Some Bride Valley Athletes

of

Two Score and Three Score Years  ago.

Long before the advent of the G.A.A. athletic sports meetings were a regular feature in many parts of the Bride Valley and its neighbourhood. Ballincurrig, Rathcormac, Pigeon Hill, Bartlemy and Knockraha, among other places, had frequent, if not annual meetings. Training in those days, especially in rural areas, was of the most elementary kind. Prospective competitors met for practise on Sundays or Summer evenings but their exercises usually lacked proper direction. Consistent training was then practically unknown. As might be expected the standard of achievement at those country sports meetings was not up to that of later days; yet great individual athletes made their first appearances at some of those old-time gatherings in the Bride Valley.

It was at a meeting on Rathcormac ‘Green’ in the early eighties that Will Phibbs first made his bow to the public. Though living only some six or seven miles away he was little known to those present. But before the day was over he had impressively introduced himself, having accounted for most of the running events in the programme. Following up his Rathcormac successes he quickly established himself  amongst the leading competitors, and at the start of the G.A.A. in 1884 and ’85 he was one of the most prominent athletes in the ring. Running was his forte. From the hundred yards up to a two mile race, even when conceding long handicap allowances, his chances were always good. Down through the Eighties at meeting after meeting he continued his brilliant career. In ’87 he became Irish half-mile champion, and in that year was selected as a member of the ‘American Invasion’ team. In the following year he again won the Irish half-mile championship, as well as innumerable events all over the country. 

On his return from America he took little part in athletics but, after a long retirement he made one unexpected appearance at Queenstown (as Cobh was then called) and, to the surprise of the spectators, carried off the ‘hurdles’ in his old-time dashing style. He was among the greatest athletes of his day.

Con. Phibbs was taller than his brother Will, but less compact in build. He was the most unassuming of men. A superficial knowledge of him would give one the impression that he could neither be a runner or a jumper, but when roused by the spirit of contest he seemed transformed to a different man. He was a more versatile athlete than his brother to whom he was junior by some years. He could acquit himself with distinction in the high jump, long jump, pole jump and hop-step and jump. He was at home in any race from the hurdles up to a ten-miles cross-country. He was frequently in opposition to the brothers Dan and Denis O’Neill from Cork city side, both of Irish Championship calibre in their day. Con Phibbs never spared himself in competition, and he rarely left a sports meeting without carrying away several trophies. His name also appears in the list of Irish title-holders, he won the five miles championship of Ireland at Cork ‘Park’ in 1897.

In the eighties the writer was present at a sports meeting in Bartlemy Fair Field where, among other events, was a long drawn out contest in half-cwt. throwing between Patrick O’Brien of Conna, Jerry Dennis of Midleton, and Denis O’Connell of Bartlemy. The contestants were well matched. Every inch of an advance on previous throws was keenly contested. And the shades of a November night were falling before the Midleton man was declared the winner. The distance was not up to later records. Both Dennis and O’Connell were immature at the time. Some years later they were in the fore-front of weight-throwers, and could each put the ‘fifty six pounds’ up to twenty five feet without follow.

O’Brien was a splendid specimen of manhood, well over six feet in height, straight, square-shouldered, and of a fine athletic figure. Sometime after the meeting mentioned above he crossed the ocean and the land of the far-away, Southern Cross, where he spent a long life, has now ‘caught him to its breast.’ He was the eldest of a family of brothers of whom he was not the only athlete. Maurice, the youngest, no mean high-jumper in his day, died recently.

Dennis, too emigrated to America where he had a brilliant athletic career. He came back to Ireland to spend the end of his days by the banks of the Owenacurra, beside his native Midleton, where he now rests.

