St. Malachy’s Take First Crown In Dramatic Finish

ST. MALACHY’S ​​​​​​………………1-9

ATHLONE………………………..1-8

St. Malachy’s footballers made history by annexing their first ever Westmeath Senior title when they defeated a gallant Athlone team in a final full of thrills, direct football, well worked scores and a high standard of sportsmanship. There was a most dramatic finish to this game which was played at a windswept Cusack Park, Mullingar, on Sunday last as both sides vied mightily for supremacy. In those hectic moments Willie Lowry, showing ice-cool temperament, pointed a thirty metre free to give the Dysart/Castletown-Geoghegan based outfit their historic success.


The much-maligned game of football got a real fillip from this exciting and highly competitive match. There was the return to some good old-fashioned football with the emphasis on high fielding and lengthy kicking. Mind you there was a spell before half-time when the standard dropped but overall the attendance got great value for money, especially with the Junior footballers of Killucan and Bunbrosna also serving up some top class fare.


For St. Malachy’s, who were winning the Flanagan Cup at their first attempt, and Athlone who were out to chalk up their 17th championship, the game was incident packed. The Shannonsiders, the favourites with the bookies beforehand, had their share of narrow misses while the new champions can look back on one or two goalmouth melees that possibly could have swung the issue more emphatically in their favour.


Despite the contrary breeze that assisted Athlone in the first half and St. Malachy’s in the second moiety, the teams overcame the unsuitable conditions and with referee, Terry O Dowd adopting a sensible attitude, play flowed and ebbed from end to end with remarkable rapidity.


The Shannonsiders received a setback when they had to make one change in personnel from their original selection but their mentors were lucky in that they had plenty of talent on the substitutes bench. Rory Fahy, left half forward, away on holidays, didn’t play and was replaced by former Leinster and Westmeath player, Dessie Dolan. Tommy Collins moved out to Fahy’s position, Dessie Dolan came on at right full forward with his brother Frankie, switching from the No. 13 spot to left full forward.


The Mullingar Town Band, surely the most colourful and tuneful band of its ilk in the country soothed the pre-match nerves with a splendid rendition of music. The pre-match parade was colourful and vocal with underdogs, St. Malachy’s, without doubt, enjoying the support of neutral followers.


Rain during the week left the underfoot conditions on the soft side but groundsman Jimmy McCormack had the park at its verdant best, with flags, markings, etc. a credit to his expertise.

             The breeze, which at most times was strong enough to cause the flags to flutter at right angles to their posts threatened to be a spoilsport. It blew straight down the field towards the sports complex end and rather surprisingly (but ultimately the decision of Noel Geraghty was vindicated) St. Malachy’s elected to play into the breeze.

                                               INCIDENT PACKED

We referred earlier to the game being “incident packed” and these certainly merit a replay. Early in the first half, at a stage when Athlone were leading by two points, Sean Dalton, the St. Malachy’s goalkeeper, whizzed off his line to punch the ball out of the awaiting hands of a totally unmarked Athlone forward.

                 Dalton’s alertness averted a certain goal then and he repeated his “fist in the dam” last ditch defence at a crucial time in the second half.

                 The Shannonsiders goal deserves to be relived. It was a memorable effort. Dessie Dolan gathered the ball, and Jim Keane and Eamonn Coleman made a quick, decisive, progressive interchange of the ball, Jumbo Keane was again put in possession and the wily forward very cleverly passed out to the wing to the inrushing Tommy Collins. The Athlone captain blasted to the net from close range for an absolute gem of a goal.

                That goal in the 35th minute put Athlone four points up but Malachy’s supporters went wild with delight when the burly Martin Lowry notched their goal. There was also a touch of class about this score as it started way back in defence. The ball eventually came to Fabian McLavin and his pass across the field was latched onto by Pat L’Estrange.

                 The St. Malachy’s substitute fisted to Martin Lowry, who at first seemed to have lost his chance at shooting at goal but somehow he managed to evade two defenders before kicking the ball to the top right hand corner of the net.

                 In the 43rd minute we had a moment of sheer magic from Jim `Jumbo` Keane. Eamonn Coleman once more split the Malachy’s defence, his pass went out a bit too far to the wing but with superb skill Keane somehow sidefooted the ball over the bar for a brilliantly taken point.

                 St. Malachy’s will always remember with deep satisfaction the prodigious free taking, the high fielding, the disciplined and tremendous workrate from Willie Lowry. His match winning point makes Matt The Thresher’s final throw seem like ordinary romance. Suffice to say that he was a mighty man to point that free under such horrific pressure.

