East Cork in Gaelic Athletics -
Random Reminisces.
Some Outstanding Clubs and Players.

In scanning the County Cork Gaelic records, particularly those of hurling, one cannot help noting the dominating position which the city teams have held in the County Championships since the inception of the G.A.A. The reasons for this are not difficult to find. In the first place, Cork City and suburbs has a population of close on 100,000. Secondly, situate in the city are a number of educational institutions, which happen to be among the best nurseries in the country of Gaelic athletics. Finally, there has for long been a noticeable tendency towards, so-to-speak, ‘centralization’ in senior hurling circles in Cork City. As a result of this, nearly all the outstanding players resident in it are, of late years, concentrated in a few Senior Clubs; and with such abundance of material to choose from these Clubs have inevitably raised the standard of championship hurling above what most country teams are in a position to attain.

Looking back, however, to those far off days when the G.A.A. was founded we see that the men of East and North-East Cork, from Kilworth to Cloyne, and down to the sea,  were not only amongst the first to range  themselves beneath its banner, but that ever since through the cycling decades of more than sixty years those same men have held important, and often predominant, positions in Gaelic sport. As a small tribute to the influential part those great Gaels have so worthily played down the years this article is now penned.

Midleton All-Ireland Football Players

In 1885, at the very infancy of the G.A.A., a football club under its auspices was established in Midleton. Neighbouring parishes soon followed the lead and in the closing years of the ‘eighties East and North-East Cork football fields saw a number of first-class teams in competition for championship and tournament honours; but amongst these, Midleton held for long the prominent place it had early assumed. Its Captain, Jim Power, was, like his brother, Denny Power of the ‘American Invasion’ Team, a notable athlete with a wide and well-established reputation as a sprinter and jumper. In 1889, he and his twenty stalwarts swept from victory to victory through their own county. They then beat the Kerry champions, but in the Munster Final had to accept defeat from Bohercrow. In the following year, 1890, they again met and defeated great County teams, finally compelling the splendid footballers of Macroom to strike their flag.

The Laune Rangers, under that many-sided athletic champion, J P O'Sullivan, had this year won the Kerry County Football Championship. Against O'Sullivan’s formidable combination Power led out his men at Limerick in the Munster Final. The game proved indecisive, but in a second encounter between the teams at Banteer the Kerry team went under. Flushed with these southern victories, Power and his Midleton men went on to Clonturk Park, at that time the Gaelic playing centre of the Capital. Here they defeated the Northern champions from Armagh; and the All-Ireland Football Final now lay between themselves and the Leinster champions, the Wexford ‘White and Blues’.  As the Wexford men, on some technical excuse, failed to line out on the appointed day, Midleton claimed the match and title. Wexford appealed. A prolonged dispute followed, and when a settlement was at length reached, more than a year-and-a-half afterwards, it was arranged that both teams should meet in Dublin and there decide the issue.

The long controversy had given an unusual advertisement to the clash of these two redoubtable teams. The Wexford men had a great football reputation and for this reason the Midleton players and their supporters were in no way over-confident. But before the game was long in progress Jim Power and his gallant band set the doubts and fears of Munster at rest. After a hectic hour’s battle, on a June day in 1892, they proudly brought the first All-Ireland Football Crown back with them to Cork County and to Midleton.

In those early  G.A.A. days there were no county ‘selections’.    Only members of the Club whose team won the County championship were eligible to take part in the inter-county, provincial and All-Ireland championships, Jim Power’s players of 1892 were all, therefore, from the local (Midleton) area. And what an incomparable set of footballers they were – the hefty and brawny Hennessys, Kennedys, and Buckleys; Coleman, the star of many a later encounter; Egan, Roche, Twomey, O'Brien, Moore, Ahern, Colbert, and Fitzgerald, men of boundless energy and of great speed and strength. And who, in those days had not heard of Downey, one of the most elusive players that ever graced a football game, one whom no custodian could contain, a man who was well nigh ubiquitous on the field. As an old doggerel declared of him:

He played in the front and he played in the rear,

In the centre, the wings – all at once everywhere.
Side by side with the broad-shouldered, dashing Pat Moore, himself as firm on his feet as a rooted oak, was the powerful Dan Joe Murphy, that stone-wall in defence, of whose resistless rushes and spectacular fielding so many stories are told. He had on one occasion swept the ball along the field and in a final great effort had gone well out of position to drive it full into the front forwards when, retracing his steps towards his place among the backs, he heard shouts of ‘Murphy,’ ‘Murphy!’.  Turning quickly round, Dan Joe – this time sixty yards out – had barely a moment to glimpse the ball hurtling towards him when, meeting it in the air with a resounding kick, he sent it rocketing backwards high and far again to the mouth of the ‘enemy’ goal-posts.

