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Introduction


This journey begins with the story of a man who walked many miles to play in the first All-Ireland hurling final watched by an estimated crowd of a few thousand who were separated from the action by nothing more than a chalk line around the perimeter of a field in Birr. It ends with arguably the finest tactician the game has ever known and one of the most celebrated hurlers of them all celebrating their 10th All-Ireland success in 16 seasons after a replay viewed by over 82,000 spectators and millions more on television and online across the globe.


The contrasting experiences of John (Jack) Lowry in April 1888, and Brian Cody and Henry Shefflin in September 2014 reflect how a sport that hovered near extinction in the decades after the Great Famine was revived to become a wonder of the modern sporting world. This book doesn’t claim to be a history of hurling, nor is it a conventional compendium of classic games. Instead, we have used the framework of 100 games spanning 126 years to give a broad flavour of how hurling has evolved from the fragile beginnings of the 1880s – when two scores were enough to decide the first All-Ireland – through to this year’s drawn All-Ireland final when 54 scores couldn’t separate the teams after what was hailed as possibly the greatest game ever.


Hell for Leather revisits the games that saw Tipperary, Cork and Kilkenny become ‘the big three’, and also traces the emergence of Wexford, Limerick, Laois, Clare, Dublin, Galway, Waterford and Offaly as contenders. It highlights the matches that made legends of the great players and analyses how the swashbuckling hurling of old has given way to a tactically nuanced game that, when played at its best, straddles sport and art. And it also considers the more inglorious and controversial aspects of hurling, the nitty-gritty, the eccentric and the sometimes downright curious character of the game.


In truth, though, a work of this nature can only deal in a fleeting way with events and personalities that deserve deeper consideration and more scholarly analysis. The Kilkenny team – and their trainer Danny O’Connell – that won seven All-Irelands between 1904 and 1913 did much to reinvent hurling in that era, and would make a fascinating study. A biography is surely long overdue on the life of the Jim ‘Tough’ Barry, the opera-loving tailor who, as a trainer, had a hand in every Cork senior All-Ireland victory from 1926 to 1966. The 1930s – from Kilkenny and Cork playing three games to decide the 1931 championship to the same two counties playing out an eerie classic on the day the Second World War was declared – was truly the beginning of modern hurling and again merits an in-depth modern analysis.


Hurling has been well served, though, by its historians, writers and journalists, especially from the 1940s, and we drew on some of their writing in our own attempt to give a new twist to some old tales. They are too countless to mention, but it would be remiss not to acknowledge the debt we owe writers such as Brendan Fullam, Tom Ryall (Kilkenny), Seamus King, Tim Horgan (Cork) and Paul Rouse, as well as the influence of the departed denizens of the press box, including John D. Hickey of the Irish Independent and the doyen of them all the late Paddy Downey of The Irish Times. We hope this book will lead some readers back to these writers’ chronicles and, in turn, maybe prompt new work on some of the territory we have travelled here. It’s been a long journey and we have done enough talking – it’s time to throw in the ball.


Ronnie Bellew and Dermot Crowe


October 2014





1. Easter Rising



1887 ALL-IRELAND FINAL (Hoare’s Field, 1 April 1888)


Tipperary 1–1 (and one forfeit point) Galway 0–0


Old men have forgotten the miseries of the Famine and had their youth renewed by the sights and sounds that were evoked by the thrilling music of the camán, the well-directed stroke of the cul baire, or the swift stride of the Gaelic forward in his pursuit of the ball to victory.


Michael Davitt1


JOHN LOWRY MUST have been a very vexed man by the evening of Easter Sunday 1888. Not alone had his team lost the All-Ireland hurling final but, depending on which account you read, he had either been taken off or sent off in the first half – all this after apparently walking 20 miles to play against Tipperary in Birr. The Galway side, a combination from the Meelick and Killimor districts, had travelled to Birr by a ‘brake’ – a horse-drawn coach that could carry 25 passengers – but Lowry from Killimor had rendezvoused at the wrong crossroads and the team journeyed without him. Undeterred, he set off on foot. One version of the story has him walking alone;2 another relates that he was accompanied by a second Galway player who had also missed the coach.3 The different accounts of John (Jack) Lowry’s day illustrate how elusive many of the details about the first All-Ireland final are. For that reason, some speculation is required when narrating the events before and during the milestone match in the mission to revive hurling.


Fixing the first All-Ireland hurling final for Easter Sunday, 1 April 1888, would have helped ensure a large attendance, but it’s tempting to speculate that choosing that date was also a symbolic gesture by the GAA. The association may have swept the country ‘like a prairie fire’ after its foundation on 1 November 1884, but it was in turmoil for much of 1887 when the conflict between physical-force and ballot-box nationalist factions created a split that threatened to unravel the remarkable achievements of the previous two years. The intervention of the GAA’s formidable patrons, Archbishop Croke and Michael Davitt, in early 1888 helped broker a temporary solution and also cleared the way for Tipperary and Galway to play the 1887 hurling final. After the bitterness of the previous year, Easter Sunday, with its message of resurrection and rebirth, was an apt date for the reconciled GAA’s first inter-county championship final.


Despite the boardroom conflicts, the GAA had continued to function at local level during 1887 and while its athletics meetings drew the biggest crowds and generated the most publicity for the association, the year also saw the inauguration of the inter-county championships. Twelve counties were drawn to play each other in both hurling and football: Wicklow v. Clare, Wexford v. Galway, Dublin v. Tipperary, Cork v. Kilkenny, Waterford v. Louth and Kilkenny v. Meath. The ferment behind the scenes was reflected in the stop–start progress of the hurling championship which, because of objections and walkovers as well as internal disputes in Limerick and Cork, was eventually contested by just five teams.


Tipperary (Thurles) reached the final with 1–7 to 0–2 and 4–7 to 0–0 victories over Clare (Smith O’Brien’s) and Kilkenny (Tullaroan). On the other side of the draw, Galway (Meelick) defeated Wexford (Castlebridge) by 2–8 to 0–1 in the semi-final at Elm Park in Mount Merrion, Dublin in July 1887. The game didn’t lack physicality with one report stating there was ‘a good deal of heated temper on both sides. The conduct of the Wexford men was severely censured by most of those present.’


The Dublin weekly Sport newspaper correspondent described the play as ‘fast and fierce, intensely exciting, full of furious charges and stubborn repulses. Though the camán had been rusting for the past couple of years among the Bold Shelmaliers, the opposing captain paid them a high tribute by saying that in all their matches in their own county they never met tougher opponents than the Wexford men.’ On hearing the result, Lord French, the owner of Elm Park, directed his steward to donate £3 to the Galway team’s expenses and £2 to the Galway player – John Lowry again – who had lost his front teeth from a blow of a hurl to the face.4


The GAA’s infighting during the autumn of 1887 gave Lowry and his team-mates plenty of time to recover before the decider against Tipperary. It was an appropriate pairing for the inaugural final as few counties had clung as doggedly to the traditional summer form of hurling in the decades after the Great Famine as Tipperary and Galway.


On Easter Monday 1884, Michael Cusack had taken his Dublin Metropolitan hurlers to Ballinasloe to play Killimor and while Cusack withdrew his players in protest at the ‘rough tactics’ of the Galway men, the meeting was an important landmark in the early standardising of rules for hurling. Eight months later, the first hurling game under the GAA’s auspices is reputed to have been played in Galway on 6 January 1885 when teams from Killimor and Ballinakill clashed for a ‘plate of 10 guineas at Tynagh’.5


A year later, representative teams from North Tipperary and South Galway had played a match, billed as ‘the championship of Ireland’, in the Phoenix Park on 9 February 1886. Organised by Michael Cusack, this was the first major hurling game played in Dublin for 74 years and drew a sizeable attendance – when the park rangers had been persuaded by Cusack to open the gates, which had been locked amid warnings that a large crowd was approaching, armed with ‘clubs [hurls] and battering rams [goalposts]’6 intent on attacking the Lord Lieutenant’s residence.


Cusack himself refereed the game, which was won by Tipperary, and he described it as ‘a fine specimen of vigorous hurling … which gave a great stimulus [to the game] in Dublin’. The Dublin Sport correspondent was impressed with the occasion and the fine physique of the players, but bemoaned the absence of ‘science’ in the hurling style which he labelled ‘crude and primitive’. Cusack dismissed that critique as being typical of what one would expect from ‘the haters and traducers of our race’.