MONOPOLY BROKEN

                 The Malachy’s success at last breaks the monopoly those great championship battlers, The Downs, Athlone and Moate, have had on the title since 1967. In `67 St. Finian’s (Kinnegad) beat St. Mary’s (Rochfortbridge) in the decider by 3-5 to 0-3 and from then on either The Downs, Athlone or Moate have captured the crown. During that period The Downs won six championships, Athlone four and Moate three.

                 None of these clubs begrudged Malachy’s their success and men like Christy Whelehan, The Downs, Bro. Sebastian and Liam Finnegan, Athlone, and Rev. M. Cremin, Moate, as well as Kilbeggan’s Paul Dunican were into the Malachy’s dressing room immediately after the game to offer their congratulations.

              With the parade completed the Park became silent for Amhran na bhFiann and just before the final notes we had the usual deafening noise of supporters cheering.

                The Shannonsiders, aided by the strong wind, gave quick indications that they meant business from the very second Terry O Dowd threw in the ball. Jim Byrne set them attacking and corner forward Dessie Dolan showed some of the fine talents he displayed for club, county and province in the `70’s when he flicked the ball to Eamonn Coleman in Kerry- type fashion but unfortunately, Coleman, who was later to prove a major handful for the Malachy’s defence shot wide from scoring range.

                 At the other end, Malachy’s in their first attack up field, were awarded a free but from 55 metres out Willie Lowry sent wide. In the third minute Gerry Whelan set his side on the move when passing to Willie Lowry. This time the Malachy’s midfielder hit the post with a left footed effort and the ball was eventually cleared at the expense of a 45.

                  In magnificent style Lowry pointed the 45. A minute later Athlone were on level terms. Gerry Whelan broke up an attack but his clearance was grabbed by Eamonn Coleman who found centre half forward Pat Whelan and from an acute angle the Athlone No. 11 registered a fine point.


Athlone were now looking very dangerous and the Malachy’s goal had one or two narrow escapes, especially when Tommy Collins hit an upright. It was in the 7th minute that the Shannonsiders took the lead for the first time when the intelligent Eamonn Coleman ran on to a pass from Tommy Collins to point from 30 metres.


The Saints, now matching their opponents in most departments, replied within a minute and Pat Dalton, who was later to retire with a shoulder injury, was their scorer. Dalton tapped over a point following a move engineered by Stephen Hanratty.

ATHLONE ON THE OFFENSIVE


With play moving from end to end Athlone were soon on the offensive and Jim Keane moved out from his full forward berth to score a point from the 45 metre line. Athlone were now pressurising the Malachy’s defence and goalkeeper Sean Dalton was called upon to move off his line to punch the ball clear.


Malachy’s, with Willie Lowry fielding well at midfield, despite the close attentions of, at times two Athlone players, levelled matters for the third time when the Lowry brothers, Stephen Hanratty and Fabian McLavin combined before 18 year old McLavin scored the first of his three points.  That point came in the 12th minute.


It was now Athlone’s turn to attack but twice in rapid succession Jim Keane was narrowly wide. Keane did make amends for his earlier lapses when he sent a 45 metre free straight between the posts to give Athlone a 0-4 to 0-3 lead.


Malachy’s, really committing themselves to the challenge on hand, chased and fought hard for every ball, Willie Lowry and Martin Lowry – he laid off many fine passes to inrushing colleagues – were involved in a passing movement that ended with brother, Tommy, sending wide.


Athlone’s corner back David Quast was very prominent in defence as Malachy’s continued to apply the pressure. A 45 from Willie Lowry was sent wide and with 21 minutes gone youthful Ciaran Kirby was unlucky when he just failed to get his fist to a well-placed Willie Lowry centre.


With eight minutes of the half remaining Paddy Whelan put the Shannonsiders two points clear when he intercepted a Michael Lowry pass to score a point from 45 metres out.


Pat L’Estrange was now on the Malachy’s team for the injured Pat Dalton but it was Athlone who had the final score of the half when Eamonn Coleman soloed some 30 metres before scoring a great point. At half-time Athlone lead by 0-6 to 0-3.

                                             LEAD – DIDN’T LOOK SECURE

The three point advantage didn’t look secure for Athlone, particularly with such a strong breeze blowing. Stephan Hanratty was now back in defence on the speedy Eamonn Coleman. Johnny Longworth moved to midfield with Sean Casey switching to wing forward.

