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HE HISTORICAL STUDY OF SPORT in Ireland before 1914 has been dominated by
writings on the Gaelic Athletic Association. The Association was founded in 1884 largely
as a reaction to the growing social exclusivity of the existing sporting bodies in Ireland, and
in order to promote sports and games regarded as native to Ireland. However, it soon took
on a role and significance that were much wider than this original remit. The involvement
of members of the Irish Republican Brotherhood, an underground revolutionary organi-
zation, in the Association from the very beginning augured well for its development as an
arm of the wider nationalist movement. The subsequent adoption of key nationalist po-
litical figures and a Catholic bishop as the Association's original patrons, was a further sign
that it would itself become a key element in both the political and cultural fabric of Ireland.
The inherent Anglophobic and anti-colonial stances of the organization became manifest
in a series of bans that excluded members of the British Crown forces and adherents of
rival "foreign sports" from its ranks.1 These links with wider nationalist concerns, prompted
historian Richard Holt to write in 1989 that the Association represented "the most strik-
ing instance of politics shaping sport in modern history."2
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It is undoubtedly this apparently unique nature of the Gaelic Athletic Association
that has ensured its extensive academic study. However, the Gaelic games such as hurling
and Gaelic football that came under the auspices of the Association were not the only
sports that enjoyed increases in their popularity in Victorian and Edwardian Ireland. Cricket
had been played in Ireland from the late eighteenth century and was by the 1870s prob-
ably the most popular and widely played game in the country. At the end of the decade
almost a hundred clubs were engaged in regular matches across Ireland.3 Irish Rugby
football traces its formal roots back to 1854, and rules were formulated and published by
1868. In 1879 around eighty club secretaries were listed in a football annual published in
Dublin.4 Irish field hockey enjoyed a common ancestry with hurling, though it was not
until the 1890s that it could boast a national administration.5 Soccer too was played in
Ireland by the 1880s, though initially on a very limited scale.6 It was this latter sport,
however, that would eventually establish itself as the most popular participation sport for
males throughout Ireland and constitute an entity around which national, regional, reli-
gious and political identities could all be formed.7

Given these latter developments it is perhaps surprising that comparatively little aca-
demic writing has concentrated on the early history of soccer in Ireland. One recent study
of the sport in a comparatively modern context sets the scene in a few brief, and often
contradictory, paragraphs. While suggesting that soccer was "the preserve of a specific
sector of Irish society," it acknowledges that it was "played by a wide mix of social classes,"
and by both Catholics and Protestants. It further suggests that the Gaelic Athletic
Association's banning of its members from playing or even watching soccer "had a huge
effect on the growth of soccer," yet the ban was "essentially symbolic."8

The extremely limited, and apparently confused, state of the academic historiography
of early Irish soccer has prompted the writing of the following paper. Space does not allow
a major revision of the sport's early growth and development. Rather attempts will be
made here to address particular aspects of the sport in Ireland prior to the outbreak of the
Great War. Primarily this paper will examine the establishment and growth of profession-
alism in Irish soccer prior to 1914. In doing so it will also consider the position and status
of the professional soccer player in Ireland at this time. Finally, it will offer some conclu-
sions regarding changes over time and place in the standing of players and their employ-
ment.

Returning to the early history of the game, it is perhaps safe to say that soccer came to
Ireland in 1878. In October of that year two Scottish sides played a demonstration game
in Belfast, with an eye to encouraging local residents to take up the sport. Reactions were
mixed. One Dublin sports paper thought the whole affair rather ridiculous and noted the
way the players "butted" at the ball like so many "young goats." In Belfast itself, where the
rugby game was already widely played, the press was more sympathetic. One reporter at
least was convinced that soccer had a future in the city, and in the country at large. The
trick was for the game to "get a start," then it would "soon commend itself to both players
and onlookers."9 Progress was slow however. Ireland's first soccer club, Cliftonville, was
formed in 1879 in Belfast. The following year the Irish Football Association (IFA) was
founded in the same city to regulate and promote the game across Ireland. The Irish Cup,
the first domestic competition, followed in 1881. The demand for regular competitive
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games between clubs led to the formation of the Irish Football League in 1890. By this
time soccer was being played on a regular basis throughout the Irish provinces of Ulster
and Leinster, and occasionally teams and competitions could be heard of across the entire
country.10 By 1894 there were 124 clubs across Ireland paying subscriptions to the IFA.11

All these developments took place within a game that was, at least ostensibly, still played
and administered wholly by amateurs. As early as 1883 the Association had made its
attitude to professionalism in sport clear, by banning any man who had taken part in any
professional sports event from playing in the Irish Cup competition.12

