
MATTMcGRATH

Police Athletes of the Past:

MATTHEW J. McGRATH

•

(Conlinued on po se 28)

T JIE AleG rat hs had one child o f
th eir 0 \\" 0 , a girl , E lvira. She

cornrn andcd much of thei r t ime and
a ll o f th eir love. It wa with heart

I N th e mea ntime, "1\[:lU Mcfira tb
marri ed Lor etta Smith wh ose fa

ther was a po lice capta in wi th p recinct
quar te rs on the p resent site of th e
S ix ty-N inth Regim ent A rmor y, a t 25 th
S treet a nd L exin gton Av enue. I li s
Ia thc r-iu -law impre ssed the new mem
ber o f the fam ily with th e desirabilit y
o f a police ca reer an d shor tly aft er ,
Matt :McGrath join ed the depart men t.
Hi s ability in weight thro wing, stood
him ill Rood stead in 1913. Whi le
wa lkin g hi s po t, he was noti fied tha t
a mu rdere r had ta ken ref uge ab oa rd
a banre , Pat rolm an :McGra th head ed
fo r th e vessel and was g ree ted by gun
fire. Cro uching low behi nd a pile o f
bricks, M cGr:tt h fired them at the
murd erer 's hideou t. No t too lon g a fter,
th e felon thr ew ou t his weapon a nd
su rrendered. Wh en exa mined, h is body
bore th e ma rk s o f th e accuracy of th e
Po lice D epa rtment' s hampi on we igh t
thr ower .

A s he deve loped his body, Ma tt a lso
kept an a le rt m ind by consta nt study
ing for p romo t ion. H is reco rd in the
Po lice Depar tmen t was one o f a steady
r ise. H e was pr omoted to sergeant
ill 19 17 ; lieutena nt in 19 18 ; cap ta in
in t927; deputy in spector in l 930 and
inspector in 1936.

ncr to the Ne w York Athl eti c lub
am i a care er in which 11(: wa s 10
capture twenty -on e N ationa l "ham
pion ship s in weigh t throwing and COITI·

pete in four O lympiads between 1908
and ' J92 .

Tn th e 1912 O lympics ill Stockho lm,
wede n, he ex pe r ienced a numbe r of

obstac les and see med headed for ccr
' tnin fai lure in the ga lllcs . Fi rst , his
shoes were mispla ced. Th en, he wa s
g iven a two hand led h~lI l1 111{:r instead
o i the Am erican standard on e ha ndled
hamme r . Thi s thr ew him on: str ide ,
J lis resul ta nt ne rvou sness ca used hi m
to fou l twice. A fter his second foul
toss. P ri nce Gustaf dolp h S1l1l11JlOlleU
~ I a tt to the Royal ll ox to t 11him that
even th ough his two losses we re foul ,
he wa s very much imp res cd \\ ith his
abi lity. Wi th Ih;1I he wished th e .Ymcr
i (~;111 cha mpion luck on his nex t at
tempt. Ili s confid ence restor ed , i\lalt
::\lc(; rat h fired the hammer 179 fed
7Yi inch es 10 br eak th e worl d 's record.
T his ma rk stood for twent y-f our years
unti l Ka rl U ein of Germa ny brok e it
in J936.

( T hrowing the sledge, was th e fore
ru nner oi th c ham mer thr ow. ) Th e
victory of th e underdo g gave imp etu s
to :\fcGrath' s desir e to be a hammer
throwe r. ] li s st l-Ollg' compe t itive spir it
made him chall en ge any a nd all me n
in eve ry . port which includ ed wre s
tl ing, box ing, j ump ing, run ning or
weight t hrowin g.

\Vhcn he wa s nin eteen , he le f t horne
fo r th e U nited
S ta tes . II e was
s ix feet tall and
weighed 1 0
po und s. H is lug
gage fo r the tr ip
wa s ligh t-c-a en r
I'd bag with ouc
shir t a nd a pa il'
of stoc kings . II is
work ing capital
when he lan ded in
New York W :'lS

six -penc e but he
wrote his pare nt s
th a t he had th e
worl d befo re him.
Th e worl d th ough
wa s a horr i fyin g
one. Fo r 1he first
week he lived in
fear 'that the ta ll
building s would

fall on him and , i f th ey missed, tha t
the "c l" tm ius wou ld j ump th eir t ra cks
:1I1dfinish hi m ofT.

ITis first j ob wa one that ke pt him
busy thir teen hour s a day, seven days
a week. Desp ite th ese hou rs, he still
fou nd t ime to v isi t the neighb or hood
blacksmit h wh ere he exe rc ised by lift 
ing the anv il. In orde r to p ractice his
hamm er thr owing, he rigged an olrl
mattr ess agai nst a b r ick wall and tossed
a. home-made weight.

A fte r abo ut a yea r of th is mak eshift
gy m, he join ed th e P asti me A thl eti c
Club and pr acti ced when he could.
T hen one day, he found hi mscl f en
tered in his first field compet ition a t
Ce ltic P ar k. I t wa s conside red an
ex hibit ion match for J ohn fla naga n,
th e curre nt cham p ion, wh o had bea ten
a ll comer s for vca rs, M att 1\1cGrat h,
an unkn own , wa s lightly regar ded as
a compet itor .