Like O’Brien and Dennis, his opponents at Bartlemy, O’Connell also left his native land after he had distinguished himself on many a field. He specialised in high-jumping and weight-throwing. At Shanballymore in ’85 he tied in the high-jump with T. M. O’Connor, subsequent holder of the Irish high-jump record and another member of the ‘Invasion’ team. In ’87 at Ballyclough, near Mallow, O’Connell won the 56 lbs without follow with a throw of 24 ft 10.5 in, beating Regan of Shanballymore, afterwards Irish record holder in the weights. In ’89 he went to New York and for six years he took no active part in athletics. In ’95, being pressed by some comrades of the 69th (Irish) National Guard, he competed at the Regimental Sports and won the leading weight-throwing events. After this he was taken up by the ‘New West Side Athletic Club’ of New York, and for the following six years he met and defeated many great weight-throwers, notably Miltenberger of New Orleans who had come to the Northern States seeking new worlds to conquer. At Madison Square Gardens in ’99 O’Connell won the 56 lbs for height, among his opponents being the great world-champion J. S. Mitchell of Emly who failed to concede the handicapper's allowance. The actual throw, as far as the writer recollects was 14ft 9in. His last appearance in competition on the field was at Chicago in 1901, when he was nearly forty years of age, almost twenty years after his first entry into the athletic arena. 

A remarkable Bride Valley athlete of three score years ago was Maurice Buckley of Glenarousk, Castlelyons. He was a man of fine physique and stood six feet in height. But a physical defect in his right leg shortened the limb and lamed him. He always used a strong walking-stick to assist him in his movements but, despite his lameness, he frequently took part in high-jumping contests. He ran to the jump with the aid of his stick, then springing from the good leg, he let the stick drop from him as he rose. The writer once saw him, encumbered with an ordinary trousers and rising off a heavy sod, clear the bar at five feet, an astonishing jump for one handicapped, as he then was – by soil and attire as well as his physical defects. He is credited with having done much higher jumps earlier in his career.

George Hoskins, Beneena, commenced auspiciously at this time winning the mile and two-miles in promising style at local meetings. He left for America before his talent was fully developed and an early death cut short his career.

Not by any means the least of those old Bride Valley athletes of nearly sixty years ago was Michael Ahern of Bartlemy, who is still bearing well his four score and more years. He was a good long-distance runner, frequently carrying off the two-miles event. Among others whom he defeated in a gruelling contest in Lisnagar Park, Rathcormac, in the old days was a soldier from Fermoy Barracks who came to the meeting with a great flourish of trumpets, and who was regarded as a formidable opponent. Michael Ahern was also a good high-jumper but performed more consistently in the running events.

The Nineties turned out another prolific crop of Bride Valley athletes. Amongst them was Dick Kent of Bawnard House, Castlelyons, a powerfully-built athlete who ranked high in weight-throwing, high-jumping and hurdles contests. The hurdles were perhaps his favourite, and his trophies include a brilliant victory in this event at Jones Road, Dublin, where he was opposed by a high-class field. He frequently came into opposition with the famous T. F. Kiely, and on more than one occasion gave him a close run in the hurdles. He represented Cork in the inter-county contests of the 1903–4 period, and during a long career retained a prominent place in Munster athletics. In May, 1916, he was killed at Bawnard House when, together with his family, he was defending it against the British Military from Fermoy who had besieged it.*

A neighbour of his, William Buckley, was well-known too among athletes of his day. Thick-set, agile, and muscular, he could give a good account of himself in jumping competitions, as well as on the hurling field. He too helped to make things unpleasant for the powers that were in the fateful years of ‘The Trouble.’

David Barry of Bartlemy, at present of Lisgoold, began in ’94 with some local successes in the high jump. Next season he went further afield and won this event at Midleton. The Irish champion, Murty O'’Brien (holder of the title for four years in succession up to ’94) was present at that meeting, but did not compete; he had earlier in the year met Barry in Fermoy and now declined to jump against him under some inches of a handicap he was asked to concede. Thenceforward Barry was ranked in the first flight of Irish high-jumpers. He had a pleasing style, took but a short run to the jump, and rose straight over the bar with an appearance of ease that suggested that he had much in reserve. On Murty O’Brien’s retirement after a brilliant high-jumping career he was looked upon as the coming man. At Cappoquin, again in ’94, he tied with Buckley of Ballindangan at 5 ft 11 in, and at Cobh in August ’95 he tied with Blackburn of Galbally and T. M. O’Connor of Ballyclough at six feet. None of the three after repeated trials could improve on this height, and the issue was decided on a toss-up which he won. It is of interest to note that the Irish championship was won by J. M. Ryan at the same height, six feet, in that year.