Professionalism was eventually legalized in Irish soccer at the annual general meeting
of the IFA in 1894. In the context of the game in the United Kingdom this was a com-
paratively late development. Professionalism had been allowed in England since 1885,
though in Scotland the making of payments to players had only become an officially
accepted practice in the year previous to its legalization in Ireland.13 Moreover, the estab-
lishment of professionalism in Irish soccer was only achieved after something of a struggle.
This was despite the fact that there was already an established, if small, community of
other professional sportsmen in the country. The Irish census of 1841 had returned 161
men who made their livings primarily as "sportsmen." Forty years later a similar number
were employed in "billiards, cricket and other games."14 In the field of horse racing "a
small group of successful professional jockeys" had emerged in Ireland by the second de-
cade of the nineteenth century, while simultaneously prizefighters were regularly compet-
ing for purses in excess of £100.15 In July 1867 a rackets match billed as the world
championship had taken place in Belfast for a total prize of £1000. Even in the country's
rural hinterland paid sportsmen, by way of the cricket professional, were established fig-
ures.16 Given this situation, perhaps equally surprising as its comparatively late introduc-
tion, was the nature of the arguments that surrounded professionalism in Irish soccer. In
England the most influential arguments against professionalism had been based on "the
social antipathy of men who considered professional sport ethically unacceptable."17 Put
simply, the public schoolboys and leisured gentlemen who had codified, fostered and dis-
seminated the game in England balked at the thought that men should actually be paid for
playing, rather than participating in the sport simply for the joys of manly competition.
Such attitudes were then bolstered by class antagonisms, as the elite recoiled from the
incursions that working men were making into the world of formalized leisure.18 These
arguments were always accompanied by the espoused belief that professionalization would
lead to the loss of sports moral message and mission, but underlying this there was some
"simple class prejudice."19 In Scotland the forces opposing professionalism in soccer saw
elements of their arguments seasoned with "a touch of Calvinism," with their main thrust
concentrating on professionalism's morally degrading influence.20 In Ireland the debate
over professionalism was primarily concerned with other, more practical considerations.

The first annual general meeting of the IFA openly to discuss the subject of profes-
sionalism was held in May of 1890. Though it had been thought that it was a "very open
question whether it will pass or not," the motion to legalize professionalism was soundly
defeated.21 The following year another motion to permit payments to be made to players
was "argued at some length" but eventually dismissed.22 Instead the Association chose to
crackdown on the existing situation in Ireland, where a covert system of payments and

79

PRE-GREAT WAR IRISH SOCCER

Spring 2002



"veiled professionalism" was widely recognized as being in existence. Although genuine
expenses and payments for lost time could still be made, players could no longer be paid
for maintenance work at grounds, or be employed in any capacity by the owner of a club's
pitch.23 This was probably a reaction to a number of incidents that had occurred in the
intervening months, and which had resulted in a greater general awareness of the true
situation with regards to the illicit paying of players.

In October 1890 the Belfast press reported the prosecution of Lizzie McKnight in the
city for the theft of a £20 note. Her alleged victim was one Robert Hill, a recently dis-
charged soldier. McKnight's counsel argued that Hill was not in fact in a position to
possess such a sum, and therefore his client could not possibly be guilty. To counter this
suggestion Robert Gibson, the chairman of the Linfield soccer club was called to back up
Hill's story. It then became apparent that Hill, who had that year won an Irish Cup medal
when his regimental team beat Belfast side Cliftonville in the final of the competition, had
been given £40 by Gibson to buy himself out of the army and to provide for his subsis-
tence until Gibson found him a job. Robert Milne, a former comrade of Hill's, was
allegedly in a similar situation, and both were being paid out of the Linfield club's funds.
Although Hill was later accused by the IFA of professionalism, a lack of evidence saw the
case dismissed.24 Two months earlier a hoax advertisement had appeared in the Belfast
Evening Telegraph, offering work to "5 whitewashers, 2 tar spreaders and 4 handymen" at a
soccer ground in the city. No experience was necessary, but potential applicants were
required to "be expert players" and to give details of their "age, weight, last club and wages
expected."25 In December of 1890 the Linfield club then took on the elite English gentle-
man amateurs of the Corinthian Football Club at their Belfast ground. With perhaps less
grace than might have been expected from such a genteel organization, the Corinthians
first blamed their defeat on the roughness of the sea passage to Belfast and then refused to
dine with the Linfield team, whom they regarded as professionals.26 In February of 1891,
the Clarence club of Belfast then threatened to bring a charge of professionalism against
the Ulster club team to whom they had lost an Irish Cup tie.27 Although the allegation was
eventually dropped, it further pushed the issue of professionalism in Ireland into the spot-
light. It was now clear that, in Belfast at least, all was not as it should be.

