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the Tralee area. Then, those from any part of
County Kerry were welcome to participate.’> A
few years later, in order to increase the selection
pool, the pedigree condition was expanded to
include grandparents born in the county.™* Other
criteria remain fixed: “girls must be unmarried,
[and] over 17 years old,” with additional points
awarded for “personality, graciousness, dignity
and beauty.”"

The “Rose of Tralee” song not only allowed
festival organizers to narrow the search for their
beauty but offered an actual destination for tour-
ism. The pursuit of transatlantic contestants was
endorsed and supported locally by county Kerry
societies in the United States. The societies were
important networks for recent immigrants and
served to preserve links between Ireland and Irish
America.'® New immigrants drew on the advice
and knowledge of members in these benevo-
lent and social organizations who had settled in
America before them. The societies also provided
older immigrants opportunities to mingle with
friends and reconnect with Ireland through
interactions with recent arrivals. Additionally, the
groups were a point of contact for county rep-
resentatives in Ireland wishing to maintain links
with their diaspora in America.

Luke Finn, first president of the United Irish
Counties Association in New York, observed:
“They provided that kind of contact with people
from your own parish and from your own coun-
ty...so the county organizations were. .. zhe touch

of home.”"”

THE NEW YORK ASSOCIATION

One of the earliest and most active county
organizations was the New York Kerrymen’s
Patriotic and Benevolent Association. It sup-
ported the Festival of Kerry and Rose of Tralee
Festival from inception. Association members
formed committees to host fundraising dances,
select a Rose, pay for her trip to Ireland, and
arrange transatlantic charter flights for mem-
bers who wished to travel across the Atlantic
for the event. The planning and execution of
these various efforts were undertaken by a corps
of committed volunteers. Maurice Cantillon,
past president of the New York Kerrymen’s
Association reflected:

We did the best we could to help. Our
Jfamily and friends in Ireland needed our
support to get it started. For us, it was a
way to come together for a good cause for
those at home. We couldn’t have imagined
that what we were creating with the fes-
tival would become an Irish institution!
It was history in the making and we were
part of it."8

For the inaugural Rose of Tralee Festival in
1959, the selection committee chose Sheila
Ann Horgan. As the first winner to carry the
New York Rose mantle, she was also bestowed
an ancillary title of “Kerry Belle of New York.”
A congratulatory dance was held at Gaelic
Park on August 15 so “Kerry exiles and friends
in New York” could wish their Rose con-
gratulations and bon voyage. Eighteen-year
old Horgan, a high school student, was born
in the Bronx, claiming her Kerry connection
through her father Edward who was raised on
a farm near Ballyroe, Tralee. His two nephews,
Sheila’s first cousins, were still living there."
The title win would enable Horgan to visit her
father’s birthplace and meet her kinfolk. The
young New Yorker’s trip, wholly funded by
the New York Kerrymen’s Association, sealed
Horgan’s place in Ireland’s tourism history as
the first American Rose to participate in the
festival. She was joined by 150 people traveling
with her from New York for the festival at the
end of August.”

The first Festival of Kerry was hailed as
“the greatest free show on earth.” In addition
to the races at Ballybeggan Park, and the Rose
of Tralee Festival, an array of “fun and games”
including, a sheep-dog demonstration, a donkey
derby, street dancing, an accordion competi-
tion, an Irish dancing exhibition, swimming
and canoe races, a handball championship, an
All-Ireland junior football semi-final, and a
kayak race were scheduled. To ensure the public
was aware of all the happenings, a program was
published for each day of the festival in a local
newspaper. The week-long festival, from August
29 to September 3, held activities to attract the
largest number of people possible. There were
so many events planned that an advertisement
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Aer Lingus was an
early sponsor of the

Rose of Tialee Festival,
transporting U.S. Roses
to Ireland through the
international gateway
in New York. Alice
O’Leary, the Rose
representative for Boston,
and Nora Reidy, the
Rose representative for
Chicago, are shown
here boarding an Irish
International Airlines
Boeing Shamrock jet

at Idlewild Airport in
New York (the former
name of Kennedy
Airport) on their way
to Ireland to participate
in the 1961 Rose of
Tralee pageant. Courtesy
of the Boston Globe.