I have mentioned that at Shanballymore in ’85 Denis O’Connell tied in the high-jump with T. M. O’Connor. It was a remarkable coincidence that, now ten years later, O’Connor again tied with O’Connell’s half-brother, as Dave Barry was. O’Connor it may be assumed was at this time beyond his best; he held the Irish title in’88. Barry concentrated on the high jump but had the pole jump as an occasional diversion, and in later years when increasing weight militated against his chances of raising his high-jumping figures, he took to weight throwing. He continued an active athletic career down to the opening of the New Century when he retired.

His brother, John, now of Midleton, though not so finished a jumper, was perhaps a more many-sided athlete. He was not only proficient in the various jumps, but he was also a more than useful sprinter. In ’96 he won the long jump at Cobh after a severe struggle with a big field, including some of the Leahy brothers. In '97 at Bandon he came second to T. E. Wood of Enniskeane in the High Jump Championship of Munster. Wood at this meeting gave striking proof of his unusual versatility for not only did he clear 6ft 2in at the high jump, but he also won both the three miles and the five miles cycle events as well. In the same year, ’96, John Barry won the All-Round Medal at Midleton Sports. At meetings throughout Co. Cork and beyond it he continued on the field until ’99. At this time a strained knee began to trouble him and he retired, having collected in all over one hundred trophies in the athletic arena.

Another good all-round man at this time was W. J. McArdle of Midleton. He could cover the hundred yards, ‘two-twenty,’ and ‘four-forty’ in time well under the average. He was also seen to advantage in the jumps, but his best event was the hurdles. Among numerous prizes which he has to his credit is the All-Round Medal at Donoughmore in ’97.

Tom Kinsella, a genial field companion of McArdle and Barry, was never so happy as when on the athletic field. He would be the first to deprecate a claim to a high place as an athlete, nevertheless he has trophies to show, some of which were won in competition with good men. 

Vying for supremacy with the best pole-jumpers of the South from the middle of the nineties onwards was Dan Barry of Ballyda, now of Sheepwalk, Fermoy. Perhaps his best effort was in 1900 at Clonakilty, where he tied with Murphy of Mallow at 11 ft 2 in, and as he had a two inches handicap he won the event. This height has but rarely been exceeded on an Irish arena either before or since. Dan Barry was not however too worried about National Championships or records. He took part in athletics for the thrill of the sport and like many others, found congenial diversion in travelling around to these old-time fixtures, meeting and conversing with those of kindred interests and taking his luck with the Pole as he chanced to find it. One incident he relates is eloquent of the ‘training’ some of these country athletes indulged in at the time. Noticing that some of their more ‘stylish’ city opponents regularly used embrocations for massage purposes, a few colleagues and himself, not to be outdone at least in point of display, before travelling to Cappoquin Sports one Sunday morning obtained by slightly surreptitious means a bottle of wholesome cream from a neighbouring farmers dairy and ostentatiously produced it when dressing on the field. He has many other rollicking reminiscences of these times when bad roads, donkey-cars, and old-time bicycles were for them the order of the day.

Though not strictly within the scope of this article I should perhaps make a passing reference to some of the well-known cyclists of these days. T. McAuliffe, Sheehan, and Harry Sullivan from the Fermoy area, also Harry Packham of Midleton, a first-class man at the wheel, who with many others graced the track in the more spectacular cycling events when bicycles first figured in general use. And before leaving them I should at least make a solitary incursion into more recent days to salute the memory of perhaps one of the best cyclists of them all, Matt Lenehan of Coolagown, whose untimely death evoked widespread sympathy a few years ago.

