Fermoy in Gaelic Footbal.
A Page From The Past.

Some recent publications have given detailed accounts of the old-time footballers of Fermoy. In this brief note (an introduction to the verses that follow), fuller elaboration is, therefore, thought unnecessary.

For the twenty years following the inception of the G.A.A. Fermoy consistently held a leading place among the great Gaelic football teams of the South. In 1895 they carried off the Cork county championship, and secured a similar distinction in each of the three closing years of the century. Having annexed the county and Munster titles in 1899 they went on to the All-Ireland final against the Dublin Geraldines, but, by the smallest of margins, a single point, they failed to capture the coveted laurels. In 1906 they came again to the forefront and defeated the best football teams of Cork, subsequently winning the Munster Championship. They were soon into another All-Ireland final, but they went down to the Dublin Kickhams at Athy in October, 1907. In reaching an ‘All-Ireland,’ then as now the greatest ambition of the Gaelic athlete, they had raised high the prestige of the Rebel County and shed lustre on their native town.

In the years that followed, Fermoy produced many great individual players and, on occasions, some excellent combinations. But its teams rarely caught the headlines and several years elapsed before the name appeared again upon the roll of champions. In 1943 they reached the final of the Cork county football championship with a West Cork team, Clonakilty, which in recent years has been particularly to the fore and which, too, has a great football tradition behind it. 

About this time a great awakening of interest in the football game was beginning to make itself felt in the South – where the camán has held for long a predominant position. The 1943 County final was a particularly close and exciting match, Clonakilty winning by five points to four.

Shortly afterwards and at the same venue, the Mardyke, Cork, the same two teams met in the final of the Kelleher Shield for 1943, Fermoy reversing the championship result.

Fermoy and Clonakilty again reached the final of the Cork county senior football championship for 1944. The large gathering of football enthusiasts at the U.C.C. grounds on that fine September day were treated, as was expected, to a rousing game. An hour of gruelling and exciting play proved indecisive, Fermoy having five points to Clonakilty’s goal and two points. On this occasion Fermoy, in the second half, struck the crossbar as well as the uprights a few times in as many minutes.

In the replay at the same venue a month later Clonakilty won comfortably by one goal and nine points to one goal and four points.

For the possession of the Kelleher Shield for 1944, Fermoy and Clonakilty ran out into a fifth senior final within the space of little more than eighteen months. They were to have met at the U.C.C. grounds in November, 1944, but torrential rains prevailed and the fixture had to be postponed. On December 4th, after an hour of classic play, the result was again a draw – Fermoy with a goal and three points to Clonakilty’s six points. The replay fixed for January 21st of the present year had to be postponed owing to the frosts and snows prevalent at the time. The teams met at the Cork Athletic Grounds on February 19th, 1945, to decide the long-standing issue. It was a first class exhibition of football, an exciting and thrilling game. At the interval the teams were level with one point each. A few minutes after the start of the second half Fermoy put in a clever goal and their supporters were jubilant. However, within seven minutes of the final whistle Clonakilty not only neutralised this advantage but snatched the lead – the scores then being, Clonakilty one goal and three points to Fermoy’s one goal and two points. Fermoy, however, in a thrilling finish, burst through another goal; and so retained the Kelleher Shield.

The players got a great reception on coming back to Fermoy that evening. Cheering crowds, headed by the local Confraternity Band, turned out to meet them and the captain was carried shoulder high as the team marched through the town.

These epic duels of Fermoy and Clonakilty over the past few years have helped in no small way to raise the standard of Gaelic football in Cork County; and it is note-worthy that for the second time in a period of three years – in 1943 and again in 1945 – Cork has won the Munster Football Championship – a title which it gained but once in the thirty years preceding; while in 1945 it has gone one step further and reached the All-Ireland final.

The following lines are addressed to the present Fermoy Gaelic footballers who, notwithstanding their pre-eminence on the football field, can profitably seek inspiration from some of their predecessors, those great ‘champions of old.’

