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About the book


When Niall Quinn learned he was going to the 2002 World Cup with Ireland, it seemed the perfect climax to his international career. Yet even before the competition had started, Quinn was caught up in the most emotionally draining events of his career, as Ireland’s World Cup campaign was rocked by Roy Keane’s sudden departure. All his efforts at mediation failed, leaving him exhausted. As he worked to find a solution, Quinn looked back on his life and career, and saw echoes of his current situation. In this fascinating autobiography, updated for this edition, he recalls the all-night drinking sessions with Tony Adams and Paul Merson, the gambling, the good times and the bad. It is a remarkable story, brilliantly told.




About the author


Niall Quinn joined Arsenal in 1983 and then moved to Manchester City in March 1990, making more than 200 league appearances before signing for Sunderland in August 1996 for a then record fee. In 2002 he briefly became player-coach at the club, before retiring in the autumn. He won 91 caps for Ireland, scoring a record 21 goals.
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PROLOGUE



A RED CARNATION




I know some things all right if I could only think of them. These guys say I’m crazy – crazy in the head like a sheep: But I’m as happy as if I had good sense.


DAMON RUNYON, TWO MEN NAMED COLLINS





Summertime and I’m lingering on a field in the town of Suwon, somewhere in South Korea, gazing up at a cliff of green and white and orange, speckled with faces. Some people are crying, some are laughing; all the faces are red from excitement. I’m lingering because probably I’ll never stand in a place like this again. This is goodbye – a guilty farewell.


The other players are slowly wandering off, heading towards the dressing rooms. They have their hands raised above their heads, clapping and saying goodbye as they vanish into the tunnel. I just stand here, taking it all in. Most of the lads have swapped jerseys, and Spanish red is draped over their shoulders. I’ve kept mine. It’s my last Irish jersey. Years from now I’ll take it out and these moments will come swimming back; the end of the good times.


When I was a kid – well, when I was somewhere between being just a kid and being a professional footballer – my father used to have chats with me every now and then. I was innocent and naive and at the time it seemed that every door I walked towards just opened for me. Da was concerned. He knew my nature.


‘Don’t do a Jack Doyle on it now, will ya,’ he’d say. ‘Don’t do a Jack Doyle.’


Perversely, of course, Jack Doyle became a hero for me. Something about the way he strolled through life, always sticking to the sunny side of the street. That appealed to me. Jack won a fortune and threw it away again, he believed that a generous man never went to hell, he married the most beautiful woman in the world, and he entered each act of his life with the same bubbling optimism he had when he started out.


We had no nerves when we came here tonight. We were skittish and optimistic. During the week we sat down to watch the last game Spain played in this World Cup. They were up against South Africa and after a while they began to look awesome. So we wandered off and played pool.


We didn’t care. We came here to give a passionate performance; we came here to do what we do. So Spain move the ball around one touch, two touch and olé. We do what we do.


Spain started well. They fancy that they might win this strange World Cup and for a little while we could believe that. Soon they score. It’s a lovely glancing header from Morientes that just embarrasses us: they have a throw-in, they toss it to Puyol who controls it, digs it out with his feet and crosses it into the danger area. We’ve allowed them to throw a ball from level with the six-yard line to a player who’s then allowed to turn and cross it; and we’ve thrown in a free header. Thank you for shopping with us. It’s gut wrenching.


The bright side? This is the third time in four matches at this World Cup that we have gone a goal down. We’d like to think that we have them where we want them. On the bench, we wrap our arms around each other. There’s a great unity in this team, especially when we can feel our backs pressed to the wall. Nobody is moaning about things, but it’s plain horrible to be watching from here. I’m beside Clinton Morrison and Eddie Corcoran. We kick every ball.


‘He shoulda done this,’ says Clinton.


‘Get rid of it, get rid of it,’ mutters Eddie.


Jack Doyle was a boxer, a singer, a movie star, a womaniser, a drinker and a charmer. He fought in front of 90,000 in White City in 1933, and thirty years later, when The Beatles played in Dublin for the first and only time, Jack had a crowd twice the size listening to him sing ballads two hundred yards away.


He came from Cobh in County Cork and his first job was hauling coal out of the bellies of boats on the quayside. He never forgot that. He never forgot the little row of houses that he came from or the dank poverty he grew up in. He never forgot it but the memory never made him mean.


It’s going away from us, this game. Spain are controlling it. Damien Duff and Robbie Keane, our two forwards, can’t buy an inch of space. We aren’t creating anything but till they score again we’re still in the game, hanging on by our fingernails.


Time for our tea and oranges. It’s another first half when we’ve been outplayed. In the dressing room we are calm. The feeling is that we’ll have to be adventurous now. The ball is still precious, we can’t give away possession, we can’t get beaten on the break, but we have to gamble – throw it away or win big.


It’s a different feeling being 1–0 down to Spain at half-time from being 1–0 down on the other days. On those days we felt we hadn’t performed. Today we’re just not right tactically. Something has to change. We need to adjust.


In the dressing room Mick McCarthy has a quiet word with me – get yourself right, I’ll be putting you on. Soon.


I weigh things up. Ian Harte on our left side has been placing fine passes in to Damien and Robbie but we haven’t been able to get to the next point. Ian is playing well and he can put the ball wherever he wants it tonight. That’s what I need from him.


We begin to play differently. I get my head up to win bits and pieces. Instead of our attacks breaking down thirty-five yards from goal, we’re within twenty yards. I get a turn and snap a shot that doesn’t have the power I want but …


I head a ball out to my right, and Damien latches on to it. He’s as quick as a fish. The defender seems to hit him from behind. He tumbles. I’m not sure how hard the Spaniard really caught him, but he didn’t catch the ball. It’s from behind and they’ve been cutting Damien’s feet from under him all night. We take the penalty without guilt. We need the break. It evaporates, though.


