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Percy Kirwan – Long Jumper, Triple Jumper and Olympic Judge 

Cyril J Smyth, DUCAC, Trinity College Dublin 

Pierse “Percy” Kirwan was born in 1881. He was one of at least seven 

children of farmer Patrick J Kirwan and his wife Catherine of Kilcanavee, 

Ballydurn [Census 1901] about 5 km north of Kilmacthomas, Co. 
Waterford –  Ellen [born 1871], Mary [1873], James [1877], Roderick 

“Rody” [1879], Edward “Eddie” [1880], who died during a fever epidemic 

[enteric fever or typhus] in 1898, Percy [1881], and Patrick [1884]. In 

the 1901 Census, Pierse’s occupation at age 19 is given as shop assistant 

and in the 1911 Census Percy Kirwan, aged 29, is listed as grocer’s 

assistant in Kilmacthomas. Percy and his brothers achieved success in 

several sports. James achieved note as a GAA footballer, pole vaulter 

(jumper) and half-miler. Rody was a bank clerk, eventually rising to 

branch manager with National Bank of Ireland. Because of bank business 

he moved to several counties, playing Gaelic football for Waterford, 

Wexford and Kerry. He won two All-Ireland and three Munster 

Championships with Kerry. Patrick “Pat” was a Gaelic footballer, half-miler 

and race walker.  

Percy played hurling and Gaelic football and represented Waterford in 

both codes, but it was in athletics that he achieved greatest success and 

renown – particularly in long jump and triple jump (hop, step and jump). 

His performances in Irish Championships are summarised below: 

 

Gaelic Athletic Association Championships 

Year Placing Venue Event Mark Metric 
1907   Thurles Long jump 22 ft 3 in 6.78 m 

1907  Thurles Triple jump 44 ft 8 in 13.61 m 

1908  Fermoy Long jump 22 ft 9 in 6.93 m 

1908   Fermoy Triple jump 46 ft 10 in 14.27 m 

1909   Mallow Long jump 23 ft 4 in 7.11 m 

1909   Mallow Triple jump* 46 ft 3 in 9.68 m 

1909   Mallow 100 yds 10.0 sec† — 

1910  Mallow Long jump 22 ft 6 in 6.86 m 

1910  Mallow Triple jump 48 ft 1 in 14.66 m 

1910   Mallow 120 yds Hurdles 16.8 sec — 

1910  Mallow 100 yds 10.2 sec+1yd — 

 *2 hops and a jump 

† Also recorded as 10.4 secs; when Kirwan told the judges that he was incapable 

of running 100 yards in 10.0 secs, the time was duly amended to 10.4 secs! 
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Irish Amateur Athletic Association Championships 

Year Placing Venue Event Mark Metric 
1911   RDS, Dublin Long jump 23 ft 4 in 7.11 m 

1911  RDS, Dublin 120 yds Hurdles 16.4 sec+4yds — 

1912   RDS, Dublin Long jump 22 ft 3 in 6.78 m 

1912   RDS, Dublin Triple jump 47 ft 1 in 14.35 m 

1912  RDS, Dublin 120 yds Hurdles 17.0 sec+2yds — 

 

In this era the AAA Championships were regarded as the equivalent of 
today’s World Championships. Between 1880–1914, Irish athletes won 

the Long Jump Championship 22 times. Among those was Percy Kirwan: 

Amateur Athletic Association of England Championships 

Year Placing Venue Event Mark Metric 
1910  SB, London* Long jump 22 ft 0¾ in 6.72 m 

1911  SB, London* Long jump 23 ft 6½ in 7.15 m 

1912  SB, London* Long jump 23 ft 2½ in 7.07 m 

*Stamford Bridge 

The first AAA’s Triple Jump Championship was not held until 1914. 

Percy Kirwan first represented Ireland in 1908 in Rome. Rome had been 

selected to host the 1908 Summer Olympic Games ahead of London, 

Berlin and Milan at the 6th IOC Session in Berlin on 22nd June, 1904. In 

support of Rome, Pierre de Frédy, Baron de Courbertin, sought the 
‘blessing’ and ‘benevolent sympathy for the Olympic spirit’ of Pope Pius X 

[later St Pius X] during a visit to Rome in 1905. Preparations were well 

under way when Mount Vesuvius erupted on 7 April 1906, causing 

extensive damage to Naples. The Italian authorities had to divert much of 

the monies ear-marked for the Summer Games to reconstruction of 

Naples. A new host city was required and London was selected for the 

1908 Summer Games.  

However, Rome did host an international sports meeting that year.  In 

compensation for the loss of the Olympic Games an International Papal 

Sports or Championships were held in Rome in September 1908 in 

conjunction with the Sacerdotal Golden Jubilee of his Holiness Pope Pius X 

[Giuseppe Melchiorre Sarto, Papacy 3 August 1903–20 August 1914, 

ordained 18 September 1858]. This is variously referred to as the Papal 
Games, the Vatican Games and Vatican Sports. 

