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AT H L E T I C S

The forgotten history of Armagh athletics
by BRIAN VALLELY

   
TODAY as we enter a new year, and des-
pite the ravages of the terrible coronavirus
pandemic, it’s difficult not to notice how
the sport of athletics, despite lack of much
competition outlets, is reflected in the
sight of athletes of all ages pounding the
roads and parks of Armagh on a daily
basis.

Athletics is thriving in Armagh so I
thought I’d take a look at the begin-
nings of the sport here and its develop-
ment from earliest times and some of the
colourful athletes and officials who led the
w ay.

THE ARMAGH HARRIERS CLUB
While most people in Armagh will be

aware of the famous Armagh City Har-
riers & Athletic Club founded under NA-
CAI Rules in 1933, it will come as a sur-
prise to many, as it did to me, to discover
the existence of an earlier Armagh Har-
riers Club when I read a letter published in
the Belfast Evening Telegraph dated the
29th October 1891. Mr S Dobbs, Hon
Secretary of the Armagh Harrier Club
wrote a scathing letter in response to an
earlier letter from W A De Podesta, Cap-
tain of the Belfast Harriers who appar-
ently had written accusing Mr Dobbs of
boasting about the Armagh Harriers
C l u b.

In his letter replying to Mr De Podesta
assertion that the Armagh Harriers Club
must be a very private one, Mr Dobbs
writes:

“The Armagh Harriers Hon Secretary
concludes with the following blast -

“Your readers will, therefore, see from
the foregoing facts, that Mr W A De
Podesta has done all the rushing, boasting,
and trumpet blowing which, I presume
arises from the fact that his knowledge of
the past athletic season is very limited
indeed,” S Dobbs, Hon Sec., Armagh
Harriers Club. Armagh 29th October,
1891.

The 1890s were exciting times in the
world of athletics and the Armagh Har-
riers were very much to the fore and able
to hold their own with the best.

AN OUTSTANDING ARMAGH
AT H L E T E

Thanks to the efforts of Colm and Cath-
erine Murphy who brought out in recent
years no less than six books detailing Irish
athletics from as early as 1873, the per-
formances of a great Armagh athlete JJ
Mullen or Jack Mullen have been ex-
tensively documented.

My attention was also drawn by Mal-
colm McCausland to various press reports
throughout the 1890s recording some of
the athletic exploits of JJ Mullen both in
amateur and later professional athletics.

James Vallely also sent me a cutting from
a Wexford GAA publication which in-
cluded the following paragraph and the
only photograph we have of JJ Mullen.

“The Gaels of Armagh erected a mag-
nificent memorial to one of their best
footballers, athletes and Gaelic organ-
isers, Jack Mullen, a native of Barntown,
near Wexford. A former member of the
famous Wexford Blue and Whites, he was
a noted long-distance runner, having few

equals inside or outside Ireland. It stands
in the cemetery attached to the Cathedral
t h e re . ”

THE CAREER OF JJ MULLEN
We don’t know when JJ left Wexford but

we do know that he eventually settled in
Armagh at Milford and began an out-
standing athletic career with the Armagh
Harriers competing in both Irish Amateur
Athletic Association and Gaelic Athletic
Association Track & Field Champion-
ships, as well as representing Ireland in
the first International between Ireland
and Scotland which took place in Glasgow
on Saturday 20th July 1895 and again on
July 18th 1896 in Dublin.

At Glasgow the competition was very
close and eventually after eight events the
sides were level on points with three
events left to decide the outcome -the four
mile, long jump and quarter mile 440
y a rd s .

Scotland won the 440yds and Ireland
won the long jump, so everything de-
pended on the four miles with JJ Mullen.

H e re ’s a contemporary account of the
race.

“All the athletes were together for nearly
three miles, when Archer Ireland retired,

and at half a mile to go J M Small Ireland,
who was evidently ill for some time, also
gave up. Mullen Ireland and McMorrow
Scotland were together when the bell went
and stayed so, going at a strong pace till
150 yards from home, when Mullen sud-
denly jumped away with a magnificent
sprint and soon made a gap of 30 yards.
This McMorrow was never able to reduce,
though he ran a fine and plucky finish.
The winning time was 21 minutes 5
seconds.”