Casillas saves the penalty from Ian Harte.


Kevin Kilbane, my room-mate and friend, comes on to the rebound. I think that this is going to be the moment he deserves. He just needs to sidefoot the ball home. He hits it full on. Wide. It’s like we’ve just had some good news. Nobody wants to see the senior players saying, ‘For fuck’s sake, Hartey,’ or, ‘What were you thinking, Kev?’


‘Don’t you worry,’ we say. ‘We have them.’ I believe it, for a minute. Almost as soon as I went on, we won the penalty. Ian missed it but he’s still passing well. We’re on our way. Then Ian is taken off. So it’s plan B – what was plan B?


Jack was six feet five inches tall. He’d earned three-quarters of a million pounds by the time of his thirtieth birthday. Later he’d walk the streets without any shoes but he always believed that something good was around the corner.


I know we’ll get another break. Time stops. I feel like I’ve been on the pitch about ten minutes, no more, when we win a free kick. The ball floats across. The referee whistles. I’m surprised. What the hell is he penalising us for now? I’m about to run to him to complain when I see that he’s pointing to the penalty spot. Wow! Thank you, Mr Anders Frisk.


He’s right, I suppose, but it happens twenty times a game that somebody yanks my jersey – twenty times, and harder than that. Hierro hasn’t pulled me to the ground or hit me hard; he’s just pulled my jersey up over my head. Mr Frisk must have tougher standards.


This is it, then; it’s ours. Robbie Keane – Jesus, he’s still a kid – just takes the ball, puts it down and wham. Not a second thought. Then it’s over. Final whistle.


Mick McCarthy comes on. We huddle. Mick says we’re going for this, we’re going to pummel them. He tells Dave Connolly, you stay up front. Let’s go out and give it everything, he says.


At kick-off for extra time, a Spanish player comes to the referee and asks for five minutes’ grace. They have a player getting treatment.


‘No,’ says Mr Frisk.


They have only ten men. We’re hammering them but we can’t score – fifteen minutes and no punches landed. We start the second half and it’s still eleven against ten. They are ragged, arguing with each other. The smiles, the high fives and easy confidence have all gone. I wink at Robbie Keane. This is ours. We have so much possession but it won’t fall right. It’s always rushed, there’s always a deflection, somebody always turns away with their head in their hands.


So it goes to the tiebreaker – penalty kicks, five per team. I’m not knocking anyone out of the way here. I’m hanging back. Mick says who wants one, who’ll take a penalty, and all the lads jump in. Dave Connolly says I’m having one. Kevin Kilbane says give me one. Gary Breen says no way. I keep my mouth shut.


Mick says to the boys that they’ve done everything that could be asked. There’s no pressure whatsoever. Go up, pick a corner and stick to it. Nothing to lose. Good luck.


Perhaps he might have said, ‘You’ve done nothing. Now we’ve to win this penalty competition.’ Perhaps he might have said, ‘Niall Quinn, you’re taking one of these.’


Instead, I stand and watch with my arms around Mark Kinsella and Kenny Cunningham. If we’re level after five apiece, I’ll go sixth I tell myself.


It’s history now. Dave Connolly hits his straight down the middle at Casillas. Mattie Holland misses. Kevin Kilbane misses. Mendieta scuffs one home for the Spanish. Our World Cup is over. Finito.


Our theme has been two words on a blackboard: no regrets. I have some, though, and I’ve just added another. My international career is finished. They are heroes, these kids who stepped up and had the guts to miss. I’m looking at them and saying to myself over and over again, ‘Oh no, I’ve really fucked up here.’ I’ve scored in these circumstances before – against Charlton at Wembley, against Everton once. Now I’ve chickened out. Right at the end of my career, I’ve funked it.


When Kevin put up his hand to take one, I thought Kevin’s never taken a penalty before. I can’t remember Kevin taking one. But you can’t say, ‘Kev, are you sure?’ So I patted him on the back and said, ‘This is yours. You’ve had a great tournament, you deserve this.’ And I said yeah, that’s it, I’ll go sixth.


When we played Charlton in a play-off at Wembley, I remember saying all the way up to the penalty spot, right corner, right corner. Sasa Ilic, the Charlton keeper, dived so early I changed my mind and trickled it into the other corner. It’s easy really, I told myself. The lads will be OK taking their penalties with the world watching them.


Why do I feel so guilty, then? I could have had one more kick, one more throw of the dice. Even if we got beaten it might have been a goal. When I twist and turn at night now, that’s what I’ll think about. Right at the end, when the money was piled high on the table, I lost it. I lost my nerve.


He would have taken a penalty. Jack Doyle would have taken one.


He went to jail. He went on the run. He fought while racked with VD. He took on America and lost. He decked Clark Gable and bedded Carole Lombard, but not in that order. He caroused with Cagney. He gambled. He ran horses. He backed losers. He loved Kipling:




If you can make one heap of all your winnings


And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss


And lose, and start again at your beginnings


And never breathe a word about your loss …





He went broke again and again and he died a pauper. He shrugged his massive shoulders and said that he’d come from nothing and that he would return to nothing. He took it all without bitterness and even in his destitute days he’d walk the streets of Dublin with a red carnation in his breast pocket, still a little swagger about him.


I loved that story.





CHAPTER ONE



ROOTS




Though we have the hay saved and Cork bate, if twas aisy to save the hay, it was not aisy bate Cork.


