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The Leahys of Cragane made their mark in world athletics

_Ey Sean Murphy

IRELAND has pro-
duced many great
sporting families
amongst the names
that come readily to
mind being in hurling -
the Whelans and Doo-
levs (Offaly), the Fen-
nellys (Kilkenny), the
Connollys (Galway),
Rakards (Wexford) and
our own Bennis family,
in football the
Magulres of Cavan,
Spillanes of Kerry and

e Rennicks of Meath,
the O’Flanagans of Soc-
cer and rughy fame, the
McCormacks and
Ingles in boxing and
the Ryans of Cap-
pamore in cycling to
mention but a few,

Limerick’s fnd perhaps
Ireland's most famous
athlotic Family were the
Leahyvs from Cregane,
near Colmanswell, There
were seven hrothers in
all, who were unsur-
ﬂass-m! as jumpers, b il

igh jump’ long jumﬂ or
hop step and jump. Their
names were Pat, Con, Joe
was a 23 fert long jomper,
Tom, Michasl, Tim who
ted the World Rinking in

1912 amd John of whom
Pat and Con were bhést
known because of their
international and
Olympic successes,

Con Leahy was born on
April 27, 1876 in Cregane
and died in the USA
where he had emigrated
in 1921. In a top class
career, ranging from 1RSG
to 1908, he won four suc
cessive.  British' AAA
titlés at the High Jump
(180G 0600 /08)  and. ajso
won the American title in
1907,

The foiir vear interval
batwesn Olympic Gauwi,
was not adhered o |
18906 "o allow Greece (o
celebrate (o the games
held in that country 2,000
vears previousiy Athens
was again the venue,
three [rishmen J.E Daly
(Galway) flve mile flat,
Peior 'ti“.u}nnqr {wdaénr-
ford) triple jump and Con
I'..Eﬁ%:'lly 1LiJnLF::L?2H3 high
jump completed the Irish
trig atte the gammes
entirely at thewr owWn
expense and wepe [Ire-
lands first team at the
Olympic games.

on l.lraiqf won the
high jump, O'Connor the
lopg jump with Leahy
runner-up and Bat'[;'_tln"_-l-'
the standard medal in his
race. The recognised flag
of Iretand, under British

rule at the time was . a
sunburst on 8 green
hackground sand the
words “Erin Go Brath" in
oid, and the Irish trio
ad this in their posses.
-4 [

The:British team tried
to claim the vietories
achieved by these great
Irishmien 'but the trio
rofused to recognise the
Union Jack, ‘and pre-
sontied the [eish flag to
King Tino of Greege
whose roval function was
to holst the Nag of the
winning nation, and to
present the Olive crown
o each vietorn
It was a bold bid for
international recogni-
tion. It did not sue as
King Tino refused to
recognise Ireland as an
independent nation, hav-
ing to parliament of [ts
own and was dependent
o Enﬁ!.ﬁmd. He
expressed his regret, but
with thelr permission he
woulld - hoist the Union
Jack for each of their vic:
torios,

The Irish team would
not agree and instead
marched around the sta-
dium carrying their own
flag an action which
daroused enthusiasm
amongst the huge crowd
and  eventually excite-
ment grew to fever pitch.

This was still more
intensified when the
American spectators
snatched the Hog and
matrched in victorious
parade. This action drew
tremendos applause
from everybody except
the British

It was the first time
that international recog-
nition was sought for the
flag of Ireland, and it is a
tributed to the three men
who composed the team
from this country that
they saw e cipfum.
stances provided a great
opportunity and i the
attempt failed  techni-
cally, their action
brought befors (he entire
athletie world, Irelands
perilous position at the
time. It was truly a patri-
otic action, and was
applauded by the Press of
the World, and even in
England it found sup-
part, in the more democ-
ratic newspapers. For the
first time the Irish fag
was raised in 1928 when
D Pat O'Callaghan won
the gold medal in Ams-
terdam, anmd in 1932
defended his title in Los
Angales, )

on Leahy in the 1904
London Olymplc Cames,
finizshed joint second in
he thhTJump clearing
6t Zins. This was Great

Britians last high jump
medal at a mafnr champt-
onship until “ 1893, A
month .Ium'-ﬁ the T;?jdﬂn
Bames, LEany Jurm ATl
unofficial &Mt dins  of
Adare,

Pat Leahy was born on
May 20, 1877 -at Creganea,
and died in the USA in
1935 Ha won two British
SAK titles In the high
Jump In IEEE and 1854,
and, held Irish, Brilish
and European records in
this event. As an Irish-
man representing Great
Britain, he won  two
Olympic Medals achiev-
ing a silver medal in the
high jump in Paris in
19} behind the great
Pennzvlvanian athleis
JKE. Baxter who beat him
by a quarter of an inch!
Leahy cleared 510" hav-
ing reportedly broken &t
dins at least gix times In
training in Ireland and
cleared an unofficial &t
Sins in 1898, Pat Leahy
won bronze in long jump
(jumping 22feet Jinches)
and at the same gameas he
finished 4th in the Hop.
E:-:? and Jump, clearin
44 teet, whereas he ha
bettered that by five feat
the previous wvear. He
thus pained the réputa-
tion of not being able o
show his real talent out-
side Ireland. Pat also

completed in the High
Jump at the 1908 Olympic
(Games,

Together  with Con,
they made up the set of
brothers that won more
Olympic athletic medals
than any other family

All the Leahy brothers
practised in their own
private Sports Stadiunm,
an unprétentious  little
field on thedr farmat Cre-

ane, which straddles the
Jork/Limerick  border
but s definitely’ in
County Limerick. Their
training was not the gru-
elling schedule which
present - dayv  athletes
endure, which makes
their achievements neore
remarkable il not amaz-

1n%.
here are only two
families of Leahys left in
the South Limerick area.
One i5 Patrick
MeDonogh  are  Tamily
from Cappanahane,
Ballvagran where the
athletes mother came
from and the othar is
Michael Leahy from
Avondale, Charleville.
Doctors John and Harry
I.e.q:;i.r in Limerick 'city
are also relatives.
Colmanswell and sur
rounding areas | are
pxtremely proud of the
Leahy brothers and their
feats, and John OQ°Sulli-

van BEC., chairman of the
Colmanswell Community
Council told me that a
resalution proposed by
Nicholas Eenneally,
chairman  Castletown-
Hn]llygra:n GAA that Con
Leahy Cregane should be
honotioed in-the Olymple
Yiear of 2000 and a book-
let on the Leahys was
produced. It was also
agreed that a bronze
plaque be erécted in the
school room where the
Leahy family received
their first education.

“The former Colman-
swell N5, is completely
renovaied and now acls
a5 a communlly centre
which is always a hive of
activity It iz also a her-
itage centre for future
generations o enjoy™,
said Mr O'Sullivan.

The Leahys of Cregans
can be truly acelaimed as
the greatest athletic fam-
ily ever, who brought
fame and honour o thelr
country, and Limerick
can feel justly proud of
them. )

With John Flanagan
commemorated in i5
native Martinstown and
Paddy Rvan likewise in
Pallasgreen, wouldn't it
be nice to remember that
1906 incident in Athens
during the Centenary
Year of 2006,




