as óRalph the Roverô, a firebrand 
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football columnist in the newspaper Irelandôs Saturday Night.82 His annual 

report on the 1926-7 season reveals that a first NISFA schoolboys international 

was played at Cliftonville in May 1927, resulting in a victory for Scotland over 

óIrelandô, by five goals to nil:83   

The Scottish Association had guaranteed a return match in Scotland next season, and 

an application had been made for admission to the international board é Mr C. 

Watson (hon. treasurer) submitted his financial statement, which showed a balance in 

hand of £46 11s.84 

 In that same year, the NISFA received an approach by óMr Markey, 

Dublinô for particulars as to the proposed affiliation of twenty-four Dublin 

schools in 1927,85 however, it is clear that the terms of the Liverpool 

Agreement constrained the NISFA. Even if they had wished to admit twenty-

four Dublin schools, they resolved to óinform Mr Markey that the association 

did not intend to extend their operations outside of Northern Ireland for the 

presentô.86
 

 Interestingly, it appears that the NISFAôs regional development was 

one that extended outwards from a Belfast heartland into provincial areas of 

Northern Ireland. Later, chapter four will detail how club football in Northern 

Ireland charted a similar course between 1922 and 1937. From the provincial 

press we learn that two NISFA members had been appointed to form a local 

schoolsô league in Portadown, County Armagh, in November 1927,87 and in 

1929 ócountry schools [were] specially invited to apply for particulars and 

assistance to form district leaguesô under the auspices of the NISFA.88    

 In September 1931 a new óIrish Schools Football Associationô (ISFA) 

was established. All thirty-three of the affiliated schools for the 1931/2 season 

were located in Belfast. 89 The change of name did not presage a change of 

jurisdiction. The ISFAôs effective jurisdiction then was not even the whole of 

Northern Ireland, never mind the island as a whole. The change in name 
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instead mirrored the attempts of the IFA to continue to lay claim to the 

legitimate deployment of the terms óIrishô and óIrelandô, despite the more 

constrained nature of its effective jurisdiction. 

 In October 1931, the ISFA adopted a new constitution óon the same 

lines as that of the schoolsô associations across the channel and ensures that 

schools in the county districts shall have representation on the councilô. 90 The 

renamed schoolsô association does not appear to have had any significant 

characteristics that set it apart from its immediate forerunner, the NISFA. The 

meetings of both bodies, the old and the new, were held at the IFAôs offices in 

Wellington Place, Belfast, and both sought to operate within the framework of 

the International Board. 

First inaugurated in 1904,91 the English Schools Football Association 

(ESFA) had asserted at its 1905 AGM that its twin aims were óto help the 

poorer brethren of the N.U.T.ô(National Union of Teachers), and to óassist in 

the development of their boys physically, mentally and morallyô.92 Upon 

establishment, the ISFA comprised five regional divisions throughout Northern 

Ireland ï Belfast, Coleraine, East Antrim, Mid Ulster and Lisburn ï and 

outlined the following aims: 

1. The mental, moral and physical development and improvement of school pupils 

through the medium of association football. 

2. To help such charities and other charitable purposes as the Association may 

decide. 

3. To promote and encourage the development of Schoolsô Football at various levels 

both nationally and internationally.93 

 That the ISFAôs first aim was lifted straight from the ESFAôs founding 

manifesto of a quarter-century earlier, reflected the ongoing close alignment of 

association football in Northern Ireland to the other football associations of the 

United Kingdom. Nonetheless, the fact that the ISFA operated under the IFAôs 

umbrella was not sufficient to gain it automatic admission to the Schools 
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International Football Board (SIFB) in 1932. According to the Northern Whig 

in June of that year, 

Their [ISFA] Council had again applied during the season for admission to the 

Schoolsô International Football Board. Mr. T.P. Thomas, the hon. secretary of the 

Board and Chairman of the English Schools Football Association, had met their 

officers and Council to discuss the application informally é They [ISFA] hoped in a 

very short time they would be admitted, the only point stressed by Mr Thomas being 

that of the spreading of the game to other districts.94  

 The local press reported in late 1932 that the ISFA was ócatering to the 

rising generation by establishing branches throughout Ulster, which will in 

good time bring forth fruit, but in the meantime we must provide for and keep 

the game goingô.95 Nonetheless, a further application for admission to the SIFB 

in early 1933 was órefused owing to all the [ISFA] officers not being 

teachersô.96 The ISFA was finally admitted to the SIFB in October 1933, with 

Messrs. C.A. Abraham, R. Kirkpatrick and M. McDonnell appointed as 

delegates to that board.97 Abraham would later be elected SIFB chairman in 

1937.98 Newspaper sources indicate that Abraham was the principal of Belvoir 

Hall National School, Belfast,99 although the occupation of the other two 

delegates is unknown. 

Significantly, óthe first taste of representative footballô in the form of a 

fixture between two competing claims to the name Ireland occurred in June 

1937.100 On that occasion, the Irish Free State Schoolboys took on the Northern 

Ireland Schoolboys, 101 the latter under the auspices of the ISFA, in a game at 

Shelbourne Park, Dublin, that ended in a draw (2-2).102 Notably, when 

describing what they held to be an óInter-Cityô (Belfast vs Dublin) schoolboysô 

fixture, rather than an international, the Irish Press also revealed the lack of a 

formal administration for schools football in the south at that time: 
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It was emphasised during the discussion that all arrangements for the match were in 

the hands of a schoolsô committee and that the Free State Football Association had no 

official connection with it. The national flag was always flown at international 

matches played under the auspices of that body.103 

The lack of a ónationalô body charged with schoolboy football in the 

south may have been an advantage on this occasion. As we shall see later, 

informal or óunofficialô contacts were more common, perhaps because they 

facilitated the side-stepping of questions of legitimacy and jurisdiction raised 

by more formal contacts. óFollowing on from the recent match between the 

youthful talent of the Free State the North of Irelandô, schoolboys football in 

the Irish Free State also gained informal recognition from football in Britain 

during 1937, when it was reported that St Sylvesterôs, champions of the 

Liverpool Catholic Schoolboys League, were to travel to Dublin to take on 

Munster Victoria, champions of the Leinster Schoolboys League, in what was 

described as óa further fillip to the potentialities of football in the schoolsô.104  

It was not until the FAI AGM of 1949 that a recognisable, separate 

administrative body concerned with this level of the game in the Republic of 

Ireland emerged. It was called the óSchoolboys Football Association of Irelandô 

(SFAI).105 Under its auspices a first óofficialô schoolboy international fixture, 

óIreland vs Englandô, took place at Dalymount Park, Dublin, in May 1950,106 

England winning by three goals to two.107 A month later, a schoolboy contest 

between the IFAôs Ireland and the FAIôs Ireland took place at Celtic Park, 

Belfast,108 which resulted in a victory for the south by seven goals to one.109 

Progress on the administration of schoolboys football in Ireland had, at least, 

progressed to a point where, by 1950, an official representative team for both 

associations were contesting fixtures regularly. From 1946, the senior 

international dispute would, belatedly, see some movement towards resolving 

the issues that had been in stasis since 1932, and to that issue we now return. 

 

103 Irish Press, 16 June 1937. 
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105 Minutes of the FAI AGM, 14 June 1949, Junior committee minutes, Jan. 1949- Mar. 1954 

(UCDA, Archives of the FAI, P137/31). 
106 Evening Herald, 27 May 1950. 
107 Irish Independent, 30 May 1950. 
108 Northern Whig, 1 June 1950. 
109 Irish Independent, 12 June 1950. 
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1946-58 

In the years after the Second World War the relationship of British football to 

FIFA changed quite dramatically.  According to Moore, English FA secretary 

Stanley Rous óbelieved that the loss of prestige Britain had suffered through its 

collapsing empire could be softened by a greater role in world footballô. In 

order to secure the re-entry of the British FAs into FIFA and thus ensure their 

eligibility to compete in a FIFA World Cup for the first time in 1950,110 Rous 

and the English FA were prepared to appease FIFA, signalling that both of the 

Irish associations should agree to óonly choose players born in their own 

territoriesô.111 The Belfast press quoted Rous as having told the FAI in 

December 1946 óthat this season will see an end of all [selection] 

anomaliesô.112 Consequently, although perhaps inadvertently on Rousôs part, 

1946 opens the second phase of the cold war between the IFA and FAI. 

 The FAI were prepared to move in that direction by not selecting 

players from Northern Ireland, especially if their reward was the recognition, 

prestige and income to be derived from an international match with England. 

Consequently, the side they selected to represent their Ireland in its first ever 

international against England at Dalymount Park, Dublin, in September 1946, 

ówas confined to those born within the twenty-six countiesô, in a game that 

England won by one goal to nil.113 The IFA was less inclined to compromise. 