‘Primitive’ was a provocative choice of word, but the Sport correspondent’s observation about the absence of science rings true. Compared to the modern inter-county game, the 21-a-side hurling played in the early years of the GAA was a rough diamond. The rudiments are similar, but there are vast differences between then and now in everything from team formations and playing equipment to the size of the scoring area and basic rules of the game.


Pitches – up to 196 x 140 yards – were larger; the hurls were longer with a much narrower bas and the sliotars far heavier. The scoring area in 1888 was similar to that still used by Australian Rules, the main difference being the GAA’s addition of a crossbar. Under the early rules, the goalposts were set 21 feet apart with the crossbar 10 and a half feet high. ‘Points posts’ were provided seven yards each side of the goalposts and any shot that passed over the crossbar or between these posts counted as a point. Forfeit points were also awarded if a team played the ball over its own end line. The 1888 Rules of Hurling prohibited players from carrying the ball in the hand or lifting the ball off the ground; players could carry the ball on the hurl and were allowed catch a ball in play off the ground or from the air. Wrestling between two players while play continued elsewhere on the field was permitted until 1887.


The science and rules of hurling were refined over the following decade but, in 1888, tactics were still largely non-existent. In the early years, ‘the most rousing spectacle in many games was provided by the tearaway downfield charge of fiery forwards and burly midfield men sweeping the ball and their opponents before them, often to initiate goalmouth struggles that were simply awe-inspiring,’ wrote the GAA historian Seamus Ó Ceallaigh.7 This hair-raising tactic seems to have been pioneered by Cusack himself. The formation of his Metropolitan hurling team was: goalkeeper, eight backs, six ‘centres’ (midfielders) and six forwards. The centres and forwards were coached to attack in the form of a wedge, with the wingmen circling and holding possession of the ball until it was driven over the enemy lines. The task of actually scoring fell to the speedy and skilful ‘whips’ – the equivalent of modern wing or corner-forwards – who kept their distance from the rolling mêlées and mauls, awaiting the breaking ball and the opportunity of an unhindered shot on goal. Judging by the scorelines, these opportunities were rare and just two scores (and one forfeit point) were enough to decide the 1887 final when the rules still dictated that a goal was worth more than any number of points.


Galway, though, might have claimed the first All-Ireland without pucking a ball and one account maintains they were actually awarded the title.8 They had arrived in Birr at the appointed hour, but with no sign of the opposition and rumours that Tipperary weren’t travelling, they adjourned to Cunningham’s Hotel for refreshments which may have included something stronger than tea.


Tipp’s tardiness was down to a row with county board officials over outstanding travelling expenses. The upshot was that seven Thurles town players, including team captain Denis Maher, were left behind on the platform at Thurles railway station. Maher was replaced as captain by Jim Stapleton, another Thurles player. On arriving in Birr, Stapleton led his men to Cunningham’s Hotel where, after a parley, Captain James Lynam, Galway’s non-playing captain, agreed to play the game.


Captain Lynam had received his officer’s commission during the American Civil War and when the players ‘had dressed themselves in Gaelic costume’ – Galway in white jerseys with green stripes, Tipp in green – he marshalled the teams in military fashion, ‘ordered them to fall into line and marched them down the town to the field’. Hoare’s Field, close to the present-day St Brendan’s Park, was the venue and the attendance was estimated at 5,000.


‘Special trains carried crowds of people from Tipperary, Queen’s County [Laois] and King’s County [Offaly] to Birr, and East Galway seemed to have turned out to a man to escort the Meelick hurlers to the scene of strife,’ reported the Freeman’s Journal.


The ball was thrown in at 3 p.m. and after the early exchanges saw play ‘whizzing up and down the field, now threatening one goal and now another’, one of the Tipperary ‘whips’ scored a point in the 11th minute. Six minutes later, according to the Freeman’s Journal, a Galway player – identified in some accounts as John Lowry9 – ‘had to be put out for tripping. From 15 past to half-time, the play was simply fierce and when Thurles whips were carrying the ball towards Galway posts, the Galway hurler who had been put out for foul play rushed in and struck the ball to one of his colleagues.’ The referee, Patrick White, a Toomevara man resident in Birr, threatened to award the game to Tipperary if there were any more incursions.


Most of the annals agree on the identity of the player who scored Tipperary’s winning goal. That honour fell to Tommy Healy from Coolcroo who struck the decisive score after receiving a pass from Jim Stapleton. The Midland Tribune reporter summed up the second half and winning goal as follows:






The game was renewed with increased energy and some wonderful feats in manly powers were exhibited on both sides. The playing of Messrs Ryan and Stapleton (Thurles) and Larkin and Cosgrove (Meelick) was much admired. One of the Tipp men, Healy, by means of a dexterous left-hander, sent the ball flying from the middle of the field thus scoring a goal for Thurles.








Tipperary never looked back. The county’s tally of All-Ireland titles had already increased to six by the turn of the century; in contrast, Galway didn’t appear in another All-Ireland final until 1923. Many of the players who played in Birr were involved in the Land War campaign which was exceptionally bitter in southeast Galway. The Meelick captain, Pat Madden, was evicted from his home six months after the All-Ireland final and local lore relates that on the morning of the eviction, he gave the hurl he’d played with in Birr to the local postman for safekeeping.10 A century or so later, Pat Madden’s hurl found a final resting place, fittingly enough in the GAA Museum in Thurles where it sits alongside other mementos of the first All-Ireland final and the elusive men who made hurling history.


TIPPERARY (Thurles selection): J. Stapleton (capt), T. Burke, N. Murphy, P. Leahy, J. Dunne, A. Maher, M. Maher, N. Bowe, J. Mockler, T. Stapleton, J. Dwyer, T. Carroll, M. Carroll, T. Maher, D. Ryan, J. Ryan, J. Leamy, T. Healy, T. Dwyer, N. Lambe, M. McNamara.


GALWAY: P. Madden (capt), P. Cullen, M. Mannion, J. Colohan, J. Scally, W. Madden, T. Hanley, J. Kelly, P. Mannion, J. Connolly, J. Cosgrove, A. Cosgrove (Meelick); J. Lowry, J. Callinan, P. Haverty, T. Foley, O. Griffin, P. Larkin, J. Manning, C. Melody, J. Sanders (Killimor).


Referee: P. White (Offaly)


Attendance: 5,000





2. Building a Dynasty



1890 ALL-IRELAND FINAL (Clonturk Park, 16 November)


Cork (Aghabullogue) 1–6 Wexford (Castlebridge) 2–2


Corkmen were hurling and winning All-Irelands before the GAA was even formed. In 1882 my grandfather, Tommy Leahy from Blackrock, was captain when Cork Nationals won the All-Ireland Hurling Challenge Cup. For many years, the cup, a pretty large one, was in a public house in Douglas and the names of the 21 players were engraved on it with ‘Tommy Leahy’ as captain.


Pearse Leahy, Lord Mayor of Cork, 19691


THERE IS NO mention in any of the GAA annals of the 1882 All-Ireland Hurling Challenge Cup, but Mayor Leahy was correct in his assertion about the pre-GAA tradition of hurling in Cork city and environs.


In 1876, a notable series of games were played between Carrigaline and hurlers from the St Finbarr’s parish and Blackrock districts of the city. After defeating Carrigaline, the Barrs defeated Blackrock in a fiery decider and the club date their official founding to that year, while Blackrock Hurling Club was officially formed in 1883. The Rockies and the Barrs went on to form – along with Glen Rovers – Cork hurling’s ‘big three’, but it was Aghabullogue, a country club situated 15 miles north of the city in the district of Muskerry, that won Cork’s first hurling All-Ireland.


Homecomings for All-Ireland-winning Cork teams tend to be raucous, mass celebrations of the Rebels’ pre-eminent position in the hurling world, but there was no victory reception for the wounded warriors who returned to the Lee in mid-November 1890.






Not many people in the city were aware that the All-Ireland final had even taken place. Most interest centred on the Bostock and Bailey circus on the Western Road and in Randolph the Reckless which was playing to large crowds in the Opera House.2








If it had been a city side returning in triumph, the reaction would surely have been different, but Aghabullogue were what today would be described as an unfashionable club, and the indifference towards their achievement may also be connected with the split in Cork GAA during 1889 and 1890 when there were three separate ‘county boards’ operating in the county.


