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Ireland’s Call - 
Sporting Heroes 
Who Fell in The 
Great War
For three Irish 
sportsmen, the first day 
of 1912 began in the 
company of nearly 
20,000 noisy, sports-mad 
Parisians. When Alfred 
Squire Taylor, William 
Victor Edwards and 
William Beatty sprinted 
on to the Parc des 
Princes turf, it was in 
front of one of the biggest 
crowds the French capital 
had seen.

Regular games of 
international rugby were still a novelty, and the arrival of the 
Irish team had excited the city’s population so much that 
thousands of tickets had been snapped up days in advance.
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Even though France were relative newcomers to the 
recently formed Five Nations Championship, the expectation 
of a home victory was still high. The side had improved in 
recent years and had beaten Scotland in the previous 
season.

Ireland rugby team including William John Beatty 
[Picture courtesy of Merrion Press via IRFU archives]

Ireland took to the field with five debutants, while the French 
selectors had chosen six new faces.

Edwards, from Strandtown in Belfast, who played in the 
pack for Ulster, was making his first appearance in Irish 
colours. He was strong and well-built with powerful 
shoulders, and after impressing selectors during club games 
in Belfast, he was chosen to be Ireland’s new number eight.

Twenty-three-year-old Beatty, who had made his 
international debut at the same Paris ground two years 
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Robbie Smyth Basil Maclear [Picture via Merrion Press 
courtesy of Royal School Dungannon]

earlier, was a prop and had been on the winning side in 
March 1910 when Ireland won by 8 points to 3.

Taylor, who had played school and university rugby and then 
for Ulster, was a speedy and talented centre.

The Irish and French teams included doctors, accountants 
and students, amateurs who played the game for fun. They 
were young men at the peak of physical fitness, the sporting 
heroes of their day, with much to look forward to.

At the start of 1912, the idea of a bloody European war 
beginning in 1914 was unimaginable.

But of the 30 players who took the field to cheers that 
January afternoon, 10 – seven French and three Irish – 
would die as a result of the forthcoming four-year conflict. 
The first World War affected the lives of hundreds of 
sporting stars.
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Edwards was killed in December 1917 during the defence of 
the city of Jerusalem. As well as rugby he was a gifted 
swimmer and regularly took part in championships. He 
became the Irish 200-yard swimming champion, in addition 
to being an accomplished water polo player. He was also 
fond of sea swimming and in August 1913 he made history 
by becoming the first man to swim across Belfast Lough.

Taylor became a member of the Royal Army Medical Corps. 
While treating a wounded comrade during the Third Battle of 
Ypres in 1917, he was hit and killed by a German shell.

Beatty, who rose to the rank of major with the Royal Army 
Medical Corps, lived to see the end of the conflict but died in 
1919 as a result of his experiences on the Western Front.

Gifted stars

Rugby was not the only sport to lose hundreds of its most 
gifted stars. Irish international athletes, hockey players and 
cricketers all enlisted when war broke out in August 1914.

Irish soccer captain Harold Sloan, the first man to score a 
goal at Dalymount Park, lost his life as he served with the 
Royal Garrison Artillery in January 1917.

A natural striker, the Dubliner scored a famous hat-trick for 
Ireland against Wales in 1905.

Like those who played soccer, thousands of GAA members 
volunteered to fight. This area has received little attention 
and while important research has been conducted by Ross 
O’Carroll and Donal McAnallen, the number of GAA players 
who joined the British Army during the Great War is difficult 
to quantify.

Page �4



JANUARY 31, 2018

However, it is clear the figure runs into thousands and 
includes Belfast man William Manning from the Falls Road 
area, who died in March 1918 in the colours of the Royal 
Dublin Fusiliers

Manning played for Antrim in the 1912 All-Ireland final, 
which they lost to Louth. A year later, when the final was 
played in the new Croke Park ground, James Rossiter lined 
out for the Wexford team. He was a skilful player with a 
great first touch, and his team established a reputation for 
tough tackling.

Despite their ability they were unable to conquer Kerry, and 
they lost in 1913 and the following year.

In the early part of 1915 Rossiter decided to enlist and he 
saw service with the Irish Guards. It appears he took 
soldiering in his stride. In one letter home, he wrote that he 
found playing in an All-Ireland Final more nerve-wracking 
“than an attack on the Germans”. Rossiter was killed in 
October 1915.

The participation of GAA players in the British Army was 
controversial, and Sean Etchingham, president of Wexford’s 
county board, argued that no honourable man should ever 
support recruitment into the British forces.

A century on, attitudes have altered. The past still presents 
difficulty but many people are now prepared to embrace 
history rather than shun it.