Only two days earlier, the IFAôs Ireland included two players born in the south, 

Johnny Carey and Tom Aherne, in a side that lost to England by seven goals to 

two at Windsor Park.114 Indeed, the IFA would persist in this approach during 

the second half of the 1940s. Brodie described how two Everton club-mates of 

the post-war years, Dublin natives Tommy Eglington and Peter Farrell, óhad 

[International] careers that ran parallel both for Northern Ireland and the 

Republicô. In essence, this meant that both played for two Irelands at the same 

time: óEglington won six Northern Ireland caps and twenty-four for the 
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111 Moore, Irish soccer split., p. 208. 
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Republic while Farrellôs figures were seven and twenty-eight respectivelyô.115 

Between the end of the Second World War and the 1950 World Cup, the best 

result achieved by the IFAôs Ireland versus England in the British Home 

Championship was a 2-2 draw at Goodison Park, Liverpool, in November 

1947.116  

By contrast, in 1950 the FAI appeared increasingly confident. In 

September 1949 their Ireland had inflicted a historic first defeat for England 

against a country outside of the home nations, winning by two goals to one at 

Goodison Park.117 This may have been a factor when, in January 1950, the FAI 

made an approach to the IFA óto re-open negotiations on the international 

position on the basis of the 1932 conferenceô.118 Perhaps more importantly they 

hoped that the adoption of a new name by the southern state, combined with 

FIFAôs growing prestige, had altered the calculus for the IFA.  

This request, however, was refused by the IFA as, in their view, óno 

new facts or suggestions have been presentedô.119 Despite that, in March 1950, 

the Irish Independent reported that óthere is a big push on to end the present 

farcical situation of the two Irelands in soccerô.120 There was no progress 

during 1950, but the decade would see important developments that, at least 

temporarily, heightened tensions. Moore has previously written that, during the 

1950s, óthe gulf between the two associations widenedé[during]é a decade in 

which sports and politics would intertwine in soccer and many other sportsô.121   

It is Richard Holtôs contention that this óludicrous wrangleô took a 

decisive turn when in 1954 óthe name Northern Ireland was imposed on the Six 

Counties by FIFAô122 and there is a good deal of truth in that. In June of that 

year, the FIFA Executive Committee accepted the following protest made by 

the FAI: 
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The "Football Association of Ireland" lodges a protest before the Executive 

Committee regarding the title to be given to the inter-nations game if one of the 

opponents is "The Football Association of Ireland" or "The Irish Football 

Association". It also refers to the provisions of art. 3, al. I of the FIFA Regulations ... 

In short, the Executive Committee is asked to decide what should be the denomination 

of the two "Irelands", that is to say for one "Republic of Ireland" and for the other 

Northern Ireland.123 

That the FAI embraced the name Republic of Ireland was in fact a 

protest directed, out of embarrassment perhaps, at the global governing body 

who had mistakenly referred to them as Éire during the 1953 FIFA congress, 

rather than any symbolic gesture arising directly from the declaration of that 

country on 18 April 1949. Whilst the FAI had effectively renounced their own 

claim to the name Ireland, the IFA secretary William Drennan rejected the 

decision of the FIFA executive committee: 

 [The IFA] have requested me to inform you that this matter is one affecting the four 

British Associations and in this respect would refer you to the International Board 

Agreement dated 14th June, 1924: - 

"The Articles of the International Federation shall not affect the inter-relations of the 

Football Associations of the United Kingdom." 124 

To no oneôs surprise, their three colleagues on the International Board 

echoed that position, albeit crucially the British FAôs introduced more 

flexibility than the IFA might have been willing to concede. For example, the 

Scottish Football Association (SFA)ôs response to FIFA stated that the IFAôs 

use of Ireland in British Home Championship fixtures was óan age-long 

practice which has been so well established in the four countriesô.125 Similarly, 

for the Welsh Football Association of Wales (FAW), óthe designation of The 

Irish F.A. when playing International Matches with England, Scotland and 

Walesô was a domestic matter and thus óoutside the jurisdiction [of FIFA]ô.126 

 

123 Minutes of FIFA executive committee, 12 June 1954 (FIFA Documentation Centre, 
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On behalf of the English FA, Rous did note that the FAI were complying with 

FIFAôs regulations regarding selection, those that he had advocated in 1946: 

For the 20 years that I have been Secretary of the Football Association and for years 

prior to that, The Football Association officials have tried to help in the controversy 

between Northern and Southern Ireland but without avail.  I am glad to know that the 

FA of Ireland are complying with Article 3 of the Regulations of FIFA but I am afraid 

that in the case of matches between Northern Ireland and the three other British 

Associations, the Irish FA rely on the International Board Agreement dated 14th June, 

1924 to support their claims in matter affecting inter-relations of the Football 

Associations of the United Kingdom.127 

 As such, we might consider this episode to have exposed at least some 

nuance in the British FAsô support of the IFA ï they were prepared to defend 

the IFAôs use of Ireland in the Home Championship but not beyond. Perhaps 

sensing an opportunity, or just towing the party line, the Dublin press was 

already reporting on Scotland defeating Northern Ireland in 1956.128 More 

surprisingly, the Belfast press, for so long a loyal outlet for the IFAôs views on 

official football, appeared to have embraced the reality of the developing 

situation before the IFA. When reporting on the qualifying campaign for the 

World Cup in 1958, Belfast newspapers wrote of Northern Ireland vs Romania 

in October 1957129 and Northern Ireland vs Italy in December 1957.130  

Their qualification for that tournament, held in Sweden,131 provided the 

moment when FIFA could meaningfully confirm what the qualification 

matches had suggested. The farce of two Irelands in FIFA competitions was 

over. During a commendable run to the quarter final of the World Cup, the 

Dublin press accurately recorded that óthey [the IFA] were forced to call 

themselves Northern Ireland as it was the only name FIFA, the international 

organisation, would recognise them byô.132 Whilst FIFA considered the matter 

closed, and no further correspondence on the matter is to be found in their 
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archives after the mid-1950s, it would require another twenty-three years for 

the matter to fizzle out.  

 

1960-78 

 It is difficult to establish when exactly it became the norm to refer to the FAIôs 

international team as the Republic of Ireland, rather than simply Ireland. If the 

FAIôs motion to FIFA in 1954 had indicated its willingness to do so, then press 

or popular practice seems to have been slower. However, the occasion of a 

friendly international between the FAIôs international team and Chile at 

Dalymount Park in March 1960, witnessed the southern press at national, 

regional and local levels unanimously refer to the óRepublic of Irelandô as 

having contested the fixture.133 

 As a result of their success in qualifying for the World Cup in 1958, the 

IFA entered the 1960s with a dual-designation. The IFA fielded as Northern 

Ireland in FIFA competition. In parallel, it fielded as Ireland in the British 

Home Championship. The IFAôs partners in the International Board had helped 

to shepherd it toward this dual-designation by accepting the FIFA ruling while 

maintaining the IFAôs right to choose the name Ireland in International Board 

competitions. They had done this because FIFAôs influence had grown to a 

point, post-war, where the British FAs had determined upon readmission to 

that body in order to compete in their World Cup competition, which had easily 

surpassed the Home Championship in prestige.  

The IFAôs official correspondence during the 1960s reflected, to some 

extent, a recognition of that reality emerging from its success in 1958. Their 

archives reveal invitations sent by the association to Viscount Brookeborough, 

the Prime Minister of Northern Ireland, to the following games: Northern 

Ireland v. Poland in November 1962; Northern Ireland v. Spain in October 

1963; and Northern Ireland v. Uruguay in April 1964.134 The use of Ireland 

 

133 Irish Independent, 29 Mar. 1960; Evening Herald, 28 Mar. 1960; Cork Examiner, 28 Mar. 
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134 Letter from Irish Football Association to The Prime Minister of Northern Ireland; 24 Nov. 
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within IFA correspondence did continue in relation to fixtures in the Home 

Championship. These included an invitation to Brookeborough to attend the 

game versus England at Windsor Park in October 1962.135 Journalist Malcolm 

Brodie, later the author of the IFAôs centenary history but at that time a 

journalist working for Irelandôs Saturday Night, reported that óIreland did not 

deserve to be defeated by this margin (3-1) at Windsor Park, Belfastô.136  

Despite this, a reference to Ireland in the annual report of 1973 already 

smacked of nostalgia as, by then, British newspapers had begun to refer to 

Northern Ireland competing in British Home Championship fixtures. For 

example, this was the case when the IFAôs team fielded against Scotland at 

Hampden Park, Glasgow, in May 1972.137 And yet, despite the IFA themselves 

referring to Northern Ireland in the summary of the 1974 British Home 

Championship which appeared in its annual report,138 the match programmes 

from British Home Championship fixtures indicate that the SFA promoted 

óScotland v. Irelandô at Hampden Park as late as in May 1978.  Then, marking 

a shift, the same association promoted óScotland v. Northern Irelandô at 

Hampden Park in May 1979.139 Arguably, 1978 was a turning-point, as it saw a 

first international fixture between the IFA and FAIôs teams, then under their 

agreed names of Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. They played out 

a goalless draw in a European Championship qualifier at Lansdowne Road, 

Dublin, in September 1978.140   

The long road to the resolution of this dispute over names had begun in 

the context of the post-war decline of British football, as represented by the 

International Board, and the growing influence of FIFA, manifested in the 

enhanced prestige of the World Cup. It was in this context that the IFA first 

conceded to the use of the name Northern Ireland. During the same period, the 

FAI shifted to naming its side the Republic of Ireland. The years from 1955 to 

 

135 Letter from Irish Football Association to Viscount Brookeborough, Prime Minister of 
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1978 provided a space in which the Irish associations adapted to the reality of 

their necessary co-existence. By 1978 the two associations had effectively 

agreed that there would be no Ireland in international football. Despite that, in 

the course of Malcolm Brodieôs centenary history of the IFA published in 

1980, there remained evidence of the old battle lines: 

The position today is that the Irish Football Association remains the National 

Association, and indeed the only Association entitled to use the title Ireland. Its 

territory may be reduced in size but in every other respect it remains unaltered. It 

carries the confidence of the other British Associations and takes its place in the 

British International Championship as Ireland and is the only body competent to do 

so.141 

 

2.3: Collaboration: Unofficial football in Ireland, 1914-55. 

