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THE ORIGINS AND HISTORY OF NEWRY’S 

LEADING FOOTBALL CLUB---The highs and 

lows of THE FRONTIER CLUB since its 

formation in 1918—on the incredible 

journey from Town to City to City AFC.   

===================================== 

 

To discover the true origins of Newry City AFC and the birth of 

association football in this Border City, it is necessary to go back to 

the year 1889, when a team known as Newry Wanderers was 

formed.  

The game had been introduced to the Town of Newry, a year 

earlier, by The East Lancashire Regiment, who were stationed in the 

area. 

The East Lancashire Regiment (Known as The Lilywhites), when 

based in the Newry area, had in their ranks, a colourful brilliant 

young football character known as Jack “Baldy” Reynolds.  
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Reynolds won fame later, as the only player ever to represent both 

Ireland and England at full International level.  He was, without 

question, a footballing genius, one of the great footballing names 

at the time. 

Whilst stationed at Newry from 1886 to 1889 Reynolds had played 

a major role in promoting and developing the game of association 

football in the local district.  

During 1889 he helped to form Newry Wanderers FC and played the 

occasional game for them.  

Local man Peter McParland the famous ex Aston Villa FA cup 

winner and NI International World Cup star in his excellent book 

titled “Going for Goal” had this to say about the genius of Jack 

“Baldy” Reynolds. 

 

“Half Back Reynolds who stood only 5Ft 5Inch in his football socks 

was a fabulous character. He helped West Bromwich Albion beat 

Villa in the 1892 FA Cup Final. Then he moved to Villa in the 

following season and played in the 1895 and 1897 FA Cup winning 

sides. ---Three FA Cup winner medals ---- That’s only half the story. 

Earlier in Ireland, he had turned out for Distillery and for a brief 

spell Newry, and was capped at full International Level for Ireland. 

Later on it was discovered he was actually born in Blackburn 

England and became a regular in the England International team for 

five years. To top everything he left Villa to join Glasgow Celtic and 

won a Scottish League Championship medal”    
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Newry Wanderers were the first team formed in the Town and they 

enjoyed a magnificent triumph in 1891/92 by winning the Irish 

Junior Cup and becoming the first club to take the Cup out of 

Belfast. 

The Wanderers reached the cup final against Suffolk (Dunmurry)  

by defeating Dundalk, Banford, Glenavon, Donacloney, and Wesley 

in earlier rounds. The Final was staged on the 4th April 1892 at R.I.C. 

Grounds, Crumlin Road, Belfast with admission fixed at 6d. 

Goalscorers for The Wanderers in a great 3—2 triumph were 

M’Bain(2) and McCavanagh.  

The Newry Wanderers team == McAleese, McGuigan, HJ 

McConville, McCavanagh, Ferris, Goodville, McCoy, Jones, McNeill, 

M’Bain, Grecea.    

Interest in the game at local level lost a lot of momentum, over the 

course of the next few years, but 1904 saw a major development 

take place, when a Newry League comprising eight clubs began. The 

eight clubs were—Newry Wanderers, Newry Crusaders, Bessbrook 

Noble Reds, Bessbrook Celtic, Rostrevor Swifts, Newry Association, 

Battersea and Damolly Rovers. Trophies for the League and a Knock 

Out Challenge Cup were acquired from the Newry Telegraph 

newspaper and Newells respectively. Newry Wanderers won both 

trophies in that opening season with Bessbrook Celtic defeating 

Bessbrook Red Nobles in a test match to decide the runners up spot 

in the league. The League continued, for a number of years, but 

once again interest at local level began to wane due to World War 1 

and football in the area, for a period, ceased to operate on a 

organised basis.  
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During the autumn of 1918, Newry Town FC was formed 

and immediately gained entry to a Newry and District 

Football League that had just been reformed. The new 

League was comprised of the following clubs--- Bessbrook 

Athletic, Newry United, Royal Wiltshire Yeomanry 

(Dundalk), Warrenpoint United, Royal Field 

Artillery(Dundalk), Warrenpoint Celtic, Dundalk Town, 

Damolly Juniors, and Newry Town. The Town got away to 

very poor start and a league table published by the Newry 

Reporter on Saturday 1st February 1919 shows the club 

isolated at the bottom gaining only one point from their 

opening six games. They also had suffered a very 

embarrassing 8—1 defeat against The Royal Wiltshire 

Yeomanry based in Dundalk.  This poor run of results, was a 

cause of great concern, to the Management Committee and 

steps were taken to strengthen the team. The steps taken, 

certainly improved the team and the results,  so much so, 

that The Town won their first trophy, at the end of that first 

season, defeating the well established  Damolly Rovers in 

the Newell Cup Final, after a replay. The Newry Reporter 

dated Thursday 22nd May 1919 carried a lengthy match 

report on the Final. Underneath are some extracts from that 

newspaper report “This important cup final was replayed at 

The Marshes before a huge attendance, The result of the 

first game was a scoreless draw. Referee Anderson had 

charge of the following teams ------ 
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Damolly Rovers – Jones, McCann, Kinney, Thompson, 

Truesdale, McKinley, Rafferty, F McCann, J Bradley, Calwell, 

and Bradley. 

Newry Town – Sweeney, Kavanagh, Coleman, Chambers, 

Carroll, McQuillan, Donellan, Devine, Rice, Dale and McStay. 

Goals from McQuillan(Pen), and a hat trick from star 

attacker Rice, had put The Town into a comfortable lead as 

the 80th minute was reached. Encouraged by the cries of 

“Come On The Town” from the huge crowd,  Newry  almost 

got goal number 5 from Rice but Jones cleared well.  

