Hurling Hostings and Heroes.

In these our days when hurling is so much in the public mind and in the public eye, when people travel hundreds of miles to witness an exhibition of the game, and when the fortunes of parish and county and provincial combinations are so eagerly followed by enthusiastic admirers, it should not be forgotten that there were great hurling hostings and great hurling contests in the past, too, and that here in the County Cork we had at all times doughty wielders of the camán, men whose feats, if local tradition be reliable, were no less thrilling, and no less spectacular than those of the worthiest exponents of the hurling game at the present day.


A famous hurling match between Cork and Tipperary counties took place in the year 1741, at Glenagowl, on the borders of Ballyhooley and Rathcormac, in which the home county signally defeated their opponents. This was much a talked-of event in years gone by, and we find reference to it even in present-day writings.

When we remember that the year 1741 was at the height of the Penal Days (a time when we naturally should not expect to find sport in the ascendant in rural Ireland) and when we consider the difficulties of travelling then, so long before the era of trains, motors, ‘buses, or bicycles, we can form some idea of the enthusiasm which must have animated the multitudes, who from such far distant places congregated at Glenagowl.

Down through the years hurling was at all times a popular pastime in various parts of this county. Some eighty years after the play at Glenagowl a great inter-baronial hurling match took place between Kinnataloon and Barrymore at a place called Mellaheen Moor on the borders of the two baronies and more or less on the confines of the parishes of Castlelyons, Lisgoold, Bartlemy, and Clonmult. Those were days when the game was not governed by irritating rules and regulations, or limited by side-lines or goal-posts, and when no captious referee took exception to the style or manner of a player. To the cry of ‘All Home’ the ball was thrown up, not in, and the object of each player was to drive it in the direction from which he and his comrades came. It is related that during the progress of the game at Mellaheen a Barrymore player, failing to catch up with an opponent, leaned the ‘boss’ of his hurley on the ground and, springing off the handle, struck the other with his two feet between the shoulders, effectually placing him hors-de-combat. In justice to the credibility of the tale it should be remembered that the hurley’s used at the present day are but toys compared with those which did service among our forefathers a hundred or more years ago.

After a strenuous struggle Barrymore carried off the honours and ‘Mellaheen’ was for long afterwards a name to conjure with in many parts of the barony. It was regarded as hallowed ground and was believed to be a favourite hurling venue for the ‘Good People’ in their nightly sports. It was even a common assertion that belated travellers used on moonlight nights see the fairy hosts at play upon the Moor. Some thirty years ago the writer was told by an intelligent young man living near Mellaheen, that often when he walked through the Moor after dusk he felt himself surrounded by invisible presences and could hear the swishing of balls around him and pursuing him until he had well cleared beyond the precincts of the sacred place.

‘Barrymore’ got its name from the great Norman family of de Barrie which settled in East Cork in the early years of the Invasion, and which for close on six hundred years held almost unchallenged sway over a large territory. Castlelyons was their capital, and the massive ruins of their great castle, as well as the stately family Mausoleum in the cemetery near-by, attest to this day the magnificence with which they loved to surround themselves, both in life and in death. 

Notwithstanding their long residence in this country most of the de Barries, unlike their Geraldine neighbours, never showed any generous Irish feelings and were never sympathetic with Irish ‘thoughts and ways’.

It is then a tribute to the appealing qualities of our national game to find one of these noblemen an enthusiastic patron of a great hurling team in Castlelyons. The captain of this team, a Garret Barry, was locally reputed the best hurler in Ireland in his day. Many of the feats with which he is credited make some of our present day heroes seem very small. During play at Castlelyons one day the ball it is said, got a great stroke high up into the air. Garret ran to meet it returning. There was a wattle tent in his way which he had to jump over. He alighted on a saddled horse on the off side and, while in a precarious position, standing on only one leg, he swung his hurley and with a resounding blow sent the ball skywards again. Lord Barrymore, who was looking on, was so pleased that he gave a Garret a comfortable farm free of rent for ever.

On another occasion this Garret was, it is said, working in a field. His dinner consisting of twenty potatoes was sent out to him. Garret usually kept his hurley and ball convenient. Taking a potato into his mouth he struck the ball into the air. He ate the potato, took a second, and had done so in time to meet the ball returning. He kept on thus until his dinner was finished, striking the ball twenty-one times without letting it once touch the ground.

The next best man of this team, also reputed to have been an exceptionally powerful athlete, was locally known as the Miller of the Douglas (the latter being a tributary of the river Bride). One day a farmer’s wife came to his mill for flour. While there a thunderstorm broke out, and soon the Douglas became a swollen stream. The woman, finding she could not cross it when she returned, came back and told the Miller of her plight. He went with her to the river-bank and at the most suitable point threw her sack of flour across. He then bade her to stand in close to the stream with both arms extended at right angles to her body. He retreated some distance from the bank, and, running towards the river with full force, he grasped her around the waist with one arm and sprang with her clear across the swollen current.

The mantles of those old-time hurlers of Kinnataloon and of Barrymore have fallen in more modern times on no unworthy shoulders. Many will yet remember the opening years of the G.A.A. when the then well-known Bartlemy hurling team, drawn from the parishes of Rathcormac and Bartlemy in the very heart of Barrymore, in a meteoric career blazed a trail over a great part of Munster. And surely as long as hurling has a patron the name of that great Kinnataloon man, Jim Kelleher, one of the greatest, if not the very greatest, of all the hurlers the G.A.A. has produced, and the performances of the gallant Dungourney team he captained some thirty odd years ago will never be forgotten.

