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For Marian


‘You and me, we can light up the sky. If you stay by my side, we can rule the world.’


TAKE THAT, ‘RULE THE WORLD’
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Prologue


I didn’t really know what to expect when I first put my toe to the start line of an athletics race. Eight years of age and half the size of the rest of the lads assembled on the freshly cut grass of Ballyphehane Park at the back of my housing estate, I had never raced before and was only there because it was close to home and my friends had all gone.


With one leg in front of the other in a crouched position, I watched as some of the others shuffled forward to gain whatever advantage they could before the starter said ‘Go’. When he did, I copied the rest of them and just ran as fast as I could. The race was maybe only 100m long but when you’re eight years old and running as fast as you possibly can, that’s long enough.


As parents, friends and onlookers cheered us on, I just aimed myself for the rope being held across the opposite end of the green and ran. By halfway, my chest was pounding, my breathing was the only sound I could hear and my legs were beginning to hurt. Still, I ran. As others, kids who had got a better start than me, began to run out of steam, I passed them and just kept running. I kept running until there were only two fellas in front of me. I tried to catch them but the line came too quickly and I finished third.


Nowadays, probably everybody who started that race would get a medal. Kids get medals for participation these days and I know twelve-year-olds who’ve probably already won more medals than I’ve won in a seventeen-year career. While it is great to encourage any child to keep going in sport, medals were much harder to come by in my day. To get a medal when I was a kid, you had to finish in the top three. Third place got you a small round disc of bronze, second got silver and only winners got gold.


On that summer’s day in Ballyphehane Park, Cork, a bronze medal was draped around my neck and I was so proud of it that it stayed there for most of the following week. At night, I slept with that medal under my pillow. During the day, I inspected it for scratches, bits of dirt or lint and I polished it whenever I deemed it necessary – which was pretty often. Any time I walked past a mirror I stopped disbelievingly to check that it was still around my neck and that it was me who had actually won it. I’ve been obsessed with medals ever since.


My uncle John made me a wooden plaque with little brass hooks on it to hang that first medal on and that plaque was displayed centre stage in our house for everyone to see. Over time I added county medals, Munster medals and even All-Ireland medals and the thrill of winning them seemed to increase each time one was draped around my neck. If you’d asked me at the age of eighteen how many medals I had accumulated, I would have been able to tell you the exact amount, what colour they were and when and how I won them.


For the past seventeen years I’ve chased medals around the world and have been privileged enough to do so at European Championships, World Championships and the Olympic Games. If medals were hard to come by as a kid, though, they have been ten times as hard to attain as an adult.


After weeks, months and years of training and sacrifice, sometimes the stress of wanting a medal too much crippled me in major competitions and for a long time I could only manage a top ten, or a top five at best. My first international medal as an athlete didn’t come until 2013, almost two decades after I first represented Ireland at my chosen sport of race walking. But when it did, its colour was gold. To stand on the podium in the centre of the Russian track that day was one of the proudest moments of my life and it took a long time to realise I was actually the world champion.


For a while, winning that medal was a bit like buying a brand new car. You’ve worked so hard for it that for a long time after you bring it home, you have to keep checking if it’s still there. First thing in the morning, last thing at night and for the first few days, weeks even, you’re afraid something is going to happen to it.


Within a few months, I had another international medal to gaze upon. I was in the gym in Fota Island Resort with Marian one day in early 2014 when my training partner Alex Wright texted to tell me the news that I had been upgraded to bronze for the 20km walk at the 2010 European Championships in Barcelona after original race winner Russian Stanislav Emelyanov had been retrospectively banned for doping. After checking it out and finding he was right, I couldn’t sleep that night and simply lay there in the darkness with a smile on my face for the whole night. I had waited for what seemed like an eternity for one international medal and then suddenly I had two. It was a lovely feeling.


For any athlete, though, the biggest and best medal you can add to your collection is an Olympic medal. The Olympics, to me, are the pinnacle of sport. Coming as they do, just every four years, if you want to be one of the lucky ones who can call themselves an Olympian then you have to spend that entire four-year cycle building towards one day.


Years of dedication, self-sacrifice and hard work might get you qualification for the Games, but even after that you still have to time everything right to be in the best form of your life on that one day that counts, the day of your race. For most people, simply getting to represent their country at the Olympics is the pinnacle of their career. For the select few, though, there are medals to be won.


Ever since I saw Michael Carruth jump around the boxing ring after he became Olympic champion at the Barcelona Games in 1992 and watched Jimmy McDonald finish sixth in the 20km walk, I wanted to win an Olympic medal. Some people drift off at night wondering what it would be like to win the lottery but, for me, standing on a podium in my Ireland kit and having an Olympic medal hung around my neck has always been my biggest dream. I have competed in five Olympics now, a record for any Irish athlete, and came closest to fulfilling that dream when I finished fourth in the 50km walk in London 2012.


Ahead of me were Sergey Kirdyapkin of Russia, Australian Jared Tallent and Si Tianfeng of China. While I drowned my sorrows with friends and family in a nearby bar afterwards, those three were the ones who stood on the podium and got the gold, silver and bronze medals draped around their necks. Although I suspected the Russian winner had been fuelled by performance-enhancing drugs that day, it would take four years and a wide-ranging investigation into Russian state-sponsored doping before the International Association of Athletics Federations (IAAF), the International Olympic Committee (IOC) and the Court of Arbitration for Sport (CAS) would come to the same conclusion. In March 2016, Kirdyapkin was retrospectively banned for doping and stripped of his Olympic win.


