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      For Ryan, the ultimate game-changer …

   



      
      

In the end, just three things matter:
How well we have lived
How well we have loved
How well we have learned to let go.

      Jack Kornfield, Buddhist teacher and writer

   



      Introduction

      Cold baths. Fresh fruit. Red meat. Never drank, never smoked – ‘avoid the fags, anyone who uses them will never be any good’.
         In the morning, he drank water from the well, followed by a bowl of porridge, some bread and a small piece of beef or mutton
         cooked well. At midday, he had boiled mutton or roast beef with vegetables but few potatoes, always avoiding salty bacon and
         all fatty foods. His day was finished off with porridge, dry toast and milk. It sounds like the preparation and attention
         to detail of a champion athlete and it was – that of Maurice Davin, the GAA’s first president, in the 1870s.
      

      ‘His boxing experiences taught him the value of regular exercises in toning up and developing greater power in his muscles
         through using dumb-bells and clubs. He practised weight-lifting and fitted out what could be called a miniature gymn for use
         by himself and his brothers. He studied whatever fitness periodicals and manuals he could acquire and he worked out a strict
         diet for himself to be adhered to rigidly,’ former GAA president, and Davin’s biographer, Séamus Ó Riain, wrote.
      

      Along with a strict diet regime, Davin focused on hydration, rest and keeping a detailed log of his training along with notes
         on his competitors. This was a man who held national records in the high jump, long jump, hammer and shot putt; a man who was a boxing
         champion in his hometown of Carrick-on-Suir in Tipperary before turning his attentions to rowing and then focusing on athletics
         where he came to prominence in his thirties.
      

      If ever there was the progenitor of the modern Irish athlete, Maurice Davin is it. Trained in a variety of sports, focused
         on diet, rest and exercise, it is little wonder that Davin excelled in the sports he turned his attention to. The era of the
         twenty-first-century Gaelic footballer pushing himself to the limit, focusing his life around his sport in pursuit of success,
         is nothing new. Maurice Davin, in post-Famine Ireland, was doing exactly the same.
      

      The foundation of the GAA and subsequent codification of rules for Gaelic football by Davin himself saw the game spread like
         wildfire around the country. Competition and games between neighbouring parishes was nothing new, stretching back hundreds
         of years, but rules varied from area to area with confusion and ugly violence often the by-product. The late nineteenth century
         saw the development of organised sport, giving a recreational outlet to the masses in the urban centres created in the wake
         of the Industrial Revolution, and, in Ireland, the GAA gave shape and purpose to Gaelic games.
      

      From the first playing of the All-Ireland championship, team rivalries grew and the competitive instinct meant that those
         serious about winning were always looking for an edge over their opponents. Even in the early years, the question of style
         arose: some teams were more cynical in their pursuit of winning, while others were practising ‘screw kicks’ and other skills.
      

      ‘The tension within the rules – how rules were applied, how rules are managed by referees, how the games are reshaped by people
         constantly seeking an edge, and redefined by players who bend the game to their strengths and weaknesses, it’s a constant challenge and recurring theme,’ says sports historian Paul Rouse.
         ‘You can’t go through a decade and not see match reports or see discussions in newspapers about style, about the rules, the
         organisation of the game, and it is a recurrent theme in Gaelic football, possibly not in the early period but certainly from
         later on, about the problems of Gaelic football, the bad stuff in the game. It’s as if Gaelic football is about to keel over
         and die. These were the discussions going on over a hundred years ago!’
      

      In many ways, the arguments haven’t changed; the notion of purists versus pragmatists and a constant struggle between those
         who saw the game as primarily a catching-and-kicking one and those who placed an emphasis on the hand-pass.
      

      When Kerry emerged as one of the first dominant Gaelic football counties at the beginning of the twentieth century, their
         catch-and-kick style began to be seen as ‘traditional’ and ‘pure’. History, as they say, is written by the winners, and Kerry
         have had a long tradition of writing about their expertise and exploits on the field of play, starting with the publication
         of the sport’s first manual in 1914 by legendary Kerry player Dick Fitzgerald. Entitled How to Play Gaelic Football, it was a book that laid out in thorough detail the different skills involved in playing the game properly. ‘Gaelic football
         of the present day is a scientific game … when the number was reduced to fifteen a side science became the order of the day,’
         he wrote.
      

      Fitzgerald’s book spelled out clearly how players and teams could improve through scientific knowledge and focused training.
         While it wasn’t the 24/7, year-long dedication that we see today, it did introduce concepts, such as having training camps
         in the run-up to All-Ireland finals, which became a growing feature of the increased requirements necessary to win at All-Ireland
         level.
      

In Fitzgerald’s time, the most important person in the setup was the trainer who was brought in for the dedicated pre-final
         training camps. Usually, this was a renowned and successful sports star who had an expertise in training and whose job was
         to get the team up to peak fitness. As a result, previously unheralded counties were disrupting the perceived natural order
         of things.
      

      Wexford, who had been hammered 4–4 to 1–3 by Wicklow in the first round of the Leinster championship in 1912, are the best
         example of this. They brought in Jem Roche, who had fought for the world heavyweight title in 1910, as their trainer before
         going on to win four All-Irelands in a row from 1915–1918.
      

      Wexford’s secret? Much the same formula that has proven so effective down through the years: good organisation from county
         board level down through to the playing team, coupled with very talented players and effective training methods.
      

      Can it be as simple as that? In many ways, it can. Good organisation, ensuring everything is set up and in place for the players
         to perform to their maximum, comes from the top down, as does leading and innovative training techniques that will give players
         the edge in the fitness stakes. Combining these two elements with a particularly talented and dedicated group of players can
         ensure success no matter what the era. It’s the hallmark of all winning teams: Wexford in the 1910s, Kildare and Kerry in
         the 1920s, Cavan in the 1940s, Mayo in the 1950s, Down and Galway in the 1960s … what stood out for each was their ability
         to develop new traits and habits, evolving from what went on before to give them the upper hand.
      

      While the trainer and training camps became increasingly important, the role of team selection still lay with an unwieldy
         system of up to half a dozen selectors – the role of a single manager to pick and lead the team wasn’t to evolve until the
         1960s and 1970s. Players remained the stars of the day and the cult of the manager didn’t emerge until the Kevin Heffernan–Mick O’Dwyer rivalry from 1974. From that point, the philosophy of a team
         was linked to the manager’s personality; training, tactics and team selections all became the responsibility of one man and,
         in many ways, the team was a mirror image of his traits and approach to the game. Thus, Heffernan’s belief in having a team
         of self-analytical players was reflective of his own playing days, while O’Dwyer developed a closer bond and warmth in his
         dressing room, treating his players as a father would his son.
      

      Until then, the manager/trainer was very much in the background, Kerry’s Dr Eamonn O’Sullivan being a case in point. Here
         was a man who trained Kerry for nine All-Irelands between 1924 and 1964, winning eight, and yet he was only called upon when
         Kerry were struggling. His legacy to the game is immense, combining his background in psychiatry with regimented training
         camps in the run-up to the finals, focusing on diet and rest as much as physical fitness itself. Outside of Kerry, however,
         to the ordinary fan, the name Dr Eamonn O’Sullivan would not have meant very much. Instead, it was the names of the hero-players
         such as Jim Brosnan, Jackie Lyne and Mick O’Connell that were the talk of fan conversation.
      