An extract from Stephen Walker’s book Ireland’s Call: Irish 
Sporting Heroes Who Fell in The Great War. Stephen 
Walker is a political correspondent with BBC Northern 
Ireland. Ireland’s Call: Irish Sporting Heroes Who Fell in The 
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Great War is published by Merrion Press. This article based 
on a report in the Irish Times Sat, Sep 26, 2015

IRISH RUGBY INTERNATIONALS WW1

+BEATTY, William John

Royal Army Service Corps, attd. 4th Army Heavy Artillery. 
Major. OBE. Died 10/02/1919. Aged 30. Son of Mr. G. 
Beatty, of Belfast; husband of Vivienne G. Beatty, of 
Chelesa, London. Charleroi Comunal Cemetery, Hainaut, 
Belgium

DOWSE, John Cecil Alexander

RAMC. Major-General. CB. CBE. MC. Born at Glenageary, 
Co. Dublin, where his father was rector of St Paul's Church. 
In 1894 the family moved to Monkstown where Dowse later 
played rugby for Monkstown Football Club. He played rugby 
for Ireland in 1914.  against France, Scotland and Wales. 
However, his rugby career was cut short by the outbreak of 
WW1. He was commissioned as a lieutenantin the Royal 
Army medical Corps in August 1914. He served on the 
Western Front and in India, remained in the army after the 
war and served during WW2 in France, North Africa, Italy 
and Egypt. He ended the war with the rank of acting Major-
General(made substantive in November 1945). After the war 
he was Commandant and Director of Studies at the Royal 
Army Medical College 1948–49. He then retired and was 
Colonel Commandant of the RAMC (a ceremonial position) 
1950–56. He was educated at Trent College, Derbyshire, 
and Trinity College, Dublin.  

+EDWARDS, William Victor 
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Royal Dublin Fusiliers. Captain. Died 29/12/1917. Age 30. 
Son of Mary Edwards, The Laurels, Strandtown, Belfast, 
and the late Alfred Edwards. Jerusalem War Cemetery


+McNAMARA, Vincent

Royal Engineers. 136th Fortress Coy. Second Lieutenant. 
Died 29/11/1915 at Sulva Bay, Gallipoli. Aged 24. Graduate 
of the Engineering School of Cork University College, and 
an Irish International rugby union footballer. Son of Patrick 
Joseph and Margaret McNamara (nee O'Connell), of 
"Analore," Castle Rd., Blackrock, Cork. Born at Blackrock, 
Cork. Lancashire Landing Cemetery, Turkey


+TAYLOR, Alfred Squire

Royal Army Medical Corps. Captain. attd. 10th/11th Bn. 
Highland Light Infantry. Died 31/07/1917. Aged 29. Son of 
the Rev. David A. Taylor, D.D., of "Eastbourne," Windsor 
Avenue North, Belfast. Ypres Town Cemetery Extension. 
West-Vlaanderen, Belgium 

+STEWART, Albert Lewis

Machine Gun Corps (Infantry). 22nd Bn. Formerley of the 
Royal Irish Rifles. Major. D S O, Mentioned in Despatches. 
Died 04/10/1917. Aged 28.  Killed in action in the Battle of 
Broodseinde. North of Ireland (Rugby) Football Club 1907 - 
1914. Three appearances for Ireland. Son of Mrs Stewart of 
101 Wellesley Avenue, Belfast; and the late James Stewart 
(Solicitor). Hooge Crater Cemetery. West-Vlaanderen, 
Belgium 
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Footnote - further contributions welcome, as well as 
Internationals in WW2. Already noted are Harry McKibbin 
and Blair Mayne.

On this day NI submariners perished in 
’The Battle of May’ in WW1

Men from Northern Ireland served in HM Submarines from 
the outbreak of the war. The development of submarines in 
the Royal Navy was not apace historically of Germany, 
France or the USA. Indeed due to a mentality based on its 
belief in its superiority in surface ships, the UK for a time 
tried to get submarine warfare regarded as an international 
war crime. Other nations did not accept the UK’s position. 
Consequently, resources to develop submarines were 
slower to become available. 

The K class were involved in 16 major accidents and 
any number of minor mishaps. One, the K13 sank on 
her trials in the Gareloch and her salvage was a feat for 
the day. Barrow Submariners Assoc.

There was also debate within the leadership of the navy as 
to the role and relevance of submarines. One view being 
that they were best suited to observation prior to 
engagements by surface craft. The development of the 
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submarine as a weapon of war is one of the major outcomes 
of the First World War and especially in Germany where the 
role of whose surface fleet had been so negated in the 
degree to which it had been confined to port.
 
Regardless of the bigger pictures, submarines developed 
technologically and strategically. These developments were 
not without cost in terms of human lives.

The Battle of May  

Three submariners from Belfast were lost in a tragic incident 
in 1918 which became known as the Battle of May - a 
catastrophe that left 270 RN dead. Isaac Gibson from Argyll 
Place and John McDonald whose father was based at 
Chichester Street Fire Station, were in HM Submarine K17 
and Joseph Hayes from Shaftesbury Street was in HM 
Submarine K4. 