JOHN MAHER, TIPPERARY HURLING CAPTAIN (1945)





It’s a Wednesday night late in a bad season, and it’s dark when I get home. I’ve parked the car at the front of the house and the glow of the dashboard clock tells me that it’s just after 1 a.m. Tomorrow is a schoolday. Gillian and the kids are in bed, asleep hours ago.


Did Daddy win his match or lose his match? Tomorrow morning is early enough to find out about Daddy’s work. Has he scored? Been sent off? Stunk the place out? Did Daddy’s back hold up? Are his knees OK? Are his various nagging aches still there? Hey, Daddy is thirty-five and still playing professional football. What does Daddy expect?


I pad around the house quietly, make a cup of tea, glance at the papers and then put on my work boots. I know the way of course, out the back and up the gentle hill. There’s just me and the pitch blackness of the countryside, just my footsteps in the tranquil silence.


They hear me coming. They sense my anticipation. I go up to the horses and they nuzzle their long faces against me. I give them hay and water them, talk to them, and just absorb the darkness. The close smell of the horses, the sounds of them breathing and moving about, takes me to a different world, eases every trouble. Tomorrow is a new morning. Saturday will be a new match. August will be a new season. Nothing is for ever.


The Football Association of Ireland have sent me an itinerary for the World Cup. An itinerary! This is one small step for mankind but one big step for the FAI. It augurs well – the itinerary has arrived on time and it has come to the right address. It may transpire that I won’t be going and the itinerary is superfluous, but right now, it’s exciting just to have one. It’s the thought that counts. I’m included in somebody’s football plans.


For sixteen years the routine has been different. The FAI likes to keep you guessing. Sometimes you can go on a playing trip for Ireland and there will be no itinerary, just a series of little surprises. Sometimes, when you get home, an itinerary will be lying in the hallway in a neat brown envelope. Occasionally, when you are heading away from the team on a Thursday morning with sore legs and a flight to catch, your itinerary might be pressed into your hand by a man in a blazer. On your way home, you can compare the plan for the trip with how it actually panned out – if you want to punish yourself, that is.


According to this grand itinerary, we are heading to Saipan to start our World Cup preparations. This could be good or it could be bad. I don’t know where Saipan is. I don’t know how far away it is. I don’t know how big it is. Nobody knows these things, and anyway, I have a testimonial game to organise before then.


An itinerary is a licence to daydream, all the same. I look over the strange and unfamiliar names – Saipan, Izumo, Niigata, Chiba and so on – and wonder how these places will figure when the history of this Irish team is written. For most of the lads who will travel, this will be a beginning. For me, it will be the end. My knees tell me, my back tells me, my heart tells me – the end. In one of these places I will say goodbye to football.


Perhaps I’m skipping ahead of myself here. My last hurrah could have slipped by without me noticing. The Irish squad for this World Cup hasn’t even been announced. Strictly speaking, only twenty-three players should be getting this itinerary and I fancy that if I have received one, there must be dozens of them in circulation, some of them in the hands of the type of player I hate – younger, fitter, faster, better. You know the sort.


This itinerary may be the last World Cup souvenir I will ever get. I have missed a few friendly games for Ireland recently and at club level for Sunderland I have been performing without bothering the headline writers. I am Mighty Quinn no more. Worse, I’ve been scraping by in a team inexplicably crippled by self-doubt. We have been bumping along just above the floor of the league table, listening to the ominous disenchantment of our fans, who can see through us suddenly. We’re not the passionate, gutsy team we were a year or two ago. They can feel it. We can feel it.


I have this nagging twinge of a feeling that Saipan and Izumo and all the others might never mean anything much to me.


I notice the younger players now. I’ve kept an eye on the Irish kids Cliffie Byrne and Tommy Butler since they came to Sunderland with their spots and their homesickness. Once upon a time they were in awe of me and, if I had a mood to, I could make them dance on the palm of my hand. I’d steer them this way and that, bring them out occasionally for drinks and a meal, tip them off about what they needed to be doing to impress. Then we became equals, me playing the role of older brother in a big family, the pair of them feeling comfortable with taking the mickey out of the older members of the family.


Now Tommy and Cliffie are on the threshold of being first-team regulars and although we are friends and we don’t play in the same position, I’m in their way a little. It used to be that if I had a good game, they’d seek me out and it would be ‘top man, Niall’ and ‘you never lost it’, and if I went badly, they’d pull the piss out of me, knowing that I’d have my revenge on them soon. Now I’m on a bad run and they don’t say anything at all. They don’t want to catch my eye. If the audience were to stand up and put their coats and hats on, it couldn’t be a clearer hint that the show is over.


Mick McCarthy rings one evening to ask about my back and my other rusting parts. It’s encouraging enough that he’s calling and I ask him where Saipan is. Mick gives me a quick geography lesson. Saipan is a long way away but Mick seems happy to be heading there. It’s spring and I’ve a lot to be doing. If the manager is happy, then I’m happy. I haven’t given it another thought. I have a family to worry about first. I have a club that’s getting sucked towards relegation to fret over. I have a back injury that has to be coddled and tickled. I have a testimonial game to organise. I have the players’ pool negotiations for the World Cup to help with. Whatever will be, will be, I tell myself.


I feel old, though. Do you know that when I first went to Arsenal on trial there was still an iron curtain, Margaret Thatcher was still young, nobody could imagine a computer that was smaller than a large wardrobe, teams were allowed just one substitute and I used to travel home to Ireland by boat and train. I had been on a plane when I went to Fulham for a trial in 1983, but coming home with the advice ringing in my ears that I’d best get an ordinary job, I imagined it could be some time before I saw the inside of another one.