The CAS ruling meant that Tallent moved into the gold medal position and was the new Olympic champion. Sianfeng was bumped up to silver and I was declared winner of the bronze medal. It has been eight months since the court ruled that I should be awarded bronze from London, but as I write, I still haven’t got it yet. I’ve had to put the saga to the back of my mind though in order to focus on another Olympic Games, this time in Rio de Janeiro in Brazil. Still chasing my Olympic dream, this time I finished sixth in the 50km walk. Close, but still no medal.


My Olympic medal ceremony from London was officially organised for Cork in November 2016 but, at the time of writing the book, nobody knew where my medal was: they were still trying to track down the original medal from the Chinese fella who was third. In a lovely gesture, boxers Paddy Barnes and Michael Conlon both offered to lend me their London 2012 bronze medals for the ceremony if mine didn’t turn up on time.


Pat Hickey, the chairman of the Olympic Council of Ireland, was supposed to have one for me, but his return from Rio was delayed by the Brazilian authorities who arrested him on suspicion of ticket touting and nobody in the IOC in Dublin seemed to know where it was.


It’s just a little round, flat piece of metal, not much bigger than the palm of your hand or thicker than a couple of coins stuck together, but for me that bronze medal symbolises so much: the sacrifices that my wife, Marian, and my kids have made over the years to let me follow my dream, and the sacrifices people who helped me along the way have made over the years.


I have idolised the great Irish sports people who have won Olympic medals in the past; people like the late Pat O’Callaghan, Bob Tisdall, Ronnie Delany, Sonia O’Sullivan, John Treacy, Michael Carruth, Wayne McCullough and to join the current crop of Katie Taylor, Paddy Barnes, Michael Conlon, Cian O’Connor, Kenny Egan, John Joe Nevin, the late Darren Sutherland, Annalise Murphy, Gary and Paul O’Donovan is the culmination of a lifetime spent chasing my sporting dreams.


Hopefully by the time you read these words, I’ll have finally got my hands on that Olympic medal. Sometime in the future, I want to gather my Olympic, European and World championship medals and frame them along with my Ireland singlets and photographs from each race before hanging them on the wall of the gourmet coffee shop I dream of owning. In the meantime, though, you can be sure that for the first few weeks and months after I finally get that Olympic bronze, I’ll be gazing at it, checking it for scratches, polishing it, wearing it around my neck and looking at myself in the mirror – just like I did when I was a kid.


My name is Robert Heffernan and this is my story.
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Tougher in Togher




‘I’m an ordinary man, nothing special, nothing grand. I’ve had to work for everything I own.’


from ‘Ordinary Man’, lyrics by Peter Hame, sung by Christy Moore





With unemployment rising in 1960s Ireland and fewer people willing to emigrate than in previous decades, the Irish government tried to combat a growing housing crisis by building high-rise accommodation in some of the worst-hit areas of the country. The Ballymun Flats on the north side of Dublin became synonymous with this type of social housing of the time, but high-rise blocks were also built in other areas of Dublin, Limerick, Waterford and Cork.


While Ballymun’s seven skyscrapers saw lifts installed to aid access to the dizzying heights of the fifteenth floor, a set of concrete stairs was deemed sufficient to get tenants to the third and highest floor of Cork’s equivalent in Togher.


It was here, in a diminutive two-bedroom flat on the Deanrock estate in Togher – a perhaps fittingly sawn-off equivalent of the Ballymun towers – that I spent my formative years.


In Cork, the Deanrock flats quickly gained a reputation to match those in Ballymun, while those living outside Togher soon saw the whole area as bandit country. Like most people who grew up there, however, I have only good memories of the place.


Ireland’s John Treacy was still a month away from being crowned world cross-country champion while Swedish band Abba were number one in the Irish charts with ‘Take A Chance On Me’ when I came into this world on 28 February 1978. I joined my father Bobby, whom I was named after, my mother Maureen and my big sister Rhonda in number 39 on the second floor of Block B a few days later.


At first my arrival was a novelty to Rhonda, who was a full nine years older than me. But having been used to getting all the attention from my parents up until then, the novelty soon wore off for her when she not only had to share an already cramped bedroom with a baby brother but was also expected to pitch in with the babysitting.


I was only one and a half when my younger sister Anthea arrived in July 1979. Anthea was followed by my brother Elton in August 1981. The addition of three new siblings must have given Rhonda plenty of sleepless nights, not to mention plenty more chores to do around the now overcrowded little flat. Although there were now six of us crammed into the flat’s two tiny bedrooms, Elton was two years old and walking before Cork Corporation moved us to a slightly more suitable three-bedroom house in nearby Argideen Lawn.


Literally just a few hundred yards across the green from our previous home in the flats, three rows of six houses each formed a U-shape in the little cul-de-sac of Argideen Lawn, with ours the first gable end on the right. My earliest memory of the house itself is of the cubbyhole under the stairs. Normally used as a play den by my siblings and me, we would all scramble for shelter in there whenever we heard a clap of thunder.


In the centre of this U-shaped mini-estate, in front of all the houses, was a multipurpose tarmac court where the kids played and residents parked their cars, if they had one. That square of tarmac was my boundary at the time. Too young to be allowed across the road to the green, any time I stepped outside the estate I was usually in the company of designated babysitter Rhonda, who would shepherd me past the groups of lads smoking or drinking in the alleyways on the way to school or Mass.


Although St Finbarr’s GAA club was right behind my house and future Manchester United legend Denis Irwin lived just a few doors down (Rhonda hung around with his sisters), sport was never on my radar in Togher. In our house, sport was never on anyone’s radar.


