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Irish Wrestling 
Its Legendary Fighters, Its Mythological Beginnings  

Sheamus O'Shaunessy (a.k.a. Stephen Farrelly) is currently a superstar on the World Wrestling 
Entertainment (WWE) scene with his own website and a fan base numbering in the hundreds of 
thousands. Born in Ireland he revels in the imagery of an iconic Celtic warrior with his pale complexion, 
spiked red hair and handlebar moustache, looking like he just stepped out of a historical textbook on 
ancient warfare. The question this article is trying to answer however is about this supposed link 
between wrestling and the Irish Iron Age, is there a foundation of truth behind the Sheamus 
O'Shaunessy image or is it all just gimmickry?  

         

Of course Sheamus O'Shaunessy is not the first Irishman to make it big on the international wrestling 
circuit and his predecessors, Danno O’Mahoney of Cork (NWA World Champion in 1935) and Steve 
“Crusher” Casey of Kerry (NWA World Champion in 1938), both had huge followings not just in their 
homeland but also amongst the Irish-American populations of the USA and Canada. Their 1938 match 
ups in Dublin and Munster drew the largest domestic audiences ever to witness wrestling matches in 
modern Ireland, most certainly marking a peak in popularity for the sport in the Emerald Isle in the 20th 
century. Danno and Crusher fought in an era when Ireland was considered one of the poorest countries 
in Europe; by becoming world champs when they did, they restored pride to the people and at a time 
when it was most needed. In honour of this civic contribution, statues of these great national heroes 
were erected in their respective counties, where they can still be admired by tourists and locals alike. 
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Gael-Mheiriceánaigh or Americans of Irish descent constitute nearly 12% of the population of the USA 
making them one of the largest ethnicities in the country. Twenty-two presidents, including the current 
one, claim a partial Irish ancestry and collectively Irish-Americans have contributed enormously to the 
cultural developments of the modern American nation.  The New York City St Patrick’s Day Parade is 
ranked as the largest in the world and places like Boston, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Detroit, Chicago and 
San Francisco are acknowledged as strongholds for large Irish-American populations. Irish-Americans 
have long developed a reputation as fighters, at least since the 1871 Orange Riot of New York City and in 
1909 Pat Connelly (also spelt as Connolly), was building an impressive record as wrestling champion of 
New York State. The line up of Irish-American champions before him is also long and includes such 
esteemed figures as William Muldoon, World Greco-Roman Wrestling Champion from 1880-1894, 
Colonel J.H. McLaughlin, Collar & Elbow Wrestling Champion of America from 1865-1879 and the 
Vermont born John McMahon, whose career in any style impressively continued for three decades from 
1861-1891. 

         

