
Usworth Boxer John Edward McGuire

Family historian, Susan McGuire, has uncovered the fascinating history of the boxing career 

of her ancestor, Usworth miner, John Edward McGuire, and has kindly set out his story 

below.

John Edward McGuire, my great grandfather, known as ‘Jack’ McGuire, was a miner and 

also a boxer. Between at least the birth of his son Francis in 1904 and that of daughter Norah 

in July 1911, the family lived in Old Hall, Little Usworth- a tenement that had been the 

family seat of the Lawson family previously known as Little Usworth Manor1. They appear, 

from records, to have been the last family living in the Hall before it was demolished.

Jack was born in 1876 and had lived in Bridge Row, Great Usworth since just before the age 

of 14 where the 1891 census records him and his father, Peter, as miners. His was a relatively

stable life for a miner at that time – living and working in Usworth  for over twenty years, 

where all his six children born in the one place. Mining was still a very itinerant occupation 

with families always on the move in search of better pay and housing, as shown by the 

different places of birth of his brothers and sisters in earlier years.

Usworth Colliery was by no means unaccustomed to the sport of pitman boxers.  In 1863 a 

notorious bare knuckle fight had taken place which led to the death of John Fisher, a 23 year 

old Usworth miner. His opponent was another miner, 30 year old Jack Gillow. Boxing was 

clearly part of the culture of the place. The match had taken place in a field between New 

Washington and Usworth Station. The Newcastle Courant wrote that there had been a dispute

between the men a fortnight earlier but there was also the small prize of a sovereign to be 

gained. There was a large number of spectators, and the contest was said to be brutal. 2

John Edward seems to have been a hot headed individual and not afraid of a fight. He took 

part in a similarly brutal contest ‘a stubborn battle’, which was advertised in The Sporting 

Life 18th March 1901, and reported on in a lengthy article on 20th March.

1 See accompanying Research Articles on Little Usworth Manor and the Lawson Family
2 See Byker Boxers (raggyspelk.co.uk) for a vivid report of the fight







It is interesting to note a couple of things about the report. One is the differences in the two 

men. Mullen, at 29, had got four or five victories already under his belt. Both were around the

same height 5’ 91/2” and 5’10”. Mullen weighed in at 10st 12lbs whilst John Edward (24), 

whose ‘maiden effort’ this was, weighed in on the heavy side as 12 stone. The ‘marked 

disparity in their appearance’ was noted. Mullen looked ‘fine drawn’ while John Edward 

could have done to ‘reduce himself a bit’ and was said to have a ‘want of condition’. Mullen 

was noted as the favourite. Even so, as the contest is reported, John Edward certainly fought 

every step of the way despite a nasty bit of damage to his ‘peeper’ which by the 9th and 10th 

round was closing up. Mullen’s onslaught with his left is noted during rounds 11 – 16. The 

remarks at the end of the article gave great credit to the fairness of the contest, creditable to 

both winner and loser,  and the determination of both contestants. 

But we are left with some doubts about the eventual outcome of the contest because this 

contradictory article appeared in a rival publication, The Sportsman of 19th March 1901.



At the end of this report ‘the verdict was given to McGuire on points.’ This reporter filed the 

same account of the match to a third publication, The Sporting Man. Though many features 

of the gruelling twenty round battle are similarly reported including John Edward’s bloody 



eye and Mullen’s ‘straight lefts’ it seems certain that in the last paragraph the writer has 

accidentally got his Mullens and McGuires the wrong way round. We must trust The Sporting

Life for the true verdict as the first advertisement notes that they actually appointed the 

referee. 

Nonetheless the match must have been both a great satisfaction and a great disappointment to

John Edward. It was a more than creditable first outing and he almost won the purse. Miles 

Templeton of the website boxinghistory.org.uk told me a little of the context for John 

Edward’s boxing activities. John Edward would have been seen very much as a local hero, a 

representative of the sporting honour of Usworth pit and village. He would have been a 

community celebrity, captivating their attention and the match would have occasioned some 

heavy local betting. He would have probably been well ‘looked after’ by wealthier local 

individuals. They would have made sure he was fit and eating well and free food may have 

been sent to the family. 

The next outing I can trace for John Edward was in June 1901 at Ginnet’s Circus in 

Newcastle. During May and June The Sporting Life reported on a planned 20 round contest 

between Jack McGuire and Jack Perry for a sum of £50.00. 

In a report of the match on 17th June Jack had won the contest in six ‘fast and fierce rounds’ 

rounds and the £50 prize money.



Though he was repeatedly described as The Irishman in this article Jack had been born in 

Annfield Plan, Durham. His father Peter McGuire, who also worked at Usworth pit had come

from Cavan in Ireland. £50.00 in 1901 would have been worth around £6,000 today so it was 

no mean amount to win. Again John Edward acquitted himself well. It is hard to believe, 

therefore, that I can find no newspaper evidence of more fighting in the ring. Why would he 

give it up at that stage? 

He was obviously achieving some success and some acclaim for the ferocity of his fighting. 



John Edward did not give up fighting altogether though. Obviously sensitive about his – or 

rather his father’s Irish origins -  in 1904 he got into a fight after a hotly contested election in 

Washington. 

Newcastle Evening Chronicle 10 March 1904

Tom Richardson was evidently not John Edward’s preferred candidate. In fact I’d be fairly 

sure that John Edward was supporting Father Machin, the Catholic priest, who attracted only 



34 votes less than Thomas Richardson. I don’t know any more details about the incident with 

John Dixon but the fact that it involved Patrick Merrigan, John Edward’s brother in law, 

whose family were from Co Wicklow Ireland, convinces me that it may have had the same 

issues at heart. 

My cousins, Kevin McGuire and April Holder, have both told me a story handed down 

through their branches of John Edward’s family. April’s mother, Veronica McGuire, was 

actually one of the residents of Old Hall and so she had the account from an eye witness.  

John Edward passed on his boxing skills to his sons Peter and John. They would go out 

during lean times in the pit looking for private fist fights to earn money. On one such 

occasion when they were due to fight, and hopefully bring home cash, the pigs head stew that

had been in the pot for days was thrown out by their mother. On their return home with the 

news that the fight they were expecting had either been cancelled or lost their mother 

promptly went to retrieve the remains of the pigs head from the waste and put it back in the 

pot!

John Edward’s career as a boxer appears to have faded as quickly as it started. His career as a

miner also came to an untimely end. Just a year after the 1911 census, in which their housing 

conditions seem to have been amongst the poorest, John Edward McGuire, my great 

grandfather, died of Enteric Fever – otherwise known as Typhoid in the Isolation Hospital in 

Chester Le Street, leaving a widow, Margaret, and five surviving children.  His family had by

this time moved to Old Row. Margaret married another Usworth miner, Francis McMahon, in

1913 and went on to have a further five children. 

I am very interested in finding out if John Edward took part in any other bouts. If readers do 

come across him in their research do contact me through the Washington History Society on 

washingtonhistorysoc@gmail.com

Susan McGuire December 2020