OTHER CONTRIBUTORS TO THE SUCCESS

For the first festival, Florence O’Connor, one
of the driving forces of the event, recruited
Margaret Dwyer, a transplanted New Yorker liv-
ing in Tralee, to assist with organizing efforts.
The daughter of an American father and Irish
mother born in Tralee, Dwyer was involved

in the inaugural undertaking, adding broader
responsibilities through the ensuing decades. She
had first visited Tralee in 1936 after high school
graduation and considered relocating there but
was deterred by the limited economic pros-
pects. In New York, however, she found gainful
employment with Trans World Airlines (TWA)
and subsequently during World War II, became a
radio telephone operator with top security clear-
ance, often connecting calls between President
D. Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston
Churchill. In 1948, having lost her husband in
World War II and with two young sons to sup-
port on a war-widow’s pension, she decided to

establish permanent residency in Ireland and
relocated to Tralee.

The earliest assignment Dwyer assumed
was as liaison for the judges responsible for
selecting the “Rose of Tralee.” When Aer Lingus
General Manager, Arthur J. Walls, was named as
a judge, Dwyer recognized a unique opportunity.
Based on her time with TWA, she was aware
of the importance of Ireland to immigrants in
New York, as well as the significance of potential
new transatlantic customers for the airline. The
astute businesswoman was successful in convinc-
ing Walls to provide her with free transportation

to promote the festival in America
ment that continued for many years.*!

Dwyer capitalized on the growing interest
in Irish-made goods, like Waterford crystal and

an agree-

Donegal tweeds, to increase American participa-
tion in the festival. A determined saleswoman,
she traveled to eighteen North American cities
in 1971 under the auspices of Aer Lingus and
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various Irish tourism agencies. Her status as
a New Yorker campaigning on behalf of Irish
tourism enabled her to gain relatively easy access
to media outlets. Dwyer conducted interviews
in Boston, Chicago, Cleveland, New York,
Philadelphia, South Bend, Indiana, and Great
Falls, Montana to solicit support for the festival.
She met with travel agents to convince them
to set up Rose Committees and to send repre-
sentatives to Ireland. In her lobbying, Dwyer
explained that the festival “has that indefinable
thing called ‘atmosphere,” which can waft the
spirit of a song into the spirit of a Festival, a gath-
ering, a welcome-home, call it what you like.”*?
One of her more successful selling tech-
niques was to visit Catholic universities
in America and solicit their help to create
charter flights to Ireland in exchange for two
free tickets for group leaders. Father Edward

Murray, a professor

April of 1958, Aerlinte Eireann, the national
airline of Ireland, inaugurated twice-weekly
service between New York and Shannon using
three Lockheed L-1049 Super Constellation
aircraft, leased from the American airline
Seaboard and Western.* The advertised
round-trip transatlantic airfare was $417 dol-
lars.*> Two years later, the airline introduced
a Boeing 720 airplane on the transatlantic
route, thus entering the jet age. The modern
aircraft significantly reduced the travel time
between America and Ireland, making it more
appealing and convenient for transatlantic
travelers. In 1960, Aer Lingus memorialized
its affiliation with the Rose of Tralee Festival
with a photograph of the New York Rose and
festival entourage at Shannon Airport using
one of their airplanes as a backdrop. In 1961,
two of the American Roses posed on the steps
— of an Aer Lingus

T2 D,

of Irish history at
Notre Dame who
earned a Ph.D. in
Ireland, was espe-
cially helpful. He
invited Dwyer to
speak to his classes
in order to encour-
age his students

to visit Ireland.
Similar partnerships
with American uni-
versities resulted in |
charter flights filled %5 '
with young people

of Irish descent and their families. In reflect-
ing on his mother’s achievements on behalf of
regional tourism, Dwyer’s son opined: “Only
a New Yorker like my mother could have
given Stephen Covey a run for his money
where negotiating was concerned.” Based on
her many successes in promoting and grow-
ing the Kerry Festival and Rose of Tralee
Festival, Dwyer was elected the first woman
president in 1970.%

Also contributing to the success of the fes-
tivals were developments in airline transpor-
tation. Transatlantic flights were a particular
boon to attracting visitors to the festival. In

VAT griss S plane in New York
2 Ll for a publicity shor.
The importance of
this annual oppor-
tunity to market
the airline became
particularly evident
in 1962 when the
Aer Lingus flight
from New York,
with the American
Roses aboard, was
diverted due to fog.
Upon arrival in
Dublin and before
traveling to Tralee, the airline arranged to
have the women travel by train to Limerick,
then be driven to Shannon, to join others for
a commemorative photograph.#¢