In the first decade of the New Century Michael Maye of Ballinterry, now of Fermoy, sprang into prominence as one of the most celebrated runners of his day. In a short but colourful career he three times won the half-mile championship of Ireland, at Thurles in 1907, at Fermoy in 1908, and at Mallow in 1910. With a time of 2 mins 1 sec in 1908 he beat by a few seconds the figure of his Bride Valley predecessor, Will Phibbs. At Macroom Maye won the quarter-mile championship of Munster in 1908, and at Fermoy in 1909 he defeated Culhane for the thousand yards championship of Ireland, winning a most exciting race by feet. (Culhane had held the Irish half-mile championship for 1904, ‘5 and ‘6). He had of course numerous other successes but his championship victories alone, without further embellishing, make up a brilliant record of which he and his district may well be proud. He had a graceful and polished style of running and, as his figures suggest, was thoroughly and systematically trained.


His brother Jerome, still flourishing beside his native Bride, was an athlete of a different kind. Though in no way approaching the place held by Michael in the public eye he was more than mediocre as a weight thrower. At Mitchelstown he put the shot 39 feet 7 inches and he could cover good ground in the long jump as well as with the half-cwt. He still takes an active interest in sport and his advice and assistance are always at the ready service of local committees.

The Mayes were hereditary athletes. Their uncle, Tom Twohill, was known as a runner three decades before his nephews appeared upon the field.

There were many other old-time athletes in the Bride Valley area of whom much could be said did space permit. These include two other members of the Phibbs family, Cronin of Killuntin; James and Patrick Noonan, Monanig; M. Coffey, Rathcormac; Daly, Coolagown; Edmund Hoskins, Bluebell; Casey of Conna; Batt Condon of Agherne; John Verling and M. Gubbins, Castlelyons; J. Crowley, T. Barry and a trio of McCarthys, all from Rathcormac; Michael Cotter, Ballinanelagh, a notable long-jumper, one of the youngest of six brothers five of whom were members of the local hurling team; Martin Hegarty, Castlelyons, a long distance runner, and one of another family of six brothers, tall, hefty, loose-limbed men.

Then in later times were John O’Sullivan, Rathcormac, and David Barry, Ballyda, both good athletes who figured prominently on the track; William Nason, Ballyogaha; Patrick O’Connor, Ballinakilla, and Barry of Ballinaltig, long distance runners who if properly trained, might have extended their successes to wider fields.

This article, as the title implies, does not purport to deal with hurling and football activities; but I feel that, in passing, I should at least briefly refer to this aspect of outdoor sport, if only to nullify any impression that Gaelic athletics were a bye-word here in the period of which I write. Such in truth was far from being the case. The records of those rivals, the Glenville and Conna football teams, are still fresh in the minds of the older generation, the feats of great individual players like Jem Daly, Bridesbridge; Paddy Daly and Jackie Kent, Coolagown, and several others, would take far more than a mere paragraph to do them justice. Nor should I forget the brilliant uprise in the late Eighties of those dashing teams from the Rathcormac and Bartlemy countrysides which in football and hurling often, in their day, lowered the banners of the best senior combinations in Cork County and outside it. Most of these fine Gaelic stalwarts, including both their captains, Pat Murphy and Will Connell, have already crossed the Great Divide. Little more than half a dozen veterans now remain. Tom Gallig, Rathcormac; Tom Walsh, Bluebell; Pat Lee, ex-station-master Waterford; Pat Barry, Dispensary House, and Jer Twohill, Rathcormac; Edward Hoskins, Ballyda; Pat Murphy, Mondaniel; Richard Cotter, Ballinanelagh; Jem Collins, formerly of Raheen, and Patrick O’Leary; Knockeen. These are men whose stamina and endurance were tested in many a hard-fought game; some of them, both as hurlers and footballers, often in two hours’ gruelling play on the same day. Since their time, (with the exception perhaps of the Tallow Club which in recent years has played no small part in bringing Waterford hurling so noticeably to the light) no combination of footballers or hurlers capable of taking on the best in the County has graced the valleys by the Bride. Time has naturally left its marks upon them, as well as on their gallant confreres from Glenville, Conna and Castlelyons, but there are amongst them still men whose expansive shoulders and virile frames the years have failed to warp, men who are as spruce and erect today as when they swept the fields in their dynamic rushes in the infant days of the G.A.A. May they all long survive to tell the tales of those ‘battles long ago.’

