GEORGE BREAKEY FEATURE
 
GEORGE’S GREAT INNINGS AS ARMAGH REACH 150 NOT OUT
 
Richard Bullick talks to Armagh Cricket Club President George Breakey
 
AT first glance there isn’t an awful lot for Armagh Cricket Club to be getting excited about at the outset of a new season.
Relegated to the obscurity of Section Three last autumn, the club’s campaign to bounce back has been delayed by the sort of miserable weather which generally arrives right on cue for the start of the local leagues.
By now we should have had a couple of Saturdays of action but instead The Mall has hosted little more than the thousands of daisies which adorn an outfield unable to be cut due to the deluges that have saturated Armagh’s picturesque ground.
But call into the club’s impressive pavilion, built in the early 1990s and officially opened with a match featuring international cricketing legends Mike Gatting and Desmond Haynes, and there’s no sense of doom and gloom.  Instead it’s an uplifting tale about a proud past and a focus on the future.
Club President George Breakey is well qualified to talk about both having been an Armagh player from way back at the start of the 1960s until a couple of years ago and, as his own playing career wound down, the tireless leader of the club’s thriving youth section.
“We’ve got teams at Under 11, Under 13 and Under 15 and last year our Under 15s beat both Waringstown and Lurgan,” he enthuses.  The club also fields four adult sides and are now starting up an all-female X1 for the first time – a symbol of the new at a time when Armagh are also celebrating the old.  
Breakey himself has played in five different decades but even that is a relatively short span in the context of this club’s history – Armagh are celebrating their 150th anniversary this summer, following in the footsteps of bigger Ulster outfits North Down, Waringstown and Lisburn in reaching the century-and-a-half milestone.
“We’re the oldest sports club in Armagh and are very proud to reach this landmark,” reflects George, now in his third year as President and thankful to be around for this special season having been struck down by a brain tumour a couple of years ago.
“I spent three months in hospital, losing sight in my left eye and movement in my right foot – apparently it was my general fitness from playing cricket up until then which got me through.  I came out in a wheelchair but can hobble around now,” he says. And still oversee the youth cricket.
Playing cricket is what he’s missed most since being struck down but Breakey had a great innings, representing Armagh at all levels in a long career – including a 31-year span from his 1st XI debut until final game for the top team in 1995.
A former footballer with Milford Everton (now Armagh City) for whom cricket was originally only a second love, Breakey’s given the club stalwart service through the years and richly deserves the honour of being President – though holding high office at Armagh CC is something he couldn’t have envisaged as a lad, “when we thought cricket was just for rich people.
“The old groundsman of the time was very strict so we wouldn’t have been let near the square and played in the street, with stumps painted on the wall of Armagh Gaol, or against a tree,” recalls Monaghan-born Breakey, whose childhood cricket was played alongside future Irish international legend Ivan Anderson.
His first competitive cricket came in the Graham Cup, a competition Armagh have a proud record in to this day in spite of not being a top flight club at adult level, though that lack of follow-through can perhaps be explained by one shocking statistic.
Armagh reached a hat-trick of Graham Cup finals just a couple of decades ago but only one of the team which won the (Under 15) tournament in 1991 remains registered at the Mall, even though these guys should still be in their cricketing prime.
Armagh have produced plenty of talented cricketers but many move away – and the likelihood of public sector jobs going locally will hardly help –  to Belfast or beyond.  So did George as a young man, though thankfully he came back.
“I went to England for a few years and largely lost touch with cricket but came back to play football for Milford Everton – they got me a job with the Electricity Board – and I took it up again, initially for Milford but we weren’t very good.  I remember top-scoring in one match with three, out of a team total of six!” he laughs.
Breakey was much more famous for his footballing prowess in Milford, captaining the Everton team that reached the Irish League B division and making what was then a club record 261 appearances in 14 years from 1975.  During the same period, his cricket career was also at its height with Armagh.
Although he never hit a century in NCU Section Two, Breakey once reached 91 not out and still regrets taking a single off the first ball of the final over.  But it wasn’t all deadly serious stuff – even at First XI level.