Football would have survived without me and I’d have survived without it. However, some people from Arsenal Football Club called to our door in Hillsbrook Drive in Perrystown, Crumlin and painted a pretty picture of the wonderland of professional football – mine to keep after a brief trial period. For me, there was the promise, at best, of glory and money and, at worst, of bragging rights to my friends. Arsenal still had a reputation then as the Irish club, having simultaneously hothoused three of the country’s greatest talents in Frank Stapleton, David O’Leary and the incomparable Liam Brady. O’Leary was the only one left at the club by then, but I fancied tagging my name on to the list.


For my parents, there was Terry Neill’s promise that I would be academically catered for in a new system which was being set up by a London Irish friend of his. The dean of this place of learning turned out to be Kate Hoey, the future Minister for Sport. Arsenal, the club of marble halls and old-style values, would act in loco parentis as they steered me through a series of academic courses with a little football on the side. The worst that could happen was that I would return home in a year or two’s time qualified as a professor of something or other.


We all took what we wanted to hear from Arsenal’s sales talk, and a little while later I departed for my fortnight’s trial, leaving Dublin with a pocketful of high hopes. The fact that I was what newspaper reporters have always called ‘gangly’ and what my friends described as ‘just bleedin’ lanky’ didn’t stop me from wondering if the Arsenal of Stapleton, Brady and O’Leary wasn’t about to become the esteemed firm of Stapleton, Brady, O’Leary and Quinn.


For a Dublin kid, it seemed that if you could make it anywhere, you could make it at Highbury. We’d all seen the photos of Stapleton, Brady and O’Leary in their young days at Arsenal, with their big hair and flapping flared trousers. They were Dubliners who’d made it as we watched. When Arsenal sold the dream, those pictures of the lads floated into my head. Look, son, here’s some of our previous lucky winners.


I grew up in Crumlin, an historic spot. It was once a village outside Dublin but, as the city grew, Crumlin became part of its fabric. It was burned to the ground by Walter Fitzgerald, leader of a marauding clan from Wicklow, in the year 1565. For his troubles, Walter was hanged soon afterwards. Crumlin grew again and prospered and we remained wary about Wicklow people.


The first slice of good luck that life handed me was to be reared in Crumlin. The place was an old-style mix of terraced and semi-detached houses built at a time when people still valued space and green fields. Even if we did most of our playing on the streets, there were plenty of green napkins for us to go to when the occasion demanded.


It was 1983 when Arsenal came to the door and the prospect of leaving home for England just never seemed that daunting. In the eighties, it seemed as if we were being reared for emigration, fattened for the boat to England or the plane to America. If I was going to London to work as a footballer, well, I was going to a job at least. I was doing what we Irish had always done.


Let me tell you something about my dad, a Tipperary hurler. He played for a little club in Tipperary called Rahealty and when he was still a kid he appeared in the 1952 and 1953 All Ireland Minor (under eighteen) finals, winning both. He captained Tipperary in the second game and those sides he played for were described as among the best ever to come out of Tipperary at that level. They were the foundation of the glory years that were just around the corner.


Tipperary is the home of hurling. By the age of eighteen, my father, Billy Quinn, was a superstar. By then he was playing for the Tipperary senior team, and in 1954 he scored three goals in a National League final against Kilkenny. For anyone who doesn’t know the game, imagine growing up near Anfield and at eighteen scoring three goals for Liverpool in an FA Cup final against Manchester United. It’s like that but it means more. It’s more important, more tribal, more beautiful. Dad pinched his scores from under the nose of a legendary Kilkenny full-back named Paddy ‘Diamond’ Hayden. Eighteen years old and Billy Quinn had it made. Nearly fifty years later, people still come up to Dad and talk to him about that day. That’s how much it meant.


Outside it was 1954, though. It was the old Ireland – poor, grey, and run by the Catholic Church. My mother was a teacher and when she wanted to marry my father, the rules dreamed up by the priests and enforced by the politicians demanded that she resign from her teaching post. No married woman would keep a man from a job.


So Billy Quinn and Mary Condon threw it all in and emigrated. My ma gave up a good teaching job, my da gave up hurling and they left for England, cashed in their chips for a life, like so many others. They lived in Strood, near Rochester in Kent, and Da worked as a steel erector for McAlpine’s. It was cold, hard work that squeezed the romance of hurling right out of him.


When Jack Lynch lifted the marriage ban on female teachers in 1959, they moved to Dublin but it was too late and too far for my father to pick up the golden thread of his hurling career. Still young, he missed out on being part of one of the greatest and most fabled of Tipperary teams. Tipp would win five All Ireland titles between 1958 and 1965, all of them without Billy Quinn who was by now working in Bolands bakery in Dublin and dabbling in club hurling at the weekends while he supported a family that would eventually comprise three daughters and a son.


I think of the young Billy Quinn a lot these days, now that I’m coming to the end of my sporting career. He must have his regrets and his what-might-have-been moments, yet he passed on the love of hurling. What he missed out on never soured him. I remember childhood Sundays, propped in the car beside him, driving to hurling matches in Tipperary, Kilkenny, Cork, Limerick, anywhere there was a good game to be enjoyed. I played Gaelic football and hurling, the games of the GAA, under his approving eye.


When this World Cup is over and done with, I’ll start the second half of my life. By then I’ll be a former soccer pro. I know that I’ll always be a GAA man, though. The things that stirred Da and his people before him will always stir me. In a moment I’d trade these last nineteen years of soccer for the chance to score the winning point in a Munster final one sunny day in Thurles, me wearing the blue and yellow of Tipperary and watching the poppy red jerseys of Cork wilt all around me as the ball sails over.


