A Few Fleeting Reminiscences.

Some athletes I have seen in action.
Fifty years ago saw the adolescent stage of an era of great athletic achievement in this country, a period when a host of runners, jumpers and weight-throwers, many of world championship class, adorned our sportsfields.

Munster, as is well known, was a particularly fertile field for such outstanding athletes, and for this reason I had the opportunity of seeing a number of them in actual competition; but, looking back over half a century, one brilliant feat stands out prominently in my mind – a performance which not only thrilled a large concourse of spectators on the occasion but created something of a sensation in athletic circles at the time. It occurred on a bright Wednesday afternoon in my early days when, togged on the field and one of a number of participants in the competition itself, I saw what was then a new world-championship distance being reached in the Running Long Jump. The date was December 5th, 1894; the venue Mitchelstown Sportsgrounds.

The circumstances in which I happened to be present on that eventful day were somewhat unusual and deserve perhaps a short digression to explain them.

‘On the Old Side-Car.’

At this time (and for years before and afterwards) two great Fairs were held in September annually near the village of Bartlemy, some seven miles south of Fermoy, the first on September 4th and the second on September 19th. These were not only fairs but carnivals as well. From miles around hosts of visitors came to enjoy the fun and revelry in the gaily-bannered tents on the Fair Green and around the village generally.

In the year in question some friends of mine from Midleton district arranged to include in their annual holidays the Fair of September 4th. They were young light-hearted carefree lads, all bent at the time on getting, in their own guileless way, as much as possible out of life. Too often, however, they found that their daily avocations placed a severe limitation on the exercise of the abounding energy of which they were, one and all, possessed.

A holiday in the country, then, heightened by the excitement of the Fair, was an ideal outlet for that super-abundance of animal spirits which the monotony of measuring yards of cloth and uncorking bottles of beer had kept cabined and confined behind the closed-off counters in their little business world at home. And so they came to the Fair fully determined to have a good time. And they had. Gamblers of all kinds benefited by their patronage; they sang and chorused with the most boisterous at the bars, they delighted country girls with their flattering attentions while dancing in the tents. Though probably none of them had previously caught hold of a bridle rein they would, each and all, cut a figure on horseback. Nor did their awkwardness on the pigskin deter them from vying with the boldest; though brought to grief again and again while trying to negotiate hurdles and ‘banks’ in the adjoining ‘galloping field,’ each new discomfiture only seemed to infuse an element of enjoyment into their novel experiences.

And the ‘fun of the fair’ did not end with the closing in of the evening shadows. Festivities went on far into the night in many hospitable houses in the locality – packed with happy social crowds. At one of these the members of our company – all in exuberant mood – were present en masse, and the rosy-fingered dawn had appeared long before we thought of breaking-up and taking our own ways home. On the day of the Fair there was a sports meeting billed for Mitchelstown, some sixteen miles away. A few of us had already ventured on to the athletic field and secured some local successes. We all readily seized on the early-morning suggestion to strike off for Mitchelstown. The day and night of crowded life had made us prepared for any further promising adventure; and somebody remarked that it would be no bad idea ‘to teach those North Cork boyoes a thing or two.’

But how were we to get there?  We had no bicycles; busses, motors and trains were unheard of. We humbly approached our host. Could we have a loan of his horse and side-car?  Our request was freely granted. All were at our disposal – but we should be careful with the animal as she was somewhat restive and nervous. Undertakings to do his bidding poured forth profusely. We were soon ready for the road.

At this stage it struck me that none of the party had experience of jarvey-work. To whom should we give the reins?  But before I could make my misgivings vocal one of the crowd, the most reckless of the lot, jumped on to the driver’s seat, a flaming crimson dahlia in his buttonhole, a sprig of broomplant in his hat, and a number of multi-coloured ribbons (borrowed from the ladies present) flying from the leash and handle of his whip. At his command we were immediately on our seats. The whip cracked above our heads, the frightened mare bolted and reared. We clung to our seats prepared for the worst; but after a few cuts on her flanks the animal plunged forward at a gallop – and we were off!  The cheers and good wishes of a hilarious gathering of friends quickly died in the distance as a cloud of dust rose up in our wake. Round the bends we clutched the swaying wings of the car and commended ourselves to the protection of the Powers on high.