At an official level ï most importantly in those competitions governed by the 

articles of association of the International Board, FIFA, the IFA or the FAI ï 

the Irish football dispute appears to have been a bleak story of conflict during 

the cold war, described above. However, this section will build on the hints of 

football collaboration that are contained in the work of Curran, Rouse and 

Moore. First, this section presents an analysis of a series of unofficial all-

Ireland championship fixtures that occurred between 1925 and 1955. These 

fixtures were largely driven by the senior clubs and the sporting press of 

Ireland. Second, this sections details how, during the crisis that was the Second 

World War, the warring associations sanctioned official cross-border 

collaboration between their urban senior clubs, perhaps encouraged by the 

unofficial collaboration demonstrated by their affiliated clubs. Third, and 

finally, this section demonstrates that the Collingwood Cup ï an annual 

football competition between Irelandôs universities that survived two world 

wars, partition, the split and the Troubles ï successfully provided a space, 

albeit a narrow one, for cross-border collaboration. 
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The Unofficial Championship of Ireland, 1925-55 

When Belfast Celtic defeated  Shamrock Rovers by four goals to one in an óend 

of season soccer challengeô at Shelbourne Park, Dublin, on 4 May 1940, both 

were participating in the kind of cross-border football activity that must 

complicate a story of mutual non-recognition and isolationism.142 Indeed, in the 

build up to that game, a report in Dublinôs Evening Herald contained the 

significant claim that the clubsô previous meeting amounted to óthe first 

unofficial championship of Ireland 15 years ago or soô.143 As that report hints, 

the match of 1940 was not the first such game. Indeed, Belfast Celtic and 

Shamrock Rovers were not the only clubs involved in such óunofficial 

championshipô matches. A deeper examination of the newspaper archives has 

revealed the details of a series of óchampionshipô fixtures (nine in total) 

between 1925 and 1955 that either had similar billing or featured the respective 

league champions, north and south (see appendix 2). 144 These games featured 

four different senior clubs from each side of the border, teams with origins on 

both sides of the sectarian divide in Northern Ireland and from Cork as well as 

Dublin in the south. 

 Contrary to the claim made in the Evening Herald report of 1940, the 

first fixture, in May 1925, did not involve Belfast Celtic but the Irish League 

champions Glentoran.145 According to Manchesterôs Athletic News, Glentoran 

provided the opposition for the óFree State clubô ï League of Ireland 

champions Shamrock Rovers ï ófor what was considered the championship of 

Irelandô. Rovers won by two goals to nil at Glentoranôs home ground, the Oval 

in Belfast.146 Public interest in the game would appear to have been 

considerable, given that the manager of the Northern Counties Committee of 

the London, Midland and Scottish Railway, James Pepper, advertised cheap 
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excursion tickets to the game in Belfast from towns in counties Antrim and 

Londonderry, such as Larne, Ballymena and Coleraine.147 

An immediate repeat seemed unlikely, given that in September 1925, a 

conference between representatives of the football associations of the United 

Kingdom held in Liverpool, órecommended to their respective associations that 

during their close season their clubs must not play matches in the Irish Free 

Stateô.148 Consequently, when the FAIFS wrote to the Irish Football League to 

request an inter-league match to be held in Dublin in March or April 1926, óthe 

application was refused, the voting being 12 to 5 agst.ô.149 Indeed, it is possible 

that pressure from Britain hardened on occasion the stance of the IFA and of 

football in Northern Ireland towards co-operation with the south. Matthew 

Taylor has noted how the poaching of English players by Irish League clubs 

beginning in 1915, and thus under IFA jurisdiction, meant that óthe [English] 

Football League remained hostile to League of Ireland clubs, refusing to 

recognise player registrations or even to organise representative fixtures until 

after the Second World Warô.150 Fortunately, the co-operation between Irish 

clubs, north and south, evaded such punitive sanctions. Billed as a joint benefit 

match for Boxer Foley and Paddy Kavanagh,151 Belfast Celticôs victory over 

Shelbourne by four goals to two at Shelbourne Park, Dublin, in April 1926, can 

be considered to have once again been a óchampionshipô match given that they 

were the northern and southern league champions respectively.152  

 After a hiatus of a number of years, a series of games followed in the 

very late 1920s and early 1930s. The next in the series occurred between the 

same two teams met at the same venue in May 1929, this time resulting in a 

victory for Shelbourne by two goals to nil. It was óthe challenge game for the 

unofficial league championship of Ireland,ô according to the Belfast 

Newsletter.153 In 1930, the championship match occurred when Irish League 

 

147 Northern Whig, 7 May 1925. 
148 Dundee Courier, 17 Sept. 1925; Minutes of the IFA Council, 28 Sept. 1925, IFA Council 

Minute Book, 1909-28 (PRONI, IFA papers D4196/2/1/3). 
149 Evening Herald, 15 Oct. 1925. 
150 Matthew Taylor, The Leaguers: The making of professional football in England, 1900-1939 

(Liverpool, 2005), pp 206-7. 
151 Evening Herald, 23 Apr. 1926. 
152 Irish Times, 26 Apr. 1926. 
153 Belfast News-Letter, 20 May 1929. 



101 

 

champions Linfield and League of Ireland champions Bohemians played out a 

draw (2-2) at Dalymount Park, Dublin. On this occasion the Belfast press 

described the match as being for the óLeague championship of Irelandô.154 

Notably, that year the Dublin press described ófraternising between north and 

southô as having been óunusually markedô. This included Shamrock Rovers 

embarkation on a ósix county tripô in May to play óexhibition gamesô with first 

Glentoran and then Derry City on consecutive days. The Evening Herald wrote 

of Rovers that óthey expect to win bothô.155 They failed. Glentoran triumphed 

by two goals to one,156 although on the following day Rovers defeated Derry 

by three goals to one.157 

 The tone of the Belfast press coverage of the 1932 championship 

fixture was striking. The fixture was billed as being for the benefit of Harold 

McCaw, an injured Linfield player who acted as a linesman for the game. The 

press contrasted the perceived success of north-south collaboration within club 

football, with the acrimony within the higher echelons of football 

administration. For the correspondent of the Northern Whig,  

Whatever trouble there is in official circles in northern and southern Ireland ï and it 

seems to be insurmountable ï it was made obvious last evening that there is no bad 

blood between individual teams in the two areas in which the soccer camp is divided 

when Shamrock Rovers, the Free State League champions, turned out at Windsor Park 

to play Linfield, the Irish League champions.158 

 Nevertheless, it appears the next championship fixture did not occur 

until April 1939. After a seven-year gap Shamrock Rovers, now óthe Eire 

league championsô,159 defeated Irish League champions Belfast Celtic by two 

goals to one at Dalymount Park. According to one Belfast newspaper, the 

fixture was óregarded as a sort of test as to which would be All-Ireland 

champions [and] the honour goes to the Dublin clubô.160 
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In seven of the nine championship fixtures described in the table above, 

the league champions of each association competed in the championship game. 

The first of two exceptions occurred in May 1940, when the óclash of 

championsô161 witnessed Irish League champions Belfast Celtic defeat FAI cup 

winners Shamrock Rovers by four goals to one at Shelbourne Park.162  

 Cork United, having won the League of Ireland championship for the 

first time in 1941,163 met Belfast Celtic at Dalymount Park in May 1941, 

resulting in a victory for the northern side by one goal to nil.164 Celtic qualified 

as IFA challenge cup winners,  the Irish League having been suspended in 

August 1940,165 and the championship match was billed as being óin aid of the 

Irish Red Crossô.166 Underlining the reality that these fixtures were organised 

beyond the remit of the associations was the fact that it took place on a Sunday. 