Worthy companions of this distinguished band were the tough, vigorous sons of the soil, W. Leahy and Dick Kelleher, men of great stamina and endurance up from the Ballinacurra side of the parish. In later years Dick Kelleher became a citizen of North-East Cork, and it was a treat to hear him exchanging reminiscences with the veterans of the great Bartlemy and Rathcormac teams of those same long-gone years, men who, like himself, had notched their names in the records of the early G.A.A. How they revelled in recalling the ‘old, forgotten, far-off things and battles long ago,’ those vanished days in which they had all so bravely borne their part.

The names of those All-Ireland champions were for long, household words among the people of Midleton. Even now, after the lapse of so many decades, there are old-timers down there by the Owenacurra who will still speak with pride and visible emotion about those gallant footballers of two generations ago.

At that time, and for a number of years afterwards, we had no Grades in the Championships, and, somehow, because of the uniformity of status which then obtained, there was more of a ‘kick’ in the game for country Clubs than there is now. When, in the far-back ‘Eighties and ‘Nineties, Aghada played Blackrock, or Rathcormac footballers lined out against the Nils, the followers of the country Clubs could feel that their men were up against the county’s best. When the country team won it was an occasion for real pride and elation; when it failed it had at least the satisfaction of knowing that it was beaten by a team of the highest status – and this to some extent atoned for defeat. In those days, too, it was not unusual for players from a number of Clubs in Cork County to take it as a matter of course to field out on the same day for both hurling and football games, one directly after the other. This present age of specialisation had made such appearances, once almost routine, a matter of big headlines in the newspapers.

Old Carrigtwohill Hurlers.

Few parishes in County Cork, or, in fact, anywhere in Munster, can equal the great and sustained hurling tradition of Carrigtwohill. Nor does that parish live on its old tradition only; for right on from the inception of the G.A.A. up to 1949 (when some of its hurlers are a force on the County hurling team), Carrigtwohill has rarely missed having a personal interest in the Senior Championships and in the Inter-County activities of Cork’s selected teams. We may safely say that there is no other country parish in this county which has been so consistently prominent with the camán as Carrigtwohill has over the past six decades. From those far-off days when it faced come-who-might, on to 1918, when its team annexed the Senior County Championship, on again to the Nineteen Thirties when its players appeared with almost monotonous regularity in Cork County Finals, and further on to 1948, when Carrigtwohill romped home in the Divisional and County Junior Championships, it has throughout held for itself an exceptionally creditable place on the hurling map.

Fully sixty years have passed by since the writer first saw a Carrigtwohill twenty-one togged out on the field. Then, and for many years after, they were a familiar sight at country venues, particularly in East and North-East Cork. The names of those pioneers are inevitably getting faint in the memory of even the oldest of those who played against them or watched them in action. Some, however, come immediately to mind – the old ‘Major’ Kennedy, Fitzgibbon, the O'Keeffes of Woodstock, John Linehan of Ballyregan, the Kielys, the Coughlans, to mention a few. In those days, and on to the first decade of the new century, O'Connell (Senior) of the village and John Barry, Poulaniska, both did particularly effective work, as patrons and administrators, for the Carrigtwohill hurlers. In these roles they were followed in later years, and with no small quota of success by O'Connell (Junior), William Conroy, and the late Jim Barry of Riverstown. The Fuohys of Barryscourt, progenitors of the present Matt, the O'Flynns, the two Cotters of Garanes, the popular O'Leary (sportingly known as ‘Killarney’), the Ahearnes of Barryscourt, the O'Donovans of Burgessland and Carrigaloe, the MacCarthys, Daly, Whelan – all in successive stages played well their part when pitted against the county’s best, and shed lustre on Carrig jerseys.

William Fitzgibbon was perhaps the Club’s most prominent player in the early years of the century. He had the honour of bringing one of the first All-Ireland medals to Carrigtwohill when Cork won the Championship of 1902. Fitzgibbon, still hale and strong, has a record which must be unique. He played championship hurling in the days of twenty-one aside (before 1892), he continued to play right through the seventeen-a-side period, and he was still active on the field when, twenty-one years later, in 1913 – on the late Harry Boland’s proposal – the number of players taking part was reduced to fifteen-a-side. Fitzgibbon played with the Carrigtwohill team that won the County Intermediate Championship in 1910, defeating Bandon in the Final.

The Kennedys – Father and Son

The Major and his equally well-known son, that great forward, Jim Kennedy, between them played in first-class hurling for close on forty years.