For the two months prior to the 1892 general meeting of the IFA, a debate was carried
on in the pages of the Ulster Football and Cycling News, then Belfast's only sporting news-
paper, as to the advantages and disadvantages of professionalism in soccer. In general
terms correspondents argued that the legalization of professionalism was essential. The
paying of players was already a common practice and needed regulation. Professional
players, it was argued, would improve the standard of play in Ireland and lead to the game's
wider dissemination.28 The suggestion that professionals would resort to rough play was
dismissed and only the possible influx of inferior but experienced professionals from Brit-
ain was seen as a possible drawback.29

Yet at the IFA annual general meeting of that year the motion to allow professionalism
prompted further debate. The arguments became centered on the effects that it would
have on both the game and the clubs who went to make up the Association. The smaller,
rural clubs were opposed to the paying of players on the grounds that the best of them
would then inevitably be drawn to the larger, more affluent, urban clubs. This, they felt,
would lead to a general decline in the standard of the game and in the interest it generated.
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Eventually, by a large majority, the clubs voted in favor of the status quo.30 Twelve months
later, cowed by their previous failures, the proponents of professionalism were silent at the
AGM and "as a consequence everything passed off in peace and quietness."31 Finally, in
May of 1894, by a majority of 64 votes to 30, the delegates to the IFA voted to legalize
professionalism. This was possible because of a complete realignment of the forces within
the game. In contrast to their earlier position the larger clubs, including Linfield and
Distillery of Belfast, now opposed the measure on the grounds that even they would be
unable to meet the financial demands that were likely to be made of them. Meanwhile,
those who had previously had little sympathy with the idea of professionalism suggested
that the move was necessary to prevent the best Irish players being lured away to play for
wages in England and Scotland. While it was inevitable that the sport would be "degraded
through the anxiety of clubs to accumulate money," the demands of supporters for im-
proved facilities and a higher standard of play, now necessitated the introduction of pay-
ments.32 The legalization of professionalism would do away with the existing system of
"veiled professionalism" and the covert payments to players to which many true amateurs
strongly objected. With an air of understatement one Dublin observer had reckoned that
in Belfast at least "some of the proceedings are not quite in accordance with the tenets of
amateur football." Another had already suggested that the "associationists" in Ireland
formed "a body it would be as difficult to convict of professionalism as it would be for
them to prove they are amateurs."33 The relative importance of the support lent by
convinced amateurs is shown by the facts that the eventually successful motion in 1894
was proposed by a member of the staunchly amateur Cliftonville club, and that the mo-
tion effectively passed on the votes of the Leinster Football Association delegates for whom
professionalism was something of an anathema.34

Even from its very introduction therefore, professionalism in Irish soccer seems to
have been regarded by some simply as a necessary evil. In fact the legalization by the IFA
of direct payments to players was far from the end of the story. The various regional
associations that were affiliated to the IFA retained a great deal of autonomy, including the
power to set the rules for the local cup and league competitions which they had estab-
lished. In the case of the North West Football Association, which controlled soccer in the
Londonderry area, professionalism was not sanctioned until 1902. This was despite ear-
lier suggestions that professionalism was the essential "means to keep the players at home,"
and prevent the local elite migrating to Scotland, or just Belfast. Despite the action of the
Leinster FA in supporting the professionalism motion in 1894, the total acceptance of
professionalism in their own jurisdiction was not achieved until May 1905, following a
protracted debate echoing many of the issues of a decade earlier. Professionalism had
become necessary in Dublin to advance the popularity and quality of the game, to ensure
the provision of a properly fitted out stadium, and to rid the game of its existing system of
covert payments to players.35

Despite the prolonged struggle for its establishment, professionalism was not instantly
seized upon by either the players or the clubs. One observer suggested this was largely due
to the players, most of whom wished to carry on receiving unofficial payments and who
were reluctant to tie themselves to a particular club by signing a contract.36 By the open-
ing week of the 1894-1895 season, the first in which professionalism was recognized by
the IFA, there were a mere sixteen registered professionals in Ireland. The number had
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risen to more than forty within a month, but this was still a tiny proportion of those who
played the game in Ireland, even at the top level. It was to be more than a year before a
team outside of Belfast actually signed a professional player.37

