Tim Clarke elected Kildare GAA Secretary 
100 years ago
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Few Kildare GAA supporters under the age of 60 will know much about Tim Clarke, the man from Tullamore who changed the face of the GAA in his adopted county. Eoghan Corry in his Kildare GAA, A Centenary History (1984) writes a wonderful account of the man who was Kildare County Secretary from 1921 to 1960, and County Treasurer from 1952 to 1963. 

“Tim Clarke was hard-working, often abrasive, cantankerous, disciplinarian and great-hearted: most people will agree with one or more of those descriptions – but everyone will agree that he lived his life for the GAA”. 

The Offaly native was elected secretary of the Kildare County Board at the county convention on Sunday 13 February 1921 and served in that role until January 1960. There were four nominations for the position: T.P. Clarke, L. J. Fegan, P. Malone and P. Walsh. Tim received 34 votes, 16 more than the combined total of his opponents. The Leinster Leader (19 February 1921) reported that 

“Mr. Clarke said he would do his very best to discharge the duties satisfactorily. He was assured of the support of Mr. White in doing so, and only for that he would not have gone forward. He hoped they would be in as good if not a better position that time next year”.

His term as Kildare secretary began during the term of Luke O’Toole as General Secretary of the GAA (1901-29) and coincided with almost the full term of his successor, Pádraig Ó Caoimh, (1929-64) after whom Páirc Uí Chaoimh in Cork is named.

Tim Clarke was born in Tullamore on 5 July 1885 - less than a year after the foundation of the GAA. His father, Timothy Clarke, born in County Wicklow, was a member of the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) in Westmeath and Offaly. He died on 23 July 1918.

Tim’s mother, Mrs Catherine Clarke, died of a haemorrhage on 21 September 1890, aged 38 when Tim was five years old.
Ned Treacy, a Round Towers man, who was on the 1956 Leinster senior football championship winning team, got to know Tim during the 1950s and says, 

“He was big in stature and authority and everybody knew who the boss of Kildare GAA was. He lived in No. 2 Canning Place, Newbridge and his front room was his office. A table in the middle of the room was packed with files and books and, I think, a typewriter. He wrote an article every week for the Leinster Leader”.

John O’Neill is one of the last two surviving members of the Sarsfields team which won three Kildare senior football titles in a row from 1950 to 1952. His father was a great friend of Tim’s and John gleaned some wonderful insights into Tim’s lifestyle due to their closeness.  

He remembers Tim as a ‘perfect gentleman’ and ‘a great old Gael’ who had a wonderful interest in people. “He had a favourite place in the CYMS hall where he listened to classical and operatic music – and he liked a quiet atmosphere, something which was difficult enough to achieve where youths gathered to play snooker and socialise in a convivial setting”.

John also remembers Tim’s office: “He worked from a very small office the walls of which were lined with books, and paperwork covered his desk which was lit by a small electric lamp”.

Former County Secretary, Seamus Aldridge, who played for Kildare Minors for three years recalls that Tim always supervised gates on match days and was very careful with finances. When Seamus was in Waterford, Tim sent him the rail fare to travel for matches. If a club delegate raised a question about annual accounts at county convention, Tim would say “This is higher finance which you would not understand”. 

Newbridge man, Matt Dunne, said Tim was a gentleman but when it came to matters GAA, ‘he was a law unto himself’. Matt assisted Tim recording details of injury payments to players in 1954 and 1955 in an office - which doubled as his bedroom - where ‘there was no room to stand up’. In 1957, Tommy O’Hanlon from the Sarsfields club was elected assistant secretary and became county secretary from 1961 to 1962.

Des Marron from Clane, goalkeeper on the Kildare team that won the 1956 Leinster title, respected Tim Clarke as a kindly man who was quite heavy, probably about 18 stone in weight. Des had the task of driving some fellow players to inter-county games. On one occasion he collected six Kilcock men in his station wagon and travelled by back roads to Portlaoise. They stopped to pray at Fr Moore’s Well, a place of pilgrimage in Rathbride, near the Curragh plains. Tim was not amused when the lads arrived late, but Kildare defeated Offaly and Des credits their visit to the well for the victory.