The writer recollects seeing the old Major and two of his sons playing in the same team against a Rathcormac combination at a tournament held in Rathcormac in the Autumn of 1902. Another son, Jim, the Young Major as he was known, was in later years not only a tower of strength to the Carrigtwohill team but also figured in county selections during a lengthened heyday. Jim Kennedy, his clubmate O'Leary, and their well known Imokilly colleagues, Kelleher and Ronayne of Dungourney, were all prominent amongst that Cork selection of 1912 which, under Barry Murphy of Blackrock, defeated Tipperary in the Munster Final. In that year a fine goal of Kennedy’s from a bullet-like shot at a critical stage in the match led to the Corkmen’s success against a tough Limerick opposition in the Munster semi-Final. The All-Ireland Final of that year concluded under somewhat unsatisfactory conditions. Kilkenny were the Cork opponents in this, the last important Championship match in which seventeen-a-side took part. In the closing stages of the game, when Cork were pressing strongly, some Kilkenny followers seriously encroached on the pitch; and most unbiased spectators of the match were agreed that Mackesy was right when, on the team’s return to Cork, his comment, as he tersely phrased it, was that ‘The crowd killed us.’

Kennedy was, too, one of a strong East Cork representation in the county side that played in the Munster Hurling Championship of 1913. His friend Jim Kelleher was still to the front. Dick Gorman, of Midleton, O'Gorman’s clubmate, Pats Cahill; Willie Ahearne, of Carrigtwohill – all donned the Red and White against Tipperary in the Munster Final of 1913. Tipperary, however, struck one of it days of unbeatable form, and the Cork men had to take second place.

In 1918, that year so closely identified with the victory of Sinn Fein, Carrigtwohill won for the first time the Cork Senior Hurling Championship; and in the following year, 1919, the Blue Riband of hurling fields came back to Cork. Kennedy, the captain of this victorious team, thus assumed the mantle bequeathed by the Captain of the conquering Dungourney team of 1902.

But there are many to whom those old battles have well nigh passed into the region of legend, of fascinating fireside stories, who can throw their minds back to the glamour of 1926, that historic year in Munster hurling, that throbbing year of Cork and Tipperary rivalry, when the young Kennedy of 1912 – now a gallant veteran – was still in action as Cork’s full-forward. They can recall the disappointments of a fruitless journey to Cork City when, on a fine Autumn Sunday at the Athletic Grounds, Mick Darcy, Phil Cahill and their colleagues (back unbeaten from a tour in America) met the Murphys, Coughlans, Ahearnes and others of the great Cork Fifteen – met for a brief interlude only, as the huge crowd of spectators forced itself almost unavoidably on to the pitch and rendered the game abortive. But brighter, and, perhaps, clearer in memory, is that thrilling re-fixture, this time in Thurles, on another gala Sunday a fortnight afterwards when the teams finished level, Tipperary catching up on the Corkmen’s lead amid feverish excitement and deafening cheers in the hectic closing stages of the hour. It took an almost equally exciting second replay at the same venue to bring the Munster Championship of 1926 back to the South. The Model T’s of the time, tearing along the dusty roadways from the corners of the county, all making for the Thurles Sportsfield, the unending trails of dust behind them on their journeys to and fro (for tar was less conspicuous on the highways then that it is to-day) – these are vivid memories with the Gaelic devotees in East Cork, and in Cork county and Tipperary generally, who lived through the Summer and Autumn of 1926.

That year practically ended the long span during which Jim Kennedy, of Carrigtwohill, took the field for Cork. As the elder Kennedy had, late in his day, to yield his place to a younger generation, so Jim Kennedy in turn left, to other no less worthy Cork representatives, the task of getting that ball into the net, throughout succeeding years which were to prove so fruitful of high hurling honours for the county.

Dungourney in its Heyday*

Few teams in the annals of the G.A.A., or in fact, in those of any sports association, have acquired such a glamour as that famous Dungourney combination which burst into prominence early in the century, and retained a proud place amongst Ireland’s greatest hurlers for over a decade. When Dungourney’s name crops up in hurling conversation one immediately thinks of Jim Kelleher, that master-artist with the camán; but Dungourney was far more than a team of good hurlers led by a super-skipper; it was a well balanced set of surpassing men, Ronayne, Daly, O'Shea, Leahy, Mahony, Desmond, Kelleher, – all Dungourney inter-County hurlers of 1902 – were, without exception, brilliant players; Bill Hennessy, who came on the Blackrock county selection of 1903, and held his Inter-County place for many a year, was considered by some good judges as almost Kelleher’s equal in every way.

But Jim Kelleher was, in reality, without a peer on a hurling field. In build, speed, stamina, alertness, field-craft, anticipation, taken all in all, he was undoubtedly the master. Old followers of the game in County Cork may recall an outstanding incident which took place in Cork Park (as it was then called) some forty years ago, an incident which caused thousands of admiring spectators to raise their hats to Dungourney’s captain. He was playing in a back-line position. The whistle sounded for a ‘free’ to Dungourney, about thirty yards from the opposing goal. In such cases it was usual, as now, especially in the early stages of a game, to lift the ball and shoot for a point. Kelleher came briskly forward to take it. Without changing his pace or pausing to collect himself he strode into position and with intuitive precision swung sharply on the ground. So sure was he of the result that, without waiting to watch this whirlwind goal – it had gone right through the posts – he turned round with imperturbable coolness (one of his greatest characteristics) and trotted back to his position amid the resounding plaudits of the crowd. This brilliant score, and Kelleher’s conduct on the occasion, was a subject for appreciative comment for many a long day afterwards.