H owever , about one hour later , the
great J ohn F lanaga n had pa ssed into
at hletic obl ivion to make way for Ma tt
M cGr ath wh o had thor oughl y out
clas sed h is r ival. A t the end of the
games, th e p residen t of th e A .A.D. ,
J;)Jll CS • ulli va n, stee red the yo ung win-

vV1lEN Ma tthew J. McGrath
pa ssed Jway on j auuary 29,

1941., the New York T imes front page
ca rr-ied the storv o f his li fe which
sta rted as follow s:

"I nspcctnr ~fcGr;) th wa one o f
th ose hu /tc i ro n muscled athl etes that
have been Jroland's glory. For more
than twenty- five year s. a s a b raw ny
imm igran t boy [Inti a s a middl e age d
giant, he led the
world hurlin g th e
s ix teen po un d
hamme r and hcav
ing th e fi fly-six
pou nd weight ."

U nd erly ing his
g rea t ab ility wa s
a promise 10 his
mo the r when he
le ft his hom e in
l re land to find
f3111C and for tunc
i n th e U n ite d
States. She un
pressed on him
that "yo ur body
i s th e t e m p le
of you r soul. take
care of h." He
follow ed thi s ad
vice 10 the exte nt
rhat at the age o f
flit )', he was able to ente r the tr yout s
for th e 1927 O lympic Game s. gd tillg
into condi t ion by swea ting' o ff twenty
f ve pound s.

B or n on a sma ll farm in Irefund in
1876, Mat t M cGr at h wa s th e oldes t o f
eleve n children, B e devel oped st rength
as d id many o f h is country -men by
helpin g his fat her to plough the land,
and reap th e har vest s. For rccrea
t ion , he had only outdoor li fc and
some books to read . F or exc iteme nt,
he would ge t into a paddock with a
bull to race him a nd tease him un t il he
charge d. T hen Young M at t wo uld
ex pe rie nce _the thrill o f scaling th e
fenCe in a hurr y to escape the ang ry
a nima l.

T he limi ted libr a ry o f the M cG rath
household co nta ined a couple of books
a bout th e O lymp ic Gam es and Gree k
my thology. T hey o ffe red ad ventur e
a nd roman ce to otherw ise l on~ dr ear y
winte r eveni ngs . OI11C eveni ngs,
his pa r nt s wo uld rel at e ta les o f
I r ish fo lklor e. M at t wa s part iculnrly
fond o f one story about a lan dlord
who was cha llenged by one of his fa rm
hand s to- th row the sledge and wa s
soundly beat en by his employee .
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(Continued "om pcrge I l )

hn:aking sudde nness that she died at
the agl.' uf twen ty-t wo .

Thi s g-n'at loss did not steal Ir orn
Matt and his wif e, the great kindn ess
that mark ed both of th em. Years
later, they I roved their gen er osity o f
...pint and kindn e: when they sought
and rec eived the guardi an ship of :'\
Chinese youn g otero

Whil e on vacati on in the Adiron
dacks. th i'.fcGrath came to know the
hoy who W.1& the chcf' 's 5011~ and who..e
moth er had d erted both of th m. A
great bond of affection grew between
Ihe boy and the tcGra th s. W hen they
w...-re leavin g , they told the boy' s fath er
thai jf he were in diffi culiv to come to
them for help . •

'1'\\0 years later, In spector :i\fcGrath
\\ as vi sited in his office by the youn g
-r er' s fath er who wn-, unemplo yed and
li\'inJ,rin the h inese section of the
city. The 1nspector wa distres cd to
hear of the ha rdship that the boy and
his father w rc enduring. A s a result,
In spector ~ lcGrat h asked if he might
brin g the boy home for a couple of
\\t.· (,'k~ ;U1d lake care of him while the
father obtained mploymc ut. 11 was
; 0 agreed . Th e coupl e of week s
~I ret hed into n coup le of happy years
durillg which the ~ rcGrath ' were ap
pointed g-t1ardians of the boy. Then
:\£rs. ~ lcGrat h became ill and care of
the boy becam e impossible for her.
Th e 11rGra ths rel ucta nt ly had to giv e
up thei r charge but boa rd ed him at the
Maryk noll Monastery nea r Os sining
where they visited him regularly. To
day, th e he,' is goi ng through a mili
tan ' acad emv near Baltim ore from
whi ch Ill' w;'l1 g raduate shortly. At
about the time of his graduati on , he
will fall heir to a small lega cy that the
Inspector set up for him to be received
wh en he reach ed his I th birthdnv.
Mr s, ;\l eGrath will be in Balt imor e io
see him r rceive hi diploma and once
more renew their friendship .

In 1927. whil e wat chin g the fifty
one year old Jnspector l O!"S the hammer
163 feet , 6H inch es, Geor ge urri e,
a well known port s wr iter, said in a
syndicated story :

"In all the history of sport, we have
never had a man like Matt. H e is
nearly too legendary to be tru e.

"The tron g man at la st has held
h i, own aga inst the demands of you th
to he served."

It was thu that an immigrant boy
bro ught fam e to h is adopt ed count ry
and kind ness to an adopted child.

-28-



 
 

 
 

This article has been digitized by the Winged Fist Organization,  

dedicated to preserving the legacy of the Irish-American Athletic Club.  

For further information, email WingedFist@gmail.com. 

 

 

 

Name: Spring 3100, Police Athletes of the Past: Matthew J. McGrath 

 

Publisher: New York City Police Department 

 

Date: March, 1951. 

 

Location: New York City. 

 

Donor: New York City Police Museum. 

 

License: This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 

3.0 License. 

 

http://www.wingedfist.org
http://www.nycpolicemuseum.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/