Now it’s Friday morning, 17 May 2002 – time for different dreams to unfold. We have a few crazy days behind us and some crazier ones ahead. On Tuesday night we played my charity game at the Stadium of Light in Sunderland. A couple of hours before that, I threw some clothes, some toiletries, some footwear and some books into the bag I’ll live out of for the next five or six weeks.


Last night we played Nigeria in a harmless send-off friendly at Lansdowne Road and afterwards had a few quiet drinks with our families before this early start. It was raining then. It’s raining now.


The consensus from our loved ones is that this trip, this World Cup, is the adventure of a lifetime. There’s a monsoon outside this morning, though, and we haven’t had enough sleep. Also it’s election day in Ireland, and the news for the next forty-eight hours will be about recounts, cliffhanger seats and lost deposits. Nobody will care about jaded footballers and the long season they are trying to shake from their bones.


This is Ireland’s third World Cup, the first since the economic boom time arrived. Somehow we sense that it means less; the old excited innocence of our first great adventure twelve years ago is gone. Ireland is a more confident place nowadays and we don’t feel that having our soccer team in the World Cup finals makes us one of the great nations on the earth. As a nation, we’re pretty cocky, anyway, right now.


So the mood is downbeat, and besides, little things that happened this week have sown a seed. We all know it’s there, taking root beneath our feet, but we don’t talk about it. We ignore the signs and cross our fingers.


It started with this business of my charity game in Sunderland on Tuesday night. A long time ago, I played in a testimonial match for Frank Stapleton. The former Scottish centre-half Gordon McQueen once said about Frank (unfairly) that he gets up in the morning and smiles at himself in the mirror just to get it out of the way for the day. Well, however miserable Frank was, the crowd that turned up for his testimonial was even more miserable. It was no way to say goodbye. I decided then that if I ever put together a career long enough to merit one of these testimonial games, I wouldn’t pin my future on the proceeds, such as they might be. Instead, I’d give them away in exchange, or in penance, for all the good times.


It was a modest enough idea and it just sat at the back of my mind for years. As luck would have it, my testimonial came around. I’m an old-timer at a bad time for football. We millionaires have been muttering about a strike. Two Leeds players have been tried for assaulting an Asian student. Some Chelsea players end up in court following ‘a nightclub incident’. There is a common perception that players are rich, spoiled and out of touch with the real world.


Against this backdrop, I, who have had the most privileged of lives, the most carefree of existences for nearly twenty years, have managed to get myself painted as a living saint for keeping my promise to myself.


It’s embarrassing and awkward. When I close my eyes, I can see lads in dressing rooms up and down the country pointing to their newspapers and hear them saying what I’d say about myself – ‘Who does that twat think he is?’


Yet the evening of my charity game was perfect. We’re on the way to collecting one million pounds for children’s hospitals in Sunderland and in Dublin. The players have all waived their match fees. Instead of a little present afterwards, they’ll all be receiving a letter from a sick child. It’s not much to set against a gloriously misspent youth, just a small good thing. As I keep saying, it’s not my money to give away anyway. It’s other people’s. Donations, tax relief, tickets sold – we just channelled it and took the credit.


As usual, there are flies in the ointment. Amid a general and generous chorus of approval for the whole thing, the media have decided that on the night, there was something missing. It was a night with everything but the boy, everything but Roy Keane.


Roy is our best player, our most interesting player, our only true superstar and the subject of maybe 70 per cent of the stories and rumours written about this Irish team. That he wasn’t at my testimonial game doesn’t surprise me or hurt me. He explained in a subsequent interview that he was injured, and wanted to spend the time with his family rather than sitting in the stands. But his absence is a story and people aren’t going to let go.


On Wednesday, when we arrived in Dublin to prepare to play Nigeria, the media were looking backwards instead of forwards. Virtually all the Irish papers were stalking the tasty but spiky prey. They pounded Roy for not appearing in Sunderland. His absence is being billed as some sort of artful insult to me. The game, which was advertised as ‘A Night With Niall’, should apparently have been sold as ‘A Night Without Roy’.


It’s uncomfortable. At the best of times, Roy isn’t one to go around beaming about good press clippings. It’s safe to say he won’t be pleased with this crop of negatives.


The testimonial game took place on Tuesday. Roy had already been asked to play against Nigeria two nights later and was, I think, not entirely happy about it. He’s had a long season at Manchester United, which ended in bitter disappointment. How bitter some of us can only guess at. Roy is more driven and more obsessed by success than the rest of us. None of us here is walking around with the jingle of medals in our pockets. Two nights ago, the European Champions League final was just something for us to watch on the television. Roy is different. He rails against failure and rages for success. Sometimes I wonder if he might even despise the rest of us for not having the same brooding, obsessive passion that he has, but we need him and he needs us. So we rub along.


Anyway, he’ll be disappointed, and his knee will be troubling him. It makes him look bad to have played against Nigeria and not to have played in my testimonial game; but he can’t win. It will make him look bad, too, if he misses another friendly for Ireland.


In truth, I’m a little surprised he’s here at all. Some extra rest in Manchester with his wife, Theresa, and the kids, a little extra treatment on his knee, a chance to avoid all this hullabaloo and join us a week into the trip would have been a viable alternative. That was more what I’d have expected Roy to do.


Instead, he’s here and he’s in the wars. Supposedly, there is tension between us. I am, if the papers are to be believed, ‘fuming’ over Roy’s failure to appear in Sunderland. I’m not. In the press conference after the game, nobody even asked me about Roy, let alone whether I was giving off fumes about him. I’ve thought about Roy and the whole testimonial issue, but I don’t believe I’ve ever ‘fumed’.