From the aspect of All-Ireland victories, Kelleher was perhaps one of the most unlucky of hurlers, although his own classic achievements will surely outlive those of many other more highly bemedalled Gaelic compeers.

He captained Dungourney when they defeated the London-Irish in the 1902 All-Ireland, played in Cork in 1904. His colleagues in that victory included Fitzgibbon of Carrigtwohill and O'Neill of Sarsfields. Kelleher, Desmond, and Hennessy, of Dungourney, as well as O'Neill, were on the victorious Blackrock selection that won the 1903 title. An unlucky star, however, presided over a number of other All-Ireland finals in which Kelleher took part.

For the 1901 Final – not played until 1903 – Kelleher and his colleagues, having won the home All-Ireland against Wexford went down in a low-scoring match in Dublin to a fine London-Irish team, which included not less than eight Corkmen – the two Barrys of Glanworth being in that number. The display of the London players was a revelation to onlookers, of the hold that hurling had taken among our exiles, and of the attachment with which they clung, in the midst of millions of foreigners, to the game which most of them had probably learned around the cross-roads and villages of the Old Land.

Kelleher was on the St. Finbarr’s selection that played Kilkenny at Carrick-on-Suir for the 1904 All-Ireland Final. The Cork team went down by a single point in a hectic match. Kelleher, in 1904, with his all-conquering Dungourney team of 1902 won out the inter-County series for the Croke Cup. This was the first year in which that competition was played.

In a thrilling County Championship Final of 1905, played at Midleton, Dungourney lost to St. Finbarr’s , who about this time had one of the greatest teams in the proud history of their Club. The Barrs included Kelleher, Ronayne, and Hennessy, of Dungourney, as well as the redoubtable O'Neill, of Sarsfields, in the 1905 County team that actually won the All-Ireland – but lost it on a replay which was ordered as a result of a technical objection to one of their members.

In 1908, Dungourney won the Cork County Championship for the second time, that of 1907; and once again we find Kelleher leading a strong Dungourney selection (which included Steve Riordan of Blackrock, and O'Neill of Sarsfields) against Kilkenny in the All-Ireland Final at Dungarvan, played in June, 1908. This Dungarvan match has long been regarded as one of the most spectacular games in the Inter-County Championships. At a few minutes from the end the teams were level, but a snap shot just before the final whistle gave Kilkenny another of those minimum leads that snatched away one more Blue Riband which was just then almost within the grasp of Kelleher and his colleagues.

Dungourney was one of a number of teams that did not compete for the 1908 championships owing to a split in the Cork County Board. But they came back, formidable as ever, to win still a third County Championship in 1909. To Kelleher at this time fell the deserved honour of leading a Cork team in exhibition matches played at Brussels and at historic Fontenoy. In a hard-fought Munster Hurling Final of 1909, Kelleher’s selection lost to Tipperary by a four-point margin at Dungarvan.

Three years later we find Kelleher togging out for another All-Ireland. In the 1912 Final Kennedy, of Carrigtwohill, Bowler Walsh of Sarsfields and Kelleher were among the Cork players that led Kilkenny for over three quarters of an hour. Only in the closing minutes were they caught up and by one of those tantalising point defeats robbed of what had appeared to be a certain victory.

Kelleher, therefore, won two All-Irelands. He won a home Final another year, but lost to London by a goal and a point. He won a third All-Ireland, only to lose it on a replay. The teams on which he played lost the three All-Irelands of 1904, 1907 and 1912 by a single point in each case.  (incidentally, this small three-point aggregate cost Cork over fifty All-Ireland medals in all).

After 1912, when the great Dungourney team had fallen on weaker days, Kelleher played for some years for Midleton, which he helped in their Croke Cup victory of 1914, at which period they were making a noticeable mark in senior ranks.

Soon after this he laid aside his well proven camán and retired from the hurling field. His loss created a void it was difficult to fill. For long years his name was one to conjure with in Gaelic circles. His many great friends and rivals on the field, those gladiators of the hurling arena who fought with or against him would, we have no doubt, be among the first to admit that this multi-laurelled leader was in truth ‘the noblest Roman of them all’:

While e’er our treasured pastime grand

Holds pride of place throughout the land,

As long as by one single hand

A hurley shall be caught;

While honoured ever is the name

Of one of Ireland’s sons to claim

Jim Kelleher’s illustrious name

Shall never be forgot.
Midleton’s Innings

The name of Midleton was one of the first to appear on the Senior Championship records of the county; this honour was, however, a football, not a hurling one. And the town achieved something more than a mere County Cork Championship, for, as already stated, the 1890 Football All-Ireland (played in those days by the Club Champions of each county rather than by the county selections) was won by Midleton also, a great team of gifted footballers, then under the inspiring guidance of the late J.J.Coffey, Chairman of the Club. But through the long years that have since elapsed, Midleton has made only a faint mark in Gaelic football. Hurling has had a better hold on the town and district; and for some years after Dungourney had vanished from the hurling picture representatives of this neighbouring town came strongly to the front with the camán.