Nationally, the GAA had again been riven by division, as a fresh conflict about alleged IRB–Fenian infiltration of the association’s executive led to a clerical boycott in some parts of the country and the subsequent disaffiliation of hundreds of clubs. The divisions in Cork were further complicated in 1889 when the county board president, Fr O’Connor resigned and a number of clubs, including St Finbarr’s and Blackrock, formed the ‘O’Connor Board’ in support. This board – supported by another disaffected group in north Cork – organised its own hurling championship in 1889, with St Finbarr’s defeating Blackrock in the final.


Aghabullogue were one of the few senior hurling clubs to remain loyal to the official Cork county board and easily won the official 1890 county championship before defeating Kilmoyley of Kerry 2–0 to 0–1 in the Munster final, one of just four games played in the 1890 All-Ireland championship. Wexford (Castlebridge) and Laois were the only two counties to field teams in Leinster, and Castlebridge won by 2–9 to 0–3 to qualify for the All-Ireland final at Clonturk Park in Drumcondra on 16 November. Played in front of an estimated 1,000 spectators, the game was described as ‘very rough’ by the Freeman’s Journal.






The Castlebridgemen played a reckless game with the result that several of the Aghabullogue players were knocked out of action. The Cork men played in their bare feet and appear to have been the better team. They were faster and more skilful hurlers. In the first half, they scored 1–3 against one point. In the second half, the game became rougher and with the permission of the referee, the Aghabullogue captain Dan Lane withdrew his team from the field with the score at 1–6 to 2–2. On the recommendation of the referee [John Sheehy, Kerry], the Central Council awarded the match to Cork.








Cork hurling historian Tim Horgan wrote:






Shortly after the restart, the Castlebridge men began to tackle dangerously and instil terror into players and spectators alike. Two goals came of their efforts and it looked as though Aghabullogue would go down in the face of this tough approach. But Wexford went a step too far. After several players had suffered minor bruises, a Cork forward was downed openly as he broke past the Castlebridge defenders and, while he lay groaning on the ground, a second Cork man was struck. At this, a Wexford umpire ran on to the pitch and told the referee that the men were shamming, but on examining both players, the referee immediately abandoned the match. ‘I can’t allow this exhibition of savagery to continue,’ he said.3








It’s claimed that eight Cork men were injured, four requiring medical attention, and while the All-Ireland final ended in a disputed fashion, there was no doubting the value of Aghabullogue’s victory. They had been one of the premier teams in Cork for several years. They had beaten Killenaule by 14 points when a group of Tipperary clubs ‘invaded’ Cork for a famous tournament played in August 1886; the following year they defeated St Finbarr’s in another tournament final and ‘for several years after 1890, Aghabullogue maintained a first-class team’, wrote John T. Power, an early Cork hurling historian.4


He based his history of the first decades in Cork hurling on conversations with old-timers who could remember battles back into the 1870s, and his chapter on Aghabullogue gives character and colour to men who would otherwise remain ghostly figures in the story of hurling. Team captain Dan Lane, for example, was ‘swift and courageous, a mighty hard man to pass with a ball. He always advocated what was to become a first principle in Cork hurling – pulling on the ball.’ Vice-captain Jeremiah Henchion was a ‘midfield man of great strength and daring [and] had sweeping pucks of surpassing length. In Clonturk Park, Wexford had three men marking him. Henchion was a worthy champion. Tom Twomey, the village schoolmaster was perhaps the outstanding ball-player of the lot. His beautiful overhead play was of a kind seldom seen in the old days. Tom Good too was a splendid hurler. He had that delightful trick of sweeping up the field with the ball hopping on his hurley brought to a fine art. Tom played little hurling after his match with Wexford as he soon afterwards left the country for Australia, where he died some years later.’


Many of his team-mates joined him in exile.






One after another they went to America, England and Australia; few of them ever saw home again. The turn of the century marked the end of the parish as a force in Cork hurling. Still, Aghabullogue had its day and won a proud position among the grand old pioneers of the GAA as well as that highest of all honours, a place among the hurling champions.








CORK (Aghabullogue): D. Lane (capt), D. Drew, M. Horgan, T. Good, J. Lenihan, T. Kelleher, J. Henchion, D. Linehan, D. Horgan, D. Looney, J. Buckley, T. Twomey, P. Buckley, J. O’Reilly, J. O’Sullivan, J. Kelleher, D. O’Sullivan, P. O’Riordan, T. O’Connor, P. O’Brien, E. O’Reilly.


WEXFORD (Castlebridge): Nick Daly (capt), E. Leacy, L. Leacy, T. Devereaux, O. Daly, J. Murphy, W. Neville, J. Murphy, P. McDonald, J. Rossiter, W. Furlong, J. O’Leary, W. Doran, G. Sinnott, P. Furlong, P. Devereaux, W. Fortune, G. Browne, M. Browne, J. Fogarty, W. O’Leary.


Referee: J. Sheehy (Kerry)


Attendance: 2,000





Alone it stands: Kerry’s hurling All-Ireland



The 1891 All-Ireland championship was resolved in just five games with Ballyduff emerging victorious to claim Kerry’s sole All-Ireland hurling title. In Munster, they were 2–7 to 0–3 winners over Blackrock, who led Cork to two All-Ireland titles in 1893 and 1894. The Kerry men lost by a point to Limerick in the Munster final but successfully appealed the result and then won the re-fixture by 2–4 to 0–1.


Awaiting them in the All-Ireland final were Crossbeg from Wexford who had defeated Dublin in the only fixture played in Leinster. Played at Clonturk Park, Drumcondra, on 28 February 1892, the teams were level at 1–1 apiece approaching the final whistle. Wexford were awarded a free and the ball was sailing true and high for a point when the referee Patrick Tobin of Dublin blew for full-time, insisting that time was up before the ball had reached the posts.


Half an hour of extra-time was played with Kerry, playing in their bare feet, winning by 2–3 to 1–5. By all accounts, it was stirring stuff with the Kerry Sentinel describing the hurling as ‘muscular’ and the teams as ‘fast, wiry and long-winded … strong and scientific’. Local legend relates that a grand total of six Kerry supporters travelled to Dublin for the game.


The team was captained by John Mahony who died just short of his 80th birthday in 1944. His obituary in The Kerryman stated that ‘it was a never failing source of regret to him that whilst football was brought to the peak of perfection it has reached in the county, hurling was utterly neglected and relegated to the background’.








3. The First Invincibles



1895 ALL-IRELAND FINAL (Jones’s Road, 15 March 1896)


Tipperary (Tubberadora) 6–8 Kilkenny (Tullaroan) 0–1


Ably led by the strong and fearless Mikey Maher, the style of the Tipperary hurlers was fast, free and open, and their positional work perfect. In every unit, there was sting and dash; in every line there was ability and method. With such a gallant combination, it looks as if Tipperary is going to make some history in the ancient pastime.


Newspaper account, quoted by Philip Fogarty1


THIS WAS AN auspicious day for the GAA and Tipperary as an estimated 8,000 spectators paid in to the City and Municipal Sports Grounds on Jones’s Road to watch the first All-Ireland finals played at what is now Croke Park. Arravale Rovers defeated Pierce O’Mahonys (Meath) by 0–4 to 0–3 to win the football title and Tubberadora routed Tullaroan to complete the Tipp double. Tullaroan were game opponents until half-time when they trailed by 1–6 to 1–0, but they were overwhelmed after the break. Pat Riordan of Drombane is credited with scoring all of Tubberadora’s six goals and eight points which would make him the record scorer in any All-Ireland final, but match reports and statistics back then weren’t the forensic affairs of today and Riordan’s record has never been officially acknowledged.


The Freeman’s Journal reported that ‘there is not much to be said about the hurling match and for an All-Ireland championship, the display was a very poor one. This may be accounted for by the very weak team Tullaroan placed on the field and by the very unsuitable ground Jones’s Road is for hurling. The Tubberadora men proved themselves masters of the situation early in the match, a lengthy description of which is impossible with such a score.’