                      While Athlone had the first real attack of the second moiety it was St. Malachy’s who scored first. Fabian McLavin scored a point following good work by Tommy and Martin Lowry. Prior to that score Athlone should have scored but surprisingly the normally accurate Jim Keane was wide from a 20 metre free out on the wing.

               A point from a free from fully 65 metres from Willie Lowry – a magnificent effort – left the minimum of margins between the teams with just four minutes of the half gone but then disaster struck for St. Malachy’s when Tommy Collins finished off a lightning and perfectly executed move to sidefoot the ball to the Malachy’s net.


True battlers that they are Malachy’s rallied again with the Lowry brothers, Ger Jackson, Noel Geraghty, Fabian McLavin and Pat L’Estrange playing with great spirit. In the 37th minute Willie Lowry got them moving again when he pointed a free from 40 metres.


The winner’s defence was now marking tighter and as a result the Athlone forwards found it difficult to get a shot at goal. The next score – an important one – fell to Malachy’s when David Quast, made his only mistake of the hour. Quast lost possession of the ball just as he was about to clear his lines and quick as a flash 16 year old Ciaran Kirby availed of the opportunity to score a point and get his name on the scoresheet.


Tommy Lowry, who caused endless problems for the Athlone defence, fetched well in the 42nd minute but he spoiled his good outfield work by shooting wide from a scorable position. In a quick break by Athlone Eamonn Coleman made progress deep into the Malachy’s half. His pass appeared to go astray but somehow Jim Keane got his boot to the ball to score an opportunist point.

MARTIN LOWRY – A MALACHY’S HERO


In the 44th minute Martin Lowry became a Malachy’s hero when he got his sides goal. This goal described earlier in this report, equated matters at 1-7 each. The Malachy’s mentors then switched Michael Lowry to centre half back with Gerry Whelan moving back to the No. 3 berth.


The final quarter saw Malachy’s on top and on many occasions, Matt Scally, surely one of the best custodians in the county, was called to clear his lines. Malachy’s, playing direct football, went ahead in the 47th minute. A long delivery from Tommy Lowry was gathered by Fabian McLavin and the Malachy’s corner forward pointed from 25 metres out.


Three minutes later the sides were on equal terms for the fifth time when Jim Keane pointed a 20 metre free after Gerry Whelan grounded Dessie Dolan in front of goal. With nine minutes to go Athlone introduced Michael Byrne in place of John Flaherty but it was Malachy’s who continued to pile on the pressure.


They looked like scoring a goal in the 53rd minute but Matt Scally displayed his excellent goalkeeping ability when he twice saved efforts from Ciaran Kirby, who many feel could have been awarded a penalty but obviously alert referee, Terry O Dowd, gave him the advantage to shoot at goal.


The minutes ticked away as Malachy’s went all out for the winning score. With a draw appearing to be the final result the winners were eventually rewarded for their total commitment to attack. Stephen Hanratty moved up from defence and when fouled some 30 metres from goal Willie Lowry was left with probably the most vital free kick he has ever taken.


Lowry was coolness personified as he slotted the ball between the posts. In the final two minutes Kevin Allen came on for Frankie Dolan but Malachy’s were not to be denied their victory as they kept the ball in the Athlone half until the final whistle sounded.

PERFORMANCES


For St. Malachy’s this was a real team effort from goalkeeper Sean Dalton to No. 15 Fabian McLavin. At different stages of the game each player played his part in the victory. Cul baire, Sean Dalton was a competent keeper. His two interceptions came when Athlone looked set to score vital scores.


Corner back, Noel Geraghty played a real captain’s part. He kept a close watch on Dessie Dolan and it is to his credit that Dolan never scored from play. Noel will probably be most remembered for his timely interception midway in the second half when an Athlone forward was just about to gain possession in front of an almost empty goal.


Full back, Michael Lowry was a tower of strength even though pitted against the great Jumbo Keane. The other corner back, Dessie Costelloe, was very prominent in the first half at a time when Malachy’s were under strong pressure. He also played well in the second half.


Half backs, Ger Jackson and Johnny Longworth, on the wings and Gerry Whelan, in the centre, acquitted themselves with distinction. Whelan cleared his lines on several occasions in the first half while Jackson had an absolute “stormer” in the second moiety. Time after time he broke up Athlone attacks.