In 1913 they reached the Cork County Final against Blackrock and went down by a four-point margin in a well-fought match.

In 1914 the issue for the County Final again lay between Midleton and the Rockies. But before the match was played the first Great War was in progress and it was impossible to have the Final decided. Midleton was awarded a bloodless victory for that year.

In 1915, W. Williams and James Ramsell, of Midleton (as well as Bowler Walsh and Mick Byrne, of Sarsfields, and Kennedy of Carrig), figured on the Cork selection which reached the All-Ireland Hurling Final against Laoighis. That Laoighis team (trained, as it happened, by an East Cork man, Pat Lee, one of the veterans of the old Rathcormac and Bartlemy teams of ’88 and ’89), gave Cork followers and players no small surprise by winning the first Blue Riband for their County. It was just another Final without the Honours of the Final for the South. On the other hand, Cork were, perhaps, somewhat lucky to get even as far as the Final that year. Tipperary ran them to a mere two-point margin in a stirring Munster Championship earlier in the year.

In 1916, Midleton had a first-class hurling fifteen and won out in decisive fashion the County Senior Hurling Championship. The town thus achieved the unique record of getting its name on the list of both Senior Hurling and Football Champions of Cork County. Ramsell, of Midleton, played on the Cork hurling team of 1916. Tipperary, however, defeated Cork in the Munster Championship tie.

‘All-Ireland’ for Cork after

Sixteen Years
In 1918, Carrigtwohill won the 1918 County Final (defeating Barrs and Rockies on the way), and this success gave to Kennedy, its captain, the privilege of leading the Southern fifteen that won the All-Ireland from Dublin in 1919. In that team were some of the ‘stars’, Eudie Coughlan, Sean Og, and others, who in 1926 waged that strenuous struggle against Tipperary to which reference has already been made. Ned Gray, of Carrigtwohill, took charge of the net and Dick Gorman, of Midleton used his long inter-county experience with good effect and contributed materially to the victory.

Owing to disturbed political conditions in 1920, the All-Ireland of that year was not played until 1922, when Cork once more came to the front. O'Gorman, of Midleton, was captain; Gray in goal; Kennedy in the scoring line, as usual; and John O'Keeffe as centre-forward. The Dublin Faughs, however, were not extended in this 1922 tussle and had an easy success. In those days, Tim Nagle, of St. Mary’s, and O'Keeffe, of Carrigtwohill, formed a first-class midfield combination a decade before the famous Jim Hurley-Mick O'Connell partnership which contributed so materially to putting the county so noticeably on the hurling map in later years.

Subsequent Carrigtwohill Bids for the

County Championship
Kennedy was scarcely out of inter-county hurling when some others from his Club struck the highlights with the camán.

Tom Barry, of Carrigtwohill, tall, loose, and active, was on the county team of 1928, and deservedly retained it for many a year. Like Kennedy, he, too, won three All-Irelands, including among them one of that set which cost Cork and Kilkenny followers a fair fortune in their three successive trips to the Final, and its replays, of 1931. Barry was particularly prominent in a grand game against Waterford for the 1929 Championship, in which, incidentally, Jim Ware, the Munster Provincial goalie of twenty years later, held the net for Waterford.

In 1932, Carrigtwohill got as far as the County Final, but in this they were beaten by St. Finbarr’s in an exciting match, the winning margin being two points. In the following year, Carrigtwohill again reached the County Final, once more against the Barrs. They drew with their opponents in a memorable struggle, which, with a small stroke of luck, they might easily have won. A huge crowd of East Cork and Cork City supporters turned up to the Park for the replay. They found the Carrig team in disappointing form – overanxious and overeager; and the Barrs, fit and well-trained, had little difficulty in notching up another county title for the Lough.

A few years afterwards, in 1935, Carrigtwohill again reached the County Final – for the third time in four years. A number of their players, however, had received some severe injuries in the semi-final, and Carrigtwohill in consequence found great difficulty in fielding a representative fifteen. Unlike the bigger City Clubs, they had usually little more that the minimum number of senior players to call on. They strongly pressed the County Board to have the Final deferred for a limited time to give their men a chance to recover. The Board felt, however, they could not accede to this application. Carrigtwohill decided to withdraw from the contest, and so the Glen got a walk-over for the Final. This unfortunate culmination had a seriously dampening effect on the Club and their supporters, but the players soon again came back and continued to give of their best.