A plasterer by trade, my dad would spend all week on the building sites, covered in dust and knobs of plaster, to provide for his ever-growing family. His brother Josie had trials with Manchester United as a teenager and my dad won various trophies and Munster titles for darts and road bowling, but both pastimes were regarded as a way to let off steam with his mates at the weekend. As far as Dad was concerned, sport wasn’t going to help anyone pay the bills.


Bad language and littering were Dad’s pet hates. If you left so much as a sweet paper behind you anywhere you would be eaten alive for the offence. A small but strong man, with plasterer’s biceps and hands the size of shovels, calloused from working on the building sites in all weathers, my dad never laid a hand on me growing up, but there was always the fear there that he could if he wanted to.


But if my dad was tough, my mam was tougher. A stunningly good-looking woman with a wiry frame that belied her strength, my mother had no qualms about thumping me around the house whenever I did something wrong. For some reason, it never bothered me when it was my mam clattering me but the threat of ‘telling your father’ was often enough to stop my bickering siblings and me dead in our tracks.


Mam hailed from a very tight-knit community on the north side of Cork city, where nobody had very much but they’d all give each other whatever they had. I can remember walking around her home area as a child on visits to my Nana’s house and thinking that my mam was famous. We couldn’t walk 20 metres without her being stopped for a chat by one of the locals and it would take us all day to get from one end of the street to the other. While she had lots of friends and family on the north side though, my mam never really settled when she moved to the opposite side of the River Lee. For some reason she didn’t mix with people as much on the south side and it’s probably why we were soon on the move again.


I was eight years old when we got a transfer to a bigger three-bedroom Corporation house on Derrynane Road in Turners Cross. When I say Turners Cross, technically we were on the Ballyphehane side of Derrynane Road so our address was actually Ballyphehane, but Turners Cross had a much better reputation and, like the Dublin kids of the time who were told to give their address as Santry instead of Ballymun, Mam told us to tell everyone that we lived in Turners Cross.


With three bedrooms upstairs and an entrance hall, a kitchen, two living rooms and a toilet downstairs, the house on Derrynane Road was like a mansion to us kids. Bunk beds were wedged into the smallest room in the house, the tiny box room over the stairs, and myself and Elton shared the room’s confines with a solitary locker and a rack behind the door to hang our clothes.


Rhonda and Anthea had a slightly bigger room beside us while Mam and Dad slept in the back room, beside the aptly named bathroom. This was literally a room with a bath in it and nothing else. If you needed a pee in the middle of the night, you had to go downstairs in the cold to the toilet.


Although we had only gone about three kilometres from Togher, Derrynane Road was much quieter and a lot posher than what we had been used to, and our arrival onto the street soon gave our new neighbours a rude awakening from their suburban slumber. On one side of us we had the O’Sheas, who had three boys older than me – Paul, Michael and Aidan – and a daughter, Anne-Marie, who was a year younger. Six feet two inches tall when he was fourteen, Aidan absolutely towered over me and pretty soon became my big brother from next door. When I found out that he played underage football for Cork and had medals for sprinting and hammer throwing I was fascinated with him, and ‘Shazer’, as he was known on the road, was my first-ever real-life hero.


On the other side of our house was Mrs Ryan, an elderly woman whose husband had died and whose family had grown up and moved on. Mrs Ryan was very prim and proper. Her house was spotless and her front and back lawns were trimmed meticulously. Our gardens, on the other hand, were soon overgrown and quickly became home to various pets while a dilapidated van, once used to carry my dad and his plastering equipment to work, was abandoned in our front driveway for years. Mrs Ryan couldn’t understand our way of living and she and my mam could often be seen bickering back and forth across the garden wall, with my mother never giving an inch, whether she was right or wrong.


Looking back now, our arrival probably upset quite a few of our neighbours. Although I never did anything malicious as a youngster, I was always hyper. ‘Runaway knock’ and ‘hedge hopping’ were two of my favourite pastimes on the road. Runaway knock is pretty self-explanatory, while hedge hopping involved me and my friends – usually the Healy brothers, the O’Driscoll brothers, the Conways and Pa Barrett – lining up at one end of the street and racing to the other, using everybody’s front garden hedges as hurdles on the way. A mistimed jump mid-race could take lumps out of someone’s prized hedge and leave the owner on the warpath for a few days afterwards.


The nearest green area was about 400 metres away in Ballyphehane Park but most of us were too young to be allowed down there, so we made do with the little road that divided the two rows of houses on Derrynane, using front gates or jumpers for goalposts and kerbs for tennis court tramlines. While the real Wimbledon is often stopped due to rain, on our road it was only ever briefly halted to allow a neighbour’s car to pass by.


My youngest sister, Lyndsey, arrived when I was nine and joined Rhonda and Anthea in their room. Lyndsey’s arrival added an extra mouth to feed and although we had now moved into a bigger house, in a more sought-after area, we weren’t suddenly well-off. Not by any stretch of the imagination.


My mother was always thrifty when it came to spending money and our weekend trips to the Coal Quay in the city centre soon became a thing of dread for Rhonda and me as we got older. Back then, the Coal Quay was where all the second-hand shops and market stalls could be found in Cork city and it was Mam’s favourite haunt. She’d chat with everyone as she bought second-hand clothes, school uniforms and shoes from the various stalls as Rhonda and I pleaded with her to hurry on before somebody saw us.


For Rhonda and me, being seen shopping in the ‘poor shops’ of the Coal Quay by any of our friends or enemies resulted in instant mortification and at least a week’s slagging in school, where the words ‘I saw you down the Coal Quay’ were seen as a slur on your family name and an invitation to fight (which, more often than not, I accepted).