Tubberadora built on the 1895 victory to become hurling’s first invincibles. They won three All-Ireland titles in four years and never lost a championship game. They scored 71 goals and 108 points in 14 championship appearances and conceded just 17–46. If it hadn’t been for a training-ground injury and subsequent withdrawal of the team from the 1897 Tipperary championship, they would surely have won hurling’s first four-in-a-row. These achievements are all the more phenomenal when you consider that the spine of the team came from one townland in the northern end of what is now Boherlahan-Dualla parish. ‘You look for the centre of their greatness and you find no town, no village there – just a townland of a mere dozen houses crossed from north to south by the Cashel–Thurles road, lying a mile from Boherlahan village and three miles from Holycross. Eight players who won no less than 28 All-Ireland medals came from five houses on this road,’ wrote the late Raymond Smith.2


This group of players created a new mystique around Tipperary hurling. They were innovators who raised the game to new standards. In that sense, they were a vital link in the making of hurling as we know it today. ‘Hurling was now settling down to a game of speed, skill with discipline and self-control,’ wrote the renowned GAA writer P.D. Mehigan (Carbery) about this period. ‘Hurlers togged out well, wore studded hurling shoes and kept their camáns clear of dangerous hoops. The corner had been turned.’3


For a few years in the early 1890s, it had looked as though hurling and the GAA would never turn the corner. The split in the Irish Home Rule Party in 1891 following the revelation of Charles Stewart Parnell’s affair with Kitty O’Shea almost destroyed the association. The GAA executive remained loyal to Parnell, but the Home Rule Party split created divisions that saw hundreds of clubs divide and disband. These divisions also coincided with an economic recession which had led to renewed emigration.


It’s little wonder then that the hurling championships of the early 1890s were low-key affairs contested by a handful of counties. Cork selections (Redmonds and Blackrock twice) completed a three-in-a-row between 1892 and 1894, but just three counties competed in the 1892 and 1893 championships, while only five fulfilled fixtures in 1894.


The GAA, however, experienced a steady resurgence in the middle years of the decade. Tipperary reorganised itself as a hurling power and Boherlahan-Dualla must have been teeming with hurlers because three teams from the district entered the 1895 county championship. Two of the three, Tubberadora and Suir View Rangers, met in the county final, with Tubberadora winning in extra-time after their captain Mikey Maher had inspired an equalising surge during the second half.


Any telling of the Tubberadora story centres around Maher, who won five All-Ireland medals and is the only Tipperary player to have captained three All-Ireland-winning teams. He appears to have been a force of nature on the field and a shrewd and charismatic general off it. P.D. Mehigan described him as ‘a thundering man, 6 foot 2 and 15 stone hard trained’, and added: ‘Of the 100 All-Ireland captains I have seen, for inspired leadership and dynamic force in a crisis, I’ll give the palm to Big Mikey of Tubberadora.’


Even though Tubberadora rampaged to victory in three All-Ireland finals, Big Mikey and his men had to negotiate several crises and close encounters in Munster. In the 1896 Munster final against Ballyhea of Cork, Tubberadora were 1–3 to 0–0 down, but they rallied and the Cork team walked off the field with 20 minutes left. Tipperary were awarded the title, but Ballyhea launched a successful objection. Neither side could agree on a neutral venue so, for the first and only time, a Munster hurling final was played outside the province. Jones’s Road hosted the unique contest in January 1898 – Tubberadora swatting the Cork side aside by 7–9 to 2–3. Three months later, they ran in 8–14 in the All-Ireland final against Dublin Commercials (0–4).


Tubberadora withdrew from the 1897 championship after one of their players broke his leg in training. The injury caused such upset in their ranks that they sought and received permission from the board to withdraw. They returned to action the following year and the 1898 Munster final is considered the first classic in that competition. Tubberadora were back to their best in sweeping all before them in Tipperary while Blackrock retained some of the side who had won back-to-back All-Irelands for Cork earlier in the decade. As usual with fixtures in this era, the championship was behind schedule and the game was fixed for Dungarvan on 17 October 1899.






Accompanied by the Cashel band, the Tubberadora team left Thurles to win back for Tipperary the prestige lost in 1897. The excursion train was crowded and broke down outside Kilmeaden. After a delay of two hours the train moved off, the hurlers stripped on the way and after this unwelcome experience made the bravest show of their career.4








Blackrock led by 2–2 to 0–0 at half-time, but barnstorming finishes were a Tubberadora trademark. Canon Philip Fogarty, the first Tipperary hurling historian, described what happened:






Then there was the Tipperary finish and those were the days in which it was awaited and dreaded. It came as expected. A few attempts to take the Cork stronghold failed by inches; they were just a preliminary to the final rally which was a massed relentless drive that tore through stubborn enemy ranks and sent the green flag waving – Tubberdora! Tipperary 3–0, Cork 2–3.5








The replay at Kilmallock attracted a record crowd, but there was no logistical mishap on this occasion to knock the Tipperary champions off their stride and they won by 1–13 to 1–2.


The 1898 All-Ireland final, played at Jones’s Road in March 1900, was a rematch of the 1895 final against the admirably persistent Kilkenny, represented this time by a Three Castles-led combination. It was 3–5 to 2–5 at half-time before goals from Denis Walsh turned the game for Tubberadora who were assisted by Tim Condon, Jim O’Keefe and Dick O’Keefe from Horse and Jockey. It was the highest scoring hurling final – 7–13 to 3–10 – to date. The openness and marked skill of the play, commented on in the match reports, was evidence of how rule changes were beginning to refine and speed up the game.


Shortly after the 1898 victory, the leading citizens of Cashel honoured their country cousins with an official reception and set of silver watches. ‘We recognised in you the ablest and most scientific exponents of our national game,’ declared the official address. ‘We admired your splendid discipline, your manly bearing, your good fellowship … We hoped and prayed that Ireland might learn from you what can be done at home when we stand together as you did under the banner of temperance and mutual esteem.’6


While Tubberadora disbanded as a club in 1900, its spirit lived on. When Tipperary ended an eight-year wait for a title in 1916, the team was captained by Johnny Leahy of Tubberadora and included his younger brother Paddy, as well as Denis Walsh who had won the first of his five All-Ireland medals in 1895. Paddy Leahy went on to become one of the godfathers of Tipperary hurling, and was involved in eight Tipperary All-Ireland victories between 1949 and 1965. Michael Maher, a nephew of Big Mikey, played in the last five of those Tipperary victories between 1958 and 1965.


Big Mikey himself moved away from Tubberadora in 1918 after acquiring a farm in Gleneffy in County Limerick.






When he died in 1947, many of [his friends from Boherlahan] travelled there to help carry his giant frame to its last resting place in Tipperary’s St Michael’s Cemetery. To his neighbours at Gleneffy, he had been a big, soft-spoken, kindly man who worked hard and was a well-liked neighbour. But to the men of his native place, who knew him in his prime, he was Cu Chulainn and Napoleon and Matt the Thresher. He was Big Mikey and there would never be his like again.7








TIPPERARY (Tubberadora): M. Maher (capt), E. Maher, Phil Byrne, W. Kerwick, John Maher, D. Walsh, J. Walsh, P. Maher, T. Flanagan, J. Flanagan, P. Riordan, J. Gleeson, F. Moriarty, J. Connolly, J. Maher, E. Brennan, W. Devane.


KILKENNY (Tullaroan): M. Dalton, P. Maher, J. Lalor, E. Teehan, E. Dunne, P. Egan, P. Ryan, M. Coogan, M. Meagher, J. Walsh, W. Walsh, J. Dunne, P. Malone, J. Grace (capt), J. Doheny, T. Grace, J. Doheny.


Referee: J.J. Kenny (Dublin)


Attendance: 8,000




Tipp’s difficulty is Limerick’s opportunity


Tubberadora’s absence from the 1897 All-Ireland championship offered a reprieve to the teams they had smitten in the previous two years. Limerick – a Kilfinane selection backed up by players from Cappamore, Ballingarry, Caherline and Croom – had an easy victory – 4–9 to 1–6 – over Cork in the Munster final. Kilkenny (Tullaroan) were equally clear victors in Leinster, defeating Dublin 6–13 to 1–4 in the semi-final replay and receiving a walkover from Wexford in the final.


The final was played in Tipperary on 20 November 1898 with Limerick, captained by Denis Grimes, overturning a 2–4 to 1–1 half-time deficit to win by 3–4 to 2–4. The team’s vice-captain was Sean Óg Hanley who was rated by the old-time hurling writers as one of the finest full-backs ever to play the game. He emigrated to England and played on the losing London teams in the 1900 and 1903 finals.