Indeed, it appears that the IFA Senior Protests and Appeals Committee was 

forced to suspend Celtic when learning of their exploits in Dublin. A meeting 

of that body in July 1941 reported that: 

The association is happy at this, the earliest possible moment, to remove the 

[automatically incurred] suspension, but this cannot be regarded as a precedent for 

any subsequent breach of the article [that which prohibited Sunday play].167 

 The ninth and final occasion of a north-south championship match was 

when, after a fourteen-year hiatus, Irish League champions Glenavon took on 

League of Ireland champions Shamrock Rovers at Dalymount Park in May 

1955. Once again billed by one southern national newspaper as being for the 

óunofficial championship of Irelandô,168 the match was less competitive than 

any of its predecessors, resulting in a victory for Rovers by five goals to one.169 

 Presenting these fixtures as benefit matches, as was the case in 1926, 

1932 and 1941, may have been a strategy to mitigate concern, or potential 

interference, from the governing bodies. These bodies may have been more 
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likely to agree to a benefit fixture than one explicitly billed a proxy all-Ireland 

decider between representatives of the rival territories. The use of óUnofficial 

Championship of Irelandô by the press probably reflected an impulse to 

heighten the interest of the football public and may even have reflected what 

that readership really felt about such benefit fixtures.  Nonetheless, despite an 

uncertain point of origin, the staging of cross-border championship fixtures in 

Irish association football ï even unofficial ï is significant on a number of 

levels.  

The bitter legacy of non-co-operation that followed the 1921 split has 

understandably dominated the narrative concerning cross-border relations in 

Irish football. However, the unofficial all-island championship fixtures that we 

know occurred between 1925 and 1955, undermines the narrative that the split 

between football north and south stymied all co-operation across all levels of 

the game. Relationships between senior clubs survived even in the era of the 

football ócold warô. In this regard, the evidence presented here adds to existing 

evidence of cross-border football relations. This includes an annual Bohemians 

and Linfield match for the Condor Cup, which began in 1923170 and continued 

until at least 1944,171 although by then this fixture co-existed with more 

formalised north-south competition inaugurated during the Second World War 

(see below). In addition, Conor Curranôs study of Donegal has detailed football 

relations along, and across, the border.172 

Whilst Moore did note some of the fixtures described above, notably 

between Shamrock Rovers and Glentoran in Belfast in 1925, and that between 

the IFA and FAI cup winners in 1941,173 he did not capture the full gamut of 

such games and, so, did not communicate their full significance. For example, 

his comment on the former was that óit was seen as a major boost to the game 

in the southô.174 That was certainly the case, given that Shamrock Rovers was 

representing a new association against the more established body from which 

they had severed relations only four years earlier. However, once we 

 

170 Paul Rouse, Sport & Ireland, p. 268. 
171 Belfast News-Letter, 21 Sept. 1944. 
172 Curran, The development of sport in Donegal, pp 174-8. 
173 Moore, Irish soccer split, p. 207. 
174 Moore, Irish soccer split, p. 184. 



104 

 

understand that it was the first in a series of fixtures, albeit a somewhat 

sporadic one, we can afford that match additional significance. 

  

Second World War 

The historiography concerning football in Europe during the Second World 

War details the struggle to survive during a period characterised by destruction, 

disruption and, sometimes, persistence. It tells us how the game continued to 

some extent in regions occupied by Germany, such as Silesia in Poland,175 and 

also amongst Finnish troops close to the frontline during the óContinuation 

Warô with the Soviet Union between 1941 and 1944.176 In Britain, some made 

the argument that association football, and other codes, should carry on as a 

means of maintaining morale at home, despite the privations of war.177 This 

sentiment was also evident in Australia.178 The situation in Ireland was not, of 

course, straightforward. The IFA governed football in an area that was at war, 

while the FAI did so in a neutral state which was affected by the war but was 

not a belligerent. This would seem to be a context in which divisions and 

differences might be exacerbated, but at certain levels of the game it 

encouraged discussion of enhanced cross-border co-operation. So the question 

emerges as to how football and football relations, north and south, were 

affected by that conflict? 

 There is no doubt that one area of football became more prominent 

across Ireland in this period. As more men entered the armies, and in the 

interest of morale, representative fixtures featuring army teams were staged. 

Holt has written of fixtures of these kind in the British context, and they were 

held in Ireland, both north and south.179 For example, in the north, Ireland 

(IFA) took on a Combined Services XI at Grosvenor Park, Belfast on 24 
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February 1943,180 whereas in the south, Ireland (FAI) took on óThe Armyô at 

Dalymount Park, Dublin on 23 April 1944.181  

The fate of other kinds of football competition was less certain. Unlike 

the [English] Football Associationôs controversial óunpatriotic decisionô182 in 

September 1914 to continue playing at the outbreak of the First World War, the 

English Football League suspended all football under its jurisdiction183 

following the British declaration of war on Germany in September 1939, a 

suspension the Scottish FA enacted on the following day.184 Whilst some 

regional associations in England followed suit, for instance, óduring the period 

of war all association football in Wiltshire has been suspendedô,185 it is notable 

that the formation of regional leagues was soon permitted so as to allow for 

some limited football activity.186 Interestingly, the English and Scottish press 

both reported that Ted Robbins, secretary of the Welsh FA, had ónotified 

Welsh clubs that they could carry on with their usual league and cup 

competitionsô.187  

 In May of 1940 the IFA reported that their main source of income 

during the 1939-40 season had ceased, because óas a result of the war no 

international matches were playedô.188 However, it is notable that football 

under the jurisdiction of the IFA continued in its regular format, at least at first, 

with Belfast Celtic winning the 1939/40 Irish League championship.189 This 

too would change. Writing in 1980, Malcolm Brodie asserted that the 

abandonment of the Irish League in August 1940 was an action borne of ósheer 

necessityô because regular league football had been proving unsuitable to 

wartime conditions.190  
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 However, it was a joint statement published in the Belfast press in 

August 1940, that precipitated an unravelling of continued regular football 

competition in Northern Ireland during wartime. That cityôs four professional 

clubs ï Belfast Celtic, Linfield, Glentoran and Distillery ï stated óthat they do 

not propose taking part in Irish League competitions during the season 1940-

41ô, and that it was their intention óto promote competitions more suitable to 

the present emergencyô.191 The Linfield FC committee minutes of the preceding 

day record that clubôs view that it was óin the interest of all the [four] clubsô to 

act in this way. They ówere unanimously of the opinion that they should 

withdraw from the Irish League during the war, and that steps be taken to form 

a new leagueô.192  

 A meeting of the Irish League management committee of some days 

later suggested that the war had become the moment when a financial friction 

between óbigô clubs and ósmallô clubs could not be sustained. It is also clear 

that the unilateral action of the large clubs was resented by the smaller clubs: 

Dr T.E. Hill (Distillery):  had come to the conclusion that 10 strong clubs would be 

better than 14 weak ones é Mr R. Barr (Belfast Celtic): if other clubs wished to come 

in well and good. If not, the five clubs193 would carry on alone é Mr R. McEndoe 

(Glentoran): said that year after year they had paid money to weak clubs that they 

needed in their own coffers é Mr R. B. Andrews (Cliftonville) pointed out that it 

would be a serious matter for clubs that would be thrown on the scrap heap, and he 

appealed to the representatives to try to find a constitutional solution of their 

difficulties é Mr W.A. Mullen (Portadown): It should be remembered that the 

provincial clubs had made the formation of the Irish League possible é Mr W. 

McCurley (Larne): complained that the tactics adopted by the ñbig fiveò were unfair 

é Mr. Musgrave (Newry): suggested that Belfast followers would rather have the 

variety provided by the provincial clubs than only having a few teams playing week 

after week.194 

Whilst one might argue that the big clubs were simply acting in the 

context of the financial constraints imposed by war, their clear (and longer 

 

191 Northern Whig, 3 Aug. 1940. 
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term) resentment at having to prop up smaller provincial clubs, via the league, 

had found an outlet and an opportunity: 

The case presented by the professional clubs was that they were financially unable to 

carry on the League in the present circumstances and that eight or ten strong clubs 

would be better than thirteen or fourteen weak ones.195 

This venture of Belfastôs óbigô clubs became known as the Northern 

óregional leagueô, giving the impression that it simply mirrored the war-time 

regionalisation in England in 1939. Its first season, 1940/1, would include four 

additional clubs ï Cliftonville, Glenavon, Portadown and Derry City. 