A few weeks ago, Roy refused to cooperate in writing an article for the programme of the game. Cathal Dervan, the Irish journalist, was organising the articles for me. Cathal and Roy have a history that almost amounts to a feud. Once Cathal urged a Lansdowne Road crowd to boo Roy’s every touch in a game against Iceland. So probably Cathal should have known that Roy wouldn’t deal with him in writing a piece for the programme, but he asked anyway, given the nature of the event. Word came back through Michael Kennedy, the Irish-born solicitor who acts as an agent for both Roy and me. The message was sorry, Roy wouldn’t be doing any articles with Cathal Dervan.


I hadn’t fully appreciated the antipathy between them. I hoped that Roy would offer to do the piece with somebody else (maybe I should have suggested this, and he probably didn’t realise it either as time was tight), and I got a little bit wound up about it, stomped around the kitchen for five minutes announcing that there was no way I was travelling to the World Cup with that mean hoor as my captain. Gillian reminded me that, first, I might not be asked to travel to the World Cup anyway, and second, if I was, wild horses wouldn’t keep me away. So I’ve moved on. Roy has had a busy time of it and, in retrospect, I understand him not playing ball with Cathal Dervan. Footballers have longer memories than journalists do.


Anyway, Roy and I have had an Oprah moment. Roy arrived in Dublin on the evening before the Nigeria game. As usual Mick Byrne, our physio and Roy’s close friend, picked him up at the airport and whisked him down to the Holiday Inn. I was just getting into bed when Mick knocked at my door. He told me that I needed to speak to Roy.


I have one foot in the bed and I say to Mick, ‘Sorry? Did you say I need to speak to Roy?’ Mick is agitated.


‘Don’t be awkward,’ Mick says. ‘He needs to speak to you.’


‘Well, why doesn’t he come here, then?’


‘Just go, will ya,’ says Mick.


And I do. The mountain must go to Mohammed. I follow Mick down the corridor to Roy’s room. He’s sitting there, tense and uncomfortable, and he says to me, ‘No hard feelings. I thought Mick [McCarthy] knew.’


I’m a little bit surprised. I thought this was something about which nothing would ever be said, but Roy is obviously making an effort and I appreciate that.


‘Yeah, Mick did know,’ I say. ‘It’s not a problem, Roy.’


I can see he’s embarrassed about this whole conversation so we keep it short, very short.


‘Cheers,’ I say, and leave him sitting there.


Not sleepy now, I wander down and have a bowl of soup with a few of the lads who are still up and about. Roy wanders in a couple of minutes later and does the same. It’s easier and less awkward when there are other players about. There are no bad feelings. I appreciate that the excruciating encounter in his room was tough for him. I make a little mental note to let the press guys know tomorrow that there is no problem between us. Just in case.





CHAPTER TWO



READY FOR TAKE-OFF




What if this is as good as it gets?


JACK NICHOLSON, AS GOOD AS IT GETS





For some time now I have been clicking on the teletext on the day of Irish squad announcements. Always it’s the same. ‘Oh no,’ I’ll say, ‘there’s been a terrible mistake. They’ve picked me again.’


When I meet up with the lads I’ll joke that it’s harder to get off this team than it was to get on; best that I say it before they do. Some of the younger lads think that the triangular tournament in which I made my debut back in 1986 was held to celebrate the invention of the wheel.


This morning we are just about ready to set off from Dublin airport when I notice Roy. We are at a chaotic reception that somebody has thrown for us, and Roy is kicking off about the players having to carry all their bags through the public area, and about the media being at this supposedly private party. It strikes me that he has a point, but only Roy would have the energy or the intensity to make it. It’s messy here today, even this early in the morning, but let’s just get through it.


The Nigeria game last night was one of those tentative, dutiful games that’s not quite real. Everyone’s mind was somewhere else. None of us wanted to get injured or bruised. It was raining, the pitch was greasy and it was no time to be a hero. We surrendered a long unbeaten record at home and forgot about it immediately. This morning the Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern, is buzzing about, looking for face time with the footballers. There are people dressed in leprechaun suits, there are fans with drink taken, and there are bewildered American tourists. The flight is delayed. We’re all pissed off but Roy is probably the only one among us who will bother fighting the battle.


He’s had his victories. It was Roy who ended the slightly surreal situation, which had gone on for so long that the rest of us hardly noticed, whereby the players sat in economy seats and the FAI suits parked their ample behinds in the first-class section. It was Roy who got our training ground in Dublin improved and got us into better hotels for the longer stays. All this is done to make sure the players are properly looked after, so they can perform well. He has an appetite for these situations. The rest of us are happy just to grumble – except me, of course. My approach is different. I’m the optimist. That’s my role in the group. At half-time I always think that we’ll go on to win the game. When we lose, I’m the one who says that we’ll get them the next time. When we fail to qualify for a tournament, it’s me who goes around telling everyone to take a look at what we’ve learned.


I’m on this trip as much as a good-vibes man as a centre-forward. When things go bad I am to burst into a chorus of ‘Always Look On the Bright Side of Life’. My job will be to jolly people along and to play the odd bit of football if an emergency arises. I’m happy with that. I’m thirty-five and going to the World Cup. Even if it’s part of an Elderly in the Community scheme, I’m happy to be going.