This win by JJ Mullen secured a win for
Ireland with six wins to Scotland with five
wins. JJ also ran in the 1 Mile where he
finished second to H Welsh of Scotland.
Ireland also won the event in 1896 where
Mullen only competed in the 1 Mile com-
ing second to H Welsh of Scotland in a
repeat of the 1895 race.

IRISH CHAMPIONSHIP
SUCCESSESS

JJ Mullen’s first recorded appearance in
the IAAA All Ireland Track & Field
Championships was in 1890 in the IAAA
Championships at The RDS show
grounds in Dublin. He won the 4Mile
championship by half a lap in a time of 21
minutes 9.4 seconds. In this Champion-

ship he was listed as JJ Mullen, Milford.
There was another athlete from Milford

- A Nesbitt who finished 8th.
JJ appears again in 1893 at the RDS

Showgrounds Ballsbridge, Dublin on Sat-
urday June 24th.

This was a great outing for the Ar ma gh
Harrier who won decisively both the 880
yards and the 1 Mile championship, as
well as coming second in the 1 Mile
Stee plechase.

In this championship, Mullen displayed
his characteristic winning sprint in both
races coming through the field “passing as
he liked” according to the contemporary
w r i t e - u p.

At the 1894 IAAA Championships again
at the RDS Showgrounds, Mullen scored
an impressive triple winning the 880
Yards, 1 Mile and 4 Mile championships.

In the 1 Mile, he took the lead at the bell
and demolished the opposition to come
home 100 yards in a time of 4 Minutes 37.2
seconds.

His winning 880 yards was timed at 2
Minutes 2 seconds and his 4 mile time was
20 minutes 29.4 seconds.

Also in 1894, JJ Mullen appears in a
write-up about the one mile steeplechase
championship of Ireland staged at Balls-
bridge. From the press report we get this
exc e rp t .

“JJ Mullen, who is known as the
‘Armagh Crack’, from his association with
the Armagh Harriers, competed in the 1
Mile championship of Ireland on Monday
at Ballsbridge.

Grimshaw of Dublin University the
eventual winner led for the first lap, fol-
lowed by Mullen, but the latter took up
the running at the next corner.

Brown was the first to drop out, and was
soon followed by Henegan. Then a terrific
struggle ensued between Mullen and
Grimshaw, each leading in turn, until
Mullen struck a corner post heavily, and
McCabe gave up. Between the surviving
pair there was a terrible struggle to al-
most the very tape, where Mullen
stopped and Grimshaw barely staggered
home”.

IAAA AND GAA
CHAMPIONSHIPS SUCCESS

1895 saw Mullen competing in both the
IAAA and the GAA Track & Field Cham-
pionships. The IAAA championships as
usual were once again staged at the RDS
Showgrounds, Ballsbridge, Dublin on
Monday June 4th and JJ once again had a
double victory taking both the 880 yards
and the 1 Mile titles. Then on August 13th
he turned out at the GAA Championships
staged at Wexford Park, Wexford. This
was home ground in a way for Mullen and
no doubt he was inspired to once again
secure double victories in the 880 yards
and 1 Mile events.

1896 appears to be JJ Mullen’s final year
in Irish championships as he seems to have
emigrated to England and then Scotland
after that, eventually turning his attention
to the professional athletics scene of which
more later. In his final IAAA Champi-
onship appearance he won both the 1 mile
and 4 mile titles and was second in the 880
y a rd s .

A contemporary press report on the

championships at the RDS Showgrounds
on Monday May 25th, Mullen gets the
following mention in the 4 Mile.

“In a way the Four Mile Championship
race on Saturday turned out to be a fizzle
but Mullen’s performance redeemed it to
a great extent.”

JJ made his final appearance of 1896 at
the GAA Championships held at Jones’
Road on Sunday 26th July when he won
the 5 Mile title in a time of 27 minutes 57
seconds.

PROFESSIONAL CAREER
Following his amateur athletic successes

JJ Mullen appears to have emigrated and
there are occasional tantalising references
to his professional appearances, many of
them challenges for a money prize.

H e re ’s a quote from a 1898 press report
on the Clydesdale Cricket Club 50th An-
niversary dinner in Glasgow.

“PEDESTRIAN MATCHES - Two im-
portant pedestrian matches were prac-
tically ratified when JJ Mullen of Armagh
accepted the challenge of Len Hurst, of
Edmonton, to run a 5 Mile race on level
terms for £50 or £100 a side and when G B
Tincler, of Dublin signified his willing-
ness to meet Mullen in matches of two and
four miles - each for £50 a side - in Dublin
and Belfast, provided they were de-
cided by April 2nd."