Consequently, senior football in Northern Ireland in the 1940/1 season had 

shed six clubs that took part in the 1939/40 Irish League season: Larne, 

Coleraine, Ards, Bangor, Newry Town and Ballymena United.196 This league 

would continue over the next seven seasons, up to and beyond the warôs 

conclusion, with a somewhat erratic composition. For example, after only one 

season, in 1941/2, the original eight-team league had shrunk to six teams from 

Northern Irelandôs two cities: Belfast Celtic, Distillery, Linfield, Cliftonville, 

Glentoran and Derry City,197 although it later expanded to include Ballymena 

United and Coleraine in 1946.198 

In neutral southern Ireland199 regular football had also continued, with 

St Jamesô Gate winning the 1939/40 League of Ireland championship 200 

Shamrock Rovers defeated Sligo Rovers by three goals to nil in the FAI Cup 

final at Dalymount Park in April 1940.201 The League of Ireland suffered no 

comparable wartime disruption to that experienced in Northern Ireland. In 

financial terms, the league season returned a profit of £60 in 1940202 and £303 

in 1941.203 If Dundalkôs profit of Ã840 on the 1941/2 season204 is considered a 

barometer as to how its rivals were also faring, it would appear the financial 
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health of senior football clubs during 1942 was in good order, that return being 

more than three times the profit made on that season by the FAI (£185).205 

With participating clubs apparently financially secure, it is perhaps 

unsurprising, that the 1943 League of Ireland AGM should attribute the 

successful completion of their competitions, again, óto the zeal and enthusiasm 

of the clubsô.206 

However, at the level of junior football in the south, there was a 

reorganisation of regular competitions perhaps in an attempt to mitigate 

wartime player shortages (see chapter four). The successful completion of the 

1939/40 FAI Junior Cup when Drumcondra Juniors defeated Drogheda United 

by one goal to nil in the final of the Junior Cup at Tolka Park, Dublin, in May 

1940 was soon followed by change.207 Fourteen counties from all corners of 

FAI jurisdiction responded to an FAI invitation in May 1940 to establish a 

junior football inter-counties cup competition. The rationale for that 

reorganisation of grassroots football was not included in the circular, however, 

if individual junior clubs were losing members to the Defence Forces (more on 

this in chapter four), then perhaps representative county teams were deemed 

more viable.208 Newspaper coverage of the first running of this competition is 

scarce, although we do at least learn that, in the first final, Louth defeated 

Tipperary by five goals to nil at Dalymount Park in February 1941.209   

Having established that the war changed football north and south, albeit 

to varying degrees, it is noteworthy that an important consequence was a 

change in the enthusiasm for, and in the quality of, the interactions between 

senior clubs, and their leagues, north and south. Given that Conor Curranôs 

work has revealed persistent cross-border football activity among Donegal 

clubs, it should perhaps not surprise us that in 1942 junior football clubs from 

Inishowen, County Donegal ï Carndonagh Rangers and Buncrana Celtic ï 

crossed the border to contest the óRock Cupô, held at the Brandywell, home of 
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Derry City FC.210 That same year witnessed inter-league games involving 

levels of the game below that of senior football, such as when the Leinster 

Senior League defeated the Irish intermediate league by one goal to nil at 

Shelbourne Park, Dublin, in April 1942.211 It was, however, at senior level that 

the most striking developments occurred.   

The unofficial collaboration between the senior clubs north and south 

that had occurred since 1925, appears to have laid the foundation for a period 

of enhanced cross-border co-operation during the war. Crucially, the financial 

and operational constraints of the wartime context, provided sufficient cover to 

allow the warring associations to permit óofficialô collaboration to occur. The 

earliest example of this is found in what the Belfast press described as an 

óInter-cityô match between Belfast and Dublin at Dalymount Park in September 

1939.212 Ending in a draw [1-1] and generating a Ã220 gateô,213 the fixture was 

billed as a ómatch that was for the benefit of [the injured player] Moloneyô.214  

Both financial pressures and the interest of the football public were 

likely factors in the revival of senior inter-league fixtures in March 1940. The 

first contest resulted in a victory for the League of Ireland by two goals to nil at 

Dalymount Park, a game that was witnessed by 28,000 spectators.215 Two 

inter-league fixtures occurred in 1941. In the first, the Northern Regional 

League triumphed by eight goals to three at Dalymount Park on St Patrickôs 

Day, before an increased crowd of 36,000 spectators.216 In the second, the 

Northern Regional League triumphed again, by two goals to one, this time at 

Windsor Park, Belfast, on 14 April 1941.217  

Despite a wartime petrol shortage, that game, played on Easter Monday 

1941, attracted fans from all over Ireland to Belfast: 
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The inter-league football game at Windsor Park, Belfast, proved a big attraction to 

Eire folk, and two special trains from the south brought 1,200 enthusiasts. Other trains 

from provincial areas of Ulster carried full complements, while two excursion trains 

to Dublin carried 1,500.218 

That template continued during the remainder of the war virtually 

uninterrupted, with Dublin hosting the fixture on St Patrickôs Day219 and 

Belfast hosting the fixture on Easter Monday.220 The last such contest of the 

war years took place at Windsor Park in April 1945 when the League of Ireland 

defeated the Irish League by five goals to three.221 Both the viability and public 

interest in such fixtures was clear and sustained into the immediate post-war 

years. This was evidenced by the financial success of a 1946 fixture at Windsor 

Park in which the Northern Regional League defeated the League of Ireland by 

three goals to nil. The minutes of Linfield record that 

Mr Harvey referred to the success of the North v South game at Windsor Park. The 

match, which was the first all ticket one to be held in Ireland, was a great financial 

success, a record gate of £2,823.14.0 being taken.222 

 In 1947, the leagues played out a 2-2 draw at Dalymount Park on St 

Patrickôs Day,223 followed by a victory for the League of Ireland by one goal to 

nil in the return fixture at Windsor Park in April (Easter Monday).224 The first 

fixture of 1948 witnessed a League of Ireland victory by two goals to one at 

Dalymount Park,225 whereas the return fixture resulted in a victory for the Irish 

League at Windsor Park by four goals to nil.226 A nil-nil draw began the 1949 

fixtures at Dalymount Park on St Patrickôs Day,227 followed by a victory for the 

Irish League by four goals to one at Windsor Park on Easter Monday.228 

 Interestingly, the teams that formed the Northern Regional League in 

1940 benefitted hugely from the public interest in inter-league fixtures, with 
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each of the eight clubs receiving £150 from the receipts of the inter-league 

matches. In 1940 alone the net profit for the regional league had been 

£1,352.229  Given the apparent commercial potential it might come as little 

surprise to learn that, building on their unofficial collaboration pre-war, plans 

were already afoot to hold a cup competition between Irish League and League 

of Ireland teams. The Dublin press reported that such a venture ówould be 

unofficial, though é[and that] é to compete in it each club must obtain 

permission from their respective associationô.230A conference consisting of the 

four largest Belfast clubs (Belfast Celtic, Distillery, Glentoran and Linfield) 

and their Dublin counterparts (Bohemians, Shamrock Rovers, Shelbourne and 

St Jamesôs Gate) took place at the Grand Central Hotel in Belfast on 16 

February 1942. At this, 

the Dublin clubs proposed an end of season competition consisting of four clubs from 

the south and four from the north to be played on the same principle as the Irish Cup 

in a pooling arrangement. 231 

Subsequently, the FAI gave its approval, offering óno objection to [the 

competition] going ahead as plannedô.232 The IFA minutes went further: 

at the request of senior clubs a new competition was formed to play inter-city matches 

with clubs under the jurisdiction of the Eire association, and your council extended the 

season up to and including the 30th May to facilitate the competition.233 

 When the tournament got underway in May 1942, it featured Belfast 

Celtic, Linfield, Glentoran, Distillery, Cliftonville and Derry City from the 

north, and Dundalk, Cork United, Shamrock Rovers, Bohemians and 

Shelbourne from the south.234 Two southern teams, Dundalk and Shamrock 

Rovers, advanced to the final having defeated Belfast Celtic (3-2) and 

Cliftonville (7-1) respectively in semi-finals that were played home and 

away.235 In the final, played at Dalymount Park on 31 May 1942, Dundalk 
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triumphed by one goal to nil.236 In 1943, a two-legged final between Shamrock 

Rovers and Bohemians was played over consecutive days in Belfast then 

Dublin, the former occurring óin the frigid atmosphere of an unsympathetic 

publicô at Windsor Park. Ending in a 2-2 draw on aggregate, the game was 

decided on corner kicks, which óRovers won by 19 corners to 9ô.237 óIn an all-

northern finalô in 1944, the first leg at Windsor Park ended in a 3-3 draw, 

before Glentoran defeated Belfast Celtic by two goals to one at Dalymount 

Park two days later to win 5-4 on aggregate.238 The final edition of the north-

south or óinter-city cupô would be in 1945. Following a 2-2 draw at Celtic Park, 

Bohemians won the second leg of the final by one goal to nil against Belfast 

Celtic at Dalymount Park to triumph 3-2 on aggregate.239 

 