This concentration of illegal payments being made to amateurs in the years prior to
1894, the initial support for professionalization of the game, and the enrollment of the
first official professionals all in the Belfast area, echoes events in England in a relatively
specific way. Such developments there were initially most common in the Lancashire
textile towns, such as Preston, Darwen and Blackburn, where the Factory Acts ensured
workers had comparatively frequent and regular leisure time and above average disposable
incomes meant that they might pay for their entertainment. Attempts to create a civic
identity and to generate municipal pride in what were effectively new towns, then bound
together the city fathers and the wider populace in striving for football glory. The higher
social orders were happy to invest their time and money in teams that would provide the
social cement of victories in local derbies, while the lower orders were happy to pay to
witness them. The almost inevitable outcome of the search for victory was attempts to
procure the best players by paying them, either legally or illegally.38 In the case of Belfast
it was simply linen rather than cotton that acted as a facilitator for leisure. It was also
perhaps the neighborhood and sectional identities that became paramount over a poten-
tially more inclusive civic one.39

The effects which professionalism had on the Irish game in the short term are uncer-
tain. Within a year the suggestion was being made that the prestige of the Charity Cup
competition, whose proceeds were donated to good causes in Belfast, had been under-
mined by the appearance of professionals in the final. Rumors also circulated that the
Linfield club, one of the first to engage professionals, was being evicted from its pitch by a
landlord who was reluctant to make a profit from professional sport.40 But at the same
time there were also some positive developments within the game. The number of clubs
affiliated to the IFA increased over the following decade, as did the areas in which the game
was played. In 1903 the Irish national team achieved its first major success, when victories
over Wales and Scotland gave them a share in the Home International championship for
the first time. Popular interest in the domestic game also increased. An estimated crowd
of 4,000 attended the Irish Cup final in 1889. At the same match in 1905 a crowd of
13,000 paid almost £400 to see Distillery of Belfast beat the Dublin side Shelbourne by
three goals. Arguably professional soccer in Ireland attracted proportionately even larger
crowds than did "the people's game" in England. Four years after the introduction of
professionalism it was reckoned that "association football has obtained such a fascinating
hold upon the minds of the people in Ireland that almost anything concerning the game is
always interesting."41 Exactly how much of a part professionalism in Ireland played in
these advances is debatable, but nevertheless changes were occurring, and professional
soccer players were now at the heart of the Irish game.

During the early years of professionalism it seems that most of the men being paid to
play were in fact semiprofessionals who also held down another full-time job. For ex-
ample, in March of 1899 John Lewis, the professional Glentoran and Irish international
goalkeeper, petitioned the IFA for the payment of 10/- (50p) to compensate him for the
time he had lost in being off work traveling to an international match in Wales. Three
years earlier the editor of the Ulster Football and Cycling News had refuted the suggestion
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that Irish professionals enjoyed the same conditions as their Scottish counterparts. Instead
Irish professionals still had to "work from morning to night, from Monday to Friday, and
noon on a Saturday," while the wages they received barely covered their expenses.42 In a
few cases, as with Robert Hill in 1890, players were still offered jobs by employers who
held an interest in the game, and who then paid them additional money for playing soc-
cer.43 In other cases men were registered as professionals simply to tie them to a single
club, but never received any payment.44

However, the few later details that are available of the wages being paid to some
players suggest that eventually full-time professionals were to be found. By 1902 one
newspaper already reckoned that professional soccer in Ireland was now a "profitable occu-
pation."45 The previous year A. J. Hill, an English professional signed by the Linfield
club, was receiving £2 a week in season, and half that amount out of season. During the
1901-1902 season Belfast Celtic, with 21 registered professionals, had a total weekly wages
bill of less than £30, giving an average wage of around £1/8/- (£1.40) per player. Such a
budget seems to have been fairly typical.46 However, by May of 1905 Donald Sloan, the
goalkeeper of the Distillery club, who had been offered contracts with several English
clubs, was induced to stay in Belfast by being paid £3 a week, for 52 weeks of the year.
Such terms were seen as unusually generous though, and almost a decade later £2/5/-
(£2.25) was reckoned to be the going rate in Ireland for "a class half-back."47 At the
Linfield club some first team members were thought to be receiving £4 a week by 1914
with the rest of the squad "within measurable distance," and an offer of £6 a week had
been made to one player at Belfast Celtic the previous year. More usual though were wages
that "hardly ever" rose above £2 a week, with even these only being paid during the eight
months of the actual season, and summer payments only being secured for the bulk of
players at the end of the 1913/1914 season.48

A player's basic wages did not represent the only form of soccer-related income avail-
able however. A system of win bonuses appears to have been in place from an early date,
though the value of these is uncertain. Some players also received signing on fees from
clubs. In 1911 one player received the sum of £4 for signing for the Belfast Celtic club.49