The nexus of efforts by Aer Lingus and Bord
Fiilte to expand Ireland’s transatlantic tour-
ism industry, especially by opening offices in
a key American market like New York with a
large Irish population, bolstered the work of the
Festival Committee. The result of their efforts

was apparent in 1964 when Tralee hotels sold out
and, with the enthusiastic support of locals, up to

1,500 tourists were lodged in private homes due
to the shortage of accommodations.”
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The New York
Kerrymen's Association
organized charter flights
on Aer Lingus for their
Festival Committee and
association members

to travel to Ireland

in support of their

“Rose.” In 1960, upon
the group’s arrival

at Shannon Airport,
members of the Limerick
Pipe Band provided

a musical welcome

to the visitors. Rose
representatives from
England joined their
U.S. counterparts along
with festival organizers
for a commemorative
photograph on the

steps of an Irish
Airlines’ airplane. This
photograph appeared

in the Kerryman
newspaper on September
3, 1960. Courtesy of the
Kerryman .
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OTHER FESTIVAL BENEFITS & BENEFICIARIES
To guarantee businesses in the area also benefit-
ted from the increased number of visitors, the
“Rose of Tralee” and her entourage customarily
visited neighboring locales, stopping in towns
like Mallow, Listowel, Brosna and Kilgarvan,
which was especially meaningful to transatlantic
visitors because it was the birthplace of Kerry
native Michael Quill, founder and President of
the Transport and Workers Union of America
(TWU) in New York.4®

Part of the allure for the young women who
entered the Rose of Tralee pageant was the prize
packages awarded to the winners.* If the win-
ner of the Rose of Tralee title was from Ireland,
England or Europe, the trip was to America and
a meeting would be arranged to meet the Mayor
of New York. If the winner was an American
Rose, the trip was to Europe.®

Ann Foley, the 1967 “Rose of Tralee,”
won a two-week trip to America.>! Foley vis-
ited New York and had lunch with the mayor
along with former New York Roses. She then
journeyed to Washington D.C. for a stop at the
Irish Embassy before a visit to the White House.
There, she was introduced to First Lady, Mrs.
Lady Bird Johnson, by Texas Congressman Ray
Roberts. For the duration of her trip, Foley was
a walking advertisement for Ireland’s couture
fashion, wearing tweed suits designed and made
in Ireland that were part of her prize winnings.>?

Travel agencies in the New York area began
offering a special “Rose of Tralee Tour of Ireland.”
For example, a two-week excursion included all
hotels and meals, tickets to the Abbey Theatre in
Dublin, and a medieval banquet at Knappogue
Castle in Quin, County Clare. In addition to
visiting Tralee for the festival, the tour made stops
at the Ring of Kerry, Killarney, Glengariff and
Limerick.>® While the festival was certainly the
main enticement, the broadened itinerary also
helped to meet Bord Fiilte tourism goals.

By the mid-1960s, the regional festival had
made its mark on Irish transatlantic tourism. An
American paper declared, “not many small Irish
towns can turn a song into a tourist bonanza, but
Tralee, the trim County Kerry capital on the edge
of the Atlantic, has done just that....The song
is “The Rose of Tralee’ and the event...annually

converts it into travel-trade cash.”*

The initial years of the Rose of Tralee Festival
were seminal in structuring transatlantic support
through partnerships with Irish immigrants in
New York connected with the Kerrymen’s and
Kerrywomen’s Associations, Aer Lingus, Bord
Fdilte, and the GAA, as well as with Tralee-based
New Yorker Margaret Dwyer. The success of the
event was in large part due to their indefatigable
efforts and was duly noted in “how magnificently
the exiles prove their loyalty. ...when no appeal
from the old country falls on deaf ears.” Their
efforts created a veritable “hands-across-the-sea
festival.”> A Kerry journalist approvingly com-
mented on this collaborative aspect which drew
upon the loyalty and mobilization of the dias-
pora in America:

It is unique in the volume of hard work
which its organisers [sic]—be they living

in New York, Boston, Chicago...—have

devoted to its fulfillment. ... I am amazed

and more than a little humbled at the
thought of the many hundreds of people, in

all walks of life, who have contributed to the

success of this competition which has fired

the imagination. ...the unsung heroes and
heroines of the Festival of Kerry and “Rose of

Tralee” competition must not be forgotten.>®
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