4. Exiles in Excelsis



1901 ALL-IRELAND FINAL (Jones’s Road, 2 August 1903)


London (Emmets) 1–5 Cork (Redmonds) 0–4


The victory of the London-Irish has aroused many strange feelings; and while none will be ungracious or ungenerous enough to begrudge them their well-deserved honours, many Gaels will have a strange misgiving regarding the fact that the hurling champions are the selected best of the English province of the GAA.


Sport (8 August 1903)


OLIVER CROMWELL WATCHED a game of hurling on May Day 1654 in Hyde Park, London, but alas it wasn’t hurling as we know it. The game the great bogeyman of Irish history viewed was Cornish hurling which involves throwing and passing a silver ball; elements of wrestling were also central to the game-plan. ‘On this day there was the hurling of a great ball by 50 Cornish gentlemen on the one side and 50 on the other; one party playing in red caps and the other in white,’ reported the London Moderate Intelligencer in May 1654. ‘There was present his Highness the Lord Protector [Cromwell], many of his privy council and divers eminent gentlemen to whose view was presented great agility of body and most neat and exquisite wrestling … The ball they played for was silver and designed for the party that won the goal.’


It’s been speculated that the 50 players opposing the ‘Cornish gentlemen’ were Irish. It’s certainly a possibility because there are records of ‘proper’ hurling matches between Irish and Cornish selections in this period when stick and ball games such as bando (bandy) were played in Cornwall and Wales. There are several songs and stories in Wexford folk tradition about teams from the county travelling across the water to play hurling games in Cornwall. One story has William of Orange watching such a contest and exclaiming come on or up the ‘yellowbellies’ to salute the valour of the Wexfordmen who wore yellow sashes around their waists to distinguish themselves from their Cornish opponents.1 Another version of this story set a few decades later recounts how the Wexford men, while physically slighter than their opponents, played like men possessed after being given a pre-match nip of whiskey by their manager, the hurling-mad Squire Caesar Colclough of Tintern Hall.2


The stories about the origin of the ‘Yellowbellies’ nickname aren’t just quaint historical puzzles or curiosities, they also illustrate the richness of hurling lore from the 17th to late 18th centuries, when Irishmen brought their game with them to England and beyond. There are stories of the Wild Geese playing hurling in Paris in the mid-18th century, watched on one occasion by Louis XV who was so impressed by the play of Thomas O’Gorman of Clare that he commissioned him an officer in the French army.3 There is a detailed account of Irishmen regularly playing organised hurling in fields at the back of the British Museum in London in the late 18th century4 an era when hurling matches were also played in New York City.5


Hurling was flourishing in London by the end of the 19th century when thousands of Irishmen emigrated to work on construction projects in the then largest city in the world. In 1900, England was admitted as a province of the GAA leading to restructured All-Ireland finals with the winners of the ‘home’ final playing London for ultimate honours. By 1902, London had assembled a formidable team of Munster exiles, including: Sean Óg Hanley, Limerick’s 1897 All-Ireland captain; the Horgan brothers, Dan and Michael, who had won an All-Ireland with Cork in 1891; and the athlete Jack Coughlan from Tulla.


Despite this, London were complete underdogs when they played Tipperary in the 1900 All-Ireland final (played in October 1902). After close shaves against Cork and Kilkenny, Tipperary had steamrolled Galway by 6–13 to 1–5 in the home final and were expected to make equally quick work of the exiles who had arrived at the North Wall at 2 a.m. on the morning of the game following a rough crossing.


The passage from Holyhead, however, seemed to have little effect on London who led by five points with three minutes remaining of a game described by the Freeman’s Journal as ‘the best, the closest and the fastest we have ever seen in an All-Ireland final’. The Tipperary team included Mikey Maher from Tubberadora and he is credited with leading Tipperary’s ferocious winning rally. ‘At three minutes to go, a Londoner committed a foul and this gave Tipperary a free which they made good use of and in a twinkling the green flag went up for a goal,’ reported the Freeman’s Journal. ‘Half a minute later, they came on with one of their headlong charges and smashing down the London defence made another major.’ The two ‘majors’ gave Tipperary a fortunate 2–5 to 0–6 victory.


The exiles made amends a year later when they lined out at Jones’s Road against Cork for the 1901 decider. Eight Cork men faced their native county with the remainder of the London team comprising four players from Clare, three from Limerick and one apiece from Tipperary and Kerry – the Kerry man being Ned Barrett from Ballyduff, who went on to win Olympic medals in wrestling and tug-of-war for Great Britain at the 1908 London Olympics.


Cork had beaten Galway by 7–12 to 1–3 in the semi-final and Wexford by 2–8 to 0–6 in a stormy home final. Cork, however, may have been fatally complacent about the London challenge. The game was played in a downpour which was also offered as an excuse for the Rebels’ shock defeat with some reports suggesting they were ill-shod for the conditions. ‘The weather militated against such a test as the popular mind would wish and certainly the Cork team had every reason to feel dissatisfied with the conditions prevailing on Sunday,’ reported the Dublin weekly Sport. ‘They were such – a sodden ground, incessant rain and a greasy ball – as to utterly spoil the combination of and play of Cork teams, who with a dry sod and an active ball, can develop a game which, at its best, few can beat. The London team, on the other hand, adapted themselves well to the conditions and seemed perfectly at home in the wet. While Cork missed running balls frequently, failed repeatedly to secure that favourite “drop puck” and “doubling stroke”, London missed but rarely and by times, though fielding badly, showed excellent passing tactics which led up to a few of their scores.’


The woe was compounded for a party of Cork supporters who set out but never arrived for the final after their train was trapped behind a slow-moving British troop train from Limerick Junction to Dublin.






The supporters arrived just in time to hear that the game was over and that London had won. The fact that eight of the London-Irishmen were Cork men by birth was no consolation at all. If anything, it made defeat even harder to bear.6








The Rebels exacted severe revenge on the Londoners a year later when Cork was en fête for the opening of the city’s new Athletic Grounds, which hosted the 1902 All-Ireland final in September 1904. Apart from Jamesy Kelleher and the other Dungourney stars, such as Jimmy Ronayne, the Cork combination included two of the famed Coughlans and Steva Riordan from Blackrock as well as Billy O’Neill (Sarsfields), an all-round sportsman who played rugby for Cork Constitution and later competed in marathons. Cork led by 3–5 to 0–0 at half-time and added five more points in the second half as London failed to raise a flag.


Cork retained the title the following year with an 8–9 to 0–9 drubbing of Kilkenny in the home final followed by another lashing (3–16 to 1–1) to London in the final proper. Andy ‘Dooric’ Buckley is credited with scoring 7–4 of the tally for a Blackrock–Dungourney–Sarsfields–Redmonds–St Finbarr’s combination that P.D. Mehigan (Carbery) rated as ‘perhaps the finest side of skilled sticksmen yet seen in the GAA’.7


LONDON: D. Horgan, M. Horgan, J. Lynch, C. Crowley, J. Barry, J. O’Brien, Jer Kelliher, T. Barry (all Cork); J. Coughlan (capt), P. King, J. King, J. O’Brien (all Clare); J. O’Connell, J. Fitzgerald, T. Doody (all Limerick); M. McMahon (Tipperary), E. Barrett (Kerry).


CORK: P. Cantillon (capt), J. Ronayne, J. Leonard, D. McGrath, J. Kelleher, T. Hallahan, J. O’Neill, D. O’Keeffe, T. Powell, M. O’Reilly, J. Barrett, W. Sheehan, P. Sullivan, J. O’Leary, D. Daly, C. Young, J. Delea.


Referee: J. McCarthy (Kilkenny)




Hurler and horseman:
Jamesy Kelleher (1878–1943)


Decades after he finished playing, Jamesy Kelleher of Dungourney was an automatic selection on teams of the all-time great hurlers, usually at centre-back or in the full-back line. Standing five foot eight and of light build, what he lacked in bulk he more than compensated for with ‘brains, skill, stamina and ash-craft in abundance. I saw him play in 26 major matches and he never left the field without being the outstanding hurler of the hour,’ wrote Carbery, who played against Kelleher in the 1902 final and alongside him in the 1905 decider against Kilkenny.