Result---- Newry Town 4 – Damolly Rovers – Nil  

 

  

The following  season,  Newry Town FC were runners up to 

Bessbrook Athletic in the League Championship, and quickly 

established itself as a major force in local football.  The club 

showed it’s` ambitions by joining the more competitive and 

higher standard Portadown and District League 1st Division 

in 1921. The other teams comprising this League were 

Lurgan Distillery, Lurgan Celtic, Bessbrook, Lurgan Rangers, 

Edenderry Arrows, Glenavon Reserves, Portadown Olympic, 

Tandragee Rovers, Portadown Celtic, Sunnyside, 

Donacloney, Gilford Crusaders and Armagh United. 
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You often hear of the term double-jobbing, and during 

those early years, quite a few Newry Town players did 

exactly that by dividing their time with The Town and 

Dundalk GNR AFC (forerunner of Dundalk FC) who played in 

the Leinster Senior League. Names like Francis McAvoy, 

Hugh Tumelty, Terry O;Neill, Philip O’Neill, Willie McKeown, 

Robert Stanley, Thos Hamilton, and J O’Neill come to mind.  

After a couple of seasons in the Portadown and District 

League, The Town Management Committee made a 

momentous decision in 1923, to seek entry to The Irish 

Senior League.  

Their application to join the Senior League came before The 

Irish League, at a meeting of that body, held in the offices at 

College Street Belfast on Friday evening the 20th July 1923. 

The next evening Ireland’s Saturday Night Newspaper in an 

article reported “ That Newry Town’s application  was 

successful and the club was admitted to the senior 

league.The ISN went on to report that “The Irish League 

meeting was chaired by Mr FW McKee (President) and in 

connection with the application of Newry Town, Messrs 

Synott, Carmody and Smyth were in attendance. They 

stated that a public meeting had been held and it was their 

intention to try and acquire The Showgrounds or to have 

them extended to take in the present football ground. The 

ground was not completely enclosed, but it was proposed 
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to have improvements made and accomodation would be 

provided for the players. An effort would be made to 

provide a stand for spectators. It would be the endeavour of 

the committee to turn out a team that would be capable of 

providing the League clubs with competitive games. The 

Chairman Mr FW McKee asked if there was any chance of 

securing the Agricultural Grounds if necessary. Mr Synott 

thought they could be acquired, if urgently required. They 

had, he said, not sufficiently good dressing accommodation 

at present  and they could not forecast future gates. Asked 

re the strength of the team, the Newry deputation stated 

that they hoped to have a good side. If Glenavon would 

release Carroll and Short, these players would play for them 

and they would also have the assistance of the Bessbrook 

and Warrenpoint  players. Several of the delegates present 

at the meeting expressed the view that the time was not 

opportune for the entry of a team from Newry. The distance 

of the ground from the centre of the town was considered 

to be a handicap. while some other Delegates were of the 

opinion that the expense involved would be a very serious 

matter. Mr RC Lyttle (Ards) said from the point of view of 

his club the expense would be ruinous. Mr Fulton (Larne) 

said his club would be prepared to take the risk if the city 

clubs did so. It was unaminously decided to admit Newry 

Town FC on the motion of Mr Patterson(Distillery) seconded 

by Mr Mehaffey(Glentoran).”    
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Newry Town’s  inaugural meeting of management as a 

senior club was held in The White Cross Hotel in Margaret 

St  close to the town centre. That meeting was presided 

over by Mr JJ Synott. The first Secretary/Manager of the 

new senior club was Mr Charles Smyth. Other very 

prominent Names on the legislative side connected with 

The Town in it’s early formative years were John Murphy, 

Joe Boden, Frank Gallagher and James Fleming.  

Newry,s first match in the Irish Senior League was against 

Larne, at The Marshes, a ground situated close to the clubs 

present stadium at The Showgrounds on Saturday 25th 

August 1923.  

Gate receipts at the game totalled £18 and ten shillings. Big 

money by the standards of that time. The Town made a 

very slow but steady start to life in senior soccer but after a 

couple of seasons they became quite a tough combination 

especially at The Marshes producing some top class 

performances and many brilliant individual players. 

Probably among the best remembered players of that 

senior era from 1923 to 1940 were Jimmy Chambers who 

was capped by Ireland at senior international level on 

twelve occasions, John McCaw, Mickey Short, Eddie and 

Frank Carroll, Jimmy Twomey, Tommy Breen, Bob Hamilton, 

Bob Turley, Albert Hughes, Neill McIvor, Eric Cassidy, Sam 
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Roberts, Arthur Peters, Bill Sydall, Willie Lyness, and Paddy 

Duffy and the magical Bill Redfearn.  

Jimmy Twomey and Tommy Breen were Irish senior  

International goalkeepers and Albert Hughes was capped by 

Wales at similar level as a ‘Keeper. Neil McIvor and Eric 

Cassidy won Irish senior inter league honours. Cassidy 

incidentally played for the Irish League when they achieved 

a magnificent victory over the English League in a 

representative match staged at Blackpool on 25th 

September 1935.  

What Newry fan, who remembered those greats of 

yesteryear, could possibly forget one of the greatest ever 

centre forwards to wear a Town shirt, the magnificent Bill 

Redfearn.  Redfearn’s  scoring  exploits are legendary in 

Newry particularly those during the 1935-36 season when 

he finished top scorer in the Irish League with the proud 

total of 48 goals.  Redfearn was born in the Welsh town of 

Connah’s Quay and began his career with Holywell 

Arcadians. He subsequently played for Bangor City FC and 

Marine FC before signing for The Town.  He later was 

transferred to Luton Town FC during 1937 and in one season 

with The Hatters hit nineteen goals in forty one 

appearances.  In 1939 the free scoring Bill joined Derby 

County FC. Whilst with Newry, Redfearn had represented 

the Irish League and he also made one full international 
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appearance for Wales against England in a game staged at 

Wrexham in November 1939.  

There is very little doubt that Newry Town were a very 

attractive side in many of those pre war years, but 

unfortunately only managed to win one trophy in senior 

soccer, the Mid Ulster Senior Cup in the 1936-37 season.  