In an effort to save a few pence, Mam would drag us into one particular shop where she would spend ages perusing the out-of-date cans and jars as Rhonda and I hid behind whatever we could find in case anybody saw us. Often we would trudge the 2 or 3 kilometres home laden down with plastic bags full of tins and jars so filthy dirty that you’d have to guess what was in some of them.


In the summer, Mam would round up us kids and we’d spend our entire school holidays shacked up in a battered old mobile home in Youghal while my dad, who still had to work in Cork during the week, would come down to us on Saturdays, stay for the weekend and be gone again for work on Monday morning.


The first day of summer would usually be spent crying that we had been dragged away from our friends although, slowly but surely, we’d get used to it and inevitably we would all be crying again two months later, on the day we had to go home. There was nothing much to do in the caravan park in those days so we had to make our own fun. When I was nine years of age, I got so bored that I went around to all of the nearby farms with Joseph Buckley, a friend I’d made in the caravan park, and got a job to pass the time.


We were only nine and on our holidays, but having a job on a farm was great because it opened up a whole new world to us. We’d get a lift with the farmer up through the fields on a tractor each morning to milk the cows and we did the same again in the evening. In between jobs we’d pretend we were cowboys and try and rope the newborn calves with a home-made lasso, or sneak into the hay barn and jump off the bales.


Because there were five of us kids in the mobile home during the week, you only got your breakfast, your dinner and your tea. There was no such thing as coming in and raiding the cupboards for a snack because there was nothing to raid, so getting dinners and teas from the farmer’s wife was a massive bonus for me.


I’d work away all day with my new friends and at the end of the week I got paid a couple of quid, which meant I could go to the shop and stack up on sweets and chocolate bars, which I hid under my pillow until they ran out and I got paid again the following week.


When I was eleven, I worked on another farm, picking poppies for £4 a week during the summer. Then my dad would come down at the weekend and give me another £2 pocket money. I was loaded. I had more money back then than I had in my early twenties.


On the poppy farm I made friends with a guy called Anthony O’Shea from Knocknaheeny and got him a job picking potatoes. But Anthony did so much messing that there’d be nothing done. While I was happy enough with my wages, when Anthony’s pay packet arrived at the end of each week, he’d say that we were being exploited and give out to the fella in the shop on the site, who would relay this information to the farmer and I was then tarred with the same brush as Anthony for hanging around with him.


After making my first Holy Communion in Togher National School, I moved to Scoil Chríost Rí in Turners Cross in the middle of second class. I was the smallest – and youngest – in a class of forty-four pupils. By the time I got to fourth class, I was behind the rest of the class academically and as I had been the youngest in my class I was made to stay back a year. Although my new classmates were all still taller than me, I was now surrounded by kids my own age. In my head though, I’d already done fourth class and figured that I should be better than them at something. I had no interest in my schoolwork so instead put all my efforts into being better than them on the sports field.


I’d never even seen a live sporting event while living in Togher but the move to Turner’s Cross meant that Musgrave Park, the home of Munster Rugby in Cork, was just down the road from my house, as was Nemo Rangers GAA club.


Nemo were, and still are, a massive club, known throughout the country. A school friend of mine, Michael Buckley, played for them at the time and when they began to hold street leagues for the local kids to try and attract them into the club I went along.


Nemo’s pitch was about 2km from my house so I’d run to training and home games. After a while I was made captain of my under-eleven street league team and I began to get very serious about my football and sport in general.


Around the same time, Ann Marie from next door, who was a very good sprinter, ran with Togher Athletics Club so I tagged along with her big brother Aidan and the rest of her family one day when they went to watch her run in an open sports day in Riverstick, about 15km south of Cork city. After seeing Ann Marie race, I decided to enter the 600m race for my own age group and, to my surprise, won it.


Although I did no running other than at football training, off the back of that performance I entered the school mile in Scoil Chríost Rí in sixth class and to everyone’s surprise, including my own, went home with the massive winner’s shield, having beaten the best runners in the school. I have a vivid memory from that day of one of the teachers saying ‘well done, Robert’ as they presented me with the trophy. It struck me that it was the first time in my life that I’d ever earned praise from any teacher.


Winning the mile in Chríost Rí was huge for any pupil and it earned me superstar status in school at the time. I was finally good at something and suddenly everyone in school wanted to know who this little fella Robert Heffernan was.


Another friend of mine in school, Mark Cogan, was also a sprinter with Togher Athletics Club and had a won a few All-Ireland underage medals. He trained twice a week with the club and after I won the school mile, he encouraged me to join him.


The club in Togher was based across the road from my first primary school and the clubhouse consisted of two dilapidated prefabs that had been previously used as school classrooms. The prefabs ran parallel to each other with a little open space of about the same area in between them. The interior of each prefab was sparse, to say the least. Painted white inside with plywood floors, there was no heating, no dressing rooms and no showers. If it was winter you could see the fog trails of your breath as you entered the buildings and while they have been home to some of the best athletes in Ireland for a long time now, the prefabs were never really fit for anything other than storing hurdles or other equipment.


On Wednesday evenings we’d go to the Mardyke track for training. Although I was seen as more of a distance runner when I first joined, I didn’t want to be split up from my fast friends at those first sessions so I began my athletics training under Togher’s sprint coach, Michael Devine, who gave me separate sessions from the others to encourage me to keep at it. I didn’t race very much that summer because my family went to Youghal as usual, but I ran on the beach most days in an effort to get fitter.