Collingwood Cup  

In November 1910, an association football team representing Trinity College 

Dublin (TCD), travelled north to contest a fixture against the ónewly formed 

teamô of Queenôs University Belfast (QUB). Played at Celtic Park, home of 

Belfast Celtic, QUB defeated TCD by four goals to two in what is perhaps the 

earliest example of an inter-varsity association football fixture between 

northern and southern Irish universities.240 It is clear, however, that TCDôs 

association football tradition was already long established at that point: they 

competed in the IFAôs Challenge Cup competition as early as November 1886, 

when they played out a draw (2-2) with Oldpark FC of Belfast at College Park, 

Dublin.241 

 First inaugurated in 1914, the premier competition at university level 

was to become known as the Collingwood Cup, named after Professor Bertram 

J. Collingwood of University College Dublin (UCD) who supplied the trophy. 

In its first edition, played at Prospect Park, Dublin, in February 1914, the semi-

finals witnessed UCD defeat TCD by five goals to two, whilst QUB defeated 
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University College Galway (UCG) by three goals to one.242 In the final, played 

at Dalymount Park, Dublin, on the following day, UCD defeated QUB by two 

goals to one to win the inaugural Collingwood Cup.243 Following that 

encouraging opening, the competition would be suspended during the First 

World War and did not re-emerge until 1920. It appears that yearôs competition 

was staged both in Belfast, where QUB defeated TCD by three goals to nil at 

Celtic Park,244 and in Dublin where UCD defeated TCD by eight goals to one 

at Terenure Park, Dublin.245 In the final, played at Grosvenor Park, Belfast, 

home of Distillery FC, QUB defeated UCD by four goals to nil.246 

 The existing historiography has little to say about the Collingwood 

Cup. In so far as analysis exists it has not been entirely accurate. Whilst 

Garnham was generally wary of clichés when writing about the split in Irish 

football, he was wide of the mark in his contention that, in August 1921, the 

IFA had refused to allow QUB to play TCD, which had affiliated to the FAI. If 

correct, this would have been an early confirmation that the partition of Irish 

football was a reality.247  

 However, newspaper sources indicate the August 1921 contest was not 

a Collingwood Cup fixture. The 1921 edition had been played in the early 

months of that year. The Dublin press reported on TCD and QUB having 

played out a 1-1 draw at Terenure Park, Dublin, in February.248 Furthermore, 

we learn that the first post-split edition of the Collingwood Cup took place in 

February 1922, when UCD defeated TCD by four goals to two, again played at 

Terenure Park.249 Second, there is no contemporaneous evidence that QUBôs 

participation lapsed during the 1920s whether due to partition or any other 

reason. Newspaper archives record their participation in the 1922 edition, when 

they played out a draw with TCD (2-2) at Terenure Park. In the following year, 
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QUB would win the Collingwood Cup for the second time when they defeated 

UCD by three goals to nil in the final played at Cherryvale, Belfast.250  

 Indeed, it would be the competition itself, rather than the participation 

of its primary northern entrant, that would lapse on occasion. In 1934, QUB 

defeated UCD in the Collingwood Cup final by three goals to one at College 

Park, Dublin.251 Reporting on this game, the Dublin press noted that the 

competition itself had lapsed during 1932 and 1933,252 although the reason for 

this is not clear. The Collingwood Cup did operate in something of an 

administrative vacuum as the IFA and FAIFS, owing to their inability to agree 

on a resolution to their senior football dispute, had effectively been in a 

standoff since formal negotiations had broken down in 1932. That the 

Collingwood Cup operated at armôs length to the worlds of the IFA and FAIFS 

may, indeed, have been one of the reasons it persisted. The interest manifest in 

the competition ensured that, despite short breaks, it endured as an all-Ireland 

competition during various political and economic crises that had taken hold 

between 1921 and 1939. Thus, in that period, we might consider the 

Collingwood Cup to have constituted unofficial collaboration between football 

in Ireland, north and south.  

 It is difficult to establish the exact origin of the Irish Universities 

Football Union (IUFU). In 1956, the Dublin press claimed that this body had 

been formed in 1939,253 although the earliest reference to such a body within 

the FAI archives dates from 1959.254 Newspaper archives indicate that, with 

the IFA prioritising the maintenance of their international prestige and 

consolidating the club game within their reduced jurisdiction, the FAI assumed 

an increasing degree of control over university football in Ireland during the 

mid-1960s.  

 In 1962, we learn that the Irish varsity team that was due to travel to 

Wales for an international fixture in March of that year, was to include five 

members of the QUB team that had just won the Collingwood Cup in Dublin 
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that February. The squad also included two players from TCD, two from UCD, 

and one each from UCG and the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland 

(RCSI).255 In 1966, twenty years after they had agreed to select only players 

born in their effective jurisdiction, the FAI permitted the IUFU to select 

players from QUB in Northern Ireland, for what were in effect, varsity 

international fixtures for the Republic of Ireland versus England, Scotland and 

Wales in 1966.256 The IUFU moved further under the FAIôs official 

jurisdiction, arguably, in July 1970 when, in what was heralded as óa new era 

in Irish footballô, the IUFU was additionally óentrusted with the promotion and 

development of senior amateur soccerô in the Republic of Ireland by the 

FAI.257  

Despite the acrimony of the previous half century, there are two clear 

reasons indicating that by the 1970s third level association football occupied a 

narrow space between the associations in Ireland. First, that the FAI chose to 

stage what was ostensibly now their competition ï the Collingwood Cup ï in 

Northern Ireland in 1971 is remarkable given that, óin the year to mid-July 

1971, fifty-five people had died violently, and there had been 300 

explosionsô.258 Hosted by QUB, the 1971 Collingwood Cup final was the final 

game of association football ever played at Celtic Park, the vacant former 

home of Belfast Celtic FC, and witnessed UCG defeat UCD by one goal to 

nil.259 Thereafter, the famous old stadium fell into disrepair whilst operating 

solely for the purposes of greyhound racing and, in 1985, was bulldozed to 

make way for a shopping centre and car park, known as the Park Centre.260 

Second, and equally notable, is that a Northern Ireland varsity team was 

contesting internationals against its fellow home nation ï Scotland ï in March 

1973.261 This was more than five years before the IFAôs senior team took on 

the same opposition as Ireland for the final time in May 1978. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has explored the complex history of association football 

governance in Ireland addressing how it first emerged, its development and 

maintenance, and the fracturing that has endured to the present. The 

relationship between the Irish Football Association and Football Association of 

Ireland between 1921 and 1978 was complex and often acrimonious, yet the 

analysis presented here reveals collaboration as well as conflict. 

 The first section explored the context in which Irelandôs single football 

association, the IFA, had developed since its formation in 1880 until its 

eventual sundering during 1921. From a base in Belfast, the game would 

spread beyond that city during the late nineteenth century to the point where 

regional outposts of the game justified their own sub-administrations in 

provincial towns in the north of Ireland. If we consider that to have been a 

phase of organic growth, notably it was one that aligned closely to what would, 

between 1920 and 1922, become the new political unit of Northern Ireland. In 

southern Ireland, footballôs development outwards from the key city of Dublin 

saw it organised according to traditional provincial boundaries albeit still under 

the control of the association based in Belfast. Indeed, Garnham has written of 

an economic and social bifurcation that óunderlay the eventual division of Irish 

footballô.262 

The IFAôs seemingly sudden and conclusive split with Leinster would 

occur during the era of modern state formation on the island, and thus the 

partition of Irish football has tended to be characterised as a political affair. 

However, the observation that the IFA had been losing regions from its 

jurisdiction at least a decade prior to 1921, adds a crucial new layer to the 

previous work of Moore, Tynan and Garnham who, combined, had begun to 

detail an administrative fracture within Irish football, north from south, that 

existed prior to 1921. The loosening of the bonds of Irish football, or the 

exposure of the fractures within Irish football, that took place during the First 

World War, should lead us to nuance the notion of a single ósplitô between 

north and south having occurred during 1921.  
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The first section also serves to begin outlining the identity of the two 

football nations that emerged from the 1921 split. Cronin suggests that, from its 

inception in 1880, the IFA stressed an identity that, while Irish, was 

constructed firmly within a unionist mind-set of óloyalty to the crown and state 

of the mainlandô.263 Matthew Taylor asserts that the existence of separate 

associations for the nations of the United Kingdom meant that the game 

became a symbol of óBritishô diversity rather than unity,264 but British it was. 

The First World War served to emphasise this too, and so paved the way for 

division, feeding divided nationalisms in Irish football as it did throughout Irish 

society. Section oneôs findings present an obvious critique of previously 

simplistic chronicles of Irish football.265  

  Section two charts considerable conflict between the IFA and the new 

governing body, the FAI, that emerged from the split. It also reveals that the 

intensity of these divisions rested on ironies. The problem that was the naming 

dispute was exacerbated by the desire of the independent governing body in 

southern Ireland, the FAIFS ï later the FAI ï to remain associated with British 

football through membership of the International Board. Equally, that from 

1921 the Irish Football Association ï now governing only the north-eastern 

corner of Ireland that remained within the United Kingdom ï perpetuated its 

historical claim to the title of Ireland until 1978, adds a layer of significant 

complexity to Northern Irelandôs football identity. 