I have endeavoured in this short chronicle to mention those from the Bride Valley area who, in the period of which I write, were most prominent on the athletic field. The records of a small number stand clearly out, and no difficulty arises in selecting them from among the host of runners, jumpers and weight-throwers who, for thirty odd years, contended in healthy rivalry for the laurels of the day. There were many others, all well above the average in their class, to whom I should like to pay tribute; some whose names perhaps have not occurred to me as I write, others who did not come within the ambit of my personal experience, and whose feats may possibly be more worthy of record than those of many to whom I have referred. A memoir such as this has of necessity limitations, not least the difficulty of endeavouring, in the evening of life, to bridge in memory the events of a generation and to recall the achievements of another one and I trust that, viewed in this light, any shortcomings which this short survey may have, by way of omission or otherwise, will be fairly appreciated by its readers.

It is an amiable weakness, one might say a privilege, of the old to believe that the men of their early days were in many ways superior to these of more modern times but as regards athletics at all events, a grey haired native of the Bride Valley might well be pardoned for holding such a view, for nobody can dispute that, in this field, the men of the past three decades here bear no comparison with their predecessors of the three preceding ones. In latter days we have seen the fitful emergence of a few good athletes but there has in general been a remarkable dearth of athletic representatives.

To what is this decadence really due? There can be no convincing reason for believing that the race has suddenly deteriorated. Is it that such talent runs in cycles, and so appears and disappears periodically? The athletic decline which has been so significant in this area has been almost equally marked throughout the country as a whole, and its root cause must be attributed to more than mere local circumstances.

The theory of cycles has nothing to support it, and there must be a more logical explanation. Young men’s minds would seem to have been gradually drawn away from athletics by those other attractions and amusements which in recent years have grown so plentiful and which have become so accessible through modern facilities for travel. In the old days the men of the parish gathered together in their leisure-hours at the local bridge or village or cross-roads. Newspapers were then a rarity in country districts; the cinema was unheard of; and so athletic tests and practice were a regular feature. These gatherings were a potent factor in discovering and developing athletic talent and in keeping alive the ‘spirit’ of athletics, the absence of which has been such a marked feature of the years that followed.

Young men from the countryside today have, to an extent which only their elders can so clearly appreciate, acquired the habit of spending their leisure-hours in theatres, picture-houses, concert-halls, at hurling and football matches and at similar indoor and outdoor entertainments. I do not wish to decry any or all of these in themselves, but rather to stress the change of mental attitude as well as the gradual growth of an era of habitual travelling from which has resulted that the old-time rural gatherings are now practically unknown. The athletic ability they stirred into activity is, in all probability, as healthy as ever, but it has been left to lie hidden away, unsuspected perhaps even by its owners.

These gatherings are not likely to form a feature of country life again. Is there no hope, then, for the resuscitation of rural athletetics?

It would be sad if it were so. Time in the whirligig of its revolutions brings changes for which no reasoning can oftentimes account; and even here in the Bride Valley the omens are at present not entirely inauspicious. The Kildinan Athletic Club, now a few years in existence, has brought long-distance running very much to the fore not alone in that little parish by the Bride but also far beyond its confines. Two of its members, George Gubbins and Dan Murphy, are not only outstanding in their own county but they can in fact challengingly claim a place in any county outside it.

And perhaps it may not be too much to hope that this brief record of a proud athletic past may inspire the young men of the Bride Valley today to turn, eager and intent, to athletics again; to take up the mantle of their fathers, and to battle once more for the laurels of the field as worthily as did those great athletes of two score and three score years ago.

* See also the article “Cork and The Troubles”page 151 (ed)