      While managers may not have been the major talking point down through the years, tactics and style of play were, and just
         as it dominated in the early years of the GAA, so too the arguments continued to rage about teams employing the short hand-passing
         style rather than the catch-and-kick philosophy. The great Kildare and Dublin teams of the 1920s became known as ‘machines’
         for their seemingly unbeatable hand-passing systems – Dublin won three-in-a-row and Kildare captured three All-Irelands in
         that decade. But these systems of play with their emphasis on teamwork were being derided in some quarters. Dick Fitzgerald
         is his book wrote:
      

      

Everybody knows that the tendency of the outdoor games of the present day is to reduce the individual player to the level
               of a mere automaton. In a manner the individual in modern games is a disadvantage to his side if his individuality asserts
               itself too strongly … How dry is the description one often gets of those great matches in which perfect combination alone
               is the only thing commended! In them there is no hero – no great individual standing out from the whole field.
         

      



      Fast-forward one hundred years, people have said the same thing about the rise of Donegal or Dublin.

      This notion that those teams – most noticeably Kerry – practising a catch-and-kick style are the purists of the game has been
         in vogue for as long as the game itself, but as Paul Rouse and others have argued, sport is about the inherent tension in
         the rules, giving a team as much of an advantage as possible. Thus, the Armagh- and Tyrone-style of swarming in the early
         2000s was about stopping the opposition’s forward momentum and smothering them without fouling. Without a clear definition
         of the tackle in the rules, it was a tactic that proved to be very successful.
      

      ‘Stairs and landings’ is how the innovative coach John Morrison describes the game’s evolutionary path. Some years it’s incremental,
         then in other periods it takes bigger leaps to the next level. Developments in the game since the start of the 2000s have
         changed it utterly, to where, once again, GAA people are talking in worried tones about the future of the game, the lack of
         catch-and-kick and the dominance of the short hand-pass.
      

      In the one hundred-plus years during which arguments over Gaelic football playing philosophies have been taking place, perhaps
         the biggest difference today is the fact that managerial mindsets are focused primarily on stopping the opposition first,
         with attacking and forward play a distant second. Going back through the decades when the hand-passing systems were successful,
         it was still with an emphasis on attack – it was the forward movements and inter-play that were unplayable, until another
         way was found to overcome those players and their tactics.
      

      The modern game has switched its focus and stopping the other team from scoring is paramount, getting forwards fit and agile
         enough that they can track back and tackle is a necessary part of the forward’s DNA. When Dublin won the All-Ireland in 2011,
         their wing-forwards were converted half-backs from a previous footballing life. Just as Dick Fitzgerald asked where the heroes
         in those playing systems that subsume the individual were, so too many ask if the genius of a Colm Cooper will ever be seen
         again. Are we coaching the sublime and unique out of players in favour of them becoming automatons who can only play the safe
         percentages? Derry’s Joe Brolly, a harsh critic of the modern styles of play as espoused by Tyrone and Donegal, says players
         of the talent and skill of Donegal’s Michael Murphy would give their right arm to play in teams that embrace an attacking
         philosophy, such as Crossmaglen.
      

      Earlier this year, Kerry’s Colm Cooper questioned the way the game is developing and wondered with his slight frame if he
         would have been given a chance. ‘An unwritten requirement at the moment to be a GAA player is you’ve to be six foot four and
         built like a tank,’ he said at a press conference previewing the championship season. ‘If you look at most county teams, every
         guy is lifting big weights, has to be able to run and has to be able to tackle. He’s taking over from the skilful guy that’s
         five foot ten and slight build. If I was starting out again right now, I might not get the opportunity. You need to safeguard
         the skills of the game and the skilful players in the game.’
      

      Yet, as the innovators ask, who is coaching the coaches? Where is the positive approach to the game? It is easy, say leading coaches such as John Morrison and Val Andrews, to show someone
         how to stop the opposition playing and to run five-yard, hand-passing drills, but where is the imagination and outside-the-box
         thinking that will coach players to attack creatively, score points and goals from out of nothing and embrace a philosophy
         of forward play first and foremost?
      

      Managers are reflective of their time and place, and in a society that is focused on cutbacks, austerity and the bottom-line,
         it is little wonder that playing the safe option and taking no risks is dominant. Sport in general has been taken over by
         the numbers game: by statisticians, dieticians and tacticians. We’re in a big-data society lived on the internet and run by
         machines that can measure our habits and movements and give us the information we think we want based on algorithms and predictive
         models. As a human society, we have been reduced to being measured in 0s and 1s, a way of living that is byte-sized, either
         black or white. Within this context, the data overload in sport has meant that nothing is left to chance: five-yard hand-passes
         are more likely than those kicked fifty yards because of the percentages game. There is no place for what-ifs in the modern
         manager’s philosophy.
      

      ‘Management is doing things right; leadership is doing the right things,’ wrote the American management guru Peter Drucker
         in his 1954 book The Practice of Management, and, in modern sport, it seems leadership has taken a step back. Surrounded by teams of backroom staff, it is easier to
         delegate responsibility, but the true manager in the dressing room is the leader, the one who cajoles and inspires, who gives
         you a hard time and knows when to put an arm around your shoulder.
      

      For the managers featured in this book, their success has been based on a mindset combined with a methodology that has enabled
         them to stand out among their generation. Yes, it is easier to succeed with a talented generation of footballers hungry to win, but to do it year in, year out, to drive the players on to keep winning
         even after they have succeeded, is a remarkable testament to the manager. Likewise, the manager who can see a purpose of dedication
         in a group of players, who, while not as talented as others, have the burning desire within to achieve more through the sum
         of their parts. It is in these dressing rooms that the talented manager can step up and provide the experience, attention
         to detail, knowledge and edge that sees them achieve their goals and more.
      

      There are common traits among all the most successful managers – a talented generation of players, hunger from within, leaders
         on and off the pitch, a county organisation working in tandem from the top down doing whatever and however it takes to succeed,
         and the manager looking on, cajoling, coaxing, driven and determined. Management is the easy part; leadership is the key.
      

      This book is not meant to be a definitive list of Gaelic football’s winning managers – such a book would run into multiple
         volumes – but is an insight into those who have led the way since the rise of the manager and the beginning of the modern
         game with the emergence of Down in the 1960s. There were many successful teams and managers who could also have been covered
         and deserve chapters of their own (for future books, perhaps), men like Peter McDermott, Ray Morgan and Bobby Miller, who
         achieved remarkable success given the time, resources and talent to hand.
      

      Once again, Gaelic football is in the midst of an evolutionary change and it could be a future championed by the technique,
         style and philosophy of Donegal’s Jim McGuinness, one that shapes athletes into a unit of self-belief and drive that will
         run through walls for what their manager tells them. Under McGuinness, Donegal are the epitome of the modern in Gaelic football,
         cherishing the system, the athlete, the work effort and a game based on percentages. It is the kind of society we are living
         in today anyway.
      

And then there’s Crossmaglen, and a handful of coaches coming through who want to see the game espoused differently, emphasising
         catching and kicking, where the individual is allowed to flourish – it’s a philosophy that is inherently different to what
         has become the norm, and an approach that emphasises the enjoyment of playing, and watching, Gaelic football.
      

      Liam Gilmartin is the oldest surviving All-Ireland winner. Aged ninety-two, he is sprightly and can remember clearly when
         Roscommon won their All-Irelands in 1943 and 1944. Their emergence came off the back of talented youth who were given their
         chance and took it with both hands. Asked about his career, about the wins and the All-Irelands, what stands out most for
         him were the moments of pure pleasure on the field of play.
      

      

         There is a half a minute when the final whistle goes and which gives you something that is unbelievable, there is no description
               for it. You have won your second All-Ireland against Kerry, had a good game, and the world was all there and it was tremendous.
               As I walked through the crowd, through the sideline seats, they were slapping me on the back and an old man came up to me
               and caught me by the shoulders and said to me, ‘Jesus ye were mighty’, and that’s the reward I got out of it. For those thirty
               seconds, everything was just perfect.
         