Kelleher played in seven All-Ireland finals, but Kilkenny thwarted the three-in-a-row bid in 1905 and haunted Cork like a bad dream for the next decade. Kelleher played on until 1914 by which time he was playing in the forwards, ‘increasing in craft as he slackened in speed’.


In his prime, he moulded and trained his native Dungourney ‘to such perfection that hurling men rated them with Blackrock of 1931 and Tubberadora of the 1890s as the greatest individual team of hurlers Ireland had ever seen’. The Cork chronicler John T. Power asserted that Kelleher was a key figure in taking hurling to a new plane of excellence.






His art with the camán was closely studied. His cleverness in rounding an opponent, in clipping the ball on to his hurley, his beautiful groundwork, all appeared in the hurling of Tipperary men and especially that of Kilkenny men.8








Even had he never lifted a hurley, Kelleher would have been a hero in east Cork for the gaisc he achieved in 1900 when he entered and won a prestigious steeplechase horse race at Rathcormac at a time when it was an ‘unheard of thing for a farmer to ride against the “gentlemen” of the country – let alone beat them. In that gruelling six-miler, he didn’t win only a horse race. He won a kind of freedom for his people … Jamesy Kelleher came into the tongues of the working men who knew him like Dan O’Connell once did and Parnell.’








5. Expert Wielders of the Camán



1904 ALL-IRELAND FINAL (Deerpark Estate, 24 June 1906)


Kilkenny (Tullaroan) 1–9 Cork (St Finbarr’s) 1–8


In a field at the borough boundary two teams of hurlers – consisting of about 30 men – were endeavouring to win superiority at the old game. There were no spectators – a fact which proves conclusively what little hold the GAA has taken in Kilkenny … The hurling of both teams was, we believe, the worst and most spiritless ever witnessed on an Irish hillside. In the centre of the field of play, there were at times during the contest a half dozen of the hurlers lying with their faces on the ground, resting themselves. It would break the heart of a Moycarkey or Galway Gael to witness such a contemptible perversion of the grand old dashing game of hurling.


Celtic Times (16 April 1887)


IN THE SECOND half of the 19th century, Kilkenny was cricket country, a county in thrall to the bat and ball rather than the hurley and sliotar. While the arrival of the GAA hastened the decline of cricket in other counties, such as Tipperary where it had previously flourished, it took decades for Kilkenny to be fully evangelised and converted to the national game. There were 50 cricket teams in the county in 1896 and despite Kilkenny’s rise as a hurling power during the 1900s, there were still 20 active clubs in 1930. It wasn’t until the 1950s that cricket – with the exception of Mount Juliet, the lone-surviving club in the county – finally surrendered to hurling.


Why did cricket thrive and endure for so long in Kilkenny when the GAA’s cultural nationalism – which branded those who played the ‘west British’ game as ‘anti-Irish’ – succeeded in more or less wiping out the game in neighbouring counties and other strongholds such as Westmeath? Michael O’Dwyer, the author of The History of Cricket in Kilkenny: The Forgotten Game, writes that ‘cricket was never classed as a “foreign” game in County Kilkenny as it had been in other counties such as Tipperary. The reason is probably because it did not originate from the playing of cricket by the British army.’ Rather than being a ‘garrison game’, cricket in Kilkenny was played by men ‘from a wide range of backgrounds and from most sections of society. In rural areas especially, local farmers provided cricket pitches and farm labourers were prominent members of many teams … Cricket was played throughout the county and drew support from all classes.’1


The parish of Tullaroan provides a good example of the sporting ecumenism that prevailed in Kilkenny from the 1880s to the early 1900s. Tullaroan was the first GAA club founded in Kilkenny and quickly became the dominant hurling force in the county, but it also continued to field cricket teams. One of the star players was Henry J. Meagher who was present at the GAA’s founding in Hayes’s Hotel. His son Lory became one of the all-time Kilkenny greats and three more sons – Frank, Willie and Henry – also played for Kilkenny. The Graces, another prominent Tullaroan hurling family, were also enthusiastic cricketers. It wasn’t until 1902 and the introduction of the GAA’s ban on its members playing ‘foreign games’ that cricket began to decline in Tullaroan.


The victory of a Tullaroan-led Kilkenny selection in the 1904 All-Ireland final also widened the appeal of hurling in the county. If ever an All-Ireland was earned by sheer persistence, it was the 1904 title. Over the previous two decades, Tullaroan and Kilkenny combinations had suffered some terrible defeats in championship deciders. These included 6–8 to 0–2 against Cork (Blackrock) in 1893; 6–8 to 1–0 against Tipperary (Tubberadora) in 1895 and 8–9 to 0–8 against Cork (Blackrock) in the 1903 final played in July 1905. Against that, an all-Tullaroan Kilkenny team had run Limerick (Kilfinane) to three points in the 1897 final and a Threecastles-led combination had gone toe-to-toe for long spells against all-conquering Tubberadora in 1898.


The story of Kilkenny hurling in this period revolves around Mooncoin and Tullaroan, the latter an area which had a strong pre-GAA hurling tradition. Tullaroan’s official history refers to pre-GAA matches between the parish and neighbouring Kilmanagh that were ‘long, sustained, gruelling tests which invariably lasted all day and were a great test of strength and endurance’.2 This tradition stood to Tullaroan between 1887 and 1900 when they were unbeaten in Kilkenny and won five county titles, adding another four in 1901, 1902, 1904 and 1905.


Tullaroan’s near monopoly on the Kilkenny championship inevitably stirred up grievances. There were claims that the county’s dismal record in All-Ireland finals was mostly due to players from other clubs being overlooked for selection. For the 1904 championship, though, Kilkenny selected a truly representative team which survived a 2–8 to 1–7 semi-final fright from Galway to reach the decider against a Cork side chasing an All-Ireland three-in-a-row. Kilkenny’s victory in the final was a sensation. After their 25-point beating in the 1903 final, they had been written off in most quarters, not least by Sport whose correspondent’s preview claimed ‘the Kilkenny men seem to think they can win Leinster championships on any form while they look upon the All-Ireland final as a hopeless task’.


A pivotal encounter in hurling history, the 1904 final was played on 24 June 1906 at Maurice Davin’s Deerpark Estate outside Carrick-on-Suir. ‘About 4,000 spectators watched the game and were fairly surprised at the brilliant play of the Kilkenny men during the opening stages. They combined splendidly. On the other hand, the Cork men missed many rather good opportunities,’ reported the Freeman’s Journal. ‘The second period was full of excitement, particularly when Cork shot the goal which put them on an equal footing. Then each team took the lead in turn and feeling was at fever pitch when, with five minutes to go, the sides were once more level at one goal eight points each. In that five minutes, Kilkenny scored the point which left them champions of Ireland.’


Kilkenny had led 1–5 to 0–5 at half-time, the goal scored by Dick Doyle from Mooncoin. Team captain Jer Doheny, who had played on five losing All-Ireland final teams, scored the opening point and Pat Fielding (Mooncoin) and Dick Brennan, from the city club Erin’s Own, each scored three points. The hero of the hour, though, was another Tullaroan veteran, Pat ‘Fox’ Maher – a famed full-back who had switched to goals when Jack Rochford claimed the Number 3 jersey. Nominated as Man of the Match by Maurice Davin, Fox was presented with a miniature silver hurl by Davin and ‘carried shoulder high to the dressing room by Kilkenny supporters. He had done more than anyone else to fashion the victory.’


The Fox retired after the 1904 final and became an accomplished coach. A comrade said of him in 1933:






Fox Maher was the man who first made it possible for Kilkenny to win All-Ireland honours. As regards the technique and progress of the game, he taught everyone – Tullaroan, Mooncoin and Erin’s Own – every team since his time. He was the father of hurling … He started with a few boys and, year after year, supplied the Kilkenny All-Ireland selection with first-class material.3








An Irish Independent tribute after his death stated that ‘all Ireland was shocked around Christmas-time at the news of his death, for all Ireland loved Fox Maher [who] was on a hurling plane of his own’.