In 1937, after defeating Blackrock, amongst others, in the early rounds of the championship, they reached yet another senior hurling final – for the fourth time in half-a-dozen years. But the tide of success once more set against them. Glen Rovers had by then got into their stride towards their unparalleled series of successive championships which continued right up to 1941; and Carrig had again to be content with the runners-up position.

The Glen kept all Cork senior teams at bay for a number of years, and though Carrigtwohill beat the Barrs in 1938 and 1939, they went down in the later rounds of the championship.

In 1935, Carrigtwohill had the distinction, a big one, indeed, for a country Club in a period of high-class hurling rivalry in Cork, of having five of their men on the County team for the Munster Championship: Jack O'Keeffe in goal, John Barry, N.T., full back, John Barry (‘the Runner’) full on the right, his brother, Tom Barry, centre-back; Jack Loftus (previously of Brook-lodge) wing-forward. The star Limerick team, inspired by the Mackey brothers of Ahane, were, however, then well on the ascendant, and put paid to Cork’s chances of proceeding further. Jack O'Keeffe was one of a family of brothers who nearly all in turn held the net for their parish senior team. John Barry, N.T., played for a number of years on county selections in league and similar engagements. His father thirty years previously was Chairman of Carrigtwohill Club and a fine ball-player as well. John’s brother, Mick, played for years on the Club’s senior team; while another brother, Fr. Pat Barry, during arduous years did herculean work on behalf of athletics, particularly College athletics, in St. Colman’s and throughout Munster generally.

John Barry, Tom’s brother, was for some years a conspicuous figure in Cork and Munster sports’ arenas. He excelled in the mile and half-mile (in which he was usually on the scratch mark).    He had a beautiful stride as well as plenty of that stamina which so often brought him with a burst to the tape in thrilling finishes. His brother, Tom, was, however, better known to hurling followers. Tom’s brilliant clearances in the left-half-back position were frequent themes for unstinted praise after many a grim struggle on Gaelic playing-fields. Their elder brother, Jim, won a County Medal with the 1918 Championship team, but organising, was with him a more congenial role and for many a year he did one man’s part to keep his parish team holding its high place among the County’s best.  (His three sons, resident in Glanmire, have for some time been among the outstanding players in Sarsfield’s Club).    Another member of the family, Denis, also played for a number of years, a useful and hard-hitting winger, on the Carrigtwohill Senior team.

Although in recent years there has been no Senior Hurling Club in East Cork, Carrigtwohill has produced some first-class individual hurlers who have graced the county’s senior and junior selections. Carrigtwohill won the County Junior Championship of 1941, a feat which they repeated in 1948; and they have supplied much of the material which brought the Imokilly Divisional team over some difficult championship hurdles in the past few years. In addition to the players already mentioned, Bobby Ryng, of Ballinacurra, that elusive inter-county forward of a decade ago, played with Carrigtwohill for some years. He, too, has an All-Ireland to his credit. Tabb, of Carrigtwohill, played in the 1939 All-Ireland – a grand match in which (reminiscent of Kelleher’s time) Cork went down by a single point to a superb Black-and-Amber team.  (East Cork had seven players on that Cork team: Campbell, Dineen, Tabb, Ryng, O'Sullivan, Brennan and Lotty).   The opening of World War No.2 was, however, the grim and more striking headline news on the morning after that Cork and Kilkenny All-Ireland of early September, 1939.

Coming closer to our own days, Fuohy, Twomey and Daly, of Carrigtwohill, have figured on Cork’s Senior Inter-County teams of recent years. They are worthy successors of the Kennedys, O'Keeffes, Fitzgibbon, Gray, Barry and Co., in a grand hurling parish where the game is truly ‘in the blood’.

Midleton since 1920.

It is, somehow, disappointing to find that the town of Midleton, circumstanced much more advantageously than Carrigtwohill, has shown up to such little advantage in the Gaelic battles of the past thirty years. Midleton has a fine playing grounds, it has a good population, it is centrally situated, it has never had serious opposition for other codes, and in its local Christian Brothers Schools hurling is strongly encouraged. One would expect that such favourable factors, intensified by proud and appealing traditions, would have given rise to a more satisfactory response. However, a number of first-class individuals from Midleton have from time to time hit the high spots – Christy Duggan, Dineen, Campbell, McCarthy brothers and others. Billy Campbell on a June Sunday in 1940, when Cork was playing Tipperary in the Munster Championship, scored from a far distance out as fine a goal as Kennedy ever did. In 1940, Campbell got a deserved place in the Munster fifteen which won the Railway Cup; and he obtained a similar distinction in the following year as a member of the Barrs. Fr. Bobbie Dineen, of Midleton, a splendid St. Colman’s hurler, played many a magnificent game on the Cork teams of a decade ago. Some years before then, Cahill, Williams, O'Gorman and Ramsell, all helped to keep the Midleton flag high on County and Inter-County hurling fields. Midleton has from time to time won Championship Honours in the Intermediate and Junior Grades, but somehow these successes in the lower ranks do not capture the imagination. Praiseworthy as they may be they have not the  glamour about them that victory in a Senior Championship has; they do not provide anything like the thrill and stimulating effect that comes from meeting and beating the County’s best.