Harry Walsh from Bessbrook was a member of that cup 

winning team. Harry later played for Shelbourne and 

became a star attraction with Linfield.  

During the twenties and hungry thirties however Newry Town Fc in common with many 

other clubs were forced to sell many of the outstanding players named and some of the 

most notable transfer deals were as follows— 

1925 = Jimmy Chambers joined Bury for a fee of £625.00 

1937 = Jimmy Twomey joined Leeds United for a fee of £ 1,500.00. Three weeks after 

joining Leeds , Twomey was capped by Ireland. 

1934-35 = Sam Roberts joined Glasgow Rangers for a fee of £1,500.00  

1935-36 = Eric Cassidy joined Manchester City for a fee of £1,200.00  

In addition Tommy Breen joined Belfast Celtic. 

From 1940 to the end of World War 2 in 1945 the Newry club became practically dormant. 

With the return of normality to the province the club was admitted to the Irish 

Intermediate League in 1946.  

Throughout their first season in Intermediate grade, The Town continued to produce some 

excellent players, the most notable being Brendan McManus a goalkeeper from Kilkeel in 

the Kingdom Of Mourne  who later became the regular custodian for Bradford CityFC.  

Another outstanding performer was John Preston from Bessbrook. He won a Irish Junior 

International cap and also represented the Irish Intermediate League. Other well known 

names at that stage were Alex Reid, Jimmy Hooks, and George Chambers.  The idol and 

Player of The Year during the 1946-47 season was Seamus McStay who later joined 

Grimsby Town.  McStay during that season while a player at Newry won a representative 
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honour for the Irish Intermediate League and created the winning goal against The 

Scottish Central League. The match staged at Cliftonville attracted a crowd of 12,600 fans 

who paid gate receipts of £778.00. What a fantastic crowd, just one illustration of the 

tremendous drawing power of intermediate football at that time.  

A notable victory was achieved by Newry Town FC during the spring of 1947 when Belfast 

Celtic, who had won the The Irish League Championship, The Irish Cup and The Gold Cup 

visited Newry for a benefit game in aid of the Kelly Family of River Street, Newry whose 

Son was drowned in the Bay of Biscay trying to save life. Celtic with all their super stars 

including Walker, Tully, Bonner and Denvir, were defeated 2-0 by a brilliant local side. Yes, 

it was’nt a competitive match, as such, but the result and performance fired the 

imagination of the local football world and rekindled the quest for a a return to senior 

league status.  

It was in the 1946-47 season also that The Town lost their superb original spacious ground 

known as The Marshes. A giant factory was built on the ground and the club received 

£5,000.00 compensation. This cash enabled the club to develop a new pitch close to their 

old venue and this to the present day has been their home. The ground was officially 

opened on the 21st August 1948 when Linfield Swifts were visitors in the Intermediate 

League. The Showgrounds as it was commonly known, was and still is, one of the best 

provincial venues in Ireland and was an instant success. When Belfast Celtic sensationally 

dropped out of competitive football in 1948 many observers reckoned that Newry Town 

with it’s fine new ground would be an automatic choice to take their place in the Senior 

League, but this was not to be as Crusaders were elected.  

The year 1949 saw the staging of a Benefit Match for the then trainer, the late Frank 

McGreevey . Glentoran provided the opposition and hundreds of of local fans turned out 

to pay tribute to a wonderful servant. Frank, at this stage, had completed 27 years with 

the club and no history of Newry Town FC would be complete without some reference to 

this dedicated man. Frank, after his “Benefit” continued to serve The Town until the early 

sixties.  

The Club Management Committee in 1949 was comprised of the following =  Messrs J 

McIlearney, L Nicholl, D Mulholland, JJ Campbell, R Anketell , J Donnelly, E Johnston, S 

Brookes, N McAteer, T Reilly, C McCullough, J McNeill, J Taylor, M Ruddy, F O’Hanlon, T 

Mulholland, G Clarke, R McGladdery, W O’Hara, J Wilson, P Hughes, W Grant and J 

Hamilton.  

After five solid years in the Irish Intermediate League, Newry Town were noted for their 

consistency and it was during the 1950-51 season that stars like Bruce Shiells and Stanley 

Kidd came into prominence . Shiells joined Portadown and went on to win several Irish 
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Amateur International Caps. Stanley Kidd joined Bradford City but after a complex league 

registration issue he was forced to return to Newry. At the end of the 1950-51 season Bob 

Bryson the ex Linfield, Glentoran and Shamrock Rovers pivot was appointed player coach. 

Bob had played with Newry during their senior days. He had won an FAI Cup Medal with 

Shamrock Rovers in 1940 and had the unique honour of representing both the Irish League 

and The League Of Ireland. It was with Linfield however, that he won fame, including 

three Irish League Senior Championship awards and three Irish Cup medals. He was also 

involved in the notorious incident with Jimmy Jones, which had led to Belfast Celtic 

withdrawing from the Irish league. Newry’s player of the year for the 1950-51 season was 

Albert Parkes , a skilful inside forward whom Bryson had managed to sign from Glenavon. 

That year, Newry had fared well in the Intermediate League and the club looked forward 

to greater success in the new season.  