For a very few players representative appearances meant additional payments. Although
in 1895 the IFA decided that even professional players appearing for the Irish national side
should receive only "an international cap and the honour," by 1903 they were to receive
10/6d (52p) for their trouble. The following year the sum rose to 2 guineas (£2.10),
before being fixed at £4 in 1908.50 The Irish League was paying players in its representa-
tive games £2 a game in 1910, though this was cut to a guinea (£1.10) in 1913.51 For even
fewer players long and honorable service to a club could mean they would be awarded a
benefit game, from which they would receive the proceeds of the gate. Once more precise
sums are uncertain, but while in 1899 a sum of over £10 was seen as remarkable, a decade
later £145 was collected for a retiring professional in Belfast, and John Darling, a long-
serving Linfield player, received almost £300 in 1909.52

Even from these admittedly eclectic figures it is clear that payments to professionals
varied greatly both from club to club, and from player to player. Two general trends are
clear though. In the first place, payments rose markedly over time. Secondly, despite these
increases, payments in Ireland never managed to keep pace with those being made to
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players in England and Scotland. In November 1896 it was suggested that a weekly wage
of £3 was necessary to keep a player in Ireland. Such a sum was on a par with what the best
players in the English Football League could expect, and comparable with payments being
made to Glasgow Celtic players in Scotland.53 Yet a decade later, as in the case of Donald
Sloan, such terms were still seen as remarkable in Ireland. Even with regards to interna-
tional appearances, prior to 1908, English players received markedly higher payments
than their Irish counterparts.54 As a direct result of this situation the best of Ireland's
footballing talent continued to hemorrhage away to England and Scotland. By the spring
of 1902 it was reckoned more than twenty Irish professionals had been tempted across the
Irish Sea by lucrative offers of employment. Two years later the situation was seen as so
acute that the IFA raised the matter of the poaching of Irish players by English clubs at the
International Board, where delegates from all four British associations met to set rules for
the conduct of the game. Meanwhile a member of the Irish League committee called for a
maximum wage to be introduced in Ireland, as the efforts of Irish clubs to match the wages
paid in Scotland and England was driving them into bankruptcy. In fact neither sugges-
tion was acted on, and the development of the Irish game continued to be "crippled by the
advent of wealthy English clubs bent on securing Irish players at any price."55

Even when compared to their professional sporting compatriots in Ireland, Irish
footballers were far from generously paid. Irish jockeys were collecting a minimum of £2
for a single ride in 1879; and while the professional at Lansdowne Tennis Club only re-
ceived 30/- (£1.50) a week in 1895, there were substantial tips to supplement this. The
same was true of billiard markers in the gentlemen's clubs of Ireland, who acted as coaches
to the members as well as performing in the country's regular tournaments.56

However, at least in one comparative context, professional footballers in Ireland were
relatively handsomely paid. From the turn of the century, some were receiving payments
that were considerably greater than those given to members of the country's unskilled
labor force, and which often matched or even exceeded the wages paid to skilled men.
Donald Sloan's £3 a week in 1905 was more than five times the average wage of an agricul-
tural laborer in Ulster, three times that of a Belfast bricklayer's laborer, and more than half
as much again as a riveter in the city's shipyards. Even A. J. Hill's average weekly earnings
of £1/15/- (£1.75) in 1902 were equivalent to those of a Belfast police sergeant, and only
marginally less than a qualified shipwright. The £4 a week that it was rumored the Linfield
stars were receiving in 1914 was still four times the wage of a plasterer's laborer, and around
twice the sum a compositor might expect to be paid. For the elite at least, whose wages
were likely to be further enhanced with win bonuses and international appearance money,
and who might eventually expect some form of gratuity from a benefit game, soccer pro-
vided a prosperous living. For others, whom one contemporary reckoned were paid any-
thing between 5/- (25p) and £1 a game, soccer probably provided a very welcome subsidy
to more regular wages from some other form of employment.57