Still, if one forgets about quite recent years, Midleton has a unique record, one of which few towns in any Irish county can boast. It has held the County Championship in both codes – in football in far-back 1890, and in hurling in historic 1916. We trust that before very long Midleton, winners of the Cork County Intermediate Hurling Championship 1948, will once again take its rightful place in Senior ranks on the Gaelic field.

Some  Sarsfield Players

If Carrigtwohill have been unlucky that throughout a long series of years they have won the County Championship only once, Sarsfields have perhaps been more so, that throughout almost the same period, particularly when they had well over-average senior teams, the County title has completely eluded them.

Sarsfields in the course of the past twelve or fifteen years have been finalists in the County Hurling Championship on a few occasions but, so far,  they have not managed to win it. League, Shield and Tournament trophies almost without number have come their way, but not the laurels of a Senior Championship.

Sarsfields have, however, had some surpassing hurlers in their teams. Billy O'Neill won two All-Irelands in the early years of the century – he was also an excellent footballer and athlete. Mick Byrne and Bowler Walsh of a decade later did considerable credit to Sarsfields and Cork County jerseys – as did Tommy Murphy, Mick Brennan and Alan Lotty in times nearer our own.

Brennan, a thickset forward with a great burst of speed, fine ball-control, a short but well-aimed and effective stroke, had all the hurling excellences that it is rare to find satisfactorily combined in even the best forwards. Even in the early Nineteen Thirties, while still a minor, he was a handful for any ‘back,’ and for several years from 1935 onwards he was an almost automatic choice for the Munster teams. Brennan and his colleague Lotty were among the unlucky 1939 All-Ireland finalists. In 1941, and again in 1943, he secured the highest honours with the victorious Cork hurling teams. A favourite with the crowd, his hurling style was much admired and won general applause.

Lotty has again and again been assigned important positions in the Inter-County and Inter-Provincial teams of the past decade. He took part in the four-in-a-row Cork victories of 1941 and 1944.

Con Murphy of Bride Rovers and Sarsfields, a versatile hurler and footballer, is another who has, in recent years, brought a senior All-Ireland Medal to East Cork.

In Youghal and Killeagh

Over forty years ago Dick Flavin of Youghal was a prominent member of the Cork Football team that lost an All-Ireland Final against Dublin Kickhams by a solitary point. Flavin played first-class football for several seasons though his club was never strong enough to win the County Championship.

Youghal has from time to time since then fielded some useful senior teams, but, unlike Carrigtwohill, Midleton and Dungourney, it had never taken a commanding place in the Gaelic picture.

Killeagh had a superb football team in the early years of the present century. They had many individual players equal to the best that Macroom, the Nils or Fermoy could supply. Jerry Desmond, Pats Cashman, O'Mahony and O'Neill were in their day able to more than stand their own against the country’s best.

In more recent times, however, Killeagh men influenced no doubt by the popularity of the camán rather than the football in the parishes round about them, have shown a decided preference for the hurley.

Prominent  East  Cork  ‘Exiles’
In these reminiscences mention has not, so far, been made of the many East Cork men who, playing for clubs and counties outside their own area, won high laurels in Gaelic sport. A list of these would be very extensive; and the writer does not feel at all competent to supply a complete one. A string of names would come to mind – Ned Buckley, the famous East Cork, Fermoy and Cork City footballer; Riordan of the Nils and of the Midleton 1890 team; Willie Ahearne of Lees who played both inter-county hurling and football for a number of years; the brothers Donal and Terry McCarthy of Midleton, and many others. Donal McCarthy was prominent in both codes, and there were few men more determined than he to take the last ounce out of himself when in togs. Another Inter-County player, a club colleague of his, Paddy O`Donovan of Dungourney, took part in what must be a record number of consecutive Fitzgibbon annuals.

The Becketts of Sarsfields and St. Finbarrs, Dick Ryan of Bride Rovers, Erin’s Own and Waterford Senior County team, Ted Sullivan of Midleton and Cork City, and, not least, the incomparable Christie Ring, the uncrowned king of many a hurling field – these are but a few of the extern players  from the East Cork district who have made their mark in the Gaelic arena.

It is outside the purport of these lines to deal with the administration  aspect of Gaelic athletic affairs in the area. But we cannot avoid making short laudatory reference to that zealous and hard-working ex-Secretary of the Divisional Board, Eamonn Fleming. Year after year, one might say night after night, for close on a generation he applied himself wholeheartedly to secretarial and organising work in his district, and now that he has laid the pen aside we wish him a long and well-earned retirement.