That new season however was to produce a great crisis..  A dramatic change in affairs at 

the start of the 1951-52 season became evident when the Irish League senior clubs 

withdrew en bloc their reserve elevens from the Intermediate League and formed a new 

Irish League B Division. The Intermediate League bravely weathered the storm and despite 

the loss of the Reserve Elevens continued to operate. For the season 1952-53 new clubs 

Monkstown and Carrick Rangers were elected to membership bringing the number of 

teams entered in the Intermediate League up to ten. At the end of the 1952-53 season, 

Ulsterville, a Derry based club withdrew from the Intermediate League and a further 

deepening crisis was developing. The serious situation came to a head at the end of the 

1953-54 season when Banbridge Town FC issued a statement indicating that they were 

seeking Irish B League membership. This was followed by similar applications from Larne, 

Ballyclare Comrades, Dundela, Ballymoney United and Newry Town FC. The future of the 

Intermediate League that had operated for 40 years looked bleak. At a meeting of the 

Irish B League Management Committee at that time, Larne, Ballyclare Comrades and 

Banbridge Town were voted in to membership but dramatically and unbelievably Newry 

Town and Dundela were not successful in their applications. It was indeed, a crushing and 

bone shattering setback for The Town. Newry had failed in earlier applications to rejoin 

the Irish Senior League so this rejection was viewed as a real disaster for the club. The 

only step Newry officials could take to keep the club alive was to make an instant 

application for membership of the Irish Alliance League. At the AGM Of The Irish Alliance 

League held on Friday 18th June 1954, three Intermediate League clubs ie. Newry Town, 

Carrick Rangers and Dundela were elected to membership. This period of extreme 

legislative worry and anxiety has often been described as one of the darkest times in the 

history of our club. The reality of the situation was that The Town through extenuating 

circumstances had slipped from Senior League Status to the sheer depths of the Irish 

Alliance League.  
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What lay ahead was by no means clear, but one fact was certain--- a great club like Newry 

Town would not go down without a fight and fight it did in a truly magnificent manner.  

Indeed the triumphs of the mid and the late fifties and the players who were idols like 

Jimmy Edgar and Pat Curtis in many ways even surpassed the excellent teams of the pre 

war period. Their first season in the Alliance League 1954-55  was a real roaring success.  

They were undefeated League Champions for that season and to give some idea of the 

strength of the opposition in the Alliance at that time, Dundela won the Irish Cup in the 

same season. Dundela after their great victory over Glenavon in the Irish Cup final came to 

Newry a week or so later where an outstanding Town side held them to a draw and in the 

process clinched that  Alliance League Championship. This was a record breaking year for 

The Town and they continued in amazing form to retain that Alliance League 

Championship for another two seasons. Players such as the afore mentioned Pat Curtis 

and Jimmy Edgar plus Gerry Robinson, Jackie Bowers, Stanley Kidd, Billy Flanagan, Jimmy 

McKinvin, Billy Hewitt, Jimmy Gallagher and  Albert Black  delighted the hundreds of fans 

who supported the club. During their membership of the Alliance League, Newry 

continued to seek Senior or B League admission and they were finally rewarded for their 

persistence in 1957 with the news that the club had been elected to the Irish B League.  

Prior to their promotion to the B League, Newry had enjoyed a fantastic season in 1956-

57. The team won it’s way into the Irish Senior Cup for the first time in seventeen years 

and was drawn at home against a powerful Glenavon side that included all their super 

stars ------Roy Rea, Jimmy Jones, Wilbur Cush, Joe Elwood etc. The attendance at The 

Showgrounds for this intriguing cup tie was an astonishing 8,000 fans, establishing a new 

record. A new gate receipts record for a game at The Showgrounds was also established. 

Newry’s team panel for that historic occasion was ----- -- Jim Parkhill, Albert Black, Teddie 

Harte, Stanley Kidd, Jimmy McKinvin, Jackie Bowers, Gerry Robinson, Jimmy Gallagher, 

Billy Hewitt, Jimmy Edgar, Pat Curtis, Stevie Mallon, Derek O’Brien, and Eddie McGivern. 

The match itself was a thriller despite the 4-1 margin in Glenavon’s favour. Newry took 

the lead in the 20th minute with a fantastic goal from Pat Curtis, that gave the diving 

visiting keeper  Roy Rea absolutely no chance. The homesters continued to create chances 

but unfortunately were wasteful in front of goal. This allowed the masterful Glenavon side 

to battle their way back and Jimmy Jones showed the way with some great strikes as the 

Town tired somewhat in the closing stages. Newry, however had fought like demons and 

had stars in Pat Curtis, Teddie Harte and goalkeeper Jimmy Parkhill.  The 1956-57 season 

also saw them lift the Mid Ulster Cup, before winning  The Irish Intermediate Cup for the 

very first time in 1957/58 beating a strong Glentoran 2nds after a replay in the final. The 

Intermediate Cup Final and the replay attracted massive attendances and large numbers 

of of Newry fans travelled by bus, train, and car to support their heroes in Belfast. This cup 

triumph was a signal honour for a great Town formation. Further honours  continued as 
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the Frontier side won the Irish B League Championship in 1959-60. Sadly however, the end 

of that season saw the disintegration of the wonderful team that had begun it’s great run 

of success some years previous in the Irish Alliance League. Players like Curtis, Kidd, Edgar, 

Robinson, Bowers and Hewitt all grew old together in a a football sense and one by one in 

rapid succession had retired from the game. As that B League Championship was clinched 

in 1959-60 some new stars like local boy Jim Coghlan and Jimmy Hasty had emerged. 

Jimmy Hasty, had lost an arm as a teenager, but that handicap did’nt prevent him scoring 

38 goals in that 1959-60 championship triumph. He was with The Town for a little over a 

calendar year from October 1959 to November 1960 registering a total of 55 goals and 

creating as many more. During November 1960, Jimmy, nicknamed “The One Armed 

Bandit” by the Newry supporters was transferred to Dundalk FC and he went on to 

become an absolute legend at Oriel Park. 

The early sixties were very much a rebuilding period for The Town and were notable for 

the substantial transfer fees obtained by the club. Peter Watson joined Aston Villa for a 

fee of £1,500.00 and Pat Jennings went to Watford FC for a fee of £5,600.00. .   