      



      A lifetime of habit and thirty seconds of perfection – moments we can all hope and strive for.

   



      Part I

      Purists and Pragmatists

      
      ‘I gave it my body and mind, but I have kept my soul.’

      
      Phil Jackson, eleven-time NBA championship-winning coach

      
      
   



      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      ‘Like an explosion onto Croke Park’

      
      Croke Park had never seen anything like it. Kerry football didn’t know what hit them. GAA fans all around the country shook
         their heads in amazement. On the day, a record 87,768 spectators knew they had witnessed something special and unique. The
         traditional kingpins of Gaelic football had been humbled in an All-Ireland final by a county that had only captured its first
         provincial title the previous year.
      

      
      On that sunny September day in 1960, Croke Park was bedecked with black-and-red flags, scarves and hats, the Kerry fans clearly
         outnumbered. For the Kingdom, All-Ireland final day was becoming a routine event of expectation – they were the reigning champions
         after all, into their fifth final in eight years and looking to add to their record nineteen Sam Maguires. The Kerry team
         sauntered onto the Croke Park pitch as if out for a Sunday stroll; Down burst out from the tunnel in the Cusack Stand, emerging
         like a bullet train arriving with purpose and intent. Kerry might have been used to final day, but they weren’t ready for
         what Down would do to them.
      

      
      
      Sixty minutes later, Kerry stood shell-shocked at the final whistle. On the scoreboard behind the goal, the result was there
         in black and white for all to read: Down 2–10, Kerry 0–8. The Kingdom had suffered its heaviest All-Ireland defeat. Down were
         All-Ireland champions.
      

      
      When Kevin Mussen lifted the cup in front of the ecstatic players and fans, football observers knew this was no flash-in-the-pan
         victory. With their fluid movement and fast passing, allied with their modern training techniques and high levels of preparation,
         Down were heralding the future for inter-county teams.
      

      
      Only a few years later, in 1964, their midfielder Joe Lennon wrote, Coaching Gaelic Football for Champions and launched the first national coaching courses at Gormanston College in County Meath. The 1960s were a breakthrough decade
         for Ireland in so many ways – television, The Late Late Show, The Beatles, George Best, civil rights, JFK … and Gaelic football wasn’t to be left behind.
      

      
      From the Hogan Stand, looking down on it all was the head of St Finan’s Psychiatric Hospital in Killarney. Kerry hadn’t called
         on Dr Eamonn O’Sullivan’s training expertise that year but it wasn’t long before they did come calling again, asking him to
         lead the Kingdom back to the Promised Land.
      

      
      O’Sullivan had first trained Kerry to an All-Ireland in 1924 and, over the course of the next five decades, he was prevailed
         upon to take charge of team training camps for nine All-Ireland finals. In 1960, O’Sullivan’s philosophy and approach to the
         game hadn’t altered much from 1924. He applied his knowledge and understanding of medicine and psychiatry to enable Kerry
         teams reach their peak for All-Ireland Sunday. However, in terms of tactics, his adherence to zonal marking and traditional
         catch-and-kick was becoming out-dated in the rapidly changing modern game.
      

      
      Despite witnessing Down’s destruction of Kerry, O’Sullivan believed Kerry had nothing to fear. If they stuck to their strengths,
         they would win out. After all, he had encountered similar hype during 1955 and the final against Dublin, when all the talk
         had been about Dublin’s roving full-forward, Kevin Heffernan, and how no one could stop the Dublin machine. With O’Sullivan
         in charge, Kerry had seen off the Dublin challenge comfortably and O’Sullivan saw no reason why he couldn’t do the same with
         Down. But in the five years since the win over Dublin, the game had moved on and the unknown team from Ulster were the real
         harbingers of change.
      

      
      It began with a man who had a simple but ambitious plan to reorganise the county’s Gaelic football and make sure everything
         was in place for his county’s senior team to win an All-Ireland – all within five years. Maurice Hayes couldn’t understand
         why people’s ambitions were so low.
      

      
      

         There was a hugely defeatist attitude in Down GAA. The sum of their ambitions was to win the junior All-Ireland and people
               were being kept back so as to be eligible for the junior team.
         

      



      
      Firstly, Hayes had to be in a position to instigate change and have men beside him who shared his vision. There was a younger
         generation coming through, men of the calibre of T.P. Murphy, Paddy O’Donoghue, Barney Carr and Arthur Doran, and they began
         working surreptitiously from within the organisation at first.
      

      
      

         It was done almost subterranean. I think what happened was that, especially when we started talking about winning All-Irelands,
               most of the board thought we were lunatics, and they didn’t want to be associated with defeat, but the one good thing was
               that those who thought we were mad left us alone.
         

      



      
      
      Nothing less than a complete root-and-branch change was to be implemented if Down football was to go anywhere and if standards
         were to be raised across the board. As Hayes explains:
      

      
      

         We had people talking about a five-year plan, which is true in a way. But there was five years before that, of hard slog,
               of getting an inter-county league, an all-county league and breaking down divisional barriers, all based on the Kerry model
               of divisional teams. So the guys who were playing their hearts out on a junior team and getting the lining kicked out of them
               got a chance of playing with their peers, or at least better players, for a while. One of the problems was also that the minor
               teams tended to be dominated by college people because their selectors were priests and brothers. One of the things that we
               brought in was to give openness to guys like Doherty, Morgan and those guys. A few years ago an old man came up and said to
               me, ‘You were the first to give the country boys a chance.’
         

         Calling it a plan, looking back at it, dignifies it with a strategy. But the rough notion was, you’d build it up for a couple
               of years, you’d get to an Ulster final. You’d lose it, but you’d learn enough to win the next Ulster final. And then you’d
               get to an All-Ireland semi-final where you’d get beaten, but you’d learn enough to go on like that. What that did actually
               was prepare guys for defeat as well as for victory – because if a defeat came, they knew that it was part of a progression
               and it wasn’t the end of the world.
         

      



      
      What they achieved in Down was more than just progression. By the end of the 1960s, a county that had never won an Ulster
         title, never mind an All-Ireland, had been provincial champions seven times and three-time winners of the Sam Maguire. But more than that, they had changed the face of Gaelic football forever,
         introducing new approaches to fitness and training, a new mindset to preparation and attention to detail, and a new thinking
         about the playing of the game. In short, it was nothing less than a complete modernisation of the sport.
      

      
      Ulster football had been dominated by Cavan since the 1920s. There had been occasional wins by Monaghan and Antrim in the
         intervening years, but Cavan’s dominance was coming to an end and other counties in the province were improving their lot
         and breaking the stranglehold. Armagh had won two All-Irelands in the 1950s, as had Tyrone and Derry, who made their breakthrough
         in 1958. Despite winning a junior title in 1946, the promise of Down football, it seemed, would go unfulfilled. Prior to their
         first Ulster title in 1959, Down had only had three appearances at an Ulster final, but as Hayes rose up the ranks of the
         Down County Board, finally becoming secretary in 1956, he was in a position to ensure that the ambitions and vision would
         be followed through.
      

      
      ‘Initially progress was slow,’ he admits, ‘but winning the annual Wembley Tournament was a huge step forward. In 1959, we
         beat Dublin who were the All-Ireland champions and things began to take off from there.’
      

      
      An Ulster final defeat at the hands of Derry in 1958 didn’t spell the end of the road for Down GAA, it was merely the beginning.

