
 

 

    

Matt McGrath 

by Michael O’Dwyer 

Matt McGrath was born on 20 December 1875
1
 at Curraghmore, Boher, County Tipperary. He was the eldest 

son of Timothy McGrath, a farmer, and Anne McGrath (née McGrath). His parents got married in the Church of 

Our Lady and St Lua, Ballina, on 15 September 1875. Matt McGrath went to school at Boher National School 

from 1881 to 1890. He departed for the United States when he was seventeen, and joined the New York Police 

Department (NYPD) on 30 January 1903. It was four years later when he won the American junior hammer 

title, and the following year he finished second to John Flanagan at the London Olympic Games (Matt McGrath 

also came fifth in the tug of war with the USA team at the 1908 Olympics). At the opening ceremony of the 

Olympic Games in London, as the respective teams marched into the stadium and approached the royal box 

they were expected to dip their flag in salute to King Edward VII. The United States flag was being carried for 

the United States team by young shot-putter Ralph Rose. Legend has it that as he approached the royal box he 

heard Matt McGrath’s unmistakable north Tipperary accent saying, ‘dip that flag and you will be in a hospital 

tonight’. The United States flag was not dipped, a tradition that remains to this day, an action that was later 

defended by team captain and fellow New York police officer and Irish-American Martin Sheridan with the 

famous retort of, ‘that flag bows to no earthly king’. At the 1912 Olympic Games in Stockholm, Matt McGrath 

won the gold medal in the hammer when the shortest of his six throws, 173 ft 4 in. (52.83 m), was almost fifteen 

feet longer than any of the other competitor’s longest throw. His best throw of 179 ft 7 in. (54.74 m) was an 

Olympic record which held up for twenty-four years and would even have earned a silver medal in the 1948 

Olympics. In 1920 at the Antwerp Olympic Games he came fifth after withdrawing when he hurt his knee in the 

qualifying rounds and at the 1924 Olympic Games he won another silver medal for the hammer, which still 

makes him the oldest Olympic medallist ever in an Olympic track and field event at 48 years 193 days. Matt 

McGrath narrowly missed out in the USA trials for the 1928 Olympic Games when he had an off day and was 

not picked for the United States team. His best throw for the hammer was a world record 187 ft 4 in. (57.10 m) 

in 1911. Matt McGrath died in St Clare’s Hospital, Manhattan, New York, on 29 January 1941, aged sixty-five, 

and is interred in Calvary Cemetery, New York. 



1 This is Matt McGrath’s most likely date of birth. It is based on the date of birth of 20 December in his American naturalisation records, though the year 1876 is 

used, and the fact he was baptised on 21 December 1875. Also, according to the American newspaper, the Brownwood Daily Bulletin, of 20 December 1915 it was 

Matt McGrath’s birthday that day. The date recorded in his birth certificate is 28 December 1875. However, sometimes back then inaccurate date of births were 

recorded and date of baptisms are regarded as more reliable. 

Titles Won at Senior National Championships:  

American Amateur Athletic Union Championships 

1908  Hammer     173 ft 0 in. (52.73 m) 

1910  Hammer     168 ft 4½ in. (51.32 m) 

1912  Hammer      174 ft 8 in. (53.24 m) 

1913  56 lb Weight for Distance  38 ft 5½ in. (11.72 m) 

1916  56 lb Weight for Distance  35 ft 5½ in. (10.81 m) 

1918  Hammer     173 ft 11¾ in. (53.03 m) 

1918  56 lb Weight for Distance  34 ft 9 in. (10.59 m) 

1922  Hammer     155 ft 9 in. (47.47 m) 

1922  56 lb Weight for Distance  35 ft 10 in. (10.92 m) 

1923  56 lb Weight for Distance  38 ft 0 in. (11.58 m) 

1924  56 lb Weight for Distance  35 ft 7 in. (10.84 m) 

1925  Hammer     172 ft 0½ in. (52.44 m) 

1925  56 lb Weight for Distance  36 ft 8⅜ in. (11.18 m) 

1926  Hammer     162 ft 10½ in. (49.64 m) 

 

 

American Amateur Athletic Union (Indoor) Championships 

1907  56 lb Weight for Height  15 ft 3 in. (4.65 m) 

1909  56 lb Weight for Height  15 ft 3 in. (4.65 m) 

1911  56 lb Weight for Height  16 ft 3 in. (4.95 m) 

1915  56 lb Weight for Height  15 ft 9 in. (4.80 m) 

 

 

Canadian Athletics Championships 

1907  Hammer    173 ft 7 in. (52.91 m) 

1907  56 lb Weight for Distance  30 ft 6 in. (9.29 m) 

1908  Discus     117 ft 7¼ in. (35.84 m) 

1908  Hammer    167 ft 1 in. (50.93 m) 

1908  56 lb Weight for Distance  35 ft 11 in. (10.95 m) 

1911  Hammer    182 ft 4 in. (55.57 m) 

1911  56 lb Weight for Distance  40 ft 6⅜ in. (12.35 m) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


