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PART I




Chapter 1


CROKE PARK


Different days. After sixteen years on the Kerry panel I was no stranger to being in Croke Park for an All-Ireland football final.


Last year I wasn’t in the number 5 jersey, though. Young Paul Murphy from Rathmore had that on him, and I was sitting in a box in the Cusack Stand. I was wearing a nice three-piece suit instead of being togged out and counting down the seconds in the dressing-room.


Since retiring, I’d stayed involved in the game through punditry and a newspaper column, so the weekend of the final I was fairly busy. I spoke at a gig in Dublin on the Friday night before the All-Ireland, I went to a GPA function on the Saturday, and I was at Up for the Match out at RTÉ that night. On the Sunday morning I spoke in the Croke Park Hotel at a function, before going to another function in a corporate box before the game itself.


Hectic stuff, and completely new to me. After all, I’d been going to Croke Park to play matches since 1996, so it was an entirely different perspective.


——


The first time I was in Croke Park was as a footballer. People might be surprised to hear that, until 2014, I’d never actually watched a football match there – that in seventeen years I was never a spectator at a football match in Dublin 3. I hated the idea of watching teams play for the All-Ireland when Kerry were knocked out, though I went to a few hurling matches and rugby games there, all right.


I started there as a minor in 1996. Charlie Nelligan was manager and Mikey Sheehy was a selector, as were Seán Walsh, Junior Murphy and Derry Crowley. We made the minor final and lost by a point to a very good Laois team.


The Cusack Stand was the only part of the new stadium that was built at that time, so as minors we were still in the old Hogan Stand dressing-rooms. It was basic enough – a low ceiling and a pillar in the middle: that’s what I remember most.


Mícheál Ó Muircheartaigh walking into our dressing-room before the match was a big deal for me. With his west Kerry connection he came over and had a word with me – a gentleman, and one of the truly great Kerry GAA men. (I’ve seen the ability of this man to captivate an audience and a room at first hand. Outside of his commentating, the guy has a knowledge of and interest in all things GAA, but particularly in Kerry football. He would frighten you with it, and we should enjoy his company while we’re lucky enough to have him in our midst.)


I was on the bench the following year with the seniors. It was 1986 since Kerry had last won the All-Ireland, and Páidí Ó Sé (PO), who had played then, was now manager. That journey to September had re-energised the county: ‘Football’s coming home’ was the chant at the European Championships, and it spread across the Irish Sea.


As the summer went on, Kerry got better. Seeing those players prepare and train to win an All-Ireland for Kerry, I witnessed first hand the hunger and the work it took to do that.


I was nineteen, sitting on the bench in Croker watching Maurice Fitz give a master class like only he could. I never saw game time that day, but Dara Ó Cinnéide was on the bench with me after coming off late in the game, and the match was tight. He was literally praying aloud beside me, and I was going to tell him to shut up, but, looking at how serious he was, I was actually afraid of him. It meant that much for Kerry to win.


Afterwards it was a special feeling, like Man United winning the Premier League after so many years without it. That was some learning curve for me, to watch and learn from my heroes. Celebrations? I failed every exam I did in Limerick that year. Priorities.


Three years after that, in 2000, I was out at wing-back against Galway, my first start in a senior final. It went to a replay and we won. The Hogan was under construction, so we were presented with the cup on the field, and we did the lap of honour, meeting friends and neighbours.


The fact that I was playing meant a lot more to me. I’d won my first All-Ireland with Kerry, and it means a lot me still that Dad was there for that. He passed away in 2002, so at least he saw two All-Ireland medals come into the house on the same day.


He was a big reason we did well playing football, because he never put any pressure on us. If you played great he’d say, ‘Well done,’ but if you were terrible he’d say the very same.


He was a very quiet man. He didn’t even come to the function that night in 2000: that wasn’t his form. He landed in later on to meet us but didn’t sit down for the official dinner.


——


When the final whistle blew against Donegal in 2014 it was special – it always is for those few minutes after the whistle blows, because it’s just the players and the management, the people who’ve been through it all together.


No one realises that it’s the last time they’ll be alone as a group until the team holiday. In South Africa or Vietnam or wherever, nobody will pester them; but the second they step off the pitch it’ll be a round of homecomings, banquets, functions, meetings, more games …


It reminded me of what I was like myself after a game. If we won I enjoyed it, and I liked to enjoy it myself, to slip away and let it sink in before we headed back to the team hotel. I’d throw on the tracksuit, fire the bag into the bus and get some fella to make sure it was looked after. (Every player looks after their All-Ireland gear.) And I was off down the town to meet a buddy or two in some quiet dingy pub where the regulars mightn’t even know there’d been an All-Ireland on, just to sit down for an hour or two and take it in. After that, back to the hotel for three or four days of madness.


