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AT H L E T I C S

Emergence of a new multi event
star in Armagh

  by BRIAN VALLELY   
   
1938 saw the emergence of a new star in the
Armagh Athletic scene. J B Byrne burst onto the
athletic scene for the first time in 1938 and
dominated Armagh field events for a decade
o n wa rd s .

The Ulster Track & Field Championships of 1938
were held in Armagh and on home ground the
Armagh Harrier & Athletic Club were dominant.

J B Byrne made his presence felt here with a
magnificent Javelin win of 133’6” (just over 40M)
Then he took silver in both the 16lb Hammer and
16lb Shot. Tommy John McElmeel won the 5000M
in a time of 16.55.8.

Jim Vallely won the Pole Vault with Joe Horan in
second place. Jim jumped 3.17M which con-
sidering at that time the vaulting pole was a rigid
bamboo pole and there was no landing mat so the
vaulters came down on hard ground. In addition

the bamboo poles were lethal if they broke as the
jumpers stood the risk of becoming impaled on the
sharp bamboo splinters.

Jim Vallely then turned out in the discus taking
another silver for Armagh to add to Frank McK-
e eve r ’s silvers in the 200M and 400M.

Tom Donnelly added to the medal haul winning
the U-18 400M in 55.4.

At the 1938 Ulster Cross Country Championships
the Armagh runners achieved no less than three
individual wins through the efforts of Jimmy
Rafferty 1st Youths, Joe Horan 1st in the Junior and
Tommy John McElmeel 1st in the senior. The club
came 2nd team in the senior championships led by
TJ 1st, and the scoring 6 comprising in order Joe
Horan, Jim Vallely, Packy Joe McKenna, Jimmy
Rafferty and Frank McKeever.

At the 1938 All Ireland Junior Cross Country
Championships held in Belfast Tommy John McEl-
meel was first Ulster runner home and so won the
club senior Cup. Armagh were also the first Ulster
club to finish a complete team coming in 7th. T J
McElmeel also won the 2 Mile Hurdle race at
Belfast. Joe Horan in addition to winning the Ulster
Junior Cross Country title was second in the senior
and was first Ulster finisher in the Irish senior
ch a m p i o n s h i p.

WELL CONTESTED 1938 COUNTY TRACK
& FIELD CHAMPIONSHIPS

The 1938 County Track & Field Championships
illustrated both the strength and depth of the club
just 5 years after it was formed.

Paddy Hamill dominate the 100M, 200M and
Long jump winning gold in all three. He was
second in the Javelin, Discus and Triple Jump
(Hop, Step and Jump as it was then called) Jim
Vallely won the Pole Vault and Triple Jump with
seconds in High Jump and Long Hump. Frank
McKeever won the 400M and was second in the
100M & 200M.

Tommy John McElmeel was a decisive winner of
the 1500M. J B Byrne dominated the throws
winning the Javelin, Shot and Discus. Joe Horan
won the High Jump and was second in Pole vault.
Tom Donnelly was 2nd in the 800M, John McCourt
was second in shot and George Houlihan was

second in the 400M.
There were good performances too from the

clubs U-16 year olds with D Maloney winning the
400M and taking 2nd in the 8Lb Shot. J Devlin
won the 8lb Shot and Sean Hart was 2nd in the
100M.

CHALLENGING 1939 SEASON
With all the success stories from the 1938 season

the Armagh Harriers had a lot to prove in the 1939
season but they were well up for it. Packy Joe
McKenna set the ball rolling with a fine win in the
Ulster Junior Cross Country Championships to
claim the individual title for Armagh for the 4th
year in a row.

The Ulster senior championship was staged at
Tullyard and here the team scored a magnificent
team win scoring 42 points. Led by Tommy John
McElmeel 1st the scoring 6 included Joe Horan
5th, Packy Joe McKenna 6th Frank McKeever 8th,
Jim Vallely 9th and Jim Molloy in his first outing
completed the team in 14th place out of the 160
athletes on the line. Jimmy Rafferty 16th and
Frank McKeever 20th also completed the gruelling
9 Mile course.

Tommy John McElmeel then turned out for the
All Ireland Championships held in Thurles where
he finished a fine 6th overall. Joe Horan also had an
excellent run here to finish 12th. These places
would have secured places on the Irish Cross
Country team to contest the European Cham-
pionships but because of the politics of the day
Ireland wasn’t represented in those champion-
ships.

1939 TRACK & FIELD CHAMPIONSHIPS AT
D R A P E R S TOW N

The 1939 Ulster NACAI Track & Field Cham-
pionships were held at Draperstown and Armagh
was represented in virtually every event winning
numerous gold and silver medals. Paddy Hamill
started the ball rolling with a fine performance in
the 100M to take the silver in a time of 10.8. Frank
McKeever was next up in his favourite event the
400M where he recorded a time of 54 to add
another silver to the club total. P J McQuade taking
a rest from his bike riding added another silver
running 4.18 in the 1500M. E McKenna won the

5000M in 16.28. Jim Vallely was next up taking
silver in the long jump with a leap of 6.47M before
going on to add another Ulster Pole Vault title to his
tally. J B Byrne was once again to the fore winning
the 16lb Shot with a throw of 12.77M before going
on to claim a silver in the javelin with a throw of
45.60M. D Maloney won the U-18 100M in a time
of 11.4 with C Hamill 2nd.

The season concluded with the decathlon at
Ballykinlar where Jim Vallely took 2nd with an
increased score of 4348 points.

THE 1930s MARKED A TURNING POINT
The 1930s saw a strong establishment of athletics

in Armagh that has ensured its survival as a
thriving sport lasting through the 10 decades that
followed. Athletics owes a huge debt of gratitude to
those far seeing pioneers of the sport who founded
the Armagh City Harrier & Athletic Club all those
years ago.

The start of the All Ireland Cross Country in 1938 at Baldoyle featuring T J McElmeel wearing No 4 and Joe Horan No 2.
Jim Vallely training in the orchard at the family
farm in Drumcairn.

J B Byrne.
Jim Vallely.
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