      
      ‘As far as I was concerned,’ explains Hayes, ‘they had cast themselves as second-class warriors, whereas there was this notion
         that Kerry men and Mayo men were all giants. I remember one day bumping into some Kerry footballers in Dublin, and there was
         a friend with me who, when we left the Kerry lads, said to me, “I know they are footballers, but who were they?”, and I said,
         “You saw them last week playing in the All-Ireland.” His response was that “they were giants of men” even though none of them were big guys. Because they were from Kerry, in people’s eyes they were bigger than they actually were.
      

      
      ‘And the second psychological barrier was Cavan, who dominated. If an Ulster team could beat Cavan that was it, that was their
         All-Ireland, after that they just wanted to put on a good show. It was about getting Down GAA over that line and getting them
         just mentally right. I think the difference was we made the players feel part of something, something that other people wanted
         to be involved in.’
      

      
      Hayes, and those who shared his vision, decided that one of the best ways to make their players stand out and believe in themselves
         was by showing them that the county believed in them by treating them right in every aspect of the game and organisation.
      

      
      In 1947, Hayes had played for Down in an Ulster hurling junior final in Clones. Picked up by a bus in Downpatrick at 8 a.m.,
         he stood all the way to Clones because the bus was full of county board officials. Coming off the field, an official told
         the players ‘to go and get your meal now because we are leaving immediately after the senior match’. The players replied,
         ‘But we came here to see the bloody senior match.’ Hayes says:
      

      
      

         He told me to f– off and that scarred me for life. It was the one thing that we never did to our players. We said, if you got a group of guys
               together, and got commitment from them and committed to them, that you would treat them decently. If they were hurt, there
               would be adequate medical care. You were helping guys with summer jobs, you were taking them to decent hotels. That built
               up a tremendous team spirit. We started doing winter training. We had a doctor before other people had doctors.
         

      



      
      
      Money was needed, but Hayes recalls that the cost for Down going all the way to the All-Ireland was only about [image: image]1,500 in today’s money.
      

      
      

         It was done on a shoestring. That was why the league was important, because you got money out of the league. You nearly needed
               to win the league to fund yourself for the championship and we had great voluntary help all the way through. We virtually
               had access to a hospital in Downpatrick where we had one guy, he was a surgeon, who just was interested in sports injuries.
               The physios could bring anybody in any time of the day or night. That was huge, there are people paying fortunes for that
               now. So that was one thing. The second was that employers were very decent; people would let them get it off or give you a
               car or something. There were no expenses for players, but what we did was we treated them decently.
         

      



      
      Hayes was also a friend of Dr Eamonn O’Sullivan, and could see some of his special qualities that Down also needed to incorporate
         into their approach.
      

      
      

         What Dr Eamonn brought was psychological understanding of the needs of people and how people were different. He didn’t train
               them all the same. I remember him waxing lyrical about a player’s pectoral muscles one time. But he was just saying how with
               different people you had to train them differently.
         

      



      
      All the ambition and planning won’t get you anywhere without the players, and the Down success in the 1961 final consisted
         of one of the greatest half-forward lines the game has ever seen – Paddy Doherty, Sean O’Neill and James McCartan, names that
         are revered around the country to this day. They played a fast, intelligent style of football that Radio Kerry’s Weeshie Fogarty
         described as coming out onto Croke Park ‘like an explosion’.
      

      
      ‘There was no fear in the Down team,’ says Joe Lennon, a midfielder on the three successful Down All-Ireland teams in the
         1960s, whose books and courses on coaching completely revolutionised and modernised the scientific approach and methodologies
         to coaching Gaelic football. ‘Paddy Doherty was one of the guys that exuded confidence in the Down team, as well as fellas
         like Patsy O’Hagan. Never was Down, not since I was playing, ever overawed by Kerry or anyone else. The most important thing
         was that Down was blessed with a lot of very talented players who knew their game and knew it inside out and were their own
         coaches, if you like. They did their own thing to quite an extent, they were self-motivated and they trained very hard and
         they knew their game and they were full of confidence. Now those are the things that got us through.’
      

      
      Self-confidence, self-belief and self-motivation. Go back to Kerry and Kildare in the 1900s, Wexford in the 1910s, Kildare,
         Dublin, Kerry in the 1920s, Cavan, Galway, Mayo in the 1930s or Roscommon and Cavan in the 1940s, and these were the principles
         that stood the test of time. Combine them with an organisation that makes sure the players and team are treated correctly
         and you have a potent mix ready to go all the way.
      

      
      In terms of training, Joe Lennon says Down weren’t that different to other counties, but early preparation was key. ‘The one
         thing that was different from other counties was the team started training earlier in the year, I think that is one of the
         most important things they did. They had a lot more training under their belts by the time the championship came around.’
      

      
      Lennon’s own dedication to the cause meant that because he was studying for a physical education degree at Loughborough University in England, he had to fly back at weekends for county games until he moved back permanently in 1964.
      

      
      Getting rid of the existing selection system and bringing in Barney Carr as manager was also integral to the county’s future
         success. ‘When I started off, the whole county board selected the team,’ says Hayes. ‘There is a man who – actually, I still
         have to bite my lip every time I think about it – he was the most bigoted, the most unreasonable person and when his man was
         voted out at right-back, he just turned his back to the meeting and read his breviary. You had all these guys pushing for
         their own teams, you couldn’t do anything. We eventually got the selectors down to three.’
      

      
      It’s no surprise that Maurice Hayes was to have such a successful career after he stepped down as county secretary in 1964,
         going on to be, among other things, Northern Ireland’s Ombudsman and Boundary Commissioner, Permanent Secretary of the Department
         of Health and Social Services, and a member of Seanad Éireann.
      

      
      ‘There was no planning or organisation, but Maurice Hayes came along and changed all that,’ remembered the team captain, Kevin
         Mussen, in a newspaper article written by Michael McGeary in the Belfast Telegraph at the time. ‘[Hayes] was the organiser, a man who knew exactly what he wanted and how to go about it. If anything was out
         of place, he was first to correct it. In a sense, his decisions were ruthless simply because he was convinced of the righteousness
         of the vision he had of us winning an All-Ireland, though he did consult with Barney Carr and others in the management team.
         We were blessed though to have had a man of such vision.’
      

      
      Barney Carr’s role as manager was also vital. Now in his ninetieth year, he set out his story in Summerhill, Warrenpoint: A Memoir in which he revealed the bitterness and antagonism that developed between himself and Maurice Hayes. In 1958, he joined Hayes and Brian Denvir on the three-man selection committee and agreed to take over as tactical coach with trainer Danny Flynn
         and Dr Martin Walsh as medical adviser, also on board.
      

      
      ‘I was conscious of my own lack of experience,’ he wrote. ‘However, I was confident that I knew football and how it should
         be played. We trained two nights a week and we had a series of challenge matches. The biggest tactical thing that we did was
         that we got the ball to the forwards. You don’t tell fellows like Paddy Doherty or James McCartan how to play football. All
         you want is them to get the ball.’
      

      
      But Carr did bring outside influences to bear on the technique and style of Down’s play, utilising player mobility to beat
         more static, zonal systems as espoused by Kerry and Dr Eamonn O’Sullivan. It was Carr’s soccer background and awareness of
         the incredible Real Madrid team of the 1950s, which won five European Cups in a row, that opened his eyes to how space could
         be made through quick movement and passing.
      

      
      

         I thought it might be possible to translate some of the dynamic qualities of Real Madrid into Gaelic football. When we did
               beat Cavan so convincingly in 1959, I felt particularly fulfilled to read the next day in the Belfast Telegraph that: ‘Down has brought a continental dimension to Gaelic football.’
         

