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AT H L E T I C S

The forgotten history
of Armagh Athletics

THE 1940s brought great changes in athletics
generally and Armagh was no exception. As the war
progressed the shortage of petrol made travel very
difficult and each year the annual report recorded
the problems encountered by athletes trying to get
to sports meetings and championships.

Quite often the athletes had to cycle or source
scarce public transport options, usually the train. At
that time Armagh had lots of train connections -
West into Monaghan and East to Portadown and on
to Belfast. There was even a train to Keady up until
1957. The roads at that time were largely unmade
which turned them into dust bowls in dry weather
and mud baths in wet weather. I heard
handed-down stories of athletes arriving at sports
meetings looking like they’d come out of a
flour-mill as they were covered in white dust from
the road!

AGM DECEMBER 5th 1945
The secretary Jim Vallely in his report covering

the 1945 activities of the club wrote as follows:
“Our members everywhere they went upheld the

good name of the club and gained many laurels. We
were represented in all branches of athletics and if
our success were not as spectacular as they were in
the more halcyon early years of the club this was not
due to any lack of enthusiasm on the part of the
m e m b e rs . ”

MOVING ON WITH OPTIMISM INTO 1946
Cross Country running was becoming more pop-

ular in the club during the 1940s and in his second
quarterly report the secretary Eamonn Connolly
noted this trend stating, “the club had a very
successful and promising cross country season,
enthusiasm being maintained throughout and new
members were joining. The club was represented at

all events throughout the year”.
The club accepted an invitation from Newry

Shamrocks AC to a cross country which was staged
at The Marshes, Newry on January 6th. There was
a big turnout of clubs and led by Jim Vallely 5th the
team finished 5th overall. The other Armagh
scorers were Noel Magee 23rd, Eamonn Connolly
24th and Peter Gilmartin 25th. Other Armagh
finishers were Patsy Vallely and Robert O’Brien.

The Ulster Junior Cross Country Championships
were staged at Corrigan Park Belfast on January
13th with one of the biggest fields ever seen and the
club finished 6th here. Robert O’Brien was first for
Armagh in 28th. Other Armagh placings were Noel
Magee 30th, Peter Gilmartin 34th, Patsy Vallely
35th, Eamonn Connolly 51st and Pat Devlin 53rd.

ULSTER SENIOR CROSS COUNTRY CHAM-
PIONSHIPS

Glaslough County Monaghan was the venue for
the Ulster Senior Cross Country Championships on
the 10th February. The club got another 6th placing
here in a very competitive race. Jim Vallely once
again led the Armagh team finishing 15th, with
Noel Magee 31st, Eamonn Connolly 51st, Pat
O’Neill 54th, Peter Gilmartin 54th, Patsy Vallely
61st and Pat Devlin 62nd.

Ballyrath on the 3rd March was the venue for the
Ulster Youths Cross Country Championships. The
team here raised the club profile getting a 4th team
place through the efforts of Pat Daly 3rd followed
by the rest of the scoring team Malachy McMahon,
Tom Slevin, Malachy Vallely, Brian Lavery and
Harry Foster.

CLUB CROSS COUNTRY CHAMPIONSHIPS
& LISBURN CUP

There was a lot of athletic activity in March with

the club championships on 17th March at Tullyard
and the Lisburn Cup in Derry on March 24th.

Club championships were a big part of both the
cross country and the track & field season with
perpetual cups for all categories. The March 17th
event had youths, Juniors and Senior Champi-
onships and the top three in each category were as
follows –

YOUTHS – 1st Pat Daly 2nd Tom Slevin and 3rd
Malachy McMahon – other finishers were Malachy
Vallely, Larry Lee, Dinny McCoy and Brian
L ave ry.

JUNIORS – 1st Noel Magee 2nd Pat Devlin 3rd
Robert O’Brien

SENIORS – 1st Jim Vallely 2nd N Magee 3rd
Robert O’Brien.

The Lisburn Cup, one of the oldest non cham-
pionship events in the calendar, took place in Derry
on March 24th and Armagh got third team com-
prising Noel Magee, Tommy John McElmeel,
Robert O’Brien, Eamonn Connolly, Pat Devlin,
Peter Gilmartin and Patsy Vallely.

THE 1946 TRACK & FIELD SEASON
The club wasn’t represented in the All Irelands in

1946 and had only a small representation in the
Ulster Track & Field Championships at Bellaghy on
July 9th. Jim Vallely’s Pole Vault win was the only
Armagh success in these championships. This
completed for Jim Vallely 10 consecutive Ulster
Pole Vault titles - a unique achievement. Later on
Jim contested the decathlon championships which
took place on September 29th in Portadown, fin-
ishing 2nd. At that time the decathlon was a
one-day event so must have been a quite exhausting
event competing in 10 events in one day. It was later
that a successful motion was brought by Armagh to

the Ulster convention to have the event decided
over two days.

1946 AGM REPORT
Eamonn Connolly concluded his report on club

activity at the Annual General Meeting held in The
Handel House on November 3rd.

In his concluding comments summing up where
the club was at their 12th AGM he said –

“Reviewing the past 3 years it would appear that
we have again started to climb, and with our
numbers increasing we can confidently look for-
ward to seeing our club with plenty of both quality
and quantity in the coming years.”

MIXED FORTUNES IN 1947
While 1946 ended on an optimistic high the 1947

season suffered from the extremely adverse con-
ditions that winter with snow and frost added to
some extremely tough cross courses.

Outlining the year’s activities the club secretary
Eamonn Connolly said in the course of his report –
“The Cross Country season was, however, made
difficult by the adverse weather conditions and the
subsequent fall-off in the ‘morale’ of our mem-
b e rs . ”

The Ulster Junior & Senior Cross Country Cham-
pionships turned into a disaster through a com-
bination of the snow bound course which was in
better conditions an extremely tough and arduous
course. The junior championships in which the club
had a ‘fairly good team’ turned into farce when it
was revealed that there had been a serious mix-up at
the finish when the officials got the placings wrong.
This resulted in the race being declared null and
void and the championship was rescheduled for    

CONTD. ON PAGE 33

THE 50th ANNIVERSARY REUNION OF THE SURVIVING MEMBERS OF THE ULSTER &
CONNACHT TEAMS IN 1999 AT TOOMEBRIDGE. THIS WAS A WONDERFUL EVENT OR-
GANISED BY JIM VALLELY WHO TRAVELLED ALL OVER IRELAND CONTACTING THE
OLD ATHLETES INCLUDING LEGENDARY RUNNERS LIKE MARTIN EGAN OF SHANAG-
LISH AC COUNTY GALWAY, STANLEY SMYTH OF NEWRY SHAMROCKS AND DERMOT
NUGENT OF ARMAGH CITY HARRIERS AND ATHLETIC CLUB. THE ORGANISER JIM

VALLELY IS 3rd FROM LEFT STANDING IN THE SECOND ROW.

By
Brian
Va l l e l y
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