 It is difficult to oppose a view that any prospect of healing the split was 

lost during the acrimonious years between 1921 and 1932, years in which the 

sporting press played their part in entrenching divisions. The matter was far 

from being closed in 1932, however, and section two of this chapter explained 

how that year was merely the end of a first phase of a cold war between the 

two Irelands in international football. Thereafter, stalemate endured. The case 

of schoolboy football, discussed here, reveals the limits that the split placed on 

óofficialô cross-border cooperation while also hinting at an important theme ï 
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the role of unofficial collaboration beyond the direct over-sight of the 

governing bodies.  

A second phase of the cold war opened in 1946 as, finally, the British 

FAs sought to enter a FIFA World Cup. Evidence that has not previously been 

brought to light regarding this entire dispute illustrates how FIFAôs acceptance 

of an FAI protest regarding naming in 1954, precipitated the eventual 

disappearance of the two Irelands in world football. Crucially, the IFAôs 

British colleagues on the International Board ï in response to FIFAôs decision 

ï outlined their nuanced acceptance of FIFAôs determination. Consequently, 

qualification games to, and matches at, the 1958 World Cup, confirmed the 

practice of referring to the IFAôs team as Northern Ireland during FIFA 

competitions. Furthermore, when the Republic of Ireland was the name 

universally applied to the FAIôs team on the occasion of a friendly versus Chile 

in Dublin in March 1960, the full intent of the 1954 decision had been realised. 

 Thereafter, a third and final phase of the cold war played out between 

1960 and 1978, whereby the IFA contested the British Home Championship as 

Ireland, and competitions under the jurisdiction of FIFA as Northern Ireland. 

Here too a gradual change in practice seems to have taken hold, culminating 

with the first ever international fixture between Northern Ireland and the 

Republic of Ireland in Dublin in September 1978. That fixture included a 

famous handshake between the two captains, Allan Hunter of Northern Ireland 

and John Giles of the Republic of Ireland, prior to kick off, and was for both 

the IFA and FAI, a complete recognition of the legitimacy of the other; one 

that could be avoided or delayed no longer.  

 Section three has presented a detailed overview of instances of 

collaboration at different levels of football in Ireland, between north and south. 

That collaboration often occurred at the same time as some of the most divisive 

and open confrontation between the IFA and FAI. At first sight the evidence 

seems to reveal a surprising level of co-operation between north and south in 

the post-partition era, but it is well to remember Garnhamôs point that when 
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football had óeventually acquire[d] a large followingô this was ósurprisingly 

socially, politically and religiously mixed.266 

Moore found that the atmosphere between those in attendance at the 

1927 inter-league match had been a ófar cryô from that which existed between 

the IFA and FAI at that time.267 Indeed, this study has unearthed the existence 

of a series of matches between 1925 and 1955 that the press would refer to as 

having amounted to unofficial championship of Ireland fixtures. On one hand, 

we might consider those to have been championship games between the very 

two Irelands that were competing for the right to that name in international 

football. On the other hand, it is reasonable to speculate that perhaps those 

beneath the elite administrative levels of football in Ireland, north and south, 

had much more in common than the often-petty actions of their governing 

bodies indicated. Indeed, such was the impact of that unofficial collaboration 

that during the crisis of the Second World War the governing bodies sanctioned 

official collaboration between its senior clubs. Section three also explored the 

ambiguous and fascinating position of universities football. The FAI annual 

report of 1980 could celebrate the success of the [FAIôs] óIrish Universities 

international sideô, which intriguingly had competed in what the report 

described as óthe óHome Countriesô championship, óscoring a home win over 

Scotland and an away point against Walesô.268
 

 The import of the findings presented in sections two and three of this 

chapter are such that it is fair to conclude that the football identities of Ireland 

post-1921 were at once antagonistic and symbiotic, and increasingly the latter. 

Politically, there would have been no óhome ruleô for the south without the 

necessary concessions made to the óhome nationô carved-out of Ulster that 

remained in the United Kingdom. Conversely, and unquestionably, a huge 

factor in the development of their respective football identities, was that the 

home nation subsequently refused for as long as it was possible, to recognise 

home rule in football for the south. By focusing on both the practical out-

workings of the lengthy ónamingô dispute and the everyday, practical 

 

266 Garnham, Association football and society, p. 198. 
267 Moore, Irish soccer split, pp 184-5, 190. 
268 FAI Annual Report, 1979/80, Minute book of the senior council, July 1976-Feb.1989 

(UCDA, Archives of the FAI, P137/24). 
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interactions across the border, this chapter paints a complex picture of football 

in the post-partition decades.



121 

 

 

Chapter 3: óOld traditions die hardô:1 rugby and society 

in post-partition Ireland.  

 

Introduction  

This chapter sets out to give the reader a clear sense of the prevalence and 

distribution of rugby football clubs in Ireland, north and south in the decades 

after partition. This it achieves using data pertaining to club affiliations gleaned 

from both archival records and newspapers. Affiliation data is not available for 

all years between 1922 and 1990, but the research under-pinning this chapter 

has revealed sufficient coverage to establish the patterns in the dispersion of 

rugby football clubs across space and time, allowing us to ask questions about 

when and where rugby prospered, or not.  

It also enables us to ask why. Having established the patterns of club 

affiliations across time and space, the chapter goes on to consider some factors 

influencing these patterns. Rugby extended its reach, and encountered limits, in 

the context of particular social, economic and cultural changes on the island. 

This chapter sets out to analyse this, elucidating the relationship between rugby 

and society in post-partition in Ireland. In doing so, section two considers the 

provincial distribution of clubs as this related to the concurrent urbanisation of 

Ireland between 1940 and 1980. In particular, it examines the extent to which 

rugby was confined to the cities and whether it succeeded in building a base in 

smaller urban centres across time.  

If the second section is concerned with the extension of the game and 

urbanisation, then the third section assesses the development of the social base 

of the game in Ireland. It asks if educational reform, particularly increased 

access to education, extended the reach of the game after the Second World 

War. Related to this, it examines the gameôs supposed dependence upon the 

professional classes and whether this changed. Finally, section three concludes 

with a consideration of whether the game received a boon from the ending of 

 

1 Van Esbeck, One hundred years, p. 106. 
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the GAA ban on foreign games. Does the evidence suggest that this broadened 

the playing base of rugby?  

Fourth, the chapter examines how rugby interacted with economic 

trends during three distinct eras in Ireland, north and south, between 1929 and 

1980. It asks whether a direct relationship can be identified between periods of 

economic (and associated demographic) prosperity or decline and the health of 

club rugby. Fifth, and finally, the chapter considers the impact of the television 

age on rugby in Ireland. Did the broadcasting of contests in which Ireland and 

Irish provinces competed on the international stage, especially when the Irish 

teams won, matter to the health of club rugby? 

 OôCallaghan asserted that óregional studies of Irish sport history reveal 

a bewildering variety of experience within and between sports according to 

class, religion, and geography among other variablesô.2 This examination of 

rugby confirms the variety and complexity of factors that have affected rugby 

in Ireland. 

 

3.1: Club affiliations: The geography of rugby in Ireland, 1880-

1988. 

The administrative development of rugby in Ireland, and particularly how its 

northern and southern administrations interacted between 1874 and 1920, was 

detailed in chapter one. That early north-south interaction culminated in the 

formation of the IRFU in 1879. It has proved possible to retrieve from the 

archive club affiliation figures to the four provincial branches that would come 

to make up the IRFU, albeit at intervals from that point forward. The sections 

that follow will use that data to consider the factors that affected the 

geographical prevalence of rugby clubs affiliated to rugbyôs governing body. 

Before examining in detail the post-partition era, it is worth considering the 

numbers of registered clubs, and their dispersion, during the pre-partition era. 

An opening count relates to the first season of the IRFUôs existence, 1879/80. 

While a Connacht Branch had not yet emerged, table 4 below reveals the 

 

2 Liam OôCallaghan, óReview article: Sport and the Irish: new histories*ô, Irish historical 

studies, 41:159 (2017), p. 130. 
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existence of some clubs in that province. The game was most developed in 

Leinster (largely Dublin), followed by Ulster (mostly Belfast), then Munster 

trailed a good deal behind, while the game had reached Connacht but had yet to 

gather any momentum. 

Province Clubs 

Leinster 45 

Ulster 28 

Munster 12 

Connacht 3 

Total 88 

Table 4: IRFU clubs by province, 1879/80.3 

The next available series of IRFU provincial affiliation statistics again 

relate to the pre-partition era, and these indicate that by 1908 little had 

changed. Though the number of affiliated clubs overall had retreated since 

1880 (from eighty-eight to seventy-seven), that decline was shared by all the 

provinces with the exception of Connacht where there had been growth. 