The Intermediate Cup was won again in in the 1966-67 season, this time with Jackie Millar, 

a former Cliftonville player as Manager. After that initial success in his managerial career, 

Jackie later took over as team boss at Larne before emigrating to Canada in the early 

seventies.  After Jackie had emigrated, Teddie Harte came in for a spell as Manager from 

1968 to 1970 and registered  some excellent results. The onset of the troubles in 1969 was 

making it difficult for the club to attract players and a very lean period was experienced 

until Sandy Shields was appointed Player/Manager at the start of the 1972 season. Sandy 

turned things around, and the club reached the final of the Mid Ulster Cup. A local 

teenager Mickey Keenan, made an appearance as Goalkeeper in the cup final. ---- 

During 1974-75 The Town, inspired by Manager Jackie McCullough and talented players 

like Alan Flavelle, Maurice McAnulty, Willie Forbes, Matt Laverty and George Burke  had 

won the Mid Ulster Cup and the Irish B League Championship (South Section), also 

established a flourishing Social Club and in a real red letter landmark move purchased the 

entire complex at The Showgrounds including the Back Pitch from the Kilmorey Estates.  

When Jackie McCullough moved on at the end of the  1975—76 season,   long serving 

player Tom McAteer (Now Father Tom), was appointed manager. Tom was one of the few 

managers in the history of the club, to hold a position on the Management Committee, at 

the same time and under his leadership the club won The Mid Ulster Cup on two 

occasions. 

In February of the 1978-79 season, former Carrick Rangers boss Jimmy Brown was 

appointed manager and he quickly revitalised an all local side, that was languishing near 
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the bottom of the B League Championship, so much so, that within a couple of months, 

the team had shot up the league table to a respectable position.  His inspirational style of 

management, at that time, guided the club to a magnificent triumph in The Mid Ulster 

Cup. This cup success was termed magnificent because for the first time in many years the 

two senior clubs Glenavon and Portadown were back competing in the competition.  

Newry shocked a full strength Glenavon in the semi final and amazingly beat a full 

strength Portadown in the final at Shamrock Park just a few days after The Ports had 

played Cliftonville in the final of the Irish Senior Cup. Just a week after those two superb 

performances, Brown led the side to victory in the Radcliffe Cup final. During the close 

season that followed, Jimmy strengthened the side by persuading experienced players like 

Sammy Lunn, Bobby Carlisle, Gary Irwin and others to join him at The Showgrounds. Not 

only was Brown improving the team out of all recognition but he was also sowing the seed 

that eventually was to lead to a return to senior soccer in the early eighties.  His 

transforming work at The Showgrounds however had not gone un noticed in senior 

football circles and just after two months or so at the beginning of the 1979-80 season he 

was headhunted to fill the vacant managers position at Cliftonville.  

Roy Welsh was quickly chosen to replace Jimmy Brown as Team Boss at The Showgrounds 

and the former Distillery star immediately began to prepare our club for that long awaited 

return to the higher grade. Just as, was the case with Brown, the Newry Management 

committee made a unanimous decision to approach Welsh directly and it was obvious 

that he was the man the club wanted.  What a fantastic choice he turned out to be. Roy 

had two and a half tremendous seasons at Newry capped by that wonderful double 

triumph in 1980-81 when the B league Championship and the Intermediate Cup came 

again to the Frontier town. . At the end of the 1980-81 season all seemed set at The 

Showgrounds for that long awaited return to the senior ranks, a move that on merit, 

Newry would have richly deserved. The club management committee was ready, the 

playing squad was ready, the Town fans were ready, the national press and media pundits 

were fully behind the club but the Irish League sensationally chose to reject Newry’s 

application and continue it’s “closed shop policy” as regards the senior league. The 

response from the club was absolute shock and sheer disappointment and the 

management reacted and retaliated by placing an immediate embargo on any further 

ground improvements at The Showgrounds. The great team that Roy Welsh had built and 

achieved that fantastic double, began to break up, as a direct result of the rejection. All 

the players had been prepared to stay with The Town, if the club’s application for senior 

status had been successful. Goalkeeper Mickey Keenan departed to Portadown for a fee in 

the region of £1500.00 with Ports custodian Reggie Hillen coming the other way in part 

exchange. John Whitten joined Roy Coyle at Linfield for a record breaking B league fee in 

the region of £6,000.00. Robbie Barr went to Crusaders for another substantial fee. The 

magnificent and talented John Corvan was so dispirited at the league decision that he 
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made an instant decision to rejoin the ranks of the GAA. The manager Roy Welsh himself 

became unsettled, because he had great personal ambitions to manage a senior club, and 

he eventually left to take over the reigns at Distillery. It was sad to see Welsh depart from 

The Showgrounds. Roy as a player had a terrific career but on leaving Newry he had no 

hesitation in saying that he thoroughly enjoyed his spell as Town manager and would 

always regard that time as a highlight in his football life even surpassing some of the 

magic moments he enjoyed as a player. .  

That rejection by the Irish League had thrown Newry Town into some disarray, during the 

1981-82 and the 1982-83 seasons, but the almost unbelievable happened at the end of the 

1982-83 season, when the club was dramatically and sensationally co-opted to 

membership of the Irish Senior League. The closed shop policy of the Irish league that had 

repeatedly blocked Newry’s applications for membership of the senior set up since 1947 

had, at long last, been shattered.  Why oh why, Newry had’nt achieved co-option a couple 

of years earlier , nobody seems to know.   