When I completed my primary school education, however, instead of following the others to the mobile home in Youghal for the summer, I went to work on the building sites with my dad before joining the rest of the family in the mobile home at the weekends. At twelve years of age I was earning £7 a week helping another labourer mix plaster. Working on the sites meant I was forced to miss training so, to keep fit, I’d play handball off a wall on my lunch break or if the tradesmen sent me to the shop for messages I’d run there as fast as I could.


Although the attention I got from winning the mile in school had piqued my interest in athletics and I had joined Togher Athletics Club, I had no real interest in running as a sport. Gaelic football was my first love and I simply ran everywhere in the hope that I would stay fit enough for that. When I entered secondary school in Coláiste Chríost Rí, also run by the Presentation Brothers, just down the road from Scoil Chríost Rí, my main aim was to get on the school’s Gaelic football team.


At only 4 foot 6 inches tall, I was the smallest first-year pupil in school but I was now playing regularly for Nemo Rangers and had progressed to captain my under-thirteen street league team, so I was disgusted not to be selected for the school’s under-fourteen squad which was chosen from first- and second-year students after trials were held on the school pitch. At the time, I couldn’t understand why I was left off the team, which contained mostly six-footers from second year and, having missed out on selection, I decided to try and show the Brothers who were in charge of the school team that they had made a huge mistake by leaving me out.


Every evening after school I would go to up to the school’s multi-gym, which was basically another dilapidated indoor hall containing a few pieces of gym equipment and a climbing rope. Knowing that the Brothers who selected the football team were watching everything that went on in the hall, I would flog myself on the bench press, hamstring curls and lat pull-down machines every evening and was the only one that could climb all the way up the thick rope that dangled from the ceiling.


At the end of each night we’d have a game of football with a tennis ball and, for me, these sessions were an opportunity to flake into fellas and show the Brothers that it didn’t matter what size I was, that my lack of height was no disadvantage and that I was good enough for the school team. While some lads went to multi-gym once or twice a week, I went every single night until the summer holidays forced me back onto the building site, where I now laboured for my dad.


Multi-gym also introduced me to other sports. As the athletics season approached, the Brothers would organise various events. One evening in second year they ran off long-jump, triple-jump and high-jump competitions, after which they organised a walking race. The walking race consisted of heats, where pupils lined up and race-walked up and down the hall. The winner of each race went through to the next round and although I knew absolutely nothing about the sport, I got to the final and won it.


Compared to football, race walking wasn’t the most attractive sport in the world for a teenager to take up and I thought briefly about the slagging I might get if I was seen walking around Cork with my elbows swinging and hips swaying. Those thoughts didn’t last long: I had probably built up enough credibility among my friends and peers as a footballer not to get slagged too much. However, I really began race walking because another pupil, Trevor Murray, encouraged me to. Trevor was very good at football and most other sports. He was one of the brainier kids in school and was hard as nails too, so I figured that if race walking was cool enough for Trevor Murray, it was cool enough for me.


After winning the race in the hall, I discovered that the school had a very strong walking team and a long history in the sport. Having missed out on selection for the Gaelic football team, I suddenly saw another window of opportunity to represent the school and, after trials, was picked for the walking team.


Tiny compared to most of my adversaries, however, I didn’t win anything in my first year walking with the school, but overhearing Brother Colm telling someone that ‘if Rob Heffernan was taller, he’d be the best walker in the country’ spurred me on even more to prove that my lack of height was not a disadvantage.


Although I never thought of myself as small, my size often meant I was looked upon as easy pickings and I got into plenty of scraps in both Turners Cross and Togher. Having inherited the wiry ‘greyhound breed’ of both of my parents, though, I never shied away from a row.


After watching a Bruce Lee film on television, the kung fu legend’s biography was the first book I ever read and it had such a big influence on me in those early teen years that I started tae kwon do lessons in Nemo’s clubhouse and a few years afterwards I would walk all the way across town to another club in Shandon Street on the north side of Cork city for extra training. There, I’d work on the punchbags, stretch and do my patterns but I only ever got as far as a blue tag because I missed a load of gradings – probably because we didn’t have the money to pay for them.


In the summer I could earn money on the building sites to pay for my own lessons but during the winter my mam would give me the £2 required for each class. As Christmas approached though, instead of going to tae kwon do, I’d keep the money for presents for my family and simply walk around town to pass the hour or two before going home.


I spent a third summer back on the building sites, this time shovelling enough sand and cement and hauling enough buckets of water and wheelbarrow-loads of plaster to keep my dad, my uncle and another plasterer going. Despite my wages going up to about £70 a week, I became more and more bitter about having to miss out on my sports. Every minute I got in the evening was spent kicking a football or training with Togher Athletics Club. Towards the end of second year, however, that all ground to a halt when I got my first real sports injury.


Osgood-Schlatter’s Disease is a common knee injury that can cause a painful lump below the kneecap in children and teens who take part in sports. It usually happens during a growth spurt and is the result of bones, tendons and muscles all growing quickly but not necessarily at the same time. The good news is that, while it can last for what seems like a long time, you literally grow out of it.


But at fourteen years of age I didn’t know any of that when a doctor diagnosed the ongoing pain in my knee. All I heard was ‘You have a disease in your leg’ and that I needed to be seen by a sports specialist. Given that my only access to the medical profession was by virtue of a state-issued medical card, that meant an agonisingly long six-month wait.


‘What do I do until then?’ I asked the doctor.


‘Nothing,’ was his reply. ‘You rest.’