On through Rathcormac and Fermoy we cut our conquering course; sparks flew from the mare’s legs; pedestrians jumped into the fences to get out of our way; expostulations and maledictions tracked our unholy path – but all were blissfully ignored. The echoes rang with ‘Go where glory waits thee’ and the popular ‘Come-all-ye’s’ of the time. For some of us our jollity was blended with a few sighs of relief when we at last got down to terra firma on the historic Mitchelstown Square.

At the Sports Field.

The sports meeting was conducted by, amongst others, the famous Mitchelstown championship weight-thrower, Jim O'Mahony. A powerful thick-set man, he had not the height of Delaney and other giant weight-throwers of the time, but he had the chest and shoulders of a Samson. Mr. F. B. Dineen, the G.A.A. handicapper and starter of the day, was a rigidly-punctual official, and the programme was under way when we arrived.

The long jump, in which I intended to have a try, had an early place in the list, and so we all proceeded to the dressing-room. Here there was an imposing gathering of athletes sitting and standing around in various stages of nudity – massaging, tending wounded limbs, etc. Without condescending a formal ‘Good day’ or a glance of notice the East Cork men strode up loftily to a semi-vacant corner and at once set to work to get into their togs. While doing so they kept up a running commentary on recent sports meeting at which they pretended to have competed.

‘I saw Phibbs here as we were coming in, Jack. Didn’t he take his beating from you in the long jump very badly at Youghal?’ one began.

‘That reminds me,’ another added, ‘Tom Woods hasn’t shown me a fair face since our meeting at Enniskeane. Any other place, as he said to me afterwards, but I needn’t have let him down so badly in his native village.’

‘’Tis a mistake to overdo things, anyway,’ another joined in.  ‘Dineen is death on me since that day in Queenstown; he is handicapping me unmercifully now. If I only won by a few inches, but doing ten inches beyond Paddy Leahy in the Hop, Step and Jump was looking for trouble.’

‘But you see, Tom, ‘tis so hard to keep cool when dealing with some of those fellows. There’s Den Neill of Roverstown, the great two-miler – moryah. After our race in Knockraha he comes to me.  ‘I’ll run you level any day of the week,’ says he.  ‘’Twas only a fluke that you got your head in front of me to-day.’  What can you do with a braggart like that?  Only squelch him – squelch him, as you did to Paddy Leahy, Tom.’

Some of us were momentarily expecting that a cataclysm would engulf the unblest corner from which the impostors sent forth their subtle propaganda. They continued, unabashed, to pour out their flagitious falsehoods with a facility that would put Baron Munchasen in the shade.

And that the concoctions were having some effect was evident from the wondering looks cast by those around us towards our corner. We now heard furtive whispers.  ‘Who are those fellows?’, ‘Where are they from?’, ‘They look tough, sure enough.’

And to drive home the impression created by their fairy tales one of our midnight revellers, when leaving the tent, turned superciliously to someone near him. 

‘Do you know is Kiely here?’ he asked; and the tone of the inquiry clearly added, ‘I hope so;  I want to take him down a peg or two.’

There was a large entry for the long jump. Four or five had made their first marks – all moderate figures – before I was called. As I turned back after landing on the pit I heard ‘Twenty feet four’ announced – not good enough for a win, even on handicap, I thought, but it might be improved on later – if only for a place.

‘J. J. Mooney’ was next shouted out – and the great Ballyhea Irish-American stepped to the front. Measuring with a glance the distances already covered he retreated some paces, turned round, paused to summon all that was in him for the jump, and, shooting forward to the line, he flashed through the air to come down three feet in front of the headmost mark!  We all gasped. The tape was set to work instantly; the announcers called out, ‘Twenty-three feet eight!’  Excitement took possession of the field. A new world record had been created before our eyes – surpassing any jump up to then entered in the books. The accuracy of the measure was tested, there was absolutely no mistake.