That two year delay, however created greater problems for the club as it attempted to 

establish itself in the senior league. The Town were faced with the daunting task of 

building a new team that would hold it's’own in the higher grade, within a three month 

period, and were forced to spend thousands of Pounds on upgrading security  features  at 

The Showgrounds. This unfortunately meant that Manager Barry Brown had little cash 

available to improve the side with an input of new players.  He did make a landmark 

signing when he persuaded the highly talented striker Ollie Ralph to join The Town in 

August 1983 despite fierce competition from Glenavon. Ollie with his pace and great 

finishing ability made an instant impact in the senior league and went on to score a 

magnificent career total of 305 goals for the club.  Considering the fact that the club had 

little funds to strengthen the squad, due  to the heavy expenditure on upgrading security 

at The Showgrounds,  Newry performed reasonably well during the opening half of that 

historic 1983/84 season. The real acid test came on New Years Eve of 1983 when Linfield 

came to Newry for their first competitive game at the Frontier Town since the beginning 

of the 2nd World War.   Around two thousand “Blue Men” travelled to the match, a big 

proportion of them jam packed into fourteen coaches and six mini buses . Town officials 

reckoned the attendance was in excess of 3,500 with gate receipts a record for the club 

and every copy of the 1,000 programmes printed for the game sold long before kick off.   

In the boardroom after the game, a Linfield official, thanked their Newry counterparts for 

the tremendous hospitality shown, not only to them, but also to their players and fans 

and went on to say “ Coming to the Frontier Town to-day was a totally refreshing 

experience for us all and clearly vindicated Linfield’s move last season to increase the 

number of teams in the senior league to fourteen, bringing in Newry Town and Carrick 

Rangers”. . Newry despite narrowly losing that historic game against Linfield, continued to 
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battle bravely and courageously in the higher grade until 1985, when Matt Bradley arrived 

as player manager.  

Bradley worked absolute wonders on a shoestring budget to keep the club in a challenging 

position throughout the mid to late eighties. He guided the team to an Irish Cup  semi final 

tie against red hot favourites Glentoran at Windsor Park in 1987. Newry took the Glens to 

a replay and in that replay were leading the Belfast side by a single goal with just fourteen 

minutes left on the clock. The big crowd at Windsor Park were bracing themselves for a 

massive cup shock. Then came disaster when team boss Matt Bradley who like the rest of 

the team had put in a terrific performance, made a mistake close to the half way line. 

Matt could have planted the ball anywhere but he chose to be skilful and tried a long back 

pass to goalkeeper Brian O’Shea and it fell short. The inrushing Gary McCartney could’nt 

believe his luck and The Glens got a vital equaliser. Their tails were up and inevitably got 

the winner with a few minutes left. Later in 1987 , the Co. Antrim Shield was won and the 

club reached the Gold Cup final.  In 1989-90 the Roadferry League Cup Final was reached, 

only to lose by a 3-1 margin to Glenavon.  During this period Marty Magee and Ollie Ralph 

had formed a terrific strike partnership for Newry but this feared combination was broken 

when Marty was transferred to Portadown FC for a sizeable fee. Magee was one of many 

Town stars who had graduated from the ranks of the local Carnbane League to join the 

local club, and this pattern of player movement,  has continued right through to the 

present day. Another young player making a name for himself  during that era was 

present Assistant Manager Ray Byrne. Ray made his debut for The Town as a fresh faced 

18 yr old and made an instant impression, after progressing through the clubs Youth 

Academy. His performances caught the eye of English First Division club Nottingham 

Forest and in 1991 they paid Newry £35,000.00 for his services. This fee constituted a new 

all time record for the Frontier club.    The bearded Bradley had become known to Newry 

fans as “The Great Messiah” and there is no doubt that he motivated and spearheaded 

some fantastic performances during those years. He parted company with Newry in the 

early nineties, but returned to The Showgrounds for a second spell as manager during 

1994. His second spell as manager however was a complete and utter contrast to his 

earlier successes and could only be described as a disaster of nightmarish proportions and 

he left the club.  

At the beginning of the 1996 season, Newry were facing some serious financial 

circumstances when a local businessman Joe Rice joined the Management Committee. Joe 

re-energised the ailing club, so much so, that before the end of 1996, Newry Town FC 

despite struggling at the bottom of the then 1st Division, were able to announce, that 

Trevor Anderson was taking up a new position as director of football at The Showgrounds. 

Anderson, who only the season before, had managed Linfield to a great Irish League 

Championship triumph, was amazingly walking away from Windsor Park, to join lowly 
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Newry Town. His decision to do this had shocked the world of soccer. The National Press, 

Radio, and TV devoted hours of debate to the subject.  It was a massive indicator however 

that Joe Rice and the Board of Management at Newry were determined to put The Town 

back on the football map.  

Anderson in his capacity as Director of Football, along with Ollie Ralph and Harry Fay in a 

joint managerial role, proceeded to pilot the club to an excellent 1st Division 

Championship success in 1997-98. To help The Town achieve this signal honour, fine 

players like John Kenny(Ex Sligo Rovers), Johnny McDonnell (Ex St Pats), Paul Straney(Ex 

Glenavon), Dessie Gorman(Ex Linfield), Stewart McClean(Ex Coleraine), Andy Myler(Ex 

Athlone Town) and Gary Peebles(Ex Portadown) were brought in as reinforcements to the 

squad. As a result of this Championship triumph, Newry had won back their senior league 

position and the team went on register some great performances, in the two seasons that 

followed.  The club achieved another utopian dream when qualification for The European 

U.E.F.A. Inter Toto Cup was earned at the start of the 1999-2000 season. …  Newry were 

drawn to meet Croatian side Hrvatski Dragovljac at Zagreb in the first round and  put in a 

marvellous performance just losing by a 1-0 margin. In the return game at The 

Showgrounds, The Town put on an amazing show to win by a 2-0 margin and proceed with 

pride into the next round.  In the 2nd Rd. (1stLeg) Newry lost 2-0 away at Duisburg in 

Germany but at The Showgrounds,  The Town were again superb in the return leg beating 

Duisburg by 1-0 but lost the tie on aggregate. Particularly against the German Premier 

Bundesliga  side, this Newry formation had covered itself in real glory. The game in 

Duisburg attracted a a crowd in excess of 25,000 fans and this created a record in terms of 

crowd size watching Newry Town play.  The Town squad for those European games was 

comprised of ------  Kevin McKeown, Stuart McClean, Shane Reddish, John Kenny, Alan 

Hall, John Drake, Tony Scappaticci, Barry Tumilty, Robert Casey, Dessie Gorman, Mark 

Rutherford, Trevor Smith, Seamus Kane, Johnny McDonnell, Adrian Larkin, John 

Connolly,and Chris Coffey.  Johnny McDonnell was the Player/Manager.  Unfortunately, a 

short time after this juncture, rumblings of discontent began to flow from the boardroom 

and suddenly Joe Rice and Trevor Anderson were announcing their pending departures 

and the club was back in difficult times.  