With the internet yet to be invented and no other way to find out about my condition, I went home that day believing I had a disease in my leg. As far as I could make out from talking to the doctor, if I did any sport in the next six months, my leg could fall off!


Those next six months crawled by and with nothing to be good at any more, I got really low. Although I had nothing else to distract me, I put no effort into my schoolwork and homework was rarely done. In our house, there was no incentive: stoic in the belief that I was going to follow my father’s footsteps and be a plasterer and that school was just a place where you went until you were old enough to get a job, my parents never went to a single parent/teacher meeting and couldn’t have cared less if I failed every exam.


I never skipped school but would spend half the time hiding in the toilets when I got there, just so that they couldn’t suspend me for being seen outside the school during school hours. I’d get thrown out of some classes for messing but if I was being taught by one of the athletics or football coaches, like Brother Colm or Brother Sweeney, I’d pay attention. More often than not I would get good grades in their subjects, which showed that I could have done well in school if I’d put my mind to it.


When I eventually got to see a specialist in Cork Regional Hospital six months later, he took one look at my knee and told me that it was fine, that I’d grown out of it. After doing nothing for six months, I was so happy I ran all the way home from the hospital that day. I was sore for a week afterwards, but once I got back to full fitness, I was winning running races in Coláiste Chríost Rí without training for them and people were beginning to tell me that I could have a future in athletics. At home, though, nobody paid any attention. Like I said, sport was never on the radar in our house.


After passing my Junior Certificate in the summer of 1994, I got away with another few months in secondary school before the family prophecy was finally fulfilled and I left Coláiste Chríost Rí and the academic life behind for another career. I was off to serve an apprenticeship as a plasterer with my father.
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Scholarship Material


The only advantage of working full-time with my dad was that I was soon deemed old enough to be able to stay at home when everyone else went to Youghal for the summer. This really annoyed my older sister Rhonda who was now twenty-three, had a full-time job and had fought much longer and harder for the same privilege.


Finally free from her babysitting duties, at the weekends Rhonda would still have to tidy up any mess I left behind me at home before Mam and Dad got back with Elton, Anthea and Lyndsey on Monday morning. Although Rhonda and I were extremely close growing up, like any other siblings we could fight like cat and dog, with Rhonda, more often than not, coming out on top.


With Mam and Dad away in Youghal every weekend, I was oblivious to the fact that my presence in the house encroached on Rhonda’s blossoming relationship with her new boyfriend, Aidan from next door. When she came home from work one Friday evening to find the house looking like a bomb site, with a tent pitched out the back and all of my friends from Ballyphehane drinking in the garden, it was the straw that broke the camel’s back.


She chased me upstairs where, having made it to the bathroom at the top of the landing before her, I managed to lock the door behind me and began taunting her even more. My smug sense of security vanished abruptly when Rhonda promptly kicked the door in and clattered me around the bathroom.


My plastering apprenticeship meant that my running was confined to the odd open sports day during the summer but I continued playing football with Nemo. Although my parents never once came to see me play, Michael Buckley’s father Sean had a huge influence on me and made sure I always had a lift to matches.


I improved to the point where I was captain of Nemo’s under-sixteen team and dreamt of a place on the Cork minor team. Because I was right half-forward and still a foot smaller than most of my opposition, I had to concentrate on getting space and finding a way to get to the ball before they did, so I rarely had time for banter or physicality with my opponent At one under-sixteen league game against Ballinore one day, the lanky half back marking me kept laughing and sneering at me the whole way through the game because I was so small. Most of the time I ignored this kind of thing and just got on with my game but for some reason this guy really bugged me. The fact that we were getting beaten only added fuel to the fire.


Sick of the constant name-calling and taunting, towards the end of the game I suddenly snapped and jumped up and grabbed him in a headlock. I was kneeing him in the face when one of my teammates ran over.


‘Heffo, relax, boy! You’ve won the fight, get on with the game.’


But the ref had a different take on the incident.


‘You haven’t won anything. The two of you are off.’


That fight was the only blemish on an otherwise decent Gaelic football career but football was to take a back seat to athletics shortly afterwards. I was now training in Togher every Tuesday night, where I had moved on from the sprinters’ group to the distance group and was now under the watchful eye of coach John Hayes, or as I have always called him, Mr Hayes.


John Hayes is small in stature but physically fit and very strong. He lived not too far away from me and took an interest in me as soon as I moved up to his distance group for training. He loaned me a running singlet and told me to look after it because it was possibly the club’s only remaining singlet from the 1960s. When my mother washed it with one of my sister’s tops, though, it turned bright pink. I did my best to avoid him for as long as possible afterwards. To keep fit, John ran around the park in Ballyphehane where I played football with my friends, so there was never much hope of evading him for long and he soon persuaded me to go back to training.


Like Sean Buckley, John Hayes became a father figure to me and was a really good influence in those early years. He held me back at first but always believed that I would do well when I hit my growth period, like the other lads my age. I was a really late developer, though: by the age of sixteen, I still hadn’t hit puberty and I was beginning to get worried. The rest of my teammates had hairy legs and hairy armpits by then and I remember asking my mother one night if there was something wrong with me. She’d had a few drinks that night and when I put the question to her, she started crying and I’ll never forget the words she said to me.


‘Maybe if you were taller, people would start taking you serious.’


I couldn’t believe it. Even my own mother thought I was too small.


She told me that we’d talk to my dad when he came home but he too had been in the pub and just brushed it off.