The two K Class submarines were destroyed on 31/01/1918 
when they were sunk and three more were damaged along 
with a surface cruiser.

No enemy ships were involved in the sinkings, 20 miles off 
Fife Ness on Scotland’s east coast. The deaths were all 
caused by a series of night-time collisions within the British 
fleet.

So embarrassing was the incident that even though one 
officer was court-martialled, the facts were not generally 
admitted for more than 60 years, until after the death of the 
last survivor.
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Jim Rae, secretary of the Scottish branch of the 
Submariners’ Association said: "It was an absolute bloody 
disaster from the beginning. The K Class submarines did 
not have a very impressive record. You can see why those 
who served in them were known as the suicide club."

The submarines proved far more lethal to their crews than to 
the enemy, so much so that the K was said to stand for 
Kalamity. Driven by oil-fired steam turbine engines, they 
were large and cumbersome, too slow to keep up with 
surface ships, hard to manoeuvre and stifling for their crews. 
Of the 18 that were built, none were lost in action but six 
were sunk in accidental collisions.

In January 1918, as British warships steamed north from 
Rosyth to join their fleet at Scapa Flow in the Orkneys, they 
were accompanied by two flotillas of the submarines. The 
first two subs found themselves bearing down on two 
minesweepers and changed course. The third, K14, veered 
to starboard to avoid colliding with them but performed a 
complete circle as its rudder jammed.
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That brought it back into line just in time to be rammed by 
the last submarine in the group, K22. A battlecruiser, HMS 
Inflexible, then ploughed into K22.

The first ships in the convoy turned back to rescue the 
submarines and steamed straight into the chaos. A cruiser, 
HMS Fearless, rammed K17, another of the subs, sinking it 
within eight minutes. Then two further submarines, K4 and 
K6, collided. To complete the disaster, a destroyer then 
carved through the survivors of K17, killing many of those 
who had been left in the water. The entire 59-man crew of 
K4 was lost and all but eight of K17’s.

The Royal Navy hushed up the catastrophe and it was not 
until 2002 that a commemorative plaque was erected on a 
cairn in Anstruther, the nearest village on the coast, though 
even that does not refer to the cause of the loss of life. The 
Submariners' Association however, now holds an annual 
commemorative service.

Squadron 103
Two men from Northern Ireland died  on this 

date serving with 103 Squadron. They were 
James Johnston from Derry and William Gwyne 
from Omagh

103 Squadron, RFC, was formed at Beaulieu in 
Hampshire UK on 1st September  1917 as a day 
bomber squadron. Disbanded in 1919 103 
Squadron was re-formed in August 1936, as No 
103 (Bomber) Squadron  with Hawker Hinds at 
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RAF Andover and moved to RAF Unsworth in Co 
Durham in Feb 1937. 

During the Second World War No 103 Squadron 
was sent to France  In May 1940 103 Squadron 
was based at Betheniville later withdrawing across 
France until recalled to England.  During the Battle 
of France 103 Squadron made  short-range day 
and night-bombing attacks with Fairey Battle single 
engined bombers  (including attacks on the Meuse 
bridges at Sedan)

On return 103 Squadron became part of 1 Group 
RAF Bomber Command and was based at RAF 
Newton in Nottinghamshire and later RAF Elsham 
Wolds in Lincolnshire. 

From RAF Newton and RAF Elsham Wolds 103 
Squadron took part in many medium and long 
range attacks against Germany and German 
occupied Europe flying Vickers Wellington,  
Handley Page Halifax and finally  Avro Lancaster 
bombers. 103 Squadron played a significant roll in 
all the major Royal Air Force Bomber Command 
offensives in WW2

Invasion Ports, 1940

Fortress Europe, 1940-44

Biscay Ports, 1941-43

Baltic, 1941-45

German Ports, 1941-45

The Thousand Bomber Raids 1942
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The Battle of the Ruhr, 1943

The Battle of Berlin, 1943-44

France and Germany, 1944-45

Apology - a gremlin has played havoc with the layout of the 
text of On this day and the daily Remembrance Roll. 
Hopefully will be sorted and included tomorrow. 
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remembrance ni 

The remembrance ni programme is overseen by Very Rev Dr Houston 
McKelvey OBE, QVRM, TD who served as Chaplain to 102 and 105 
Regiments Royal Artillery (TA), as Hon. Chaplain to RNR and as Chaplain to 
the RBL NI area and the Burma Star Association NI. Dr McKelvey is a Past 
President of Queen’s University Services Club. He may be contacted at 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com


Copyright - all material in this remembrance ni publication is copyright, and 
must not be reproduced in print or electronically.

To receive a copy of remembrance ni  or notice  of new postings on web 
site please contact - 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com


Contact - Simply input Remembrance ni in the title bar and give your first 
and second names with e-mail address in body of text. There is also a 
contact  facility on the web site. See Menu at 

https://remembranceni.org/
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