Details of what professional players in Ireland were required to do for their wages,
besides perform on the pitch on match days, are as unclear as their exact rates of pay. In
the immediate aftermath of the game's professionalization, one journalist suggested that
"the best training a footballer can follow is to abstain from alcoholic beverages, eat plain
wholesome food, . . . take plenty of walking exercise and a cold sponge bath." Above all
they were recommended to "avoid fancy training," though in fact few local players were
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reckoned to take part in any training at all beyond a couple of evenings each week.58 Four
years after those initial suggestions regarding diet, exercise and cleanliness were made,
professional players were required to "walk and run daily several miles," while smoking
and "drinks of an intoxicating nature" were strictly prohibited prior to important games.
By 1902 it was recognized in Ireland that "coaching and training are two very different
things." While the former was the responsibility of a team coach, the latter was largely for
the players themselves to organize. Despite the accusation that club committees looked
"upon the professional as a common slave, and would whip the best out of him," the
training commitments of players were hardly arduous. The suggestions that "a brisk walk
of say ten miles twice a week varied by an occasional hundred yards dash will keep any
footballer in condition," and that singing practice was a potentially crucial element in
fitness programs, suggest that few training regimes were truly onerous. There were other
methods of maintaining an appropriate level of fitness however, and the necessity of play-
ers engaging in practices on the field meant that for some at least soccer consumed, in one
way or another, most of their week. In 1913 three Scottish coaches, one of whom had
experience of soccer in Ireland, outlined their training regimes. The most comprehensive
consisted of a four-day program that included not only deep breathing exercises but also
the practicing of shooting and heading the ball. There was also an exhortation for players
to "read good literature," and a continuing firm belief in "cold sponging of the spine."59

The actual duties performed by even the most elite players in Ireland do not therefore
appear to have been overwhelming. Similarly, while the contractual obligations entered
into between clubs and players must also remain something of an area of conjecture, these
too seem not to have laid too great a burden upon players. In fact it was not until March
1901 that, following a number of disputes between clubs and their players, the IFA in-
sisted that all professionals were to have written contracts. By this time the "retain and
transfer system" had been in operation in England for more than a decade. Under this
system clubs signed players on annual contracts, and at the end of each season offered
those they wished to retain new terms. Players were not obliged to sign these new con-
tracts, but those who declined remained registered to the club. These players were then
only to be granted transfers of their registrations to other clubs on the receipt of a transfer
fee from the new club. Players for whom no club was prepared to pay a fee had no option
but to "retire" from professional soccer, and even players retained by their clubs had only
the right to a minimal retaining wage during the close season.60 In Ireland meanwhile,
players were also generally signed only for a single season, with contracts finishing on the
May 31 following their signing. However, no system of transferring registrations existed,
especially between the national footballing jurisdictions. While this meant that players in
Ireland had no security of tenure, they did enjoy a mobility that was denied to their En-
glish counterparts. This latter aspect of the situation was welcomed by some players at
least, as it always offered the chance that they might be recruited by an English or Scottish
club, who would have to pay no transfer fee for their services.61 This anomaly was largely
removed, after some long negotiations, in 1914. At that year's annual general meeting of
the Irish League the English-style retained system was introduced in Ireland, and the League
bodies of both Ireland and England then agreed to recognize the validity of player's con-
tracts in each other's jurisdictions.62
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Overall, it seems professional footballers in Ireland were perhaps in an enviable posi-
tion during the years between the turn of the century and the outbreak of the Great War.
Compared to many other Irish workers they were well paid; and compared to their coun-
terparts in England they enjoyed an enviable freedom of movement. Training commit-
ments were often minimal, and though the number of individuals who warranted such
treatment was admittedly tiny, some professionals at least were held in high popular re-
gard. The enormous crowds that professional games drew were testimony not only to the
popularity of the game but also to that of individual players. Crowds were known to chant
the names of individual players.63 In 1900 Ireland's Saturday Night, Belfast's leading sports
newspaper, organized a poll to discover the most popular player in Irish soccer. The re-
sponse flooded the paper's office, and nearly 40,000 votes were cast.64 In Dublin in 1906,
in their first season as a professional side, Shelbourne succeeded in winning the Irish Cup.
They were the first Dublin team to do so, and in celebration bonfires were lit in the
Sandymount and Ringsend districts of the city. A huge crowd had already met the team at
Amiens Street railway station on their return from the final in Belfast, and they paraded
the trophy and the players through the city. A similar welcome, by a crowd of 6000
accompanied by a band, occurred the following year when the team again reached the Irish
Cup final.65