      



      
      While undreamed-of success was still a few years away, there were still teething problems at an administrative and selection
         level and it wasn’t all plain sailing. Carr remembers the 1958 Ulster final defeat to Derry and how their most experienced
         defender, George Lavery, missed that game because of a mix-up in transport arrangements that left Lavery stranded in Magherlin,
         ‘where the only things moving on a Sunday morning were the ducks’. Lavery shrugged his shoulders and knew there was nothing for it but to go home and listen to the game on the radio.
      

      
      1959 was an important year for Down GAA as it brought their first Ulster success, but also saw the appointment of Carr as
         team manager – the first formal recognition and appointment of a team manager in Gaelic football.
      

      
      On the pitch, the Down team were quickly developing a formidable style of play that was proving itself against all-comers.

      
      ‘In the 1960 campaign, when James McCartan came into the half-forward line, between Paddy Doherty and Sean O’Neill, the forward
         line was complete,’ says Carr. ‘James had his own natural football instincts; there was nothing more exhilarating than to
         see him emerge from deep in his own half in possession, knowing intuitively where to plant the ball for any of his forward
         colleagues, but particularly for O’Neill or Doherty, who with him formed what I called “a football trinity” – one mind in
         three bodies.’
      

      
      ‘Any manager worth his salt can get a team to play in a certain way, whether it be free-flowing football, possession football
         or whatever,’ explains Joe Lennon. ‘He would have to design his tactics to suit the mobility of his team and if he can’t do
         that easily he’s not doing his job. That’s why Jim McGuinness is doing it so well with Donegal, his tactics suit the ability
         of his team. The Down players would spend an awful lot of time improving their ability to kick accurately, working a lot on
         the kick-pass. The other thing, of course, is that we had very good free-takers with the likes of Paddy Doherty and Sean O’Neill.
         People think nowadays that you don’t need much skill to stand on the twenty-yard line and kick the ball over the bar out of
         your hand.’
      

      
      ‘What we had was possession, because we had no midfield,’ Maurice Hayes highlights. ‘Joe Lennon wouldn’t want to hear this,
         of course, but we had no midfield. We reckoned if we got 40 per cent of the balls out of midfield, we would beat anything.
         The thing was the scoring machine on our team was the half-forwards, either you got the ball over to them and back to them
         or into them. We set a certain standard back then, and Barney Carr has to take the credit for telling the players to go out
         and enjoy themselves.’
      

      
      In terms of tactics, the talent and intelligence of the players meant it was very much a group buy-in. Once, when Barney Carr
         moved Joe Lennon back from midfield into the right-corner spot, he received a nineteen-page letter from Lennon detailing precisely
         why he should not have been moved.
      

      
      Off days became a rarity for that Down team. The county’s first Ulster win in 1959 was not just any win, but a fifteen-point
         hammering (2–16 to 0–7) of Cavan, the traditional Kings of Ulster. If ever there was a moment to mark the changing of the
         guard in the province, it was that seismic victory. The incredible Cavan dominance stretching back to 1915 was coming to an
         end and from having only two Ulster final appearances in their history (losing both, in 1940 and 1942), from 1958–1969, Down
         reached twelve consecutive Ulster deciders, winning seven and losing five.
      

      
      However, the county couldn’t follow up on its provincial success in 1959, losing to Galway in the All-Ireland semi-final.

      
      Defeat, though, was only a temporary dent in their ambitions. League success followed in the 1959–1960 season, with Down beating
         Kerry in the semi-final along the way, a timely reminder of their superiority when the sides were to meet in the All-Ireland
         final later that year.
      

      
      The county board also decided to enlist the help of former Meath All-Ireland-winning captain Peter McDermott, who had successfully
         helped the Down side that contested the 1946 All-Ireland junior championship final. McDermott was to become a noted coach,
         managing Meath to All-Ireland success in 1967, as well as being largely responsible for the development of the International Series against Australia, starting with Meath
         playing a number of games against Aussie Rules teams in 1968.
      

      
      ‘Peter had no time for losers,’ remembers corner-forward Brian Morgan. ‘He told us that if we were not prepared to go out
         and give of our best – even our lives – then we might as well pull off the red-and-black jerseys. We had to prove that we
         were capable of winning an All-Ireland title.’
      

      
      Firstly, though, the players had to retain their Ulster title, which they duly did. Then came the semi-final against Leinster
         champions Offaly. It was a game, Carr acknowledges, that Down were lucky to win after a dubious penalty was awarded to James
         McCartan in the last few minutes to earn a replay in which they had to endure tough ‘squalls’ against Offaly, as Carr described
         it, which had an effect on the forwards. Going in at half-time, Down were in danger of being knocked out at the semi-final
         stage for the second year in a row.
      

      
      As it was, Down saw their way through and had reached the promised land – a first All-Ireland final with Kerry. And what a
         day Sunday, 25 September 1960 was. A record 87,768 crammed into Croke Park in a sea of green and gold, but mainly black and
         red to see Down capture the Sam Maguire.
      

      
      ‘They beat us in April 1960 in the semi-final of the league in Croke Park,’ remembered Tom Long, a member of the Kerry team.
         ‘It was our first defeat in over twelve months and when we met them in the All-Ireland final, worse was to follow. They were
         the first side to bring the professional look to the game, even the way they dressed was different.’
      

      
      Down had introduced tracksuits to the squad in the previous year. ‘You would see fellows stripped with their coat over them,’
         says Carr. ‘And I thought that’s not good. It was only the subs that had tracksuits at first and then when the subs got them
         everybody wanted them.’ In the process, Down were building up their myth and mystique around their preparation and professionalism.
      

      
      ‘What Down brought in, in my estimation, was they were breaking the ball in the middle of the field,’ says Weeshie Fogarty
         of Radio Kerry. ‘This was a huge development, they actually brought in breaking the ball off Mick O’Connell and the other
         Kerry midfielders. Mick O’Connell would never break a ball in his life, that wasn’t his game. O’Connell was such a stylish
         player fielding and kicking, but they had developed the breaking ball. I remember when there was a night for Mick O’Connell
         in the Great Southern Hotel in Killarney and I asked some of the Down players about it and they told me they brought in the
         breaking-ball tactic to counteract Mick O’Connell. The game was changing right there.’
      

      
      ‘[Down] were a great footballing side,’ Tom Long remembers. ‘Like the team of Kerry’s golden years, but they were spoilers
         and well-tutored in the art of fouling and breaking the ball at midfield. They had a wonderful half-forward line, as good
         as I have ever seen in football, probably the best in the history of the game.’
      

      
      High praise indeed coming from a Kerryman.

      
      Kerry people pointed to their team playing an injured John Dowling, the mistake of Johnny Culloty in letting the ball slip
         through his hands for the first goal and, of course, the absence of their seer, Dr Eamonn O’Sullivan.
      

      
      ‘They had dropped the pilot,’ says Hayes. ‘However, I still believe that even if Dr Eamonn had been in charge, Down would
         still have won. One of the things we played on for that game was the fact that Dr Eamonn had a theory of zones and what we
         introduced into Gaelic football was mobility. Your full-back or half-back could move up with the ball and even make or get
         a score. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, there was a certain static quality about Kerry football.’
      

      
      
      ‘As there is no copyright in Gaelic football,’ wrote Carr, ‘the Munster men have no redress.’

      
      Down had shown the way.

      
      However, for all the celebration and history-making with Down’s first success, retaining the All-Ireland against Offaly the
         following year ranks as the team’s best performance for Carr – ‘the greatest football feat I have witnessed in over sixty
         years’. Another record crowd, this time topping 90,000, had Croke Park bursting to its seams in September 1961, but as with
         the sides’ previous meeting, it was to be a tough, scrappy affair.
      