άThe Magnificent Scufflers, Revealing The Great Day When America Wrestled The Worldέ by Charles 
Morrow Wilson (1) Stephan Greene Press Brattleboro, Vermont 1959 is not only an excellent resource 
recording in great detail the origin of modern American wrestling, but it has become mandatory reading 
for anyone wishing to explore the sport’s history. In this oft quoted publication Wilson clearly 
acknowledges the Irish Collar & Elbow style of wrestling (a.k.a. Scuffling or in Gaelic Coraiocht Coilear 
agus Uille) as the single most important contributor to the initial development of Collegiate Wrestling, 
the folk-style of the USA. The Green Hills of Vermont is where the first large enclaves of Irish settled in 
the USA and the State still has one of the highest concentrations of Roman Catholics in such a vastly 
Protestant majority nation. It was here that the first foundation of a national wrestling organisation 
began and the 1865 Dufur Rules, written by the Irish-American Henry Moses Dufur, stand as testimony 
to the early development of a uniquely identifiable form of American wrestling.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=J.H._McLaughlin&action=edit&redlink=1
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The earliest documentation on Irish Wrestling in America dates back to the late 17th century and it is 
recorded that the primer presidente George Washington, held a county wide Collar & Elbow 
championship title when he was 18 years old. The style was adopted as a popular ethnic identifier 
pastime by the Irishmen of Vermont and this then developed into the training epicenter for the whole 
north-east of the USA. It was here that Collar & Elbow Scuffling faced an unusual evolution in its 
development and the American style differed in many ways from the way the sport was played in the 
Old Country. Although it retained the use of a wrestling jacket, sometimes in the form of the unique 
harness seen in the old photos and the synonymous Irish catch hold start, the Dufur Rules also included 
a timed pin score, with the opponent to be held down on 3 of the 4 pinpoints (i.e. 2 shoulder & 2 hips) 
for longer than a five count, introducing ground fighting into what was originally a pure stand up style. It 
is easy to see how this later transitioned into Collegiate Wrestling.  
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Even though it was played across the globe in many other lands of the British Empire such as Australia, 
New Zealand, South Africa and Canada, images of indigenous Irish wrestling are rare but there is a 
sketch of two men playing the sport in County Cork sometime in the mid 19th century, demonstrating it 
had many hallmarks linking it to similar styles of wrestling native to other parts of the British Isles. It 
must therefore be related to them by both history and expression, the overall study of which gives many 
clues to how the sport was conducted in ancient times. Based on evidence other than imagery alone, 
wrestling jackets have been used at one time or another by the Celtic peoples of Wales, Cornwall, 
Brittany, Cumbria and Scotland since before recorded history but over time  these jackets often 
morphed into belts, sashes, specially made harnesses or alternatively the styles evolved catch hold 
starts. In the case of Irish Wrestling both of these things occurred as it did in Side Hold Wrestling, 
another style which saw opponents gripping onto a leather belt worn across one shoulder. Side Hold 
had died out in the Britain in the mid 19th century but was still being played in Nova Scotia until the early 
20th century, almost becoming the defacto national style for Canada due to its popularity.  
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Evidence for early Irish wrestling can also be found in archaeological record and the famous 9th century 
Market Cross at Kells has a carving in its sandstone column showing how the sport looked in that era. 
Another 11th century stone carving in the Kilteel Church, also in Leinster, demonstrates that jackets were 
worn and the contests began in a catch hold start, indicating the antiquity of this rule set. So old is Irish 
wrestling that to find the actual origin of the sport, there is a need to explore the only source that can 
tell about the earliest developments of Irish society, Celtic mythology. The Book of Leinster or Lebor na 
Nuachongbála was written around the year 1160AD but records stories that were handed down orally 
via poetry and song for thousands of years prior. The section known as “the Book of Invasions” mentions 
the earliest mytho-history of Eire from the first King after the Great Flood, Partholon and his successful 
war against the indigenous inhabitants the Fomorians, to the era of the Ard Rí na hÉireann. These native 
Fomorians fought other invaders such as the Nemedians, the Fir Bolg and the Tuatha Dé Dannan and it 
was the latter who inevitably gained hegemony over Eire as High Kings. 

  

According to the Book of Invasions, Tailtiu was the daughter of the King of Spain and wife of last Fir Bolg 
Monarch, Eochaid mac Eirc. He named his capital after her, the now utterly neglected ruins located at 
modern Telltown, between Navan and Kells in County Meath. She survived the invasion of the Tuatha 
Dé Danann becoming the foster mother of Lugh, the first Ard Ri to unite the land and who eventually 
developed into the great culture hero for the entire Celtic world. Locations like London, Lyon in France 
and Leon in Spain are named after Lugh as well as many other place names throughout Europe, giving an 
indication of how widespread his cult became. Tailtiu died of exhaustion after clearing the plains of 
Ireland for agriculture; Lugh then established funerary games at the harvest festival to honour her, 
known as the Áenach Tailteann, which continued to be organised along the Blackwater River at Telltown 
till as late as end of the 18th century. 