The first couple of seasons in the new Millennium saw battles against relegation and this 

period culminated in a relegation play off tie against Bangor in May 2003. The 1st Leg was 

drawn 0—0 at Bangor but in the return leg at The Showgrounds with just nine minutes left 

on the clock The Town were level at 1—1. Had this score line remained until the final 

whistle, Newry would have lost the overall tie on the away goals rule and the club would 

have been relegated. The massive home support roared their encouragement as Newry’s 

young striker John Joe Maguire weaved his way into the seasiders  penalty area in the 81st 

minute and Referee Mark Courtney blew loudly on his whistle for a penalty kick. This spot 
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kick was without question one of the most vital and crucial in the history of the club. 

Many of the Newry fans in the big attendance could’nt  bear the anxiety and nervous 

exhaustion and turned their backs on a confident Robbie Brunton as he strode forward to 

calmly place the ball on the spot. Brunton, to his credit however, showed absolutely no 

nerves whatsoever and cracked a great drive to the Bangor net. 

It would be an understatement to say that the club was relieved to have preserved  it’s 

senior league spot and immediate steps were taken to strengthen the squad during and 

after 2003.  That process continued early in in January 2004 when a high profile Manager 

Roy McCreadie  was  appointed. Roy had previously performed a fine managerial role at 

Omagh Town for a number of years and Newry fans had great expectations for success 

with him at the helm. After a promising start, Roy never really lived up to those high 

expectations, despite the fact that he brought in some excellent players like Paddy 

McLaughlin, Richard Clarke, Colm McCullagh,  Andy Crawford, Pat McAllister, and Gerry 

Flynn to the club. …… He was just more than halfway through a three year managerial 

contract in September 2005, when the club’s Directors, and he himself, mutually agreed to 

cancel the contract.   

It was during McCreadie’s reign in 2004, that the club historically decided to change it’s 

name from Town to City. The Town of Newry had been accorded City status in 2002, and 

pressure came to bear on the club’s board of management  from sponsors and other 

commercial sources, to make the change. The change was perhaps almost inevitable, but 

it was a move that was’nt  universally popular with all the fans.  

After McCreadie had departed, City continued to operate with a number of temporary and 

caretaker managers in charge, until eventually one of those caretakers Paul Millar was 

given full control during early December 2005.  Paul immediately seemed to stabilise the 

ship, and got away to a flying start with a good run of results. So much so that Glentoran 

became interested in his success and offered him the Manager’s job at The Oval following 

the sensational sacking of Roy Coyle.  Another Manager had gone and once again City 

were on the hunt for a replacement.  That particular hunt did not last very long and inside 

a few days the club proudly announced that former Glentoran Manager Roy Coyle was the 

man for the job. The Newry Board Of Management at the time were inundated with 

messages of congratulations for persuading an outstanding Manager with the proven 

ability of Roy Coyle to join the club. Coyle had been a living legend in Irish League circles, 

winning forty nine trophies in managerial spells at Ards, Linfield and Glentoran and 

winning the Irish League Manager Of The Year Award on eight occasions. That superb 

record made him the most successful Manager in the history of the Irish League. After a 

somewhat average start to his reign at The Showgrounds, Roy publically vowed to bring 

success to Newry.  Unfortunately for some reason that did’nt happen for Roy or the club, 

and just about twelve months later he left The Showgrounds early in 2007.  
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A young ambitious Manager in the shape of Gerry Flynn replaced him. Gerry with 

absolutely no previous managerial experience had been a player with City but Roy Coyle 

for a long period refused to play him and Gerry during the January transfer window of 

2007 decided to move on and join Donegal Celtic FC. He was only a few weeks away when 

the City Directors took him back to The Showgrounds as Manager.  Flynn after a slow start 

showed an excellent work ethic and developed a good  relationship with players and fans 

alike.  During his tenure the club won the Mid Ulster Senior Cup and reached the final of 

The Co-Op Ins.Cup during February 2009, only to lose 1—0 against Portadown. Just when 

the club and and Gerry seemed to be performing very well, the complete unexpected 

happened during September 2009 and he rather dramatically and surprisingly, just 

minutes after his team had defeated Coleraine, in a thrilling Carling Premiership match at 

The Showgrounds resigned from his post.  

The club Directors, spearheaded by Chairman Paul McKenna, wasted no time and quickly 

appointed former Newry player/boss and ex St Patrick’s Athletic Manager Johnny 

McDonnell, to the vacant role.  Johnny was a popular choice, as he had been an 

outstanding player/manager previously with Newry, and had heroically led the team that 

had exceeded all expectations during that extra special, glorious and never to be forgotten 

European U.E.F.A. Inter Toto cup campaign, away back in 1999.----- Uncharacteristically 

however, McDonnell had a spell of poor and average results, and tendered his resignation 

as manager during the month of March 2010 with Gerry Flynn once again returning to the 

position.  

