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History 
Celtic Park: 

A Training Ground for 
Olympic Champions 

I 
" L8~8, ~.fo r. thor, was. 
No.7 \ •• In •• Ou •• n. 80u· 
' .... d "r I Quun,boro 
'rldge 10 get across the 

Ellt Rlnr. I O.oupollr"h Imml· 
OU"1i "".e"" .... I nl ... ·lcre plot 
01 f.fO"land on wht 1$ now the 
SunnyOld.-Woodoide borde' and 
.... Nt whal would b«<>me. _Id· 
,onow ... d stldlum and I traininG 
oround tor Olympic: (hlmoiOM. 

They named their nldlum 
·Celtlc Par.: I rter I stldlum bu ill 
by Irish Immlg,""U In Glasgow, 
se<>tllnd In las8, (tOd'Y the Mm. 
of 1M Celtic ~ool b.!I Club). rhe Celtic 
p.rk "adlum In OUHn' quiCkly bee ..... 
I Mteli"lll>llcelot Ne .. York's IrlsIIl",
mlgrln' communlly •• nd thl hom. 01 
.he 1,15/I·I .. o.ICln Athle,ic Club. From 
1_'0 1911. "'embers 01 ,lie club W<IfI 
5S OIymok _t.1<>t 1M IInIted S'"'IS 
It ..... Olympic go", ... In tho 1901 
OlympiC glmU In london. ,he lfi.h· 
ImerlCl" Athletic Club members were 
one·.I . t~ 01 the U,S. Olympic team, 
bUI tMy won holl 01 I~e 14 gold medal' 
awarded to t ~ .... merIC"Slh.t yur. 

Cotlto: park .. 1S orlglnatty ;"tended as 
I venue 10. thelnclent Irl.h games 0' 
Glelk loot bitt and hurling. bui ll al.o 
«rved .. Olr«k and ,;Old lOr compt· 
'illons u_r t,," a •• plces 0' ,1M! "'ma· 
t""r "'thl"to: Union. tIM! -"",Ing_y 
01 amite ••• _to In I,," U.S. "atlonl' 
and w .... ld .. cord. Irl'q.ently .. er •• et 
or broken a l Ctlllc P.r •• ,omellmes 
only I. be brOken Igaln with in dlYS Or 
wu k •. F •• m 190110 19l1. Celtic P"k 
hosted .1 ........ . U .... U· ... round Champion' 
,hlp'. the predecen. , ollhe modern· 
d.y dec.thl ...... 1\ wa. al Celtic Par. th.t 
Notlve "'m.,kln 11m Tl>orpe. one 01 the 
grnt.st ... me.lc .. othleles oilM 10th 
C..,I.,y. q.l.lillltd tor Ih. 19L1 Olympic 
go ..... and WOn hi, AlI· ... round Ch.mpl. 
onshlp lI\ot "me year. 

TIle Irl.h· ... m •• Ic:.n ... lhJetk Club .. 1S 
tor.-..clln PMIO. a rupon .. to ttle lIIO<e 
established "ew V .... k "'Ihlelic Club·' .. · 
luclanc. to leCepl re<enl immlgranU 
as m.mbers. BUI whll. ' ounded by Irl1h 
Imm I9""to. Ih.lrl.h· ... morl"n "'1~llIlc 
Club quickly becam. a mulll ·.ullu , ol 
and multl·.IMI. orgonlnlion.ln an era 
01 .,g'ega,lon and dllcrlmlnotlon. It 
t>«amo kllOWn a. Ne .. vo.k·, wo.kl"l\ · 
ma.·,"lhletlc club. Their membership 
,ncluded nol only Ihe first Irish· born 
alhltl. to .. In an OlympiC gOld medal 
tor 1M UnI'Itd Slltu (John J. Flanagan), 
bulille nrst ""rlco .... merlcan Ol~mplc 
gold medalt$! (Pr. lohn Slxter Taylor). 
and the Ilrst lewl.h and Poli.~ athl.te 

to win Olympic gold 'Or tne U.S.A . (Mye. 
Prl •• teln). 

l he '1mbol Ihe .. men I>'oudl~ wore 
In compltltlon was a "W inGed FI.I; 
Odomltd with ...... rIc ... llag .... d ,ham· 
rock •• In cont.a.t with Ihe rI •• 1 H .... 
YMk "'Ihlelic Club', "Winged FOOl" 01 
M"(IH'J .mbltm. Sports .. rlters ollhe 
00, Irolt"enlly re.ounled the epic olh· 
Ittlc bottles thot took plac. 01 Ceilic 
Pork belwun t~e "Wlngtd FiStS" 0' the 
t· ...... C and the "Winged Fo.t"tum 01 
th . Nv ... e .... nd lrequently Iht Wing ed 
Fists Come out on top. 8tl ... en In. 
Ind 1916. the I·UC won t.n ICIt lonol 
Outdoor '.ack and Field team Cl>ompl· 
.... hlp IltI .. and .e.en Notional Indoo. 
1It1"" ... hltelndl.ldual olhlel .. ollh. 
Winged Fist club ........ 81 Nliionol Out· 
door champlon.hlp. and 16 Notl ... 11 
Indoor till ... 