Longworth, one of the least known Malachy’s players, impressed many with his aggressive but fair play. In fact his contribution to the success would leave him in line for a “man of the match” award if there was one on offer.


Willie Lowry was again the king at midfield and his performance on Sunday continued the many fine displays in all of Malachy’s championship matches. His high fielding and lengthy kicking were a treat to watch. His partner, Sean Casey, despite the fact that he had a facial injury that had not completely healed, gave Willie excellent assistance in the first half and he played just as well when moved to attack in the second.


Tommy Lowry, while failing to score, led the attack in style. Like his brothers he impressed with his high fielding. Stephen Hanratty, in attack and in defence, always looked dangerous and yet again demonstrated his many footballing talents. Pat Dalton, at right half forward, scored a fine point but just when he was getting into the game he had to retire with an injury.


Fabian McLavin was a revelation at corner forward. His three points were real “match winners” as they came when Malachy’s most needed them. Full forward, Martin Lowry, used his height, weight and experience to telling effect and while his goal was a marvellous effort his distribution to his colleagues was even more important.


16 year old Ciaran Kirby notched a fine point and in the process showed that he has great football potential. Now a student at Carmelite College, Moate, he will, in the coming years, be a big asset to Westmeath football. Substitute Pat L’Estrange put in an amount of work in the second half and contributed in a large way to the win.

WHAT OF ATHLONE ?


Athlone must have been disappointed at losing by the narrowest of margins but they won many friends in the way they graciously accepted their defeat. They had in Eamonn Coleman one of the best players on the field. Coleman, whom we understand is returning to his native Magherafelt in Derry, caused terrible headaches for the Malachy’s defence and any time he got the ball – and it was often – he was fast and positive in his approach.


Their goalkeeper, Matt Scally had an outstanding game and on this performance he must be in line for at least a place on the Westmeath Senior panel. The Westmeath selectors could easily shift regular goalkeeper Michael McEnroe into one of the full back positions and bring Scally in between the posts.


David Quast, except for one mistake, defended in style and his good understanding with Matt Scally ensured that many of the Athlone attacks started from near their own end-line. Michael McEnroe, had many exciting duels with Martin Lowry and while he lost some he won many others.  Right full back, John Flaherty had difficulty in trying to cope with the speed of Fabian McLavin.  The half back line of Donie Hogan, Ken Dolan and Liam Johnson was not as prominent as usual.  Over the hour Hogan fared best.  At midfield Padraig McGowan and Jim Byrne tried to cope with Willie Lowry and co.  Byrne did well, especially in the third quarter.  Up front Eamonn Coleman was the star.  Centre half forward Paddy Whelan impressed and took his two points very well but tried in the final quarter.  Jim Keane notched some lovely scores and was always a threat to the Malachy’s backs.  One of the cleverest forwards in the game, he missed one or two shots at goal that could have put his team on line for their 17th title.  Despite those misses he played another fine game for the Shannonsiders.  The other forwards Dessie and Frank Dolan and Tommy Collins-he took his goal well-tried hard all through.  Substitutes Michael Byrne and Kevin Allen had little time to leave an imprint on the game.

Scorers for St. Malachy’s:  W. Lowry 0-4, F. McLavin 0-3, Martin Lowry 1-0, P. Dalton and C. Kirby 0-1 each.

Scorers for Athlone:  J. Keane 0-4, T. Collins 1-0, P. Whelan and E. Coleman 0-2 each.

St. Malachy’s: Sean Dalton, Dessie Costello, Michael Lowry, Noel Geraghty (capt.), Johnny Longworth, Gerry Whelan, Ger Jackson, Sean Casey, Willie Lowry, Stephan Hanratty, Ciaran Kirby, Martin McLavin. Sub.,  Pat L’Estrange for P.Dalton.

Athlone:  Matt Scally, John Flaherty, Michael McEnroe, David Quast, Donie Hogan, Ken Dolan, Liam Johnson, Padraig McGowan, Jim Byrne, Eamonn Coleman, Paddy Whelan, Tommy Collins, Dessie Dolan, Jim Keane and Frankie Dolan.  Subs., Michael Byrne for J.Flaherty and F.Dolan.

Referee, Mr.  Terry O’Dowd, Mullingar Shamrocks.

Footnote:  After the game the Vice-Chairman of Westmeath County Board G.A.A., Mr. John Dillon, presented the Flanagan Cup to the St. Malachy’s Captain, Noel Geraghty, amid great scenes of Jubilation.  