IRISH PROFESSIONAL FOUR
MILE CHAMPIONSHIP - MULLEN
(ARMAGH) V O'NEILL (LIMERICK)

"In Cliftonville Grounds, Belfast, yes-
terday J J Mullen of Armagh and M
O'Neill of Limerick, were competitors in
a 4 Mile challenge race for the Professional
Championship of Ireland and £25 a side.
The cinder track at Cliftonville, which
measures eighteen laps and ninety two
yards for the 4 miles, was a trifle spongy
after the recent heavy rains, and a stiff
north-western breeze made good times
impossible. O'Neill conceded Mullen in-
side position, and the race started a few
minutes before four o'clock. O'Neill im-
mediately went to the front, and they ran
thus, without a yard separating them
nearly all the way. Mullen got almost
abreast in the seventh lap, but O'Neill
easily shook him off, and again they
settled down to the same jog-trot. In the
thirteenth lap the Limerick man
quickened his pace, but Mullen kept close
at his heels until halfway through the
last lap, when O'Neill put on a tremend-
ous spurt. Mullen did ditto, but entering
the straight Mullen collapsed, and
O'Neill, at a terrific pace, crossed the tape
an easy winner by about 40 yards in 21
minutes 13 seconds. Mullen had to be
assisted to the pavilion.

TRAINER TO GLASGOW CELTIC
JJ Mullen's remarkable and diverse ca-

reer took another turn when in 1896/1897
he is listed in THE CELT MAG as follows
- "Trainer ; Irish athletics crack, JJ (Jack)
Mullen succeeds Tom Maguire."

Unfortunately that's all the information
I can find but there must be a whole new
story there to be discovered.The JJ Mul-
len story as it is must rate as an intriguing
insight to the early days of athletics in
Armagh and Ireland and I'm sure there's
lots more to discover. So far I haven't been
able to find his memorial gravestone loc-
ated in the Cathedral cemetery.

From as early as 1873 the performances of the great Armagh athlete JJ
Mullen - or Jack Mullen - have been extensively documented.

GAA

Popular priest Fr Peter Kerr retires
A POPULAR priest who spent
many years of his ministry in
Armagh has retired, writes Joe Mc-
M a nu s .

Fr Peter Kerr will be remembered
by parishioners for his generosity,
commitment to duty and his love for
the GAA.

A native of Carrickmore, County
Tyrone, he came to Armagh in the
1960s and became Parish Admin-
istrator before being appointed Par-
ish Priest of Cill Chluana (Bal-
lymacnab, Granemore and Clady)
during which time he had all three
chapels splendidly restored.

He returned to Armagh in 2016 to
help out in the parish.

A passionate GAA follower, Fr
Peter played the game with his native
Carrickmore, winning a senior
championship medal in the company
of legendary Tyrone star, Frankie
Donnelly, who was born in Keady.

If anything, when Fr Peter retired
from playing, it intensified his im-
mersion in the sport. During his first
term in Armagh, he was appointed
manager of Armagh Harps, winning
the two senior championship, 1989
and 1991.

Over the years a number of priests
have contributed significantly to the
City’s GAA story, dating back to Fr
Peter McDonnell, organiser of the
famous 1940s streets’ league. In the

1950s Fr Malachy Coyle, a native of
Blackwatertown, was prolifically in-
volved with the Harps, and also the
county and former Administrator Fr
Patsy McDonnell, a member of the
1956 Louth All-Ireland winning
panel, played for Harps during the
late 60s and early 70s.

I have known Fr Kerr for a long
time and the pleasure has certainly
been mine; whether it be his pastoral
duties or the GAA, everyone listened
to him carefully, including myself.
His unerring approach to such mat-
ters allied to his special way of
dealing with problems was truly
remarkable and few would have
doubted his wise counselling and

a dv i c e .
A Tyrone man through and

through, Fr Peter had a fondness for
Armagh and its people which he
never tried to hide. He built up some
wonderful and lasting friendships
through his ministry and love for
Gaelic sports.

Fr Peter, here’s wishing you well
for the future and that you be blessed
with good health to enjoy many years
of retirement back home in Car-
r i c k m o re .

RIGHT: Fr Peter Kerr - served
two terms in Armagh.
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