In the pioneer days of the Association East Cork men threw themselves with all their hearts into the task of restoring the people’s pastimes, of bringing back the caman to the playing grounds from which it had well-nigh vanished, and of giving style and skill to the crudity that had then been characterising our football fields. We have seen that, down the decades, our district has been a prolific parent of surpassing players, some of whom never wore the County colours, nor perhaps even those of a Senior Club – for there is bound to be a good deal of mere chance about these things. And may we hope that in the days to come their successors will maintain with credit and honour the proud position so often held by the grand East Cork Gaelic athletes of the past.

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:

East Cork  in Gaelic Athletics.  
DUNGOURNEY AND THE 1908 COUNTY CHAMPIONSHIP.

Dungourney had won the Cork County Championship for 1907 and had been unbeaten when it came to select the county team to play Limerick in the first round of the Munster Championship, 1908. For that year the County Board gave the selection to a committee rather than to the outgoing champions; that has been done fairly widely in modern times but was a less common  practice in the early decades of the G.A.A.  though it was done at times even then. For 1907 Dungourney had

about ten of their own men on the county team. For the match against Limerick the selection included only four Dungourney men  and that did not please the players 

or their followers in that district. The Dungourney players, selected  Kelleher, Ronayne, Hennessy and Desmond  next learned that the match against Limerick 

was fixed for, of all places, Ennis. That meant that they would have to travel to Cork city, then by train to Limerick, and then by a third train to Ennis, play the match and have a similar round-the-world journey back, with probably no train 

connection from Cork city homewards on their late return from Ennis and Limerick. There was, of course, no question then of travelling on the previous day for such matches. The funds were not there to finance that type of expense. Players were expected to get to and from venues as best they could; and motor travel was still very much in the future.

Soon it became known that they would not take part. This was reported in “The Cork Sportsman” a weekly publication, of the time, during the week preceding the match. But it seems that the club did not formally report to that effect, to the County Board. When, on the Saturday before the match, it became clear that the Dungourney would not travel, a number of city players were brought along to make up the team, and they did in fact beat Limerick. At the next meeting of the County Board suspensions were meted out widely, not only to the Dungourney players but to a number of footballers who defaulted similarly.

Dungourney notified the Board that as a result they were disbanding their club, or to that effect; and there was rancour and disaffection in a number of other senior clubs in the county as a result of the affair. Midleton declined to take part in the County Hurling Championship in sympathy with Dungourney. The County championships, in both codes, for that year became in fact a “wash-out”; as only a few teams took part.

P. D. Mehigan, “Carberry”, a hurler, footballer and journalist of the time, writing in “The Cork Sportsman” queried why Dungourney did not travel. Perhaps Jim Kelleher could explain, he suggested. In the following issue there was a long letter from Kelleher as secretary of the club pointing out what would have been involved by way of travelling, commencing on Sunday morning, in the early hours to get first to Cork, then Limerick, and then to Ennis and with the prospect of a more difficult journey home finishing in the early hours of Monday morning. He said they could not do justice to themselves in such circumstances. He further asked why the match had not been fixed for a mutually convenient venue.

There were apparently other grievances between the Board  and the players, or many of them, regarding personalities, expense claims, etc. ¾ something which has been a recurrent feature in many sports, and it all led to bad atmosphere; and Cork and some other clubs, such as Dungourney were the principal sufferers.

Cork were beaten in the next round of the championship; and its finances for the year plunged to a record low, even for those times.

Carberry, writing impartially at the time, stated that the action of the County Board was overhasty and unwise, though he did not agree with the line taken by Dungourney in the matter. He was, however, understanding of their problems; he had earlier written

“They are a scattered team and see little of one another between prac
tices. Players from remote areas ride their horses to mass and bring their hurleys with them.

 
What price that, citymen ?.”
No doubt the county board had its own problems. The main difficulties in such matters  in those times must have been in the area of communications. It may be hard to appreciate that in this the age of phones, cars and speedy travel.

The year wore on and the matter was settled at the County Convention in the following year. All were welcomed back to the fold. And in no time Dungourney were again on the winning trail. Having won the early rounds of the County Championship, they came up against Blackrock ¾ then at one of their peaks ¾ in the Semi-final.

This match was labelled in advance as the “match of the century”. It aroused widespread interest, more so than any other county match up to then. In fact it attracted the biggest crowd seen up to that time in a Cork County Championship game. Played at the park ¾ now Páirc Ui Caoimh ¾ it was according to spectators, all that was best in the game of hurling. The scores were fairly even for much of the game, but towards the end Dungourney went ahead and won comfortably.

They met Sarsfields in the final, but that was rather an anti-climax as Sarsfields were no match for them and Dungourney won their third Senior County Hurling Championship, that for 1909.

On a few occasions Dungourney travelled to Cork city and neighbouring venues, with two teams. The teams then comprised seventeen men; so that must have involved a travelling company of over forty players with their hurleys and gear. The rural population was greater then but country lads were certainly not better off and there was no question of them getting any expenses for such occasions.