The Press of the time commented freely on this out-standing performance, and persistent efforts were made to have the figures recognised as a world record. They were not accepted officially, however, as it was found that there was the slightest incline in the ground, and this put it outside the exacting requirements of the International athletic authorities. The jump was from a grass take-off which made it all the more remarkable; and it was a great pity it did not get the recognition which was lost by a slight technicality. The world’s record, 23’ 6.5’, was then held jointly by Fry, an Oxford man, and an American. Higher figures have since been reached but these were on specially treated tracks and cannot be compared with those on a grass run-in. Up to that year, 1894, the Irish championship figure had not passed 22’.  It was in fact won at 20’ 10.25’ in 1894, and at 20’ 9’ in the following year. In the long period of over fifty summers since that September day in Mitchelstown not more than two men, as far as I am aware – Newburn, of the Midlands, and Peter O'Connor, of Waterford (Olympic champion) – passed Mooney’s figure in championship competition in Ireland for the running long jump. 


Our immediate interest in the event became merely a question of who would be second. The twenty-one feet mark was passed by a few; and second eventually went to a T. Higgins who reached 21’ 9’.

Mooney had a series of athletic successes at this meeting. He won the hundred and the one twenty yards hurdles. He was also second in the two twenty which he lost through a particularly bad start.

Even ‘places’ were made difficult to attain – particularly for Fairnight revellers – by the general high standard of the competitors. Murty O'Brien cleared with ease 6’ 1’ in the High Jump, Con Phibbs being second. O'Regan, of Shanballymore, threw the 56 lbs. 27’ 2.75’ from scratch. Higgins, off  2’, jumped 46’ 10’ in the Hop, Step and Jump, Con Phibbs being again second. 

And so the East Cork ‘invaders’ gained few easy laurels in Mitchelstown that day. We retired early from the field and returned home in very chastened mood. The withered dahlia and broomplant were cast away and the whip did not receive the same ostentatious display as in the morning. However, the ‘ill-wind’ did good somewhere; the poor mare was given a little more consideration, and in the pleasant, if less spectacular, homeward journey, at least some of us found compensation for our athletic disappointments.

Con Phibbs: Jack Stritch: Coughlan of Buttevant.

In ’95, the year following the Mitchelstown meeting, a great sports gathering took place at Fermoy. Will Phibbs had at this time retired from the ring, but his brother, Con, some years his junior, was fast developing into a brilliant runner and jumper. The 440 yards was one of his best distances. He had not the style and polish that distinguished many of his opponents: tall and inclined to stoop his running seemed somewhat laboured, but his speed and stamina more than made up for these apparent shortcomings. Early on he was put to the scratch mark in practically all his events, but, as is usually the case with great athletes, this only brought out all that was best in the man. 

At the Fermoy meeting he was running from scratch in the 440 yards. At varying distances in front of him competitors stretched out into a line nearly one hundred yards long. At the pistol crack they were off like a hurricane. About half-way round the ring, Con, running forcefully, appeared to a crowd of us standing by to have practically no chance; the leaders were going nearly as strongly as he was. Passing near us one of our party spoke almost in a whisper, ‘Come on, Con, don’t let us down!’  The encouraging Bridevale voice seemed to have the same effect on him as the thatched roofs of Knocknagow had on Matt the Thresher. With dilated eyes he cast a lightning glance ahead, tossed up his shoulders, quickened his stride, shot out like a rocket, dropping his opponents one by one, and, cutting machine-like some conic sections with his elbows, burst through the tape a yard ahead of his nearest follower!  A magnificent finish by a superb athlete.

In ’97 Con won the Irish five-mile championship, and later, among other long-distance feats, an important ten-mile steeplechase. Few ‘440’ men could show such versatility to-day. While practising for long-distance events his favourite ground was a large field in the Kinahan estate near Glenville village. Here he often circled around running against a half-dozen fresh opponents, each in turn doing a mile lap against him – and he could usually make it hot for them all. Although a rough-and-ready method of training, it was, to judge by Con’s success, by no means an ineffective one.