The word Áenach translates into English simply as ‘Gathering’ but has more connotations to it in Gaelic. 
The four major pan-Irish gatherings were the Áenach Tlatchtga in County Meath, the Áenach Carman in 
County Wexford, the Áenach Uisnech in County Westmeath and as already mentioned the Áenach 
Tailteann also in County Meath. These all correlated to the cross quarter days of the Celtic calendar, 
Samhain (November 1), Imbolc (February 2), Beltane (May 1) and Lughnasadh (August 1) marking out 
the year for festivities when warfare was banned and truces enforced. The month long Lughnasadh 
Festival (2 weeks before August 1 and 2 weeks after) celebrated at the Áenach Tailteann included many 
sporting events such as running races, heavy stone lifting, equestrian and chariot skills as well as 
demonstrations of martial prowess, especially in the form of wrestling. In addition other skills were also 
measured with bards and musicians often competing as vigorously as athletes.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/R%C3%AD
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Invasions
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fir_Bolg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eochaid_mac_Eirc
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Telltown
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Navan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kells,_County_Meath
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tuatha_D%C3%A9_Danann
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tuatha_D%C3%A9_Danann
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lugh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ireland
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In other Celtic lands the Lughnasadh was likewise celebrated and beyond coincidence August 1 is not 
only the Welsh National Eisteddfod but also the Swiss National Day, the home of another unique style of 
wrestling called Schwingen. This is proof that that parallel tournaments in wrestling were held across 
Northern Europe for thousands of years as part of an agrarian Pan-Celtic harvest festival. Old habits 
obviously do die hard and the Lughnasadh continued into the Christian era as the Loaf Mass or as it is 
mostly referred to today as Lammas. It is known as La Lunasa in modern Irish (Gaeilge), Lunastal in 
Scottish (Gàidhlig), Lunaistyn in Manx, Calan Awst in Welsh (Cymraeg). The Highland Games of Scotland 
most likely began as a Lughnasadh and still include Scottish Backhold Wrestling as part of the display.  

                     

The great Irish hero Cu Chullain was noted to have been an expert at both wrestling and hurling, not 
surprising considering his father was the god Lugh. He participated in the Áenach Tailteann and is 
reputed to have invented the hammer throw after twirling a chariot axle over his head and throwing it 
at an enemy. Cu Chullain also provides evidence that Celtic Wrestling may actually be connected to the 
jacket wrestling styles of Central Asia. The story of how Cu Chullain slew his own son Conla in battle is 
matched in exact detail by the Persian story of Rustam and Sohrab; this surely indicates intimate contact 
between these disparate peoples in the past, giving clues as to the antiquity of using a jacket to wrestle. 
The Áenach Tailteann were patronised by the Ard Rí or High Kings and in addition to athletic displays 
also provided an opportunity for judicial actions, commercial transactions and life partner interactions. 
Apparently marriages agreed to at the Fair could be trialled for one year and one day, if at the end of 
this period either party wanted out, they were free to do so without recrimination. It is often quoted 
that the Áenach Tailteann began in the year of the world 3370 or before 1829BC but archaeology gives a 
more conservative timeframe of around 630BC. Recent dating of rock art in the area however seems to 
support the earlier epoch and even St Patrick is known to have attended a Gathering in 433AD. 

It is worth mentioning the legendary Fianna or warrior brotherhoods that lived apart from the 
mainstream of Irish society, but when called upon were always ready to defend the realm. They were 
subject to rigorous tests of ability before being selected, ranging from pure martial skills such as 
protecting themselves from spear attacks to demonstrable gifts in stealth and agility. Training for the 
Fianna continued as part of their usual lifestyles and they were obliged to survive for long periods as 
hunters, using only their huge Cú Faoil or Irish Wolfhounds to assist them. They also followed a code of 
chivalry based on the three mottoes; Purity of our hearts (Glaine ár gcroí) Strength of our limbs (Neart ár 
ngéag) and Action to match our speech (Beart de réir ár mbriathar). The one time the Fianna were 
permitted to engage with the broader society outside of warfare was during festive gatherings and 
because of their advanced training they excelled in the combat sports at the Lughnasadh, particularly in 
wrestling.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/R%C3%AD
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Although forbidden during the Strongbow Norman Conquest in 1169AD, when the Ard Rí position was 
also abolished, the Áenach Tailteann was continued throughout the medieval period only ending 1806 
under the ceaseless pressure of Anglicisation. John O’Donovan worked as a surveyor for 20 years at 
Telltown but in additiona to this role he also acted as collector of local folklore and this is what he wrote 
of the Áenach Tailteann on July 15 1836 (3); 