Knowing I was a late bloomer, John Hayes held me back for a long time, only allowing me to run in local races at first. Although he didn’t have a sports science degree, John had great common sense and always dangled the carrot just far enough in front to make me want to keep going and improve another little bit. Whenever I reached a goal or hit a target, instead of celebrating it, a new target was set. Compliments on my performance were always very hard earned.


At around the same time, the buddies I had made outside of sport would be down in Ballyphehane Park drinking. I had no interest in drinking but, to be fair to those lads, they never pressurised me into joining them and I’d still go down to the park with them whenever they went. Instead of drinking, I’d have a pair of shorts on underneath my tracksuit and I’d run ten laps of the pitch in Ballyphehane before sitting down and hanging out with them as they drank and chatted. Once, when I was about seventeen, I did join them for a few cans but was unlucky enough to get caught by my mam and got absolutely walloped around the house afterwards for my trouble. The ever-present threat of telling my father was acted upon.


While he didn’t hit me, my dad’s reaction upon hearing the news was just as bad. I remember cowering in my room as he stood over my bed berating me for drinking alcohol. Three times he left the room, only to return to emphasise the point even more and carry on the scolding. It took three days of absolute lambasting every time he saw me before it was finally out of his system and even though I never went near a pub, he had every barman in the area warned never to serve me.


To the left of the park, on the steps, was where the real tough boys hung out. While my friends might not have been model citizens as teenagers and were partial to the odd can of beer, these older lads were on something stronger altogether and the area was pretty well known for drugs at the time. Drugs frightened me. I’d heard of people in the area who had died from sniffing glue. There was something sinister about the lads on the steps and I was afraid to even cross over the road to that side of the park.


On training nights in Togher, I’d get a lift to the clubhouse with Mr Hayes and a huge group of us would run six or nine miles. The training was so hard that I’d be nervous in the car on the way over because I knew it would be torture. There was a pecking order in Togher and your status came from beating the other guys. Respect had to be earned and if you were at the bottom of the pecking order, then you got none. Those Tuesday evening sessions were as tough as any race, because every night was a race. There wouldn’t be much talk out of me at those sessions, in fact I didn’t mix much with the lads in the club at all back then because, to me, they were all my competition. After training I’d go home to my buddies in Turners Cross, where the competition didn’t exist and I could be myself again.


While I often missed summer races due to working on the sites, in the autumn I began to run cross-country races in and around Cork when I was about fifteen. Even at those cross-country races, I never got that friendly with the lads in the club. Although this changed over time, the competition was so stiff back then that sometimes two-hour journeys would be spent in complete silence because we all knew that a bad performance could see one of us miss out on a place on the team. Only on the return leg, if we had won something, would everyone open up a bit and have a bit of craic.


The year after I left school, a cross-country race in St Aidan’s primary school on the north side of Cork during the winter set me thinking about a return to education. I was still tiny compared to the rest of my teammates at Togher and at Nemo, even after a growth spurt that summer saw me go from 4 foot 9 inches to 5 foot 3 inches. There was a very strong field in that cross-country race, but I still finished sixth or seventh. Afterwards, a man came over and patted me on the back.


‘Young man,’ he said. ‘You’re scholarship material.’


Although I had never met Brother John Dooley before, his reputation as an athletics coach ensured that I knew who he was. A teacher at North Monastery, another secondary school in the area, Brother Dooley was regarded as a guru when it came to Irish athletics. A former All-Ireland champion at 1,500 metres, he had spent time in America, and was renowned for arranging athletics scholarships over there for promising Irish runners.


I couldn’t believe that somebody like him would even notice me in the race, let alone go out their way to come over and compliment me. Having missed most of the summer due to work on the building sites, I knew I was nowhere near my best, yet here was this running guru telling me a scholarship to America was a possibility for me. I began to look into it a bit more and realised that the only way I could get a scholarship was to go back to school and sit my Leaving Certificate first.


After a lot of haggling with my parents, who couldn’t see the point in going back to school, I rejoined Coláiste Chríost Rí halfway through my pre-Leaving Cert year. Once back at school, I regained my place on the school walking team and managed to finish second in the Munster schools championships, which meant that I qualified for the All-Ireland schools championships. Although I finished last of eight walkers there, my second place in Munster was also enough to earn me an invitation to the Tailteann Games, which were held in Santry Stadium in north county Dublin that summer.


While my burgeoning athletics career had by then earned the support of my mother and started to turn me into the golden boy of the family in her eyes, my father wasn’t impressed when I wanted to take time off my summer job labouring on the building site to go to walk in Dublin. He had seen it all before and was of the opinion that I was going to ‘give up all this sport, like all the other young fellas’, when I was eighteen.


I was already bitter about my dad’s lack of interest in my sporting life when everyone else was beginning to take notice of me and that remark was the last straw. It drove a huge wedge between us and ultimately meant that it would be a full two years before I spoke to him again. In protest, I stopped working with him on the building sites so that I could train more and took a part-time job for two days a week in a book-binding factory just to have some pocket money.


The reality was that my family never believed I was going to earn an athletics scholarship. They thought it was fantasy stuff, and it was the same in school. When my career guidance teacher, Mr O’Loughlin, asked what I was going to do when I left school, I replied that I’d either go on and do a trade or go to America on a scholarship. He burst out laughing at me.


‘You’re too small to do either of them!’


Looking back, I can see where he was coming from but it was a terrible thing to say to a young lad and between that and my father’s stance, I had a massive chip on my shoulder for a very long time.