An athletic team, selected by the Catholic Young Men’s Society of Ireland 

and the Gaelic Athletic Association to represent Ireland, accompanied the 

Irish Pilgrimage to Rome under the auspices of the CYMSI. The events 

were held in the Belvedere Courtyard, designed by Donato Bramante, and 
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in the Vatican Gardens. Over 2,500 athletes participated in several sports. 

Although the Irish team was small, it was very successful, in particular 

Percy Kirwan. 

 

Percy Kirwan, 1908 

 

 ‘Vatican’ or Papal’ Games, Rome 

Placing Comp. Venue Event Mark Metric 

 20 Vatican Gardens 100 m 11.8 sec — 

 21 Vatican Gardens 200 m NT — 

 NR Vatican Gardens Long jump 23 ft 8 in 7.21 m 

 

In addition James J Bourke from Cappawhite, Co. Tipperary, won the High 

Jump Gold Medal with 1.90 m [6 ft 3 in], an Italian All-Comers Record, in 

a field of 24 competitors. It was reported that the officials had not 

calculated on any jump being over 1.88 m, the height of the stands, and 

boards had to be attached to the stands to make the cross-bar high 

enough. Bourke also took the Silver Medal in the ‘150 yards’ [137 m] 

hurdles out of 41 competitors. It is unclear if this distance was used 

because of space restrictions in the Vatican Gardens. Percy Kirwan was 

unable to compete in the hurdles because he had twisted his ankle 
slightly in the long jump. Through a misunderstanding Ireland was not 

represented in the 400 m. M. Brennan won the Silver medal in the Long 

Jump with a leap of 6.81 m [21 ft 4 in] and took the Bronze Medal in the 

800 m, losing the Silver medal by a mere ‘touch’ (30 contested this 

event). William Carroll won the Rope-Climbing Gold Medal out of 20 

competitors, scaling the 8.0 m climb in 11.0 sec.  Sebastian Bregazzi of 

Ireland won the Silver Medal in 13.0 sec. Ireland astoundingly won the 

‘Continental’ [Association] Football title, in which 12 teams competed, 

beating Italy 11–0 in the final! (The final score was also reported in the 

press as 12–0 or 10–0). Ireland achieved the Best National Record of 

those competing, 6 Gold medals, 3 Silver medals and 1 Bronze medal. 

The Irish athletes were granted a special audience by the Pope Pius X and 
sang “All praise to St Patrick” in Irish. At the conclusion of Games, the 

Irish athletes put on an exhibition game of hurling for the Pope. 
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Percy Kirwan also represented Ireland in the annual Ireland v Scotland 

International Track and Field Meeting, having won the IAAA Long Jump 

titles in 1911 and 1912 and been runner-up in the IAAA 120 yds Hurdles 

in both of those years. Each country fielded two representatives in each 

event. The 1911 meeting was held at the RDS Showgrounds, Ballbridge 

on 15th July. Kirwan won the long jump with a leap of 23 ft 0 in [7.01 m] 

and placed 2nd by 4 yards to Major E. O’Brien of Ireland [16.4 sec], who 
had won the IAAA Hurdles Championship that year. The contest laurels, 

scored on the basis of the number of the 11 events won, went to Scotland 

7–4. The 1912 meeting took place at Powderhall Grounds, Edinburgh on 

20th July. In the Long Jump Kirwan placed 2nd with a jump of 22 ft 1 in 

[6.73 m] to JHD Watson of Scotland with 22 ft 9 in [6.93 m]. He also 

placed 2nd by 1 ft in the 120 yds Hurdles to Ian S Clarke of Scotland [16.8 

sec], but had the satisfaction of beating his Irish compatriot by 3 yds, 

Cyril R Dugmore, who had won the IAAA title that year. The international 

was drawn, both teams scoring 5½ pts with a dead heat in the 100 yds. 

At this meeting Kirwan was seconded into the Hammer Throw to prevent 

an immediate walk-over, but his token effort was not measured. 