Between 1908 and 1911, club affiliation grew again in Leinster and Munster, 

but was in decline in Ulster and Connacht (table 5). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 Garnham, The origins and development, p. 41. 
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Province 1908 1909 1910 1911 

Leinster 35 39 39 40 

Ulster 25 25 23 20 

Munster 10 12 14 17 

Connacht 7 7 5 5 

Total 77 83 81 82 

Table 5: IRFU provincial and total club affiliation 1908-11.4 

 Following this, the qualitative evidence tells us that after the First 

World War and the Irish revolutionary era, rugby had not only recovered 

quickly but had grown considerably with 114 affiliated clubs in Ireland in 

1924.5 The 128 clubs affiliated to the IRFU in 1927 represented a significant 

increase on the eighty-two of 1911. Significantly, Ulster had overtaken 

Leinster and by the mid-1920s was home to the largest number of affiliated 

clubs (increasing from twenty in 1911 to forty-eight in 1927), although it is not 

possible to pinpoint exactly when this occurred. By 1927, Leinster, in fact, had 

not quite recovered to the levels of 1911 (thirty-six clubs in 1927 compared 

with forty in 1911). Connacht continued to lag behind, but in that province too 

the number of affiliated clubs had more than doubled since 1911 (from five to 

twelve), while in Munster the number of clubs had almost doubled (from 

seventeen to thirty-two).  

 Thereafter, the affiliation statistics that can be gleaned from the IRFU 

archives allow for a broad overview of club affiliation across the provinces 

during the post-partition decades (fig. 2). In examining these, it is evident that 

only Leinster witnessed consistent growth whereas Munster, despite a slight 

dip between 1977 and 1987, was the province that witnessed the most notable 

growth in its club base during the post-partition era. In the case of both Ulster 

and Connacht, affiliation rates were not consistent across the decades, although 

 

4 Minute book of the IRFU, 1894-1924 (IRFU archives, M003). 
5 Freemanôs Journal, 15 Nov. 1924. 
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both had significantly enhanced their initial club base by the end of the period 

under review. 

 

Fig. 2: IRFU club affiliation by province, 1951-88.6 

The 172 clubs affiliated to the IRFU in 1951 was, despite the 

interruption of the Second World War, the highest number recorded to that 

date. The rapid rise in club affiliation within Munster between 1951 (thirty-six 

clubs) and 1982 (ninety-seven clubs), is one of the most substantive changes in 

club affiliation patterns during this period. Ulster reached its peak of eighty-

two clubs affiliated in 1962, falling to sixty in 1970 (then tied with Leinster). 

Meanwhile, Munsterôs surge continued, surpassing Ulster in 1971 (fifty-seven 

clubs to fifty-six, respectively), and later also surpassing Leinster by 1977 

(eighty-one clubs to seventy-five, respectively). That Leinster affiliation 

figures dipped significantly in 1979 (thirty-nine clubs as opposed to sixty for 

Ulster and eighty-eight for Munster), appears to have been an administrative 

anomaly. In 1980, sixty-nine clubs were affiliated there as opposed to sixty-one 

in Ulster and eighty-nine in Munster. Indeed, by 1985, Leinster had resumed its 

 

6 Minute book of the IRFU, 1950-1988 (IRFU archives, M09-20). 
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place as the strongest province (eighty-nine clubs as opposed to eighty-one for 

Munster and sixty-four for Ulster).  

The data outlined above, albeit a snapshot of the total that will be 

expanded upon in the analysis that follows, establishes clear measures of the 

health of the game during the post-partition era. It also acts as a quantitative 

foundation upon which a qualitative assessment, exploring how rugby union in 

Ireland interacted with various crises and developments in the post-partition 

era, is grounded. In doing so, the analysis that follows goes some way to 

addressing the perception that research on the history of sport in Ireland, and 

arguably rugby in particular, had once óallowed a series of stereotypes and 

caricatures to prosper, while distortions of history have blossomed as inherited 

truthsô.7  Even when definitive answers prove elusive, this chapter asks a series 

of relevant questions grounded in data. 

 

3.2: Rugby and urbanisation in Ireland. 

The administrative development of the IRFU between 1874-9 had, notably, 

included óstrong representation from higher education and old boysô clubs in 

major citiesô.8 Moreover, an overview of available club affiliation data for the 

period 1880-1911, outlined above, indicates that by the twentieth century five 

key urban bases for rugby had emerged in Irelandôs biggest cities: Dublin, 

Belfast, Limerick, Galway and Cork. Dublin, Belfast, Cork and Galway were 

the cities in which the Leinster, Ulster, Munster and Connacht administrative 

branches of the IRFU were located respectively. Munster was the only 

province to contain more than one key urban centre, reflected in the fact that 

Limerick was the chosen site for a new provincial stadium for Munster in the 

late 1920s,9 although a competitive rivalry between the two urban centres of 

rugby in Munster had existed prior to this.10  

 

7 Paul Rouse, óWhy Irish Historians Have Ignored Sport: A Noteô in History Review, 14 

(2003), p. 74, cited by OôCallaghan, Rugby in Munster, p. 141. 
8 Holt, Sport and the British, p. 245. 
9 IRFU committee minutes, 6 Mar. 1925, Minute book of the IRFU, 1923-7 (IRFU archives, 

M004). 
10 OôCallaghan, Rugby in Munster, p. 41. 
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As Rouse has noted, urbanisation in Ireland in the late nineteenth 

century had been óunevenô.11 Though less than eighteen percent of the Irish 

population lived in the five key urban areas by 1911, 12 the gameôs 

administration, and the bulk of its affiliated clubs, were anchored in those 

cities. This is perhaps not a surprise. Scholars have contended that urban 

settings were fertile terrain for the development of modern sport during the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries.13 For instance, in New Zealand it has been 

said that ómost rugby clubs in multi-club towns appear to have been based on 

particular suburbs and the old boys of particular schoolsô.14  

The concentration of rugby clubs in those Irish cities comes under 

analysis in this section, which considers how those trends interacted with Irish 

urbanisation in the post-partition decades. A combination of limited provincial 

club affiliation lists pertaining to Ulster, and the more readily available 

provincial rugby cup draws published in the press, allow for the locations of 

the competing clubs to be mapped. 

 

Senior rugby, 1925-50. 

That analysis first concerns the level of senior club rugby. Each of the IRFUôs 

four provinces held an annual Senior Cup competition that, in every case, was 

first played for during the pre-partition era: Leinster (1881/2)15; Ulster 

(1884/5)16; Munster (1885/6)17; and Connacht (1895/6). In 1926, the five key 

cities, referred to above, were the home to around 20 per cent of the population 

of the island of Ireland.18 As previously implied, it would be a mistake to 

 

11 Rouse, Sport and Ireland, p. 116. 
12 Area, houses and population, Ireland, Census of Ireland, 1911. 
13 Examples include Michael T. Friedman and Jacob Bustad, óSport and urbanisationô in Robert 

Edelman and Wayne Wilson (eds), The Oxford handbook of sports history (Oxford, 2017), pp 

145-58. 
14 James Belich, Paradise reforged: A history of the New Zealanders from the 1880s to the 

year 2000 (Hawaii, 2001), p. 385. 
15 Irish Times, 12 Dec. 1881. 
16 Belfast News-Letter, 8 Oct. 1884. 
17 Kerry Evening Post, 7 Apr. 1886. 
18 Volume 1- Population, area and valuation of each DED and each larger unit of area, Census 

of Ireland, 1926, table 01; Population, General report, Census of Northern Ireland, 1926, xxiv. 
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assume that those urban areas were the location of one-fifth of Irelandôs rugby 

clubs. 

 

Map 6: Location of Belfast's senior cup rugby clubs, 1925-50.19 

John Nauright has claimed that a óWelsh urban bourgeoisie dominated 

the game in terms of administration and participationô20 in that country. The 

link between elite schooling, middle class suburbs and rugby is also evident in 

the development of the game in Ireland. Between 1925 and 1950, the majority 

of clubs to compete in the annual Ulster Senior Cup were based in Belfast. 

These are highlighted in green in map 6 above. The two not from Belfast were 

Bangor FC of County Down and Lurgan FC of County Armagh, representing 

provincial towns with populations of 13,311 and 12,500 in 1926 respectively.21 

Amongst the Belfast clubs entered were those situated in middle-class suburbs 

of the city, the North of Ireland FC situated in the Ormeau ward (1926 

population of 39,528), and Malone FC situated in the St. Anneôs Ward 

(22,645). Other entrants, namely Collegians FC and Instonians FC, were 

 

19 Annual report and statements of accounts, 1924/5, Minute book of the Northern Branch of 

the IRFU, 1922-5; &Annual report and statements of accounts, 1949/50 (PRONI, Records of 

the IRFU, (Ulster Branch), D3867/A/6-21). 
20 Nauright, Sports around the world., p. 183. 
21 Population of County Boroughs, urban districts and rural districts, General report, Census of 

Northern Ireland, 1926, xxviii. 
































































































































































































































































































































































































