On the same day in Fermoy Jack Stritch of Kilworth, and Coughlan of Buttevant, had a prolonged duel in the 16 lbs. shot, which Coughlan eventually won by inches. Stritch, 6’ 7’ high, towered over all others in the field. But he was spare and gaunt and looked as if his development had been early arrested. In spite of this he was a marvellous weight-thrower and made light of all handicaps while he continued on the field. Coughlan was a different type, a massive, powerful man. He had just  then returned from America where he had established himself as a prominent weight- thrower. Unlike others he usually turned out in long loose trousers and voluminous snow-white shirt. 

Days in Drumcondra.

J. J. Bresnihan.

Around this time I happened to see the famous J. J. Bresnihan in action on a very unceremonious occasion while we were exercising in St. Patrick’s College, Drumcondra. The students then constituted three separate divisions – those who were up for a single year’s training, known as Seniors; those who were there for the first year of a two-year course, called Juniors; and those completing the second year of that course, called Middlemen. The Seniors and Juniors were all strangers to one another when entering the College. The Middlemen, however, a group of over fifty strong, friends and colleagues of the previous year, came back a cohesive body, and in the opening stages of the College year they assumed a dominating position in the House. Like the senior students in most schools they tyrannised to some extent over the newcomers, especially over the Juniors. They designated themselves ‘gents’ and required others to acquiesce in their pretensions, though on occasion their behaviour was widely out of keeping with this title. Having ‘gone through the mill’ themselves they claimed a long-standing tradition for their actions – and of course it would not do to let tradition down. The air of superiority usually disappeared as the weeks went on, and when the holidays arrived it was scarcely evident. Drumcondra had by Christmas lost its ‘gents’; or perhaps it had by then one stratum of society – all ‘gents.’

In the opening weeks of one of our school sessions a group of students were, during recreation, practising the Hop, Step and Jump. When the competition had proceeded for some time one of the onlookers, a Junior, ventured to enter the lists. Before taking the run he motioned to the crowd in front to stand back. His appeal was met with derisive shouts, ‘Clear back from the Junior,’ ‘Give room to the almighty Junior.’  The more tolerant section of the crowd however secured an opening for him. With a dash and energy (which made itself proudly prominent some years later) he gave three mighty bounds on the grass and threw the best of all previous attempts completely in the shade. The Junior was none other than J. J. Bresnihan, of Castletownconyers. And, despite his splendid jump, few of us who witnessed his performance that evening saw in the tall lanky unassuming youth of some eighteen summers the many-sided champion of a few years later – the sprinter, weight-thrower and jumper who, three times in succession, broke the world record in the very jump in which under such rather discouraging circumstances he commenced his informal practice in St. Patrick’s, Drumcondra.

An Appreciation of Golf.

I shall end these brief reminiscences on a slightly different subject – for which my mental flight to the halls of Drumcondra is responsible.

Hailing from the countryside, the principal games to which I was accustomed were hurling, Gaelic football, handball and bowlplaying. One Saturday a short time after entering the College I was seated down to supper. A student near me happened to make reference to the Golf Links at Dollymount and the crowds he saw playing there that day. He was not apparently much impressed by the game from an exercise point of view.

‘What kind of a game is this Golf?’ I asked, anxious to learn something of its fundamentals.

Father Peter, the President of the College, was passing along just then. He was a septuagenarian whose ‘few sad last grey hairs,’ ringing an otherwise completely bald head, bespoke a vitality long departed.

‘Well, then, I’ll tell you,’ my friend replied.  ‘Do you see old Father Peter gone up there?  Golf is a game that would just suit him if he were about ten years older.’

In later years I had little opportunity to test the accuracy of this vividly-illustrated if somewhat damning judgement, though it seems clear that, nowadays in any case, my friend, if over-vocal, would probably get a speedy lynching at many a ‘nineteenth hole’ throughout the land.


For me and, no doubt, for many others who passed through Drumcondra in those far off days, the countryside, with its ups and downs, with its old games and its old ways has been our lifelong environment; and sharing perhaps the blissful ignorance of my old tea-time colleague, but somehow without regrets for what may have been missed, we have found amongst those same country fields and highways and byways ample scope for congenial work and pleasant diversion as the years and decades pass along.