It’s a strange way to approach my last World Cup but then it’s strange to be having a last World Cup. Going back to the mid nineties, if I’d cared to, I could have collected a thick sheaf of newspaper articles mentioning my imminent retirement. So although I have a poorly defined task, it’s something I’ll enjoy doing. I’ll just feel my way along, like a blind man at an orgy. I’m not the captain of the team. I’m not the star player. I’m not the one with the most appearances. I’m the oldest, though, and I enjoy working with young players. I like the idea of this team taking up some of the spirit and atmosphere of the team I came into back in 1986.


It’s a tradition thing. I like the thought that some of these kids will be part of the continuity and the future of Irish soccer. Soon after I came into the Irish team, I played and roomed with Liam Brady. He was coming to the end of a career that began when he was a kid in a team in which Johnny Giles was the king. In turn, Johnny’s international career can be traced back to 1959 when it overlapped with that of Charlie Hurley after whom our training ground in Sunderland is named. Charlie played with the great Liam Whelan of Manchester United. Liam died in the Munich air disaster but his short career caught the end of Con Martin’s time in the green jersey. And so on and so on back through time, each little bit of experience being added to the rest, until here we are with a young team ranked among the top twenty in the world, on our way to the greatest show soccer has to offer.


The prospect of doing this job, of adding my small sum to the pool and of perhaps playing a few minutes, has kept me going at this level for the past few months while my back has ached and my form has dipped. In spring, not for the first time, I spoke to Mick McCarthy and told him that retirement didn’t scare me, that he owed me nothing. I said I’d prefer to call it a day rather than deprive a younger and fitter player of a place at the World Cup. In the rearview mirror, I could make out the faces of the players who will do my job on the pitch in the years to come – Gary Doherty of Spurs, Richie Sadlier of Millwall, and, coming up behind, Jon Daly of Stockport.


If it all sounds noble, it was no hardship. I was sore and dispirited, and I’d already taken enough from the game. Earlier in the winter, on my birthday in fact, I had played at Lansdowne Road against Cyprus and scored the goal that made me the country’s top scorer ever. That night, out of habit, I went for a few quiet drinks in Keogh’s in Dublin and the entire team (except Roy, who now likes to avoid such occasions) turned up to have a drink with me and my family and friends. The next month we travelled to Iran for the second part of a two-legged play-off to secure our qualification for the World Cup. I was there for those things. If my career had ended at that point, with me being witness to the birth of a new team and becoming the short-term holder (surely) of the Irish scoring record, I would happily have shuffled off.


I’d been there in Iceland in 1986 when we won a small triangular tournament, the first senior international competition Ireland had ever won. I was there two years later when we went to the European Championship for the first time; I was on the pitch when we beat England in Stuttgart. I was part of our first World Cup voyage two years later and poked home a goal to tell the grandchildren about. Who could complain about that?


It’s like this. All my dreams have crystallised for me. One by one, they’ve come true. I remember as a young kid one of my first romances with soccer began when Manortown United rounded up a bunch of us to take to Dalymount Park, the old home of Irish soccer. It was October 1974 and I wasn’t long past the excitement of my eighth birthday. Ireland were to play the USSR in a European Championship qualifier.


We begged to be allowed to go to Dalymount because the club coach got us cheap tickets and going there was in every way better than being in school. The skies were the smoggy Dublin grey that they always were back then, and the stern old stands in rickety Dalymount were sharp, angular, dark and rusty. It was the single most glamorous place on earth, and that day it shook to what we used to call the Dalymount Roar. Liam Brady made his debut and Don Givens scored three goals. For many of us, that match was a landmark in our footballing memories. I was awestruck by this world.


Dublin had won the All Ireland title in Gaelic football the previous month. A handful of the players had been driven out to the Eight Acres near us in Crumlin and they’d stood in a trailer waving the Cup at us as they were driven around the field at speed. We chased after them all the way and our young heads were still crammed full of that close encounter with such unlikely glory. Irish soccer was distinctly unfashionable, but Don Givens slipped into our imaginations.


He was a hero, a natural old-fashioned goalscorer who got nineteen international goals while playing fewer matches than I did. He played with lesser players than I did, too, but Don looked the part. He looked half like a centre-forward and half like an Italian matinee idol. He carried the louche glamour of that eccentric Queens Park Rangers team he played with at the time. I can see him now with his sideburns and his sweated hair hanging down to his eyebrows, and those three stripes running down to the cuff of his long-sleeved Irish jersey. Was it any wonder we didn’t draw distinctions between Müller, Cruyff and Don Givens?


Don was a wonder but by the time he retired Frank Stapleton had almost shouldered him out of my memory. In his prime, Frank was by turns to be found in the colours of Arsenal, Manchester United and Ajax. He seemed to be on a grand tour of the clubs that young boys dreamed of playing for.


More exciting – for me, if not for him – was the fact that Frank was the first professional whose path ever crossed mine. I was playing for the Dublin Under-14 team and won the Player of the Month award, the prize for which, that month and every month, was a coaching weekend sponsored by McVitie’s, the biscuit people.


It all fell perfectly. The course took place in August during the school holidays and was given by Malcolm ‘Supermac’ Macdonald, then the manager of Fulham, and my hero, Frank Stapleton. Supermac, well, I could take or leave Supermac (and not long later, it transpired that he felt the same way about me). Frank was a superstar. He was all coiled power and strong shoulders and professional intensity. We spent a couple of days at University College Dublin being coached and I spent the whole time trying to impress Frank. I’m not sure if it was the pay-off but, when it was time to go home, I received the prestigious honour of being chosen as ‘Player of the Weekend’.


Ten years later, Frank eclipsed Don Givens when he scored his twentieth goal in a pre World Cup friendly in Malta. It was Frank’s final appearance for Ireland. He came on to score Ireland’s third and final goal. I scored the first.