άLƴ Ƴȅ ƭŀǎǘ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ L ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀƛǊ ƻŦ ¢ŀƛƭǘŜŀƴƴ ǿŀǎ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ wƻŘŜǊƛŎ hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ 
Milesian King of Ireland. I can now state on the authority of several old natives that the sports of 
Tailteann were celebrated at so late a period as thirty years ago! An annual Pattern was held on the 
south side of the River, opposite the fort of Telton, on the first Sunday of the month, which the Irish at 
this day in every part of Ireland call Lughnasadh, its ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ōŜŜƴΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ /ƻǊƳŀŎΩǎ DƭƻǎǎŀǊȅΣ ǘƘŜ 
month in which Looee of the Long Hands celebrated the Games of Tailteann, it was the month of 
!ǳƎǳǎǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ LǊƛǎƘ ǘƘŜ aƻƴǘƘ ƻŦ [ƻƻŜŜΩǎ bŀǎŀ ƻǊ {ǇƻǊǘǎ ƻǊ DŀƳŜǎΦ !ōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǊǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ 
ago the Meathians carried the Nasa of Looee to such a pitch of violence after they had introduced 
Potten instead of Metheglin, that the Clergy, the Magistrate and all those who consulted for the 
welfare of the people, thought it advisable to abolish the Sports of Tailteann, and thus put a stop to 
Olympic Games which had continued to amuse the people for a period of more than 2,000 years! What 
a pity that they were not able to let them continue by re-introducing Metheglin (Mead) instead of 
Whisky! 

What I consider very curious in this Pattern is that it was not carried on in honour of any Saint, as is 
always the case in every other Parish, and that it was held in the very beginning of the month which 
derived its name from the Sports of Tailteann. The usual sports carried on in the latter days were 
dancing, wrestling, boxing-sports congenial to the Irish temperament of Constitution. In ancient times 
the Irish met at Tailteann for various purposes, viz, to contract marriages, which they did by simple 
ceremony (if we believe the book of Fermoy) of kissing and shaking hands; for buying and selling (we 
ƭŜŀǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ /ƻǊƳŀŎΩǎ DƭƻǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ Ƙƛƭƭ ŀǘ ¢ŀƛƭǘŜŀƴƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ¢ǳƭŀŎƘ ƴŀ /ƻƛōƘŎƘŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ 
explains Hill of Buying or Market Hill) and for exhibiting feats of eangnamh-dexterity of arms and 
ōǳŦŦƻƻƴŜǊȅΧ aȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƻōƧŜŎǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜǎ ƻŦ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ǇƭŀŎŜǎΤ ǘƻ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ 
another business which cannot be done in a letter written from the force of memory in a country town 
where there is not a single book ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘΦέ 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/R%C3%AD
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Ireland again faced a foreign invasion in 1649, this time from the Republic of the Commonwealth of 
England under Oliver Cromwell, a conflict said to have caused the deaths of nearly a third of the 
population. The genocidal policies then imposed on Catholics and other religious minorities over the 
next century sewed the seeds of dissent that culminated in the 1798 United Irishmen Rebellion, which 
was inevitably brutally suppressed. It has been suggested that Irish Wrestling was the main means of 
training for rebel combatants and it thrived in this brief period as a form of martial art. With the forced 
1801 Act of Union with the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, inept governance kept the 
indigenous population in perpetual servitude and the potato was introduced as a cheap staple food for 
the peasant majority. The An Gorta Mór or Great Hunger of 1845 was not just a famine caused by the 
potato blight fungus but was deliberate manmade way to rid the land of its sense of Irishness. Over a 
million died in the first year of this crisis and the population was then halved to just 4 million due to 
forced emigration over the next four decades. This is how the Irish Diaspora spread around the world 
and why Irish Wrestling can lay claim to once being a globally practiced sport.  

 

It is no wonder considering this history that the Cumann Lúthchleas Gael, the Gaelic Athletic Association 
GAA came into being in 1884. At a meeting held at the Commercial Hotel in Thurles County Tipperary on 
November 1, Michael Cusack called together a board of directors with an express aim to promote Irish 
indigenous sports in direct defiance of British cultural domination. It was no accident that this meeting 
was held during Samhain (a.k.a Halloween) because Cusack believed the Irish New Year would inspire 
the birth of an era of new Fianna heroes. He might have been right because the GAA grew at a 
phenomenal pace and within just three years they were able to arrange the first All-Ireland 
Championships in both hurling and Gaelic football. The initial intention of the GAA however was to 
reestablish the Áenach Tailteann and this is verified by a letter written to the board by Archbishop 
Thomas Croke, the first patron of the organisation; 