At the same time however, there were many for whom professional soccer players were
villains rather than heroes. Perhaps the primary source of scorn was the Gaelic Athletic
Association and its members. As we have already noted, the opposition of these cultural
nationalists to "foreign sports" culminated in 1905 in a ban on the organization's members
taking part in association football matches, or any other non-Gaelic games.66 However,
professionalism too provided a focus for hostility. In a curious echo of the sporting estab-
lishments that it had been formed to oppose, the Gaelic Athletic Association made much
of its own adherence to amateurism.67 In the introduction to his coaching manual of
1914, the Gaelic football star Dick Fitzgerald noted with satisfaction that his sport was not
"the possession of the professional player," as soccer was. In fact he went so far as to
suggest that the whole nature of soccer was anti-heroic. In that game, he suggested, "com-
bination alone is the only thing commended." The result was that "there is no hero—no
great individual standing out from the whole field."68 The Irish Rugby Football Union,
the governing body of Irish rugby, was hardly more sympathetic to professional soccer
players. Perceiving itself as one of the great bastions of sporting amateurism, it ruled in
1913 that no professional association player was permitted to play rugby in Ireland at any
level, even if he had been reinstated as an amateur by the IFA.69 A leading Irish rugby
journalist had already sought to sum up the situation regarding the three codes of football
then played in Ireland. While in Rugby "you kick the ball; in Association, you kick the
man if you cannot kick the ball; and in Gaelic, you kick the ball if you cannot kick the
man." This put the whole situation "into a nutshell."70

More oblique criticism of professionalism had taken place in the IFA's offices in 1898.
In November of that year David Drennan, who had recently signed professional forms
with the Distillery side, asked to withdraw his registration on the grounds that "his parents
objected to his signing a professional form and also that the fact of him playing as a
professional would injure his business prospects."71 The attitude of the press was also, in
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many cases, consistently censorious both towards professionals as individuals and the en-
tire concept of professionalism. In 1901, in an article on Ralph Leonard, an English pro-
fessional playing in Belfast, Ireland's Saturday Night noted that the player was a teetotaller
"which is more than can be said for most football professionals." Such a comment seems
to echo attitudes in England, where it was thought by some that a professional was likely
to be "a person beneath contempt—a vagabond, who spends the whole of his time in a
public house except for an hour and a half when he is called upon to earn his wages."72

The following year it was suggested in one Irish newspaper that "the players of today are
but degenerate descendants of the heroes of old." In another article a lament was made for
the "race of footballers who, practically speaking, ceased to exist with the advent of profes-
sionalism." Even a generally sympathetic observer thought that professionals, though they
did "their utmost for their employers," were not as committed to the game "as those who
play solely for the love of the sport."73 The debate surrounding the eventual legalization of
professionalism by the Leinster Football Association led to suggestions in the press that the
professional was "still looked upon as a hireling and a hooligan in some unenlightened
quarters," and that professionalism itself revealed "a poverty of ideals."74 The failure of
professional sides, whether representing province or country, was often greeted with al-
most resigned relish by the press. The defeat of the Ulster side composed largely of profes-
sionals, by the amateurs of Leinster, prompted one Belfast newspaper to note with scorn
the way the "Northern professionals . . . strut about with such an important air."75 By
1910, although professionalism in soccer had been officially recognized for a decade and a
half, the Belfast press were still being accused of "urging on our clubs to amateurism."76 In
the same year one journalist offered a forthright and unsympathetic assessment of the
professional footballer in Ireland. The professional, he suggested, was fundamentally "in-
terested in salaries, benefits, transfers and bonuses more than he is interested in the im-
provement of his play, the welfare of his club, or the improvement of the game."77

Even some of those individuals who were most intimately involved in the game in
Ireland were less than sympathetic to professionalism. In 1909 the "Improvement Com-
mission," established by the IFA to enquire what measures could be taken to improve the
standards of play in the country and to encourage the game's further spread, reported that
"it would be in the interests of the game in Ireland if the Association did all in its power to
foster amateurism."78 The chairman of the Committee was James Wilton, who went on
to become the longest-ever serving president of the IFA.

This whole dichotomy that existed with regards to professional players and profes-
sionalism in soccer in Ireland is captured in microcosm in the career of one man: William
McCracken. McCracken was born and educated in Belfast, in the street adjacent to the
home ground of the Distillery club. He learned to play soccer in the streets, in the Boy's
Brigade, and in the ranks of various junior sides. In January 1901, at the age of 17, he
signed for Distillery as a professional. By 1903 he had won three Irish caps and was
generally admired both for his footballing skills, and his "modesty both on and off the
football field." Later that year he was noted as being "inclined to play to the gallery" but he
was not as yet suffering from "that irritating disease known as 'swelled head' brought on
usually by the attentions of admirers."79 In January 1904 though, McCracken seems to
have recognized his own worth, and to the disgust of the press he refused to travel to
Londonderry to play in a cup tie. Despite this aberration his success at international level
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continued to win him praise. In the match against England he was "the tower of strength
in defence," while against Wales he was simply "marvellous." In the final international
against Scotland, in front of a 7,000 crowd in Dublin he was "head and shoulders above
any back on the field."80 Such was McCracken's popularity that he was even celebrated in
verse.