      
      What stands out for Carr was the ability of the team to overcome adversity no matter what. Down left themselves a massive
         mountain to climb after they conceded two goals in the first five minutes. ‘With such strokes of adversity most teams would
         have died, but they only served to bring out the best in the champions … when these All-Ireland medals are presented to the
         Down men, they should be inscribed with the words “For valour”, for no sporting decorations have been so hard earned.’
      

      
      Down came back from the dreadful start to score three goals of their own, squeezing past Offaly by just a point, 3–6 to 2–8.
         From being no-hopers for so long, Down were league, Ulster and now All-Ireland champions for a second time. Success, though,
         creates its own problems, and overconfidence seeped into the camp and ultimately cost them a three-in-a-row. In the run-up
         to the 1962 Ulster final, only half the team presented themselves for training – it was a team ‘not tuned for a final,’ remembered
         Carr. Sure enough, Cavan were ready and waiting to pounce to regain their long-held possession of the Ulster title in a ten-point
         hammering of Down.
      

      
      Down’s remarkable few years of unparalleled national success had come to an end and, slowly but surely, the men who helped
         make it happen left the scene.
      

      
      Barney Carr stayed on for another year and saw the county win back their Ulster crown, before losing to Dublin in an ill-tempered All-Ireland semi-final. After that, Carr decided his time
         in county management was up.
      

      
      The following year, Maurice Hayes resigned from the county board and apart from another league and All-Ireland double in 1968,
         it was to be twenty-three years before Down lifted Sam Maguire again.
      

      
      Down’s dominance in Ulster may have been over, but their sudden explosion in the early 1960s had laid the foundations for
         the future blueprint for Gaelic football. However, despite what he had seen, one man still believed that the catch-and-kick
         and zonal marking could win games, and when Kerry reached the 1962 All-Ireland final against Roscommon with O’Sullivan in
         charge, they regained the All-Ireland.
      

      
      But it was a false dawn. Football had moved on. A new Galway team – which took the best elements of quick ball and fluid movements
         to merge it with the skill and scoring of their forwards – was emerging. In Dr Eamonn O’Sullivan’s last All-Ireland, time
         had caught up with the legendary trainer’s philosophy, and Galway were convincing five-point winners. It was to be O’Sullivan’s
         only defeat in nine finals, a legacy and record stretching back forty years. Kerry had lorded it over the Gaelic football
         landscape in that time, but since the 1960 defeat to Down, the county was being left behind as the game changed and embraced
         the modern and the new.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      Like moths about a light

      
      While Down were building a revolution in Ulster that was to have a wider impact on Gaelic football, in Connacht, Galway, under
         the guidance of John ‘Tull’ Dunne, were in the midst of making their own piece of history.
      

      
      The Tribesmen had reached and lost the 1959 All-Ireland final to Kerry, and after another defeat in 1963, this time to Dublin,
         many in Galway would have been forgiven for believing perennial heartache was to be a feature of their county’s football season.
         Memories of the three All-Ireland final losses in a row from 1940–1942 (twice to Kerry and once to Dublin) were still raw
         for Galway’s football men. However, the 1956 Sam Maguire success, the county’s first in eighteen years, was the spark that
         inspired the three-in-a-row in the 1960s.
      

      
      Down may have been capturing the wider public’s attention, but Galway were quietly confident themselves heading into the early
         1960s. Whether anyone could have expected the team to achieve a three-in-a-row from 1964–1966 is unlikely – the only counties
         aside from Kerry to achieve this in the previous fifty years were Dublin, from 1921–1923, and Wexford, who managed a four-in-a-row from 1915–1918. Down’s success was built on the planning
         and vision of Hayes and Carr, but Galway’s All-Ireland domination came about through the single-mindedness of one man coupled
         with some of the most talented forwards the game has seen.
      

      
      ‘That Galway team of the 1960s didn’t just come together, they were built,’ asserts Cyril Dunne, who was himself a member
         of the three All–Ireland-winning sides and whose father, John ‘Tull’, was Galway’s manager/coach.
      

      
      Similar to Roscommon’s approach in the 1940s, after losing two consecutive Connacht finals, Galway decided to give youth its
         fling.
      

      
      ‘We lost to Roscommon in 1961 and 1962,’ recalls Dunne. ‘But the 1962 defeat was the ending of the 1956 team – if you like,
         they were nearly all weeded out at that stage. So the likes of myself and John Keenan and Pat Donlon, Christie Tyrell, Johnny
         Geraghty and Enda Colleran, we were all from the 1960 All-Ireland-winning minor squad. It was a building process really.’
      

      
      Like so many of the teams featured in this book, those who went on to win at senior level had previously tasted success at
         minor level. The key then was ensuring the right balance in the mix of young players and hardened, older players. When the
         teams achieved that balance, the result was invariably senior success.
      

      
      Dunne grew up in a legendary GAA household in Ballinasloe. His father, John, had won All-Irelands with Galway juniors in 1930,
         with the seniors in 1934 and captained the latter to further success four years later in 1938. John Dunne had a lifetime of
         involvement with Galway GAA, including as secretary of the county board, before taking charge of the minors in 1952 and becoming
         involved with the seniors from 1954 – a connection that was to last right up to Galway’s All-Ireland appearance in 1974 (their
         last for that decade) when they were beaten by the up-and-coming Dublin team.
      

      
      
      John ‘Tull’ Dunne was a natural organiser and manager, meticulous in detail, who took on the role of county secretary from
         a young age.
      

      
      ‘He recorded all the teams that were picked down those years,’ recalls his son, Cyril. ‘It’s a great record to have and it
         shows the type of detail that would go into what they were doing. But the county had a barren period at the start of the 1950s
         when Galway football went down altogether. There was a shortage of money and there’s even records of when they had no money
         to even buy a set of nets.’
      

      
      Galway was at its lowest point and, to make matters worse, their archrivals Mayo were having their best period of All-Ireland
         success, winning two titles on the trot in 1950 and 1951. If anything, Mayo’s success was an even greater spur to Dunne and
         others to put Galway football back on the map.
      

      
      The signs of promise were there. In 1952, Frank Stockwell returned from his Louth sojourn to revive his partnership up front
         with Sean Purcell at club and county level, forming one of the greatest forward double acts in Gaelic football history. That
         year, the ‘Terrible Twins’, as they became known, were just beginning. It was also the same year that Galway’s youthful talent
         began to show what it was capable of, capturing the county’s first All-Ireland minor title with John Dunne as manager.
      

      
      ‘At that stage, he was moving players around to where they might best fit the position,’ explains Cyril Dunne. ‘He was always
         looking to make the team, rather than make the individual.’
      

      
      With players of the calibre of Stockwell and Purcell around, it wasn’t long before the blend of youthful talent and older
         know-how combined for All-Ireland senior success. Firstly, though, provincial success had to be achieved. Roscommon had dominated
         in the 1940s, while Mayo had won four Connachts in a row from 1948–1951, culminating in double All-Ireland success. Along
         the way, Mayo gave Galway a hammering in the 1951 Connacht final, beating them by sixteen points on a scoreline of 4–13 to 2–03.
         Roscommon won the next two Connacht titles before, finally, in 1954, Galway’s underage promise was fulfilled with a first
         provincial success for the Tribesmen since 1945. However, their nascent campaign came to an end in the semi-final against
         Kerry and it was to be another two years before they tasted another All-Ireland semi-final.
      

