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St Enda’s man investigates the
social and economic i act of

Gaelic Games in North

BY ED McGINLEY

AS the GAA celebrates its
125th year, a new hook from a
North Belf: e] and Univer-
sity of Ulster academic exam-
ings the role of the organisa-
tion in the United States.

Gaelic Games, Nationalizsm
and the Trish Diaspora in the
United States’, written by Dr
Paul Darby, a senior lecturer in
the School of Sports Studies at
UU and ‘veteran’ 5t Enda’s
player, charts the history of
Gaelic games in the US and ex-
plores the soeial, economic and
political impact of the GAA in
Irigh- America,

The book was inspired by
Paul’s experience as an Irish
immigrant in Liverpool, where
he lived for five years, and his
involvement in Gaelic football
in Fngland.

He moved to Liverpool in
1997 a couple of months after
making his full Championship
debut for Antrim and thought
that hiz move would call time
on his involvement in the GAA

Within a matter of wecks
Darby was making regular
trips down the M6 to Birming-
ham to turn out for the John
Mitchels club and had started a
Gaelic foothall team at Liver-
pool Hope University where he
was lecturing in sports studies.

“My involvement in the GAA
across the water helped me to
gettle in England and allowed
me to keep in touch with home
and my sense of being Irish,”
gaid the UUT soecer player.

“Talso developed an interest
in the significance of the GAA
for Trish migrants across the

America

world.”

Three vears later, an oppor-
funity to spend a summer play-
ing for the Notre Dame Gaelic
football club in Boston allowed
Darby to combine his involve-
ment in the sport with his aca-
demic interests.

“Over the next six years [
spent part of cach summer in
Boston, Mew York, Chicago and
San Francizen,” added Darby.

“At times, it was gruelling
work trying to piece together
the origing of the GAA in each
city in the late 1870s but T also
met zome wonderful people
who helped me understand the
value of GAA culture in their
lives in more recent years,”

Paul was alzo driven by the
fact that virtually nothing had
been written aboul the GAA in
the States.

“What struck me most when
I started to think about writing
about the GAA in America was
that the role of the Gaelic
games was largely ignored in
previous studies of Irish-Amer-
ica,” said Darby,

“T found this unusual be-
cause [ was finding that there
was a strong, long-standing
culiure of Gaelic games in the
IS, This culture was crucial for
conntless migrants because it
gave them a sense of the famil-
far in unfamiliar surroundings,

“It provided entry into social
networks that allowed them to
find work and somewhere to
livie and it helped them to hold
onto their sense of who they
were and where they were
from.”

Omne of the main themes of
the book is the relationship be-
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Paul Darby has published a new book that studies the role of Gaelic games in North America

fween LIS branches of the GAA
and Trish nationalism. Paul's
work shows that this relation-
ship fluctuated and shifted over
time aceording to developments
in Ireland and in the U5A.

“In the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, US
Gaels named their clubs after
popular nationalist  figures,
they raised funds for national-
ist organisations in Ireland,
both militant and parliamen-
tary and they saw their in-

volvement in the GA A as an ex-
tension of their nationalist pol-
itics,” continued Paul,

ThL nuil.lrLtlk nl' iIlL T]ml-

ing financial support to organi-
sations such as Noraid and gal-
vaniging support in America
for republicanism.”

As the book shows though,
in recent years, GAA clubs and
divisional boards in the US
havie become Tar less political,
something which Paul argues
reflects the broader changes in
republican  politics  brought
about by the peace process in
the Morth.

Tha book coneludes by look-
ing at the impact on the GAA of
slowing immigration from Ire-
land to America on the back of
the Celtic Tiger and the intro-
duction of tighter border con-
trols in the US following 911,

“The downturn in immigra-

tion over the last 1015 vears
has seen o whole host of Trish
organisations in America
struggle,” zaid Paul,

“The GAA has been no dif-
ferent. This has been recog-
nized by those who are passion-
ate about preserving Gaelie
games and they are increasing-
Iy looking to young Irish-Amer-
icans ag well as children with-
out any [rish lineage to sustain
these sports in the future,”

The Irish Government and
the GAA at Croke Park recent-
Iy provided funding to help
MNorth America’s Gaels keep
Gaelic games alive and this
should hopefully go someway
towards ensuring that Gaelic
games remain healthy and vi-

brant for another 123 vears,
Paul hopes that writing this
book will play a small role in
ensuring continued support for
the Association in America and
in the vear when the North
American County GAA Board
is celebrating its 50th anniver-
sary, he sees the book as a trib-
ute to the countless volunteers
who have invested so much
time, energy and money in or-
der to preserve and promote
Gaelic games in America.

‘Gaelic Games, Nationalism
and the Irish Diaspora in the
United States’, is published by
University  College  Dublin
Press and is available from
ucdpress.ie or amazoncouk