88

Of backs we can offer a charming variety.
Able to play in class football society;
Still I'd advise you, without impropriety,
William McCracken's the king of them all.81

At the end of the 1904 season however, McCracken took the perhaps inevitable step
of leaving Distillery for a cross-channel club. An approach from Glasgow Rangers had
already led to Distillery officials registering a complaint with the IFA, but in April 1904
McCracken finally departed for Newcastle United in the northeast of England. The fare-
well was a sad but fond one, and the Irish sporting press were left to regret that "there are
not many McCrackens nowadays."82 Even at a distance McCracken continued to be
admired in Ireland. In his first season at Newcastle the club won the English league
championship, a feat they were to repeat twice in the next four years. McCracken was
widely credited with making an enormous contribution to these victories, as well as a later
Football Association Cup triumph. He also continued to make appearances for the Irish
national side when his club commitments permitted, and in February 1906 he arrived
back in Belfast "bent on playing" against England, despite a serious ankle injury.83

The entire situation changed in 1908 however. At that year's international match
against England, McCracken demanded to be paid a match fee of £10, the same amount
as some of his Newcastle colleagues received for playing for England. The IFA refused,
and McCracken spent the entire match in the dressing room. The press, who had been so
laudatory over the last half decade, rounded on the now flawed hero. The fact that
McCracken "preferred his price to his country's football honour" was seen as disgusting.
His actions in taking this "unpatriotic step" and "putting his pocket before the football
claims of his country" caused "great indignation" in Ireland.84 Even the tenor of the
poetry changed, and the following verse appeared under the heading "The football fiasco":

The exile once longed for the principal part
To fight that his land may be free
But now the thought of the patriot heart
Is, what will the wages be?85

At that year's annual general meeting the IFA answered the calls that McCracken be
permanently excluded from the Irish side by banning him from playing soccer anywhere
in Ireland for life. Their annual report recorded that they were scandalised by a man that
played "for lucre not for fame." The repercussions of the incident went further however,
and at that year's International Board meeting the IFA successfully introduced a motion
limiting the payment to all professionals for international appearances to £4.86 The logical
end of professionalism was unacceptable to the very body that had introduced the prac-
tice. McCracken had gone from being a hero to a villain in one quite easy step: his
professionalism had become more obvious than his love of the game.

The estrangement between McCracken and the IFA was a long one. In January 1910
a motion in the IFA Council for McCracken's reinstatement was rejected by 21 votes to 4,
despite a comment in the press that his exclusion was "ruinous to Irish football."87 In
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November the same year McCracken wrote to the IFA requesting the removal of his sus-
pension, but a further motion in his support again failed. Another attempt was made in
1912, with the same results. In 1914 the ritual rejection of McCracken was maintained,
with the comment that his actions in 1908 were "even an insult to well-meaning profes-
sionals."88 In December 1917 McCracken finally sent a "letter of apology" to the IFA,
though it was received with little apparent grace. A fuller rapprochement followed in
August 1918 when McCracken attempted, although unsuccessfully, to bring over to Ire-
land a team of English professionals to play in a war charities match.89 Complete rehabili-
tation was not achieved until 1920 though, when McCracken gained his eleventh interna-
tional cap in the game against England at the age of 37. The man widely accepted as
having invented, or at least perfected, the off-side trap, and remembered at his death as
"the grand old man of football," effectively served a twelve-year exile from Irish soccer for
asserting his rights and status as a professional.90

Overall, both professionals and professionalism enjoyed somewhat ambiguous sta-
tuses in pre-Great War Ireland. Professionalism was introduced almost by default. There
was certainly little or no demand for it from the players. Rather professionalism was seen
as a means to an end. The legalized paying of players was seen as a method of encouraging
the best Irish players to remain at home, and thus of encouraging the spread of the game.
Professionalism was for most, at best, a necessary evil. Time scarcely weakened the convic-
tions of many that paying men to play soccer, while not exactly a moral affront, was
effectively a mark of decadence. These attitudes were then transferred to those individuals
who became paid players. While for some they became figures of intense interest, and
even admiration, for others they provided dubious role models. The professional soccer
player remained a figure at the edge of respectable society in Ireland. He was less well
rewarded than his English counterpart and had to wait considerably longer to be socially
rehabilitated. Well before the outbreak of the Great War the English professional was
acquiring an air of respectability. Some were even held up as veritable paragons of domes-
tic virtue, and social probity, in the face of contrary evidence.91 For all that however, the
position in Ireland had some recompense. Not least for the average working man, the life
of a soccer professional presented an opportunity for an excellent return on a minimal
investment of time and effort. Very few, however, were ultimately equipped or able to
benefit in such a way.
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