Appendix  

In 1982 Patrick Barry`s son Liam planned to issue an edited version of the works that comprise this volume. In the event, only a very small number of the new edition were produced and these were circulated, only among his family. For the purpose of his edition Liam wrote some additional notes, mostly to explain the circumstances in which the original item was written, but in a few cases the notes expanded substantially on the original. Liam’s note in respect of this item is as follows:

Fermoy in Gaelic Football. 
For many years around the turn of the century Fermoy was one of the Leading Gaelic football teams in the country. They won the county championship on a number of occasions and they figured prominently on the intercounty scene. 

The County Final, 1945

This match was played in The Park on Sunday 21st October 1945. The fact that  Cork  were then the All-Ireland football champions added greatly to the interest in it, as did the fact that Fermoy and Clonakilty had met so frequently in major competitions in the immediately proceeding years. There was an attendance of over 11,000, a record up to that time for a football final in the county and a rare occurence, about as high as that for the hurling final of the same year (in which Glen Rovers had beaten the Barrs).

The afternoon was cool but dry. The referee was Simon Duignan, a well known Cavan footballer. He had no difficulty with his job; it was a sternly fought but sporting match.

The Clonakilty team for the occasion included five of the county All-Ireland team, including its captain, Tadhg Crowley, a great battler on the field, and also the Cork goalie, O`Driscoll. The Fermoy team included Dave Magnier and Paddy Cronin, both on the All-Ireland team also; and playing centre-field for them was the Kerry 

stalwart, Clifford, who had been on the Kerry selection of the previous year. The Fermoy goalie, Roche, was fronted by team-mates Magnier, McGrath and Kevin Barry, with another Barry, Paul, in the forward line. Paddy Cronin, the Captain, played at centre back with Con Power and Domnic Murray beside him. Mick Hoare joined Clifford at centre-field, the other forwards being O`Driscoll, O`Donovan, Hogan, Murphy and O`Grady. The full forward line faced a tough Clonakilty trio, Finn, Kiely and Cahalane.

In the first half Fermoy had much the better of the game, Hogan and Tadhg O`Driscoll sharing between them four points against a blank sheet for Clonakilty. But early in the second half Clon. got more into the game, drawing first blood with a point. But Hogan followed with two fine points; and with Fermoy six points to the good against Clonakilty`s one point it looked as if it was all over. But Rice for Clonakilty sent over two points in quick succession, leaving three points, or a single goal in it. From that onwards Clonakilty were pressing strongly. They were well on top. Fermoy, in their efforts to hold them gave away a number of frees from fairly close range. On each occasion Rice tried for an equalising goal but on each occasion the ball was saved or scrambled away. The last free was theirs, taken in “lost” time. Clonakilty made one last frantic effort for a goal, but the backs held out, having had, probably, the toughest half-hour they had experienced in their playing careers. And how relieved they and the Fermoy stalwarts generally, and their followers, must have been when the final whistle sounded.

Whether or not Clonakilty would have done better to go for points was a subject of wide discussion for a long time afterwards. Coming towards the end of the game, the taker might not have been aware what time was left for play; and a point, or two, even if scored might not have been sufficient anyhow. It was one of those “might” and “may” situations. 

And so, after a wait of thirty nine years, since 1906, Fermoy had once more won the Senior County Football Championship.

The chairman of the County Board, Bowler Walsh, presented the trophy to the winning captain amid great excitement. The team reached Fermoy late that evening and were met on their return by literally all the town and by numbers from round about it.

After parading through the main streets they were formally welcomed home, at a meeting in the packed Square, by the Administrator, Father Sheehan, and by, among others, the popular representative and Gaeilgeóir, Billy Fitzgerald. Tributes were paid to the trainer, Pete Hallinan, and also to Andy Scannell, who had been actively associated with the team for many years. Among those who said a few words on the occasion was a veteran footballer, Slattery, who had played on the great Fermoy teams at the beginning of the century.

The two bands from the town turned out to give them all a heroes` welcome.

The poem “Champions of Old” was written a few months before the 1945 final.