In addition 10 s ... lng .. a prim. Itl· 
su,t dutlnolion fOr the IriSh OIUPorl 
In N.w York. Celtic Park al ........ d IS 

a v.nu! lor lundrol.lng. It wnlle .. I""1 
the c l.ndestlne Cl on -n.·Glei. a GrouP 
dedlcal.d to the overlhro .. 0' Brltllh 
ruloln Ireland, rl l .. d len. 01 thousond . 
01 do4lo .. I. ,und IIIe 1916 EISler Rebel· 
lion. which e.enlually I.d 10 Ihe c .. • 
otlon ollh. It,public of Ireland . ... nd In 
tM bloody wake oil,," .ebell;"n. 1t ... 1S 
"' Celtic Park that Iho 1.I,h commu' 
nlly clme together to grieve. and rll .. 
,und'IO .. nd hom. ' .... Iri.h rel .. 1. 

Whll. the Iri.h· ... m.rI.a Athletic Club 
t , Cel led In track Ud lIeld comp.lI· 
tlonlln ~n ... I. Ihey pa'tlcull.ly doml· 
nOled In weight th ,owlng eventS· Ih e 
dl'CUI. the snot· put, Ih. hamm., and 
Ih. S6'I>OUnd .. elgh' th,o .. , Ther. WIS 

I group olillem. alllt l.h Immlgrlnts 
Ind almost aU Ne .. Vork CII, 1>011<:1 01· 
' 1<:Irl. whO becam. kMwn cOlIKtI.tI, 
Of Ih. "Irllh Whate •. " For more 'han 
10 years.lh ... huge .on. 0' f. ln go.· 
Mrltd Olympic weighl'l~rowlng tlllll. 
They ..... Mortin Sherldanlrom Countr 
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Mayo (nine Olympic medals, f ive go ld); John J. Flana
gan from Limerick (four Olympic medals, three go ld); 
Clare naUve Patrick "Babe" McDonald (three Olympic 
medals, two gold); and Matt McGrath from Tipperary 

(three Olympic medals, one gold), To this day, Martin 
Sheridan, who is buried in Woodside's Calvary Cem
etery, is the Irishmen and New York City police officer 
to have won the most Olympic medals, 

The Ir ish-American Ath let ic Club suspended activi
ties in 1917, with U,S. entry into the First Wor ld War, 

and many athl etes enlisted in the 'war effort, Former 
team captains Lawson Robertson and Mel Sheppard 
served as ath let ic t rainers for the u.s. Army. At least 
one former member of the team, Jack Monu ment, was 
killed in batt le, and another, Patrick J, Flynn, r'eceived 
t he Purple Heart. After t he war, the club failed to 

Continued on page 14 

1909 Team photo of the Irish-American Athletic Club, the "Winged Fists" of Celtic Park, standing in front of the street that is today "Winged Fist Way." 
Beyond the sheep dotting the fields in the background, Calvary Cemetery can be seen on the horizon. Photo courtesy of the American Irish Historical Society. 
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York City's tallest building. And as an 
appropriate tribute to 
the location's historic 
roots. the complex 
is called the Celtic 
Park apartments-, 
known to locals af
fectionately as "The 
Celtics." 

To honor the proud 
history of Celtic Park, 
councilman Jimmy 
Van Bramer spon
sored a bill last year 
to co-name the street 
that runs through 
the two-block apart
ment complex, and 
in March of 2012, 
43rd Street, between 

L.,.=_~_""" _____ "",_"",,,,,,,,,,, ___ ,,,,,d 4 8 t han d 50 t h A v e-

reconstitute, and in the 19205 the orga
nization existed in name only. 

In 1930, the Irish-American Athletic 
Club sold their Celtic Park stadium, 
track and field to the City and Suburban 
Homes Company for the construction of 
apartments for working-c lass families. 
Because the land was sold as one intact 
plot, it allowed for the construction of 
one of the first garden style apartment 
complexes, taking up two square blocks 
and eventually 25 buildings in all. The 
apartment complex was aesigned by 
renowned architect Ernest Flagg, who 
designed the Sir'ger Building, once New 

nues, was co-named 
"Winged Fi st Way," in honor of the 
Olympic champions who once called 
Celtic Park their home. 

About the author: Ian McGowan has a 
'Master's Degree in history from the City' 
College of the City University of New 
York, and is the founder and executive 
director of the Winged Fist Organiza
tion, a Queens-based historical society, 
dedicated to preserving the legacy of 
the Irish-American Athletic Club. For 
further information, visit the group's 
website, www.WingedFist .org. 

- Ian McGowan, M.A. 