ά.ŀƭƭ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎΣ ƘǳǊƭƛƴƎΣ Ŧƻƻǘōŀƭƭ-kicking, according to Irish rules, casting, leaping in various ways, 
wrestling, handy grips, top-pegging, leap-frog, rounders, tip-in-the-hat and all the favourite exercises 
and amusements among men and boys may now be said to be not only dead and buried in several 
ƭƻŎŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ōǳǘ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ŦƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƪƴƻǿƴΧ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ƛŦ ǿŜ ƪŜŜǇ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǎŎƻǊŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƛƴ 
the same direction that we have been going in for some time past, condemning the sports that were 
practiced by our forefathers, effacing our national features as though we were ashamed of them and 
ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ƻƴΣ ǿƛǘƘ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǎǘǳŦŦǎ ŀƴŘ ōǊƻŀŘŎƭƻǘƘǎΣ ƘŜǊ ƳŀǎƘŜǊ Ƙŀōƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǳŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜŦŦŜƳƛƴŀǘŜ ŦƻƭƭƛŜǎ 
that she may recommend, we had better, at once and publicly abjure our nationality, clap hands for 
joȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛƻƴ WŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀŎŜ Ψ9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ōƭƻƻŘȅ ǊŜŘΩ ŜȄǳƭǘŀƴǘƭȅ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŜƴΦέ  
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On the afternoon of November 21 in 1920 at Croke Park Stadium (named after the Archbishop), which 
was the Dublin HQ for the GAA, the terrible events of ‘Bloody Sunday’ took place when the police under 
orders of British Security Forces opened fire on a crowd of spectators watching a Gaelic football match 
between Dublin and Tipperary, killing 14 and injuring 65. This massacre turned public opinion against 
the Crown which led almost directly to national independence, first as the Irish Free State 1922-1937 
then as the Republic of Eire.  To mark the celebration of this auspicious event in Irish history the Áenach 
Tailteann was actually revived in August 1924 and held at Croke Park with invitations sent to all people 
of Irish ancestry around the world; participants coming from England, Scotland, Wales, Canada, the USA, 
South Africa, New Zealand and Australia as well as Ireland itself. This coincided with the Paris Olympics 
with several athletes becoming dual competitors and the American high jumper Harold Osborne won 
gold medals at both events. Strangely although wrestling was included in this program it was done 
under the new international Freestyle rules and no attempt was made to include indigenous Irish 
wrestling. Naturally the main attractions were hurling, Gaelic football, along with track & field events 
but large audiences turned out to watch the motor sports of car and boat racing. Just like in the ancient 
gatherings, arts such as poetry, music, singing, dancing and even chess were included within the 
competition framework. 

 

The opening ceremony took place before an estimated crowd of 20,000, beginning with the entrance of 
Queen Tailtiu into the stadium along with her retinue of noblemen, depicted by young men dressed as 
warriors accompanied by Irish wolfhounds and by all accounts it was quite spectacular. Another 
successful Áenach Tailteann was again held at Croke Park in 1928, coinciding with the Amsterdam 
Olympics but the 1932 Los Angeles Olympics impacted negatively on the following gathering because of 
the geographical distance athletes would be required to travel if they wanted to participate in both 
events. This naturally reduced the number of high profile performers attending. Not only was this 
something to contend with but the Eucharistic Congress, with its million strong Mass, completely 
overshadowed the 1932 Áenach Tailteann and afterwards it was then made difficult for the committee 
charged with organisation to lobby the government for funding. The Catholic Church was a powerful 
force in Ireland at that time and due to the pagan origin of the Áenach Tailteann, did all it could to 
prevent the success of future gatherings.  
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The demise of the Tailteann Games was finally sealed with the accession to power of Taoiseach Eamon 
De Valera and Fianna Fail political party. The 1936 event was cancelled and over the following years the 
Games were subjected to endless government enquiries by an unenthusiastic De Valera, essentially 
because he wished to undo anything positive associated with the previous Cumann na nGaedhael 
government. Despite the persistent protests of J.J. Walsh, the original lobbyer of the modern Áenach 
Tailteann, the intergovernmental committee informed him in 1939 that there was no possibility of any 
future events along these lines. Walsh’s words sum up his frustration quite well (2);  

άHad this magnificent idea of Race solidarity, with its massing in the Capital of the Old Land every four 
years, been inaugurated by some [Fianna Fáil] Party hack, there is no doubt whatever it would have 
readily appealed to the government of the day. That he (De Valera) failed to rise above the narrow 
cult of Party politics is not his own affair.  In my opinion, it was a deplorable and regrettable mistake.έ 

 

 