      
      The great 1950–1951 Mayo side was coming to an end, though there was one last sting from them in capturing the 1955 Connacht
         crown. The following year, Galway announced their supremacy over their great rivals, crushing them by seventeen points, 5–13
         to 2–5, with Purcell and Stockwell lording it over the Mayo defence and erasing, somewhat, their sixteen-point humiliation
         from five years previously. The torch in the west was being passed on. Galway duly captured their second Connacht title in
         three years with a facile thirteen-point win over Sligo. The All-Ireland semi-final victory over debutants Tyrone was a tough,
         tight affair, but Galway’s experience saw them over the line in a tense, low-scoring encounter 0–8 to 0–6, with Sean Purcell’s
         free-taking the standout performance on the day. This time there was no Kerry to face, instead Cork stood in the way of Galway’s
         first All-Ireland title since 1938.
      

      
      ‘I never anticipated such polished and almost classical football from this recently sprung Galway side,’ wrote P.D. Mehigan
         in Carbery’s Annual that year. Once again, Purcell and Stockwell were the star performers on the day, with Purcell achieving a then-record tally
         of 2–5, which was to stand for another twenty years (and still stands as the sixty-minute record). The link-play between Purcell
         and Stockwell and overall quality of the game between Galway and Cork was hailed by writers of the day.
      

      
      ‘The game had just everything,’ wrote John D. Hickey. ‘The splendour of the football was inspiring, if not awesome; the tenseness of the closing stages simply beggars description; there
         were individual displays to rank with the greatest I have seen.’
      

      
      ‘When Galway won the All-Ireland in 1956, it was huge,’ says Cyril Dunne. ‘The effect on the whole county was incredible.
         There was only seven of the team who survived from the Mayo hammering in 1951 and it was important that change was introduced.
         But also importantly, winning changed the whole way football was viewed in the county. It had been eighteen years since the
         last All-Ireland but now Galway were champions again.’
      

      
      Liam Sammon, who was to star on Galway’s team from 1966, grew up idolising the 1956 team.

      
      

         There has always been a self-belief about Galway football. It came especially from the 1956 team which had a huge influence
               on the next generation. They were a fabulous team to watch and that brought in a new generation of young players.
         

      



      
      John Dunne’s tactical nous also played a big part in that 1956 team’s success, as reported by the Cork Examiner.
      

      
      

         History has many instances of battles won and lost through strategy; to determine the weakness of an opposing force and exploit
               that weakness to the full is an art of war. But in the All-Ireland football final, we learned the full scope and meaning of
               the word. We witnessed a peaceful but masterly display of good tactics. For the entire game, the champions were without a
               full-forward. It was opposed to the fundamentals of Gaelic football, but the Cork defence crumbled before the genius of the
               moves as executed by Frank Stockwell and Sean Purcell.
         

      



      
      
      Kevin Heffernan wasn’t the only one acting as a roving forward in those days and it’s worth noting that, at this time, Down,
         with their versatile mobile forward play, had yet to appear on the Ulster scene.
      

      
      However, despite going on to dominate Connacht, winning five-in-a-row from 1956–1960, further All-Ireland success was to prove
         elusive for the Terrible Twins of Stockwell and Purcell, who retired in 1960 and 1961 respectively. They were never able to
         add to their one Sam Maguire success, scant reward for their skills, talents and service to Galway football down through the
         years.
      

      
      1959 was their last opportunity at another All-Ireland title when they reached the final to face Kerry, but it was a disappointing
         encounter, with Sean Murphy the outstanding performer for Kerry in the middle of the park, helping the Kingdom to win by nine
         points, 3–7 to 1–4. However, by this time, Down were on the horizon and were ready to light up the Gaelic football world for
         the next few years.
      

      
      But the success of the 1956 team bred a new generation of players coming through and Galway won a second All-Ireland minor
         in 1960, beating Cork by thirteen points in the final. After hanging up his boots, Frankie Stockwell joined John Dunne on
         the management team and took over the training of the seniors, with Brendan Nestor from Dunmore also helping out. It was to
         prove a lethal combination.
      

      
      ‘What really made it then was that I remember going to the 1956, 1957, 1958 training sessions and there wasn’t the same intensity
         in the training,’ remembers Cyril Dunne. ‘The lads would come in and they mightn’t train and they would go home. When we came
         on to the scene in the early 1960s we had a huge panel, the players were all in much the same age group and they were all
         keen looking for places. My father also then changed the football at that stage. He cut out all the kicking up in the air
         and he made us keep the ball down. We had some very fast players, you see. And my father was more or less trying to counteract the high fielders and the good catchers and he felt I suppose we weren’t big
         enough for that type of thing. We would practise the ground kicks – punting the ball out in front of you – and, in training,
         it would be get the ball, allowed one hop or one tip on your toe and then you had to get rid of it.
      

      
      ‘In addition to making use of our speed, he also moved the players around. He got Enda Colleran into corner-back and moved
         John Donlon out to the wing. He brought Bosco McDermott, who was a midfielder, he brought him back to make a corner-back because
         we were short a corner-back. Bosco didn’t really like it when he was put back there but he turned out to be as good a corner-back
         as any you could get. It was really all a building process.’
      

      
      Age and experience – or lack of it – didn’t matter either. As Cyril explains:

      
      

         It was a policy, not stated in public, but between himself and Brendan Nestor and Frank Stockwell, that if they saw a player
               and thought he was good enough, well, his age didn’t matter.
         

      



      
      Working in Posts and Telegraphs meant that Dunne was able to keep tabs on promising players from every corner of the county
         and he was always to be seen pitch-side for minor, under-21, junior and senior matches of all kinds.
      

      
      Success wasn’t achieved overnight either. The Connacht final defeats in 1961 and 1962 against Roscommon brought the need for
         change to a head and were important learning curves for the still-youthful team, but the defeat of Leitrim by twelve points
         in the 1963 final signalled the arrival of this great Galway team, though they reached and lost the All-Ireland final against
         Dublin that year in a poor encounter that had fifty-two frees.
      

      
      
      Galway were to catch up, though.

      
      ‘Galway were well-drilled and stylish. Years before their time,’ wrote Mick O’Dwyer in his autobiography, Blessed and Obsessed. And while Down’s forward line of Doherty, McCartan and O’Neill were grabbing the headlines, John Dunne had other ideas for
         his up-and-coming Galway side.
      

      
      ‘We were very conscious of what Down were doing all right,’ says Cyril Dunne. ‘They were doing a lot of soloing, carrying
         the ball a good lot and they were a team that were able to get goals. But my father always harped on to kick it over the bar.
         “If you take your points then the goals will come,” he would say, and down the years while we weren’t the greatest goal-scoring
         team, we got goals when we wanted them, but the policy was more like, put it over the bar if you are in position.’
      

      
      ‘Galway had, well we like to think we had, a distinctive type of play,’ explains Liam Sammon. ‘It was a fast movement of the
         ball, get it up to the forwards as quickly as possible. Also there were quite a few players who had come up through St Jarlath’s
         and UCG and that closeness and know-how was there to see – there was always a slickness about the type of play that came from
         that.’
      

      
      The emphasis from Stockwell’s training sessions was on kicking practice.

      
      ‘We had kicking practice where someone would be on the twenty-one-yard line,’ explains Dunne, ‘and you would come running
         in, and he would throw you the ball and you would have to flick it over the bar or try and kick it with your left foot. There
         were training sessions where you weren’t allowed to carry the ball or weren’t allowed to solo, that was great. He was against
         soloing the ball when you didn’t have to, when you could find a lad twenty or thirty yards away with a kick. He always said
         the ball goes faster than the man. I would love to see the players nowadays trying this, instead of all this hand-passing,
         you know. An awful lot of the passes were with the feet, my father had that in his mind, he always tried to instil that type of thing – to keep the ball
         moving, make use of our speed.’
      