As well as looking after the gates, Tim would field every complaint, question or allegation from spectators and players. Players feared him. On one occasion he would not let a player see his sister who came to see him in Barry’s Hotel on the morning of a big match. One player remarked: “He could take dog’s abuse – and give back dog’s abuse”. 

On the other hand, players had great respect for the man who wrote to them regarding arrangements for training and fixtures. Tommy Mulhall who won four county senior medals and two Leinster Leader Cup medals with Athy as well as two Railway Cups in 1939 and 1940, and retired in 1945 after a 13-year inter-county career, wrote to Tim: 

“Although at times we may have regarded you as an old tyrant and called you ‘Old Tim’ and ‘Hitler’ behind your back, we realised that you were our friend and your advice was always sound, and for our good. I shall always look back on those trips, especially to the south and west, which we all enjoyed so much. I’m sorry it all came to an end”.

The following appraisal of his contribution to the GAA up to 1928 was published in the Leinster Leader on 6 October 1928, just six days after Kildare became the first county to win the Sam Maguire Cup:

Tim Clarke, the popular county secretary who has brought the County Board to its present affluent position, is one of the most capable and efficient GAA secretaries in the organisation. His work does not end with the mere discharge of his secretarial duties. He is constantly at work devising ways and means of furthering the interests of the ‘Short Grass’ and his hours of duty would give a rigid Trades’ Union official a shock at their extent.

The Offaly man who lived most of his life in Newbridge, residing in No. 2 Canning Place, and died on 27 April 1964, was a very far-seeing and excellent administrator. Tim Clarke guided the Kildare County Board and the fortunes of clubs and Gaelic games in the county; he may have been somewhat difficult to deal with at times, but he had the respect of players and clubs alike in how he brought Kildare through its most successful period ever on the playing fields of Ireland and laid the foundation for the growth of the Association in the ‘Short Grass’.

‘A man before his time’ is an oft-quoted cliché which can be rightly applied to the life and work of Tim Clarke: his leadership shone a beacon of light on the GAA.
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Kildare win the Tim Clarke Cup in 2018

When Kildare captain Aaron Masterson lifted the Tim Clarke Cup after the inaugural Under-20 All-Ireland championship, not many people would have known that this trophy was presented to the GAA Central Council by the Kildare County Board in 1966 – a year after the county won the second ever Under-21 All-Ireland final. 

How proud Tim would have been had he foreseen that the trophy named in his memory and donated by the County Board to the GAA in 1966 would return to his adopted county on Sunday 5 August 2018, 54 years after his death… many years later than he would have wished.

Kerry were the first winners of that championship in 1964 when they had a 1-10 to 1-3 victory over Laois. Kildare were victors over Cork by 

2-11 to 1-7 in 1965. A year later, Roscommon, inspired by Dermot Earley at centre-half forward, were the first recipients of the Tim Clarke trophy with a 2-10 to 1-12 win against Kildare. 

By 2017, the cup had passed through Lilywhite Land 35 times en route to Cork (11), Kerry (9), Mayo (6), Galway (5), Roscommon (2), and once each to Offaly and Westmeath. Other counties to win the Tim Clarke Cup were Tyrone and Dublin (five times each), Derry and Donegal twice, and Antrim, Down, Meath and Armagh on one occasion each. 

An interesting fact about winning Under-21 captains is that the only players to captain their county twice in succession were from Tyrone: Peter Canavan (1991, ’92) and the late Cormac McAnallen in 2000 and 2001.
But on Sunday 5 August 2018 it came home to the place of its birth when Kildare became the 16th county to win the Tim Clarke Cup. 

[image: image3.jpg]



[image: image4.jpg]