Tall, square, well built, a hurler to his fingertips, [he was] a grand natural striker off either hand, he never dallied in possession. He could hold up the most formidable group of attackers with his wide shoulders, bony hips and bold courage. He could drive ground balls a whole field’s length. And he could stop a flying ball dead on the line. Down Kilkenny’s way, Fox Maher was a personality of a hurler for all to copy, a stylist for all to study. Quiet and unobtrusive, he was the drollest of company. He had his romance too, for he loved with a ‘Gael’s’ intensive faithfulness, though for him it meant exile. He travelled far and wide but returned to his old home in Tullaroan to teach the boys by word and example. He never missed a match.








The 1904 victory heralded a decade of success which has never been surpassed, not even by Brian Cody’s 21st-century black-and-amber juggernaut. Kilkenny won seven All-Ireland titles in 10 years and the Kilkenny hurling historian Tom Ryall argued that they ‘might well have won 11 All-Irelands in-a-row’ (1904–1914) but for internal rowing which sabotaged their chances in 1906, 1908, 1910 and 1914. Four players – ‘Drug’ Walsh, Dick Doyle, Sim Walton and Jack Rochford – won seven All-Ireland medals each. Drug Walsh became the only Kilkenny man to captain three All-Ireland-winning sides; Dick Doyle (with seven) and his brothers Eddie (with six) and Mick (with five) won 18 All-Ireland medals between them – surely a record that will never be bettered.


These men didn’t just bring glory to Kilkenny and establish the county as one of the ‘big three’; they became some of the game’s first household names and extended hurling’s appeal beyond its traditional borders. Their clashes with Cork and Tipperary drew record crowds to new venues such as Fraher’s Field in Dungarvan and the expanding Jones’s Road. During a decade when the fundamentals of hurling were refined, Kilkenny’s craft and artistry embellished and elevated the game.


KILKENNY: P. Maher (goal), J. Hoyne, J. Rochford, P. Lanigan, D. Grace, D. Walsh, E. Doyle, P. Fielding (0–3), J. Lalor, P. Saunders, D. Stapleton, M. Lalor, S. Walton, J. Anthony, J. Doheny (capt) (0–1), D. Brennan (0–3), D. Doyle (1–1).


CORK: D. Linehan, J. Desmond, J. Kelleher, W. Sheehan, M. O’Leary, J. Harrington, J. Kelly, J. Ronayne, W. Maloney, P. O’Sullivan, B. Hennessy, T. Coughlan, S. Coughlan, D. O’Keeffe, D. Sheehan, D. Harrington, D. McGrath.


Referee: M.F. Crowe (Limerick)





6. Tom Semple’s Hurling Machine



1906 MUNSTER FINAL (Tipperary Town, 18 August 1907)


Tipperary (Thurles Blues) 3–4 Cork (Dungourney) 0–9


Our record in the championships is not what we should like to see it, but I make a prophecy for 1906 – we fear or dread nothing and an All-Ireland is coming to Tipperary.


Tipperary County Chairman Denis O’Keeffe


TIPPERARY’S HURLING FRATERNITY was getting restless by the beginning of 1906. Five years had passed without an All-Ireland or Munster title as Blackrock, Dungourney and St Finbarr’s-led Cork selections ruled in Munster. To the east, Kilkenny – long-time whipping boys for Tipp teams – had made the All-Ireland breakthrough. Even London had won an All-Ireland since Tipp’s last title in 1900, but cometh Tipperary’s hour of need, cometh Tom Semple and his Thurles Blues.


A native of Drombane who had moved to Thurles as a teenager to work with the Great Southern & Western Railway Company, Semple was a Tipperary regular by 1900, but it was only on assuming the county captaincy in 1906 that his talents were given full expression. The first indication of the gathering Tipperary revival came early that year when an all-Tipperary selection – made up of players from Two-Mile-Borris, Thurles, Moycarkey, Ballytarsna and Ballymackey – represented Munster in the Inter-Provincial Shield final against Leinster. The game was played at Maurice Davin’s estate in Carrick-on-Suir where Leinster, backboned by 13 Kilkenny players, led by 3–9 to 0–1 with 15 minutes to go before Semple led what the Tipperary hurling historian Canon Fogarty described as ‘the bravest finish ever made by the old masters in their long career of determined and desperate hurling’.






Hurricane assaults started and tore the enemy defence in ribbons. Gradually the Tipps ascended from the byway to the highway and the bookies calling six to four Kilkenny suddenly stopped. Three minutes to go, it was 3–9 to 4–6. One minute to go, Tipperary sent wide by inches. At the whistle, the whole audience rose to the occasion and cheered the heroes who treated them to the greatest sensation up to then in the annals of the native pastime.1








The ‘Tipps’ retained the momentum in the replay, leading by 4–7 to 2–2 at half-time and while Leinster resumed with ‘a big intensive push to retrieve their fallen fortunes … there was nothing doing against a bunch of men, cool, grim and resolute. Once again, the veteran captain [Semple] had reason to be proud of the fighting blood of his brave hurlers who brought to bay the pick of a province.’


After overcoming Moycarkey in the replayed Tipperary county final, Thurles Blues were unstoppable as they crushed Limerick (Caherline) and Clare en route to the Munster final against Cork. Played at Tipperary town in August 1907, the showdown between Cork’s veterans and Semple’s tyros attracted a record attendance and was the first in a trilogy of games that helped mythologise the Cork–Tipperary rivalry. Canon Fogarty reports that ‘during the interval, Leeside faces were long but their hearts were undismayed. The battle resumed, both sides showing top form with energy seemingly stored for the big occasion. Cheers and compliments were showered on the Tipps; they were the real thing; too well trained, too well coached to be brushed aside or lightly overthrown. When the final whistle went, Semple’s vow was fulfilled; he had changed the line of succession and his men had written the first epic event in their history.’2


Galway were pulverised 7–14 to 0–2 in the All-Ireland semi-final, but a Dublin team packed with 11 Tipperary men provided spirited opposition in the 1906 final played in Kilkenny in October 1907. The city team led 2–7 to 1–7 at half-time, before a typical second-half surge saw Tipperary run out 3–16 to 3–8 winners. It completed a double for Semple who, a few weeks earlier, had won the National Long Puck title with a 96-yard drive of a sliotar weighing nine ounces (more than twice the weight of the modern championship ball).


So, what sort of hurler and man was Tom Semple? Even allowing for the heroic tone and purple prose of hurling writing from this era, he appears to have been a man of exceptional physique, hurling talent and temperament. P.D. Mehigan (Carbery) described Semple as a ‘six-foot-three lath of a man, handsome as a Greek god; brown hair, a clump of close curls; limbs like a thoroughbred; all life and nervous movement … Great long strides Semple had, and such a sweep of ash. Grounder of 90 yards off either hand; lightning lifts and soaring pucks goalwards; fierce and fearless at hurling; kind and gentle as a maid at festive board. Such was Tom Semple, prince of hurlers.’


Canon Fogarty was equally in awe:






From his first appearance to the date of his retirement, he was akin in feeling with Matt the Thresher, enthusiastic as the winter tempest on our heather-clad hill, and [with] an innate genius for leadership.








His leadership qualities are repeatedly referenced in the profiles and tributes. A team captain in this era was also the de facto manager, trainer and role model for his players and Semple excelled in these tasks.






He immediately commanded respect and the wonderful effect of his example and enthusiasm inspired the players around him with the burning desire for victory.3








Semple also had a modern approach to training, combining hurling drills with physical training – focused on walking, skipping and sessions at a punch-ball – to build endurance and sharpen the reflexes.


It was Tipperary’s good fortune that an exceptional Thurles team emerged in 1906 when he was 27 and at the peak of his powers. As Raymond Smith, himself a Thurles man, wrote:






Tom Semple set out to put Thurles and Tipperary back on the Everest heights. And the players emerged to realise this ambition – Jack Mooney and Jack Mockler, a powerful midfield partnership; James O’Brien, known as ‘The Hawk’ because of the quickness of his eye and the speed of his reactions between the posts; Tom Kerwick and Martin O’Brien, two top-class defenders who when the mood caught them could completely suppress an opposing attack and still supply their own; Paddy Brolan and Hughie Shelly, forwards of rare skill and talent – Shelly noted for his brilliant burst of speed and Brolan for his first-time hitting.4








Decades later, they were acclaimed by Paddy Leahy, whose playing and coaching career with Tipperary spanned 50 years, as ‘the most perfect machine that ever graced a hurling field’.