      
      ‘Get the ball away and ask yourself questions after,’ was how former player Colie McDonagh remembers Dunne’s philosophy on
         the game. ‘He didn’t want any dilly-dallying on the ball from the backs. He wanted the ball cleared quickly.’
      

      
      ‘John Dunne had a type of mantra about how the game should be played,’ remembers Sammon. ‘He was in total control of what
         he wanted. But, in fairness, a lot of it would also be coming from the players, the players themselves would know how and
         what way to be playing. John was a good motivator more than anything else.’
      

      
      ‘What was really important,’ says Cyril Dunne, ‘was that the training sessions were really enjoyable for us. The training
         at that time was more sprinting and walks: sprint, run, walk, sprint, run and play football, and then we used to play what
         they used to call a bit of ground football – we couldn’t call it soccer of course! But we did practise it for control of the
         ball. The great thing was that Frank Stockwell would always be involved with the players and he’d know that night that you
         mightn’t be at your best and he would keep you ten or fifteen minutes extra – how he knew it I never knew. Then when the training
         would be finished, I remember myself, Pat Donlon and a few others, we would have a race from one end of the field to the other
         and we would finish up with that. We wouldn’t just stroll off and walk in, we would finish up with that.’
      

      
      The dedication to their fitness and training, being willing to go the extra distance, was what mattered and is another feature
         of all successful teams down through the decades, probably best epitomised by the Kerry players such as Pat Spillane in the
         1970s.
      

      
      ‘The sessions weren’t really hardship, you know,’ says Dunne. ‘We togged out, had our bit of whatever we had to do, then we
         went back to the dressing room after that, had a shower – though some fellas wouldn’t have them, showers weren’t that popular at the time – we would have a bottle of milk and a few sandwiches
         in the dressing room. That’s what we’d have and we would have a chat about things and then we would go home, and that was
         it. It was really enjoyable, it really was.’
      

      
      ‘The vast majority of our team at that time would come in fit and they would come in just to be together because there was
         a great camaraderie between the players on the team, coming together and to play,’ says Sammon. ‘You even had some players
         and it would be hard to stop them from training, they wanted to do so much. And then there were very, very few who actually
         drank, I think there was only one or two guys who took a drink. It was a very dedicated bunch of lads.’
      

      
      Galway came back again in 1964, beat Meath in the semi-final and faced Kerry in the final again – a repeat of 1959. But this
         was a new, youthful Galway team and Kerry held no shadow over them. John Dunne’s team ran out five-point winners, 0–15 to
         0–10, and they had proven equal to the standing of their 1956 predecessors.
      

      
      It was, according to the Connacht Tribune, ‘an exhibition of avant-garde football which underscored the scribes’ and Kerry’s ridiculous obsession that mediocrity
         plus tradition can win All-Ireland titles in the 1960s’.
      

      
      Cyril Dunne scored nine of Galway’s fifteen points and, despite Mick O’Connell’s heroics, scoring seven of Kerry’s ten, there
         was nothing the Kingdom could do to match the quick, passing game of the Tribesmen.
      

      
      Galway and Kerry were to face each other once more, in the following year’s All-Ireland final which was not a memorable affair.
         Mick O’Connell was kept curtailed by Pat Donnellan throughout and, despite Kerry coming back to within one point midway through
         the second half, Galway weathered the storm and four points in five minutes helped ensure that, for the first time in their history, Galway retained the All-Ireland, winning 0–12 to 0–9. It was also – and still remains – the only time in Kerry’s
         footballing history that they lost two consecutive All-Irelands. The fact that it was against Galway on both occasions merely
         reinforced the superiority of Galway’s style of play and how Kerry’s traditional philosophy of play had to change. Speed of
         movement and superior fitness from other counties was showing them up badly.
      

      
      That second final defeat to Galway left a bitter taste in Kerry supporters’ mouths, and they let the team and management know
         how they felt, booing them off at half-time and when, after receiving Sam Maguire, Galway captain Enda Colleran called for
         three cheers for Kerry, a chorus of boos rang out around the stadium.
      

      
      ‘All credit to the champions,’ wrote the Connacht Tribune. ‘It was no fault of theirs that the football suffered in the quest for honours. The mantle of greatness undoubtedly rests
         where it belongs – with the Corribsiders – a team which has exploded for all time the myth of Kerry invincibility in the football
         arena.’
      

      
      ‘After our first All-Ireland, when we got back to training, we said we would try and put two back-to-back,’ remembers Cyril
         Dunne. ‘And when we got the two All-Irelands, I remember saying, “Well look, lads, we’ll see if we can make it three in a
         row.”’
      

      
      And make it they did, becoming the first team since Kerry’s 1939–1941 success to achieve the treble, and only the fourth county
         overall to do it. But it was not all plain-sailing, and, like any team that succeeds at the top, they needed a bit of luck
         along the way.
      

      
      Galway scraped past Mayo in the Connacht final by a mere point, with Liam Sammon pointing the winner in injury time, and,
         in the semi-final against Cork, the Munster team spurned numerous goal chances with the Tribesmen battling through by just
         two points. The third of their successes – against Meath – was another poor affair with Galway out of sight even by half-time,
         leading by eight points. The Leinster men cut into the lead in the second half but the result was never in doubt and Galway won by six points,
         1–10 to 0–7.
      

      
      Would a four-in-a-row have been possible for Galway? If they hadn’t gone to America, many in the county believe so, but the
         National League final was played in the United States that year – which Galway won, beating Dublin by two points – and just
         five weeks later they faced Mayo in a Connacht semi-final. Whether the team was jet-lagged or merely coming to an end, Mayo
         brought Galway’s five-year reign in Connacht to a halt, dumping John Dunne’s men out by an eleven-point margin in Pearse Stadium,
         Tuam.
      

      
      ‘As we went on a bit, my father started to bring a few players in,’ says Cyril Dunne. ‘But I think it would nearly have been
         better off if he had cleaned us all out and got in more. The thing was the players were nearly all going to go together, but
         my father tried not to do that because he brought in the likes of Coleen McDonagh and Jimmy Duggan, who was only out of Jarlath’s
         in 1966.’
      

      
      But unlike the 1959 clear-out, John Dunne’s team of 1967 had won him three All-Irelands. Dropping players who have achieved
         so much for you, and given years of their lives to sacrifice for the county team, is not done easily.
      

      
      John Dunne remained and the county recaptured Connacht the following year and won the provincial title in four of the next
         six years up to 1974. Slowly, the players from the treble years moved on. Despite the efforts to bring through more young
         players, and despite reaching three more All-Ireland finals in 1971, 1973 and 1974, Sam Maguire didn’t come west across the
         Shannon for another quarter of a century until 1998 when it took a Mayo man, John O’Mahony, to oversee Galway’s next success.
      

      
      After a lifetime of involvement – as a player, captain, trainer, administrator, secretary and All-Ireland winner – John ‘Tull’
         Dunne stepped away from the job in 1980. He had been with the county for nearly sixty years, a servant and master to Galway
         and Gaelic football in every sense of the word.
      

      
      ‘He had a magnificent posture right up to the end, you never saw Tull dropping his shoulders,’ recalled the reporter Jim Carney
         in 2009. ‘I saw pictures of him leading out teams in the 1930s in this commanding walking style, straight leg and powerful
         shoulders. So at Galway matches, even in later years, you saw this tall man coming with the hat. And it created an impression.’
      

      
      The impression was a lasting one, with his legacy etched forever in the record books. Youth was given its fling in the 1960s
         and, in Galway, had proved it could win All-Irelands.
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