Cotter of Mellefontstown.

A Unique Contest of Four Score Years ago in Fermoy.

‘Cotter of Mellefontstown,’ as he was known, was a gentleman farmer who lived near Mellaheen Moor, already referred to. A well-known athlete, he challenged to an all-round contest a military officer in Fermoy Barracks who was also famous for his athletic abilities. His challenge was accepted, and the contest took place in the Barrack Grounds.

The rivals were so equally matched that the issue proved indecisive and it was therefore arranged to include an ‘extra event’ in the programme. The road from the Barracks to the town ran down a steep incline. Two large barrels were procured and laid horizontally on the road at the Barracks’ gate; both competitors were then required to stand each on a barrel and to keep his place upon it as it rolled down the hill.

Once in motion the barrels travelled with ever-increasing velocity. It was surely a task requiring no little skill to keep up an airy dance upon their backs to the accelerating tempo of their progress. Both men however, succeeded in doing so and safely reached level ground below. Another ‘extra’ was necessary to decide the issue.

Cotter now proposed that a box about three feet high be placed on one of the parapet walls of the bridge over the Blackwater, and that each in turn should run along the wall and jump over the box in his course. The parapet in question was approximately twenty feet over the river. A false step or a shaken nerve might precipitate a contestant into the rocky depths below. It was a most dangerous, indeed, one might say, a most reckless feat to essay. The proposal was however agreed upon.

Cotter was the first to make the venture. Running steadily along, while the spectators watched in tense suspense, he cleared the jump and finished in safety. Now it was the officer’s turn. When the time came it was however more than he would undertake, his courage failed him, and he withdrew from the contest. Cotter was declared the victor, and so carried off the honours of the day amid the acclamations of the enraptured assembly.

The writer was well acquainted with an old man, a neighbour of Cotter’s, who in his early days witnessed this exciting contest.