Flynn was dismissed by the club directors early in the year 2011 and former player Robbie 

Casey took over as temporary boss, before Pat McGibbon was engaged as Manager, at the 

beginning of February 2011.  McGibbon’s appointment did’nt prevent the club’s relegation 

to Championship 1 at the end of the 2010—11 season.  During the following close season, 

he released almost all of the entire squad, with the exception of three local players, that 

had saw the team relegated, and proceeded with Robbie Casey and reserve team manager 

Darren Mullen to build nearly a complete new team at The Showgrounds to compete in 

Championship 1, for the coming season in 2011—12.  That team included names like 

Darren King, The three Hughes brothers, Stephen, Daniel and Mark, Ruari Devlin, Stephen 

McCabe, Timmy Grant and exceeded all expectations by winning The Irish Intermediate 

Cup, The Mid Ulster Cup, and finishing runners up to Ballinamallard United in the 

Championship. They were also desperately unlucky at the end of that great season, not to 

have beaten Lisburn Distillery in a two leg promotion play off, losing 3-2 on aggregate. 

McGibbon also had the honour of leading the team into it’s first Irish Senior Cup semi-final 

since 1987 losing to the eventual winners Linfield. –  Just a few weeks before the start of 

the new 2012—13 season Pat McGibbon shocked everybody connected with the club 

when he tendered his resignation, citing personal reasons for doing so.  
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McGibbon’s departure without question was a body blow, but a major ominous looking 

black cloud was also rapidly developing in the background, with former Manager Gerry 

Flynn, who had taken legal action against Newry City FC Ltd. for wrongful dismissal and 

breach of contract regarding his sacking.  The courts had ordered Newry City FC Ltd., the 

company that had leased the Showgrounds pitch from Newry City Football Club and it’s 

members, and was  set up to run the day to day affairs of the club, to pay Flynn 

£25,000.00 in damages.  Failure to pay the damages, resulted in the company Newry City 

FC Ltd being wound up, during September 2012 and the IFA taking immediate action to 

suspend Newry’s membership and that prevented any team affiliated with the club from 

playing any fixtures.  The company Newry City FC Ltd much to the absolute horror, 

amazement ,and  anger  of  Newry City FC members, trustees ,players and all the fans 

made no attempt to appeal against the ruling of the court and the IFA immediately 

terminated the clubs membership. ---  Just one of the of the club’s under age teams was 

not affiliated to the IFA and this side was able to continue and fulfil all it’s fixtures in the 

Lisburn Youth League on a weekly basis. When the locks appeared on the gates at The 

Showgrounds, It was a situation however, that brought  tears to the eyes of some players 

and many of the clubs dedicated fans and members.  Without any shadow of doubt this 

was the most serious crisis ever to hit the club, since it’s formation away back in 1918. 

Complete extinction of this  great cross community club, that had provided a safe, neutral 

and wonderful meeting place for all sections of the local population down through all 

those ensuing years, was on the cards.--- 

Fortunately, after a few months, a group of dedicated City people with the clubs interest 

in their hearts, began discussions to get Newry City FC up and running again, and the 

playing of  football at The Showgrounds.  The first public meeting organised by the group, 

attracted an overflow attendance to the Social Club, during the month of December 2012, 

and was a huge success. These people continued to do a huge amount of time consuming 

work in the background, and it was announced that, the club would be re launched at a 

meeting to be held in The Canal Court Hotel during early March 2013. That meeting 

attracted another capacity attendance to hear City legend Ollie Ralph launch the club with 

another  new name ie. Newry City Athletic Football Club.  

In July 2013 the club was accepted as a member of the Mid Ulster Football League 

Intermediate B, winning promotion to Intermediate A, at the end of the 2013-14  season. -

--  To-wards the end of December 2015 City AFC celebrated winning their first major 

trophy “The MUFL PREMIER CUP”  

Journalist Chris Sherrard had this to say to The Belfast Live Website about Newry’s great 

triumph in that MUFL Premier Cup.  “THERE HAVE BEEN MANY, MANY, trophies won by 

teams wearing Newry colours, down the years, but perhaps we will look back to that 

Premier Cup win as the most SIGNIFICANT TRIUMPH OF ALL. 
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Much copy has been filed ------- and discussion had -------- on the travails the club has 

faced over recent years.   

On Monday 28th December 2015 at Banbridge, Newry were back winning cup finals. It 

marked the first major celebrations of the new era. The first major collective triumph for 

manager Darren Mullen and the superb team he has assembled ----- on the pitch and off 

it.  

And it served as a huge pat on the back for the supporters and sponsors who dug deep 

into their pockets and spirit to bring their club back to life. For make no mistake, there 

was no Newry City at Christmas time three years ago.  

Forget the fourteen Mid Ulster Senior FA Cups. Forget the four Intermediate Cups. Forget 

the many League Titles, at many different levels. 

There would not have been a Monday night celebration in the bars of the City without 

those supporters and sponsors. Without Darren Mullen. And without the will of a 

community to get its club back on its feet.  

In the cup final, Sean McMullan, as he has done so many times this season, got Newry off 

and running with the opening goal.  

But after a stubborn Fivemiletown had got back on level terms during the second half, and 

pushed hard for a winner of their own, it was a man steeped in the club’s former glories 

who came up with the goods.  

Perhaps symbolically, Timmy Grant was the man in the right place at the right time to 

deliver the knockout blow, with a superb winning goal. “    

Winning the MUFL PREMIER CUP was a real boost to the club but the main objective and 

burning ambition of City manager Darren Mullen and all concerned at The Showgrounds 

was to go on and clinch the MUFL INTERMEDIATE LEAGUE A TITLE.    

Achieving this would open the way to a PLAY OFF for promotion to the new NI PREMIER 

INTERMEDIATE LEAGUE.  

THE MUFL INTERMEDIATE LEAGUE A TITLE was taken in brilliant fashion by a margin of 

twelve points losing just one game in the process with an unbeaten at home record for 

the whole 2015—16 season.  

That was a magnificent achievement and with the news that no PLAY OFF WOULD TAKE 

PLACE, the club was automatically promoted to the new NI PREMIER INTERMEDIATE 

LEAGUE FOR THE 2016—17 SEASON. 