“I shouldn’t really admit this but one day at Cregagh I never saw a catch coming because I’d a radio with me at square leg listening to the horse-racing,” he confesses, before quickly adding: “but that was the year we were promoted to Section Two so all ended well!”
Having later dropped down to captain club sides at lower levels he remained a prolific opening batsman until his enforced retirement at nearly 60.  Had health permitted, he’d “have played until I was 70” and in later years compensated for a few fielding lapses by becoming a miserly medium-paced bowler.
George, who once hit 130 not out for Armagh IIs against Ballymena but ended up on the losing side, never lost his hunger for scoring runs and was always a competitive character as one story from what would prove his final match on The Mall illustrates.
“We were playing Lurgan III and I was caught fending off a head-high full toss.  It should have been called a no-ball so I refused to walk and went on to get my 50,” he reflects with some satisfaction.
“Even at almost 60, I felt fairly comfortable as a batsman and still scored plenty though that may have been made easier by the fact that the overall standard of club cricket has definitely dropped during my career.
“Young men have so many more choices these days and it’s harder to get people out to practise – whereas we’d have been down The Mall every night – but we’ve been getting good enough attendance at (indoor) nets since January and I think there’s an appetite for the club to bounce back after relegation last year.
“Ireland’s recent success, especially at the 2007 World Cup, has increased interest at a grassroots level along with the Twenty20 stuff on television which has helped capture the imagination of a wider audience.”
Cricket’s a relatively short season but the time commitment is considerable and although there are still plenty of teenagers taking part, the trend of older players turning to golf by their mid-30s rather than turning out at lower levels is leaving a void down the club.
It’s invaluable for the youngsters who feature in these teams to have mentors and leaders like George, who enjoyed considerable success as a captain including steering Armagh IIs to an historic league and cup double in 1989.
They won the Intermediate Cup again under his captaincy in 1993 and, one level lower, Breakey back-boned the three Minor Qualifying Cup successes between 1999 and 2005.  As important as the trophies and medals, the guys got great enjoyment along the way.
The highlight of George’s senior career from a team point of view was an Armagh victory over mighty North Down at Comber in the first round of the Senior Cup, when he recalls catching Irish international Michael Reith “down by my ankles at deep square leg.
“In the next round we were hammered by Woodvale but my main memory of that game was the sheer size of their pro (West Indian star) Roger Harper standing at square leg – it would have been hard to hit one over him!”
He played along several professionals at Armagh, including Indian Test star Yashpal Sharma, and any number of great characters including club stalwarts like long-serving all-rounder Reggie Stinson and fearsome fast bowler Ivan Foster.
The late Hampton Ewart and former NCU President and leading umpire, Joe Vaughan, are other names synonymous with Armagh Cricket Club who sadly aren’t around for this milestone season.
But Brian Weir, long-serving scorer and statistician, has highlighted their contribution and much more in his soon-to-be-published labour of love, ‘Armagh Cricket Club 150 not out: a story of cricket in an Ulster city’, which will be well worth a read.
Although playing in what is essentially a public park poses problems, including protecting the square, another famous feature of the club is its splendid setting at the heart of the ancient cathedral city, Ireland’s oldest, and also its ecclesiastical capital.  
The tree-lined Mall is overlooked by several spires, the now defunct gaol at one end and the equally imposing courthouse at the other.
“Visiting teams (including 2005 World Cup qualifier opponents USA and Denmark) always appreciate it but I suppose we’re well used to it,” reflects George, which is hardly surprising after all these years.  Breakey’s become part of the furniture.
From player to President via coaching and committees, he has his personal place in Armagh’s history as the sort of stalwart every club needs and, although a million metaphorical miles from the IPL and hardly hitting headlines, Armagh is the sort of club which needs to stay strong if cricket is to continue thriving in this country.
Clubs like Armagh are still starting kids off, teaching them the basics and nurturing their love for the game.  The best talents they bring through may quickly be lost to higher levels, though seeing some of his youngsters going on to play professionally would give George great satisfaction.  
*Much more information on a packed programme of 150th anniversary events can be found on the club’s excellent website, www.armaghcricketclub.com