The Tailteann Games do live on in name at least, as an annual inter-provincial schools athletics 
competition run by Athletics Ireland and sponsored by Eire’s allegedly favourite confectionary, Kit-Kat. 
There are a large number of people however who are nostalgic for a return to this bygone era of 
Irelands sporting glory, longing and openly discussing with whomever will listen, what could have been? 
The GAA has played a not so insignificant role in the development of Irish nationalism, just as the 
founding fathers had hoped but it should also be held accountable for not fulfilling its original mandate. 
While focusing almost exclusively on hurling and Gaelic football, with a little camogie (women’s hurling), 
handball and rounders thrown in for luck, the GAA has utterly ignored other most ancient sports such as  
Coraiocht Coilear agus Uille, not even acknowledging its role in Irish history. In 1969 a division of the 
GAA called Scór was created to promote cultural activities such as music, dance and song but there is no 
reason why indigenous wrestling couldn’t be revived under Rule 4 of the official guide; 

άThe Association shall actively support the Irish language, traditional Irish dancing, music, song, and 
other aspects of Irish culture. It shall foster an awareness and love of the national ideals in the people 
of Ireland, and assist in promoting a community spirit through its clubs.έ 

I wonder if one day the GAA will return to their original convictions and play their part in a full revival of 
the Áenach Tailteann and restoration of other indigenous Irish sports.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Irish_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Irish_dancing
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Irish_music
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Irish_culture
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Traditional Irish wrestling didn’t necessarily die out with the end of the ancient Áenach Tailteann in 1806 
and exactly a century later the Gaelic language researcher John Ennis wrote an extensive piece on the 
history of wrestling in Kildare for the Leinster Leader Newspaper 16.03.1907 (7). In it he describes a 
match in 1826 at the town of Clane between Richard Carey, champion of Westmeath and James Larkin, 
champion of Kildare before a crowd of 30,000. A similar contest was held in 1865 near the Hill of 
Carbury between James Rourke of Clane and James Gallagher of Drehid which had over 10,000 
spectators. Such crowd attendances were apparently quite common in Kildare and only stopped under 
specific government prohibition when gatherings of any kind, other than for religious purposes, were 
banned in a vain attempt to curtail the growth of Fenianism. This is what Ennis said of Irish wrestling in 
his era; 

άUntil within the last two decades collar and elbow was cultivated by the youth of Kildare with an 
ŜƴǘƘǳǎƛŀǎƳ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾƻǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŀƭƻƎƻǳǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ōƻȅΩǎ ƛƴŦŀǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ƻŦ ōŀǎŜōŀƭƭΦ Lǘ 
was the chief physical sport of the male population from childhood to mature manhood, and every 
parish had its champion who was kept busy defending his title against would-be usurpers in his own 
bailiwick, and contending for higher honours in inter-county contests with neighbouring champions. 
¢ƘŜ ƳŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƧƻƛƴƛƴƎ ŎƻǳƴǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ 5ǳōƭƛƴΣ aŜŀǘƘΣ ²ŜǎǘƳŜŀǘƘΣ YƛƴƎΩǎΣ /ŀǊƭƻǿΣ ŀƴŘ ²ƛŎƪƭƻǿ ŜǾŜǊ 
sought to emulate the prowess of the wrestlers of Kildare. Time and time again the best men from 
these counties came into Kildare seeking the laurels of victory oƴƭȅ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǿƛǎŜǊ ōǳǘ ǎŀŘŘŜǊΧ 

It is to be hoped that this eminently scientific and picturesque style of wrestling will be again revived 
and popularised. The Gaelic Athletic Association should include it in its list of ancient Gaelic sports, 
which it is so commendably and successfully reviving in Ireland. It is indubitably the duty of Kildare 
men, wheresoever their lots may be cast, to take the initiative in resuscitating and cultivating this 
incomparable style of wrestling. The writer would suggest that clubs for this purpose be organised in 
our large towns and competent instructors engaged. If this be done it will be but a few years until we 
shall again be holding tournaments which will develop champions of the types which in former years 
were the pride of Kildare.ά 

  

