 EAST CORK AC (John Walshe – FIT Magazine, June 2013)

What you see is what you get is certainly an adage that could be applied to East Cork AC, the dominant force in Cork and Munster cross-country running for the past 25 years.

Founded back in November of 1985 in an effort to amalgamate the senior clubs in the region, the man behind the formation and still the driving force in the club, former Olympian Liam O’Brien, explains its ethos: “It’s an athletic club as opposed to a road running club and we would place particular emphasis on cross-country.

“The traditional athletic clubs in the country are in a minority at this stage and I suppose there’s a danger of getting sucked into the road running scene, which before was always something on the fringes. We might be seen as elitist by some, but that’s not correct. We’re different in that we like to concentrate on athletics rather than road running.”

Since its foundation, East Cork has established itself as one of the major forces in team competition. After winning the Cork County C-C the year after being formed, in 1991 the squad of O’Brien, Bryan Meade, Donnacha O’Mahony and Tom Owens finished third at the National Seniors. 

Meade also won the National Intermediate individual gold in 1988, a feat matched by James McCarthy this decade when team-mate Sean McGrath took the silver medal. 

Two National Inter-Club road relay titles came the club’s way in 1991 and 1997 and during that period Donnacha O’Mahony was virtually unbeatable at Cork and Munster level in cross-country. 

Going for a historic ten-in-a-row Cork senior titles over the country last November, East Cork were thwarted on the day by Leevale. 

So while it mightn’t be on a similar scale, the narrow victory over their arch-rivals in the Cork City Marathon relay last Monday week was nevertheless celebrated with a certain amount of satisfaction by the five athletes involved – Michael Harty, Kenneth Kelleher, Tim O’Donoghue, Sean McGrath and James McCarthy. 

The club can also claim success over the full marathon distance with Roy Fahy winning the second edition of the revived Cork City event in 2008 in a time of 2:33:55.     

In the early days, the club also performed successfully at track and field, winning the National Division ‘B’ in 1987 and for a number of years after holding its own in the ‘A’ Division. “We would like to achieve a little bit more at track level, but it’s only an aspiration at this stage,” admits O’Brien, although it’s worth adding that on the day before the marathon relay McCarthy and McGrath finished first and second in the Munster 5000m.

McCarthy, who has also won the Munster road championships for the past four years, lays a strong emphasis on the group training the club provides. “In the winter, we’d be very consistent on a Wednesday, when we do a long run, and a Saturday when it’s hills. In the past couple of years we have also added a Thursday night session of 1,000 metres and the turnout for those would be very steady as well,” he says. 

Although female membership is on the low side, Eadaoin O’Neill and Fiona Santry are keeping the flag flying for the club in recent races while Kathleen O’Brien has been a regular on the Irish Masters team since 2002, winning either individual or team honours in the British & Irish Masters Cross-Country most years. 

Another loyal stalwart of the club is Denis McCarthy. A member of many successful senior winning teams in the past, he is still as competitive as ever, taking the Munster M50 3000m title last Sunday week. 

But it is his unbroken running streak, almost certainly the longest in the country, that now defines him. Since June 5, 1985, McCarthy hasn’t missed a single day – and he has also ran a race in each of the 32 counties on the island. His dedication aptly sums up the spirit of the club when he says “It all about the enjoyment and comradeship and getting out and running with people.”     
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