Mystery or enigma or controversy surrounds Percy Kirwan and the 1912 
Olympic Games in Stockholm. The selection meeting of the Amateur 

Athletic Association, in conference with the Amateur Athletic Associations 

of Ireland and Scotland, took place at Manchester, the decisions being 

published on 24 May in Ireland and the UK. Entries for the Games closed 

on 1st June.  The provisional listing for the “Standing Broad Jump and 

Running Broad Jump” was: 

Athlete Club 

Henry Sherard Osborn Ashington Cambridge University AC 

Philip Cave Kingsford St Mary’s College 

Sidney Soloman Abrahams London AC 

William Langwill Hunter Scotland 

Patrick J. Lehane Knocklong, Co. Limerick, Ireland 

M. Carroll Ireland 
W. Leach Reading AC 

Despite winning the 1910 and 1911 AAA Long Jump Championships, a 

title he would retain in 1912, Kirwan was not listed. It has been 

speculated that Kirwan declined competing due to his nationalistic 

leanings. Other accounts credit him with being in Stockholm for the 

Games, raising questions as to whether he was injured. The family still 

retains a copy of The Athletic Times dated 1 July 1912 which consists of 

photographs of seven athletes, including Kirwan, stated to be “at the 

Olympic Games”.  

The Olympic Long Jump took place on 10th July. There were 30 

competitors. All took three jumps, the top three getting three further 

jumps to decide the medal positions. Albert Gutterson (USA) won the 
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Gold medal with his very first jump of 7.60 m. Calvin Bricker (CAN) and 

Georg Åberg (SWE) took the Silver and Bronze medals with their 3rd jump 

of 7.21 m and 5th jump of 7.18 m, respectively. Åberg’s qualifying jump 

for the final three was 7.04 m. There is little doubt that Kirwan was 

capable of qualifying for the final three. Philip Kingsford and Henry 

Ashington who had taken the Silver and Bronze medal positions at the 

1912 AAA Championships with 6.86 m and 6.78 m, jumped 6.78 m and 

6.65 m, respectively, in Stockholm. The 3rd British athlete, Sidney 

Abrahams cleared 6.74 m. Tony O’Donoghue in his book “Irish 

Championship Athletics” wrote of Kirwan’s performance at the Scotland v 
Ireland match in Edinburgh shortly thereafter that “It seems possible that 

what must have been a very difficult decision, not to go to Stockholm (as 

part of a UK team), led to a demoralising loss of form.” Equally his under-

performance in Edinburgh could have been due to injury.  

 

 

The Irish 1932 Olympic Team and Officials 

Percy Kirwan on the boat on his return from Los Angeles with the Irish 

Olympic Team of 1932: Front row 2nd from the left with the moustache is 

Percy Kirwan; Double Olympic Champion Pat O'Callaghan is 4th from right 
and Bob Tisdell 4th  from left. Back row 2nd from left is Roddy Kirwan, 3rd 

from left on the back row is General Eoin O'Duffy, President Olympic 

Council of Ireland; International Olympic Committee Member and former 

NACAI President JJ Keane is 3rd from right back row. 

Kirwan’s long jump PB remained his 7.21 m in Rome; his personal best in 

triple jump was achieved in Cappoquin, Co. Waterford, on 8 September 
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1910 where he cleared 49 ft 9 in (15.16 m), although Tony O’Donoghue 

apparently attributed this to “2 hops and a jump” in his 1959 Irish All-

time rankings. He is also reported to have broken the weights-aided long 

jump record of John Howard, set in 1854, of 29 ft 7 in (9.02 m) at a 

sports meeting near Kilmacthomas. Kirwan is credited with winning over 

300 trophies at athletic sports meetings during his competitive career. He 

retired from competition in 1912. 

Percy Kirwan is said to have attended every Olympic Games from 1924–

1960. In 1932 he was invited by the Olympic Council of Ireland to be a 

field-events judge at the Xth Summer Olympiad in Los Angeles. In Los 

Angeles he also acted as a coach. Percy was accompanied to Los Angeles 

by his brother Rody, who was made a Hon. Vice-President of the OCI to 

facilitate access to the Games. He is listed in the 1932 Olympic Report as 

a Member of the N.O.C. (Ireland). However, Rody was merely a spectator 

at the Games. Percy became the licensed vintner and general merchant in 

Kilmacthomas.  

He died at his home on 29 January, 1969. A tribute at the time of his 

death described him as “a man with a keen sense of humour who was 

possessed of a shrewd business brain and was a most interesting 
conversationalist and everybody’s friend. Indeed he could be truly 

described as one of nature’s gentlemen”. James, the eldest of the five 

Kirwan brothers, outlived all his siblings, dying on 24 July, 1969. 
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When a new byepass was completed around the village of Kilmacthomas 

in 2001, the 75-metre, three-span bridge over the River Mahon was 

named in his memory.  

In September 2012, a plaque in memory of Kilmacthomas’s most 

legendary son, Percy Kirwan, was unveiled on the outside wall of the 

Kirwan premises in Main Street by the County Mayor and 95-year-old 

Danny Kirwan, son of the late Percy. 

 

 