This shows that indigenous Irish wrestling was incredibly popular in the past but these are also prophetic 
words and it is a shame they weren’t listened to in their day. It is hoped that the words of Ennis may 
have more of an impact in our contemporary era. 
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The Irish Amateur Wrestling Association has followed the pattern of the GAA and while they give 
mention on their website to wrestling at the ancient Greek Olympics, nothing about the ancient history 
of the sport in Ireland is included. Even the great George O’Kelly of Hull who won the heavyweight title 
for the British team in Catch as Catch Can at the 1908 Olympics is omitted, maybe because it is known 
that he was originally a Collar & Elbow man. So here lies another body that is culpable for what it has 
failed to do because the International Federation of Associated Wrestling Styles (FILA) has decreed that 
affiliated national bodies must do all they can to preserve the traditional wrestling styles of their 
homelands. FILA acknowledge that wrestling is not just a competitive sport but also an expression of 
culture and this subject is now being explored by UNESCO as part of their Intangible Cultural Heritage 
program. Common sense would then suggest that the GAA and the IAWA should form a partnership but 
the air of apathy surrounding this topic suggests that nothing will happen fast here. There is one body 
that at least tried to help bring Irish Wrestling back to life but the International Federation of Celtic 
Wrestling (FILC) is not based in Ireland and required local assistance for this to succeed. In 1990 FILC 
formed an alliance with the Gaelic language youth organisation Ogras, to create a new body called 
Coiste Coraiocht Ceilteach na hÉireann, witha hope that Celtic Wrestling could regrow in the Emerald Isle 
(4). Unfortunately it appears not much else has happened in the last two decades and the Celtic 
Wrestling Association of Ireland seems to have faded into oblivion, even though Ogras continue to run 
their own youth version of the Tailteann Games without wrestling. 

  

In 2002 the professional wrestling company, Irish Whip Wrestling, began operations with a goal to 
entertain crowds in shows of this theatrical form of the grappling art. Named after the famous signature 
move of Danno O’Mahoney, IWW provided a base foundation for Sheamus O'Shaunessy before he 
moved to WWE and has done much to promote a more positive image for ancient Celtic warriorhood. 
Maybe the managers of IWW could take on the task of bringing a renaissance to indigenous Irish 
wrestling where so many others have either failed or neglected their role to do so. Prior to IWW the 
Belfast Bruiser Dave Finlay was making a name for himself on the American Professional Wrestling 
circuit, wearing his trademark shamrock tights and often appearing with a midget wrestler dressed as a 
leprechaun, feeding into every known stereotype of Irishmen in the USA. One thing he did achieve 
however was to bring greater awareness of ealaíona comhraic or traditional Irish martial arts, especially 
bataireacht stick fighting with the shillelagh. This in turn has inspired groups like the Celtic Martial Arts 
Research Society to collect information on the subject, contributing greatly to contemporary knowledge 
of Historical European Martial Arts and this leads to another possibility that this new found resurgence 
of interest in the matter could also work towards growing awareness of Irish wrestling (5).   
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Of course this is all just grasping at straws in a vague hope that someone in the home country will come 
to champion this cause but as the saying goes, if you want something done then do it yourself. Gael-
Astrálach or Australians of Irish descent by some estimates today comprise nearly 30% of the total 
population, making them by far the largest single ethnicity in the country. Ancestrally over 40,000 Irish 
prisoners of war were deported to the penal colonies of Australia between 1798, after the United 
Irishmen Rebellion and 1867, when transportation as a form of punishment was stopped. Many more 
migrated after the An Gorta Mór and Irish muscle, in the form of indentured convicts (i.e. slaves) or an 
affordable labour market (i.e. low income workers), is essentially what built the Australian economy. 
Due to continued oppression the Irish were involved in all colonial era stands against authority, such as 
the 1804 Vinegar Hill Rebellion when 300 convicts stood in unison with the cry of ‘Liberty or Death’ and 
were mowed down by musket fire by the Rum Corps in what is now the outskirts of Sydney. They were 
also the prime group to organise the 1854 Eureka Stockade on the goldfields of Ballarat and the 
Australian Labour Movement is completely indebted to their contribution for its early formation. 
Coraiocht Coilear agus Uille has been practiced as a tavern sport in Australia since earliest settlement 
(9), as attested to by court reports like this one from Sydney in 1799; 

On the 30th of December, Constable Henry Kable of the Rum Corps has been charged with inattention 
to duty, in regards to a multitude of people assembled on Sunday last, to witness some contested 
baǘǘƭŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀƴŘ LǊƛǎƘ ŎƻƴǾƛŎǘǎΦέ 