I’d just left Arsenal where my early days as a professional had been spent in constant competition with the memory of Frank. Frank could do these things when he was your age, I was told. Frank used to practise on his own over there. Frank scored this many when he was your age. He was always the yardstick.


It was Frank’s record I beat on my thirty-fifth birthday, and if there was ever a time when it would have been natural to slip away, that was it. But Mick urged me to hang on. You’ll be in retirement for a long time, he said, don’t hurry yourself getting there.


In the last couple of months, both Gary Doherty and Richie Sadlier have been blighted by injury. So here I am, about to board a plane for a twenty-three-hour journey to an island none of us has ever heard of.


Just one more taste of World Cup action would be good but I have got used to the idea that I may travel all that way and not play. I have got used to the notion that I may never wear an Irish jersey again, that I may never kick a ball in anger again. I plan to do what I can and then go back to Sunderland and negotiate a decent deal for my retirement. I’m at peace with all that, easy with the notion that I’ll never change at Crewe again.


Getting changed at Crewe used to entertain me. The last time I played at Gresty Road was on the coldest night in living memory. Nobody wanted to get changed. There was an arctic wind howling through the dressing room; polar bears were romping on the glacier outside. The lads prayed for a postponement. None came.


The dressing room could have been designed by Dickens. Dark, cold and dank, the watery light coming from the inadequate bulb above our heads barely illuminated a table, some old wooden benches and a bath that could take three people if they were intimately acquainted or wanted to get that way.


After the game, as we sat on the benches, I felt the sweat on my head turning icy. I rubbed my hands hoping to feel some life in them before dawn. My fingers were too numb to undo my mud-caked laces. That was a problem because by the time I coaxed some life back into them, my laces would most likely be frozen together. I might end up breaking them off. Meanwhile, I leaned forward, afraid that the sweat on my back would fuse me to the ice-cold wall. It was that sort of night. Our breath fogged the room and the only words we used were curses.


I loved every minute. I sat there taking it all in. I felt like one of the Yorkshiremen in the old Monty Python sketch: ‘Ee, this is luxury, this is. When I were a lad, we used t’change in yon coal mines, three miles down and three miles back up, in bare feet …’


This was the game I loved and those are the times I miss most, the times when the game shares its essential character with you, when it’s not all moneyed, airbrushed and antiseptic. At Gresty Road, I could see the game I fell in love with. It had colour, personality and romance.


Trivia question: the first player ever sent off in an FA Cup final and the first player ever sent off in the Premiership went to the same school. Name the players and their school.


If you said Kevin Moran, Niall Quinn and Drimnagh Castle in Dublin, you’ve just won a sunshine holiday.


You wouldn’t think a school could prepare you for this life, but Drimnagh Castle did. We didn’t lack heroes or role models among the alumni. We lacked a posh changing area but not examples of sporting success. Kevin Moran was a Gaelic football superstar before he ever left for Manchester United. Before that, he was a Drimnagh Castle kid. Gerry Ryan was a local hero who played for Bohemians and went on to play for Brighton in the 1983 Cup final. Kevin played for Manchester United in that same match. Two from our school playing in the FA Cup final – who wouldn’t have dreams? Eamon Coughlan was the world 5000 metres champion and unlucky fourth-place finisher in just about every other great race he ran.


They all passed through Drimnagh Castle before my best friend Dave Whelan and I ever got there. They knew the same changing rooms that we knew. They put down the days in the same classrooms and then changed for games in the old moat-bound castle, the ancient tumbledown pile that is the area’s best landmark. If you stayed quiet for a moment, a rat would barrel across the floor, in no hurry either. He would come out with a fine sense of entitlement. There was no concrete on the floor, just rat droppings and mud. We were the intruders.


We played every sport with the same enthusiasm. Television was a last resort when it came to entertainment. Computer games hadn’t progressed beyond the monotony of Space Invaders, we weren’t bookish and girls were for later.


If you were to rewind and look for us in the Crumlin of the late seventies and early eighties, you’d find us pedalling for miles with golf clubs on our backs. At Ballinascorney we’d manage forty-five holes between dawn and dusk before scorching home again.


You could look for us tapping a sliotar (the ball used in hurling) around on the street, or ball juggling under the street lights outside the home of some girl one of us was trying to impress. We could serenade with footballs. We’d be the ones hopping like cat burglars over the wall of Molly ‘rob the ball’ Murphy’s house to retrieve our football before she confiscated it for ever.


If you could go back there, we’d be easy to find. We were too innocent, too damn sappy to drink cider in the fields; we were too scared to take drugs and too straight looking to be offered them anyway. We’d be on the streets taking penalties at each other, using the pillars to a driveway as goalposts; or we’d be picking teams for endless games, the original jumpers-for-goalposts kids. Five half-time, ten the winner? Next goal wins? Fly keeper or stick? A goal or over the post? Your ma’s calling you.


When we weren’t playing, we’d be getting frogmarched down to Crumlin Hospital by an exasperated parent. Another broken finger needed splinting or fresh gash needed sewing up. I broke every one of my fingers at sometime or other once I started hurling – took a perverse pride in every snap.


Sport links all my childhood memories together. My family were immersed in sport. School was one long celebration of it. All week we played school games. I think at one stage, early in my secondary education when I was still eligible to do so, I played on just about every team that Drimnagh Castle had. This followed the pattern of primary school, which had finished with our glorious annexation of the Geraldine Cup, the top Gaelic football trophy at that age level. It was a job that involved my first playing outing to Croke Park. I suppose Wembley would be London’s equivalent of Croke Park, minus the nationalist history. The thrill of playing there never quite went away.
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