TIPPERARY (Thurles Blues selection): T. Semple (capt), J. O’Brien, J. Hayes, T. Allen, T. Kerwick, T. Condon, P. Burke, T. Gleeson, J. O’Keeffe, P. Maher, J. Burke, J. Mooney, J. Mockler, H. Shelly, T. Gleeson, M. Gleeson, P.J. Riordan.


CORK (St Finbarr’s selection): C. Young, W. Hennessy, D. O’Leary, C. Nolan, W. Sheehan, J. Harrington, D. Sheehan, J. Beckett, J. Kelleher, J. Ronayne, W. Mackessy, D. Buckley, D. O’Keeffe, M. O’Shea, D. Keating, J.H. Deasy, J.N. Deasy.





7. More Satisfaction Than a Thousand Years in America



1907 ALL-IRELAND FINAL (Dungarvan, 21 June 1908)


Kilkenny 3–12 Cork 4–8


In such a tremendous struggle, the almost entire absence of any exhibitions of ill-temper among the hurlers was truly marvellous. Hurling as played by these premier teams is truly a national game to be proud of, a national heritage, a national glory. On both sides, seemingly impossible feats were performed with the ball. The only feat I did not see performed was that one of young Cuchulain of striking the ball back and forth, beating it on the way and keeping it in the air for an indefinite period.


Fr James Dollard, Sport (June 1908)


IN THE EARLY years of the 20th century, some Kilkenny players believed that victory would follow if a Kilkenny priest threw in the sliotar to start a game.1 The belief may be connected with the 1904 All-Ireland final when Fr Andy Doyle from Mooncoin, a brother of the famous hurling brothers, had travelled home from Minnesota for the game. He set the ball rolling and Kilkenny duly won their first All-Ireland hurling title. This faith in mediated divine assistance probably gathered more converts a few years later when another Kilkenny priest – Fr James Dollard, also from Mooncoin – threw in the ball for the 1907 All-Ireland final and Kilkenny again defeated Cork by a point.


Often described as ‘the poet-priest’, Fr Dollard spent his adult life ministering in Canada, but in his imagination, he never left Ireland. A poet of the Celtic Twilight school, he was also an ardent hurling man. Bliss must it have been then for him to be home on vacation and present in Dungarvan in June 1907 for what observers agreed was the greatest hurling final yet: ‘Hurling reached its peak that great day,’ declared Carbery decades later.


Writing for the Dublin weekly Sport, Fr Dollard enthused ‘about the beauties of the improved game of hurling, the stamina and skill and self-control of the teams … The swiftness of the game took one’s breath away.’ He concluded with a plea to would-be emigrants:






If the young men of Ireland could only be made see that one grand day like that in Dungarvan gives pure enjoyment and more genuine satisfaction than a thousand years of America or other foreign lands, they would know how privileged they are, and would choose the better part of staying in the old country working for her weal; living and dying within the four walls of her holy hills.








An estimated 15,000 spectators – a record for a hurling final – had packed Dan Fraher’s venue for the fourth instalment in three years of the Kilkenny–Cork rivalry which exploded to life in this decade. Cork had a score to settle having been denied the 1905 title in the boardroom. A St Finbarr’s selection had ‘won’ the final (played in April 1907) against Kilkenny by 5–10 to 3–13, but Kilkenny then lodged an objection against Cork’s goalkeeper ‘Sonny Jim’ McCarthy on the grounds that he was a British army reservist. Cork counter-objected against Kilkenny’s Matt Gargan on the grounds that he had played for Waterford earlier in the year. In the end, Central Council had ordered a replay that Kilkenny won 7–7 to 2–9.


‘Kilkenny won the second game fairly easily, possibly because the Cork men could not muster enough enthusiasm to fight again for a title they had won on the playing field and lost in the council room,’ Tim Horgan wrote in Cork’s Hurling Story. ‘Had the opposition been weaker, they might have made a go of the replay, but the Kilkenny hurlers of 1905 were anything but weak [so] it was not a great surprise to find them beating a demoralised Cork side by a high margin in Dungarvan.’


A Kilkenny chronicler, the late Joe Cody, provides a different take in The Stripy Men. Cork started at ‘a frantic pace’ and were 2–3 to 0–0 ahead in the first half as ‘Kilkenny were really struggling and only herculean defence from goalkeeper Ned Teehan and full-back Jack Rochford kept their slim hopes alive’. Kilkenny fought back with two goals from Jimmy ‘the Wren’ Kelly, but Cork still led by 2–7 to 2–2 early in the second half before the champions cut loose, Kelly finishing with 5–2.


‘The Wren’ Kelly was to the fore again in the 1907 final, scoring a first-minute goal, but Kilkenny soon came under constant Cork pressure and Jack Kelleher bagged three first-half goals to give his team a 4–2 to 2–4 interval lead with Kilkenny rallying well before half-time. Neither side could establish a clear advantage in the second half. A third goal from Kelly gave Kilkenny the lead for the first time, but Jamesy Kelleher levelled the game with a point from a 50 three minutes from time.






Jack Anthony, however, earned undying fame when he scored what proved to be the winning point. Twice, Cork almost snatched a goal in the closing minutes, but [goalkeeper, John] Power and [full-back] Rochford saved in the nick of time. It was a glorious All-Ireland triumph.2








Glorious for Kilkenny, but the source of much frustration for the Dungourney-powered Cork team who had enough possession and chances to avenge Cork’s 1905 defeat.


The recriminations began on the Tuesday night after the game. Sport reported the Cork county board chairman M. O’Riordan as claiming ‘the onus of the defeat rested on the Dungourney team. He would like it to go forward that the county board were in no way responsible for the picking of the team.’


Just one Dungourney player was selected when a Blackrock-dominated Cork side and Kilkenny clashed in the 1912 All-Ireland final, but the pattern remained the same – Kilkenny winning by a point after withstanding sustained Cork pressure. It wasn’t quite a hoodoo, but Cork had to wait until 1926 before finally slaying their eastern nemesis.


KILKENNY: J. Power, J. Keoghan, J. Rochford, P. Lanigan, D. Grace, D. Walsh (capt), E. Doyle (0–1), D. Doherty, M. Gargan (0–1), D. Kennedy (0–2), D. Stapleton, T. Kenny, S. Walton (0–2), J. Anthony (0–3), M. Doyle, J. Kelly (3–2), D. Doyle (0–1).


CORK: W. Parfrey, J. Desmond, Jamesy Kelleher (0–1, 50) J. Beckett, J. O’Shea, G. Buckley, J. Ronayne, T. Lynch (0–1), D. O’Keeffe, P. Leahy, T. Coughlan (0–1), B. Hennessy (1–1), S. Riordan, B. O’Neill (0–2), Jack Kelleher (3–2), D. Kidney.


Referee: M.F. Crowe (Limerick)


Attendance: 15,000




A selection dispute between Mooncoin and Tullaroan may well have sabotaged Kilkenny’s hopes of completing a three-in-a-row by winning the delayed 1906 All-Ireland championship. Mooncoin, as county champions, picked the team and selected their goalkeeper Jim Dunphy ahead of Tullaroan’s Ned Teehan. Tullaroan reacted by withdrawing their players from the squad before the Leinster final where Kilkenny were well beaten by Dublin, 1–14 to 0–5.3








8. Raging Fires, Dying Flames



1909 ALL-IRELAND FINAL (Cork Athletic Grounds, 12 December)


Kilkenny (Mooncoin) 4–6 Tipperary (Thurles) 0–12


Great interest was evinced in the contest, and although in the depths of winter, thousands poured into the Leeside city to witness one of the greatest games ever played for the All-Ireland crown.


Phil O’Neill (‘Sliabh Ruadh’)1


ON 26 DECEMBER 1908, Jack Johnson became the first black heavyweight champion of the world when he defeated Canada’s Tommy Burns after 14 rounds in front of 20,000 spectators in Sydney. The aftershock from this seismic sporting event reverberated around the world and Dublin’s Sport newspaper featured lengthy analysis of the fight in its first edition of 1909. Under the heading ‘How Johnson Beat Burns’, the writer noted that:






Johnson in action appears like a gigantic human hinge. In delivering a blow, the whole upper part of the body moves easily forward from the hips, impelled by the great back muscles and weighted by the massive shining trunk. The blow delivered, back goes the giant hinge, the hands already in position for offence or defence.
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