Ultimately Coraiocht Coilear agus Uille followed the path it took in the mother country and stopped 
being played by the 1880s. Irish Australians have always maintained close contact with their bretheren 
in Ireland however, as demonstrated by the annual International Rules version of football arranged 
between the GAA and the Australian Football League; this continuity shows no signs of abating. On 
January 26 Australia Day at the Gathering of the Celts Festival in Sydney this year, an experimental 
tournament in Pan-Celtic Wrestling was arranged by the Association of Australian Celtic Wrestlers 
AACW. Combining the rules of three different versions of Celtic Wrestling, Scottish Backhold, Irish 
Scuffling and Cornish Wrasslin, played in three seperate rounds of one match, P-CW is actually a 
sporting synthesis unique to Australia. These three ancient sports were all played in the colonial era  and 
therefore belong to the wrestling heritage of this country as much as anywhere else in the world. This 
inaugural event was won by Brian Ebersole representing Ireland and as far as can be detirmined, this is 
the only place in the world where Coraiocht Coilear agus Uille is currently being practiced. AACW plan to 
have further displays of P-CW at all Celtic gatherings across Australia and hope one day to take on the 
European Celts at the FILC championships. The AACW functions completely without government 
support, relying on small private donations for its continuation.  
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AACW has built strong ties with other traditional wrestling sports through the Australian Society of 
Traditional Wrestlers ASTW and most participants train in other styles such as Sumo, Freestyle, Judo, 
Sambo and Turkish Gures. In time this sport will inevitably evolve along its own pathway, much like how 
Irish Scuffling became Collegiate Wrestling in the USA, but for now it is trying to follow as near as 
possible the rules that governed the sport back in the colonial era. 

  

If indigenous Irish wrestling can continue in the far Antipodes there is no reason it couldn’t be restored 
in its country of origin, it was once after all one of the most popular sporting activities in the land and by 
all accounts Ireland used to be a true wrestling nation, with the sport passionately followed by large 
segments of the population. All that is required is the willpower of just one individual who can lead and 
inspire others to get involved in this cause. The Áenach Tailteann was once such an iconic occurrence in 
Irish cultural life and if it did exist for nearly 4,000 years, from 1829BC till 1806 AD, it is no wonder this 
concept is impossible to eradicate from the Irish collective mindset. It makes no sense to have an the 
Áenach Tailteann in any other place than where it was originally designed and if it is returned to the 
Blackwater Valley at Telltown, this will have the added bonus of seeing a restoration of this significant 
archaeological site, which is larger than Tara and as old as anything in the Boyne Valley. For the 
Lughnasadh to be held here it would have to become the focal point of Irish national life, with all levels 
of society from government to business, from the GAA to IAWA and yes even the Catholic Church will 
have to play its part, remember St Patrick did attend the Áenach Tailteann and Archbishop Croke was 
pivotal in the success of the GAA.  Coraiocht Coilear agus Uille would then be a central feature of this 
revival and who knows, one day traditional Irish wrestling could become as big as traditional Mongolian 
wrestling, traditional Turkish wrestling, traditional Senegalese wrestling, traditional Japanese wrestling 
or traditional Swiss wrestling is in their respective homelands. Imagine the tourism potential and how 
much this would add to the Irish economy. If only someone could start the first bee.    

 

The Coreeda Association of Australia September 2011 
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Suggested Reading 

1. http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=59475100 

2. http://www.theirishstory.com/2011/02/23/the-tailteann-games-1924-1936/ 

3. http://www.eirgridnortheastprojects.com/media/14.8%20Telltown%20Impact%20Assessmen

t%20Report.pdf 

4. http://www.amazon.com/Celtic-Wrestling-Jacket-GUY-JAOUEN/dp/2950440290 

5. http://johnwhurley.com/hurleyframeset-2.html 

6. http://maol.tripod.com/index-2.html 

7. http://www.kildare.ie/ehistory/2006/05/collar_and_elbow_wrestling.asp 

8. http://irishmartialarts.wordpress.com/about/ 

9. http://sidharta.com/books/index.jsp;jsessionsid=4661FE2FEE062C33175E26F44DE8442?uid=6

6 

 

Websites 

http://www.coreedaoz.com/main/page_association_of_australian_celtic_wrestlers.html 

http://celticwrestling.wordpress.com/ 
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