Having ignored my father, I got the train to Dublin and the Tailteann Games with James Butler – who was a very good runner and was due to go to New York on a scholarship – and his father. With two walkers selected from each province for the under-seventeen walk, I was languishing in fifth or sixth place with a couple of laps to go but managed to work my way up to fourth place as we went into the back straight. One last spurt saw me kick for home in the last 100 metres and the guy in front of me was so tall that I actually went under his elbow as I passed him to snatch third and the bronze medal.


I crossed the line exhausted but absolutely delighted with myself when one of the judges suddenly pulled me aside and began to question me.


‘Who are you? Where did you come from? Have you trained for this?’


After a couple of minutes of these random questions, I got disqualified for no apparent reason other than nobody knew who I was and therefore thought I shouldn’t be able to beat the other guys, most of whom would have been known on the national scene for a long time. Returning home empty handed, I spent the entire train journey back to Cork crying.


In June 1996, I became the first person in our family to pass the Leaving Certificate. Passing my exams opened the door to an athletics scholarship in America but before I could run stateside I had to do another year in school in Ireland, this time in North Monastery where I would sit my SATs, which had to be passed in order to be offered a scholarship.


Under the watchful eye of Brother Dooley, North Monastery were renowned for their athletics team and had seven or eight All Ireland cross-country titles to their name before I joined the school. Having been one of the top dogs in Coláiste Chríost Rí though, at North Mon I was a mere mortal on a team that included the likes of Bryan Murray, Paul Carroll, Jason Foolkes, Kevin Lowe, Mark Cotter and Aaron Kearney, most of whom had won national medals, and it was a huge step up for me in terms of my sporting ability. For a long time in 1997 I was way out of my comfort zone.


Although the certificate we would be awarded at the end of the year was pretty much a made-up cert so that we could run with ‘the Mon’, we still had to go up to the Monastery every Thursday where we got homework to do for the SATs for America. Rather than actually do the homework though, Bryan Murray and I used to open up the answers at the back of the book and purposely get around 40 per cent of them wrong. We reckoned that Brother Dooley knew we weren’t ‘A’ students and it would look suspicious if we got them all right.


Work experience was part of the year’s course and I got placed in Cummins Sports, a local sports shop, where I stocked the stores and took in supplies.


In athletics, I focused on walking and did no running training but won the All-Ireland schools 3,000m on the track in Tullamore in County Offaly, beat all of the other lads on the running team to finish ninth in the All-Ireland schools cross-country, where we were second team, and was ninth in the inter-clubs cross-country championships.


Although I was still smaller than all of my competitors, after finally hitting puberty and growing three inches or so, to around 5 foot 6 inches, I really began to see improvement. I was now walking 60 to 80km a week in training, which was a huge step up and I went into the under-eighteen All-Ireland 10km walk in Tullamore in really good shape.


On the drive to Tullamore, John Hayes told me to sit on Mark Lennon from Kilkenny and stay there for as long as I could. Mark was a superstar at the time. He’d set all the national records for that age bracket but with two laps to go, I just went past him. I took well over two minutes off my personal best to record a 44' 40" for the 10km walk and caused the shock of the day by becoming national champion.
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Who Are Ya?


Winning the under-eighteen national title gave me a great buzz. To have a national champion was huge for the club in Togher and the local papers soon began to take an interest in me, but I missed out on national duty that year as there was no Irish team selected for a major championship directly afterwards. I now had a new aim: I was the national champion, so I wanted to walk for Ireland.


That autumn, I was down the track one evening when I noticed another walker there. Olive Loughnane was two years older than me and had returned to her native Cork after studying in Galway. I can still remember the expression on her face that evening when what she thought was a twelve-year-old kid watched her train and then approached her with an offer she couldn’t refuse.


‘C’mere girl, I’m looking for a training partner,’ I enthused. ‘I want to qualify for the European Juniors.’


‘Oh right,’ she said, looking me up and down.


I was smaller than her, rake thin, had a skinhead haircut, an earring and a fringe.


‘European Juniors are under-nineteen though. When are you hoping to go?’


When I replied ‘next year’, Olive nearly fell over, but soon after that we started training together, sometimes twice a day. Although our training was still pretty unstructured, my first year in the junior ranks, for under-nineteens, began well in February 1997, when I raced the National Indoor Championships in Nenagh in County Tipperary. The junior race was combined with the senior men and I walked 21' 30" for the 5km event, which was good enough for fourth place overall and victory in the Junior Championship. Not only had I won another national title, but this time I had beaten a lot of the more established senior walkers in the process.


Jimmy McDonald, who had been sixth in the Barcelona Olympics in 1992 and Irish internationals Mick Lane, Joe Ryan, Pierce O’Callaghan and Jamie Costin had all walked in Nenagh. Having put in a good performance against them, I was picked for an unofficial Irish national team to take part in a race in Folkestone in England a month or so later. By then, I had finally begun to develop, and mixing with the top athletes in North Mon day in and day out had changed my mindset to one of belief that I could do what they were doing.


Although I was steadily improving and beginning to turn a few heads on the race-walking scene, I still felt guilty whenever my dad and my younger brother Elton walked in, covered in plaster after a hard day’s work on the building site and caught me watching TV in my tracksuit on the couch. As Dad and I still weren’t talking, there was never anything said but I always felt uncomfortable, almost unworthy, sitting down beside them at the dinner table.


I was doing big miles on the road by then and felt that I was training as hard as they were working, but my soft little hands at the dinner table compared to their weatherworn palms and scraped knuckles told a different tale in Dad’s eyes. Although we weren’t on great terms, he still forked out to send me to England for my first international race and I got the bus up to Dublin, where I stayed with the O’Callaghan family before the boat trip to Holyhead.
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