It was the same when we lost. It’s hard to convey how much it hurt to lose with Kerry. I wanted to win every year and to be the main man every year, but when we lost … I wanted time to hurt alone before putting on the brave face and saying the right things to people back in the hotel. I have PO to thank for that: he stressed how important it was to win and lose graciously. I like to think I did that.


I was glad the lads were able to enjoy themselves after overcoming Donegal. That’s what I missed more than anything: the shared sacrifice, the slagging at training, the bad days you think are the lowest of the low – all that builds the bond, and if I’m brutally honest with myself I felt it a bit at the final whistle.


Still, to be there for the arrival, you have to be there for the start of the journey. I won five times and, by God, it was good, but it was all the sweeter because you’d earned it.


——


When we lost to Dublin in 2013 I didn’t say an emotional farewell to the dressing-room. No tears. No taking some toilet roll as a souvenir. Tracksuit on, baseball cap down, and away I went. No one copped you with the baseball cap, and if they did you were gone before they got you.


Croke Park holds a lot of memories for me, good and not so good, but I know I was lucky and privileged to get the opportunity to play there.


I love the place. It belongs to the GAA, which means all of us own it. It’s part of our culture. Take the great men who have played there down the years, and the great men who still play there. The colours they brought honour and glory to, the enjoyment they’ve given thousands.


The green-and-gold number 5 jersey was passed on also. Paul Murphy wore it well for Kerry last September: he won man of the match, a well-deserved award.


The game moves on. Kerry move on. That’s what makes them both so special.




Chapter 2


FAMILY


Dad, Mícheál, was an agricultural inspector. I know those jobs are gone now, and it’s a pity, because if there was ever a job I’d want, that’d be it. He was around home all the time: I’d say he never did a tap.


Obviously as a kid I didn’t understand the ins and outs of it, but basically he’d go out to visit farms on behalf of the Department of Agriculture, and if there was a grant to be given for a shed or tank he’d recommend that it be given or not.


I’d say he never turned anyone down. I’d have been at matches down through the years, and random strangers would come over to me and say, ‘Fair play to your dad. He sorted me out there that time.’ They had great time for him, obviously enough.


He didn’t kill himself with work, certainly. When I was thirteen or so I was in the house when Pat Lynch, his boss, rang, and I picked up the phone. ‘Hello, Pat, how are you?’ I said, and Pat asked if Dad was there. ‘He is, yeah,’ says I, not noticing the father waving his hands at me, making the universal ‘I’m not here’ sign. He was supposed to be on the road doing his inspections, but yours truly gave the game away under questioning.


Dad had a designated area he covered – north Kerry, a lot of the time – and because of that he lived in Listowel for sixteen or seventeen years. They were settled there, himself and my mother, they bought a house there, and the two older lads started school there.


But in 1980, when my brother Marc was born, they moved west to Ard an Bhóthair, and the family is there ever since.


My mother is Joan; her maiden name is Kavanagh. Her family are Lispole people, but when the farms were given out years ago by the Land Commission her father got a farm back in Dingle parish. Baile Riach, it’s called. She was the eldest. Her mother died young, so Joan was put in charge of the rest of them when still very young. After that she went nursing in England. She met Dad then, and they got married.


There’s no sport in her family whatsoever. What they did have, though, was a savage work ethic, wherever that came from. I could land back at home in the middle of winter and she’d be up a ladder painting the house. I’d say, ‘What in the name of God are you doing?’ but she’d drive on.


She didn’t pass that ethic on, anyway: her four sons would be your classic case of ‘If there’s work in the bed we’ll sleep on the floor.’ As for Dad, he was … ‘lazy’ wouldn’t be the word, but he was spoiled by his own mother. When my grandmother was in her seventies her sons would still be going over to her for their dinner as if it were thirty years earlier. (The geography helps: you have Páidí’s house, with the shop, the pub and the church across the road, our house and my grandmother’s house all within fifty yards of each other, and Tom’s house a hundred yards down the road. There are O’Donoghues over there as well, but it’s basically all of us together.)


I’d be close to Tom, my other uncle, who had the same job as Dad. He won a minor All-Ireland with Kerry in 1962. Arthur Spring was on the same team, and they were great buddies. Tom was a tough corner-back, and tidy enough, but he got big into golf, and that became his passion. He got involved in the course back in Ceann Sibéal and became captain there. He’s friendly with Paul McGinley, and he’d travel the world to see golf.


I got into golf as well, so the two of us still play a lot together, though that’s more to my advantage than his: if he has a putter or a driver he doesn’t like, he doesn’t mind me picking it up off him, for instance.


Tom and Dad, being close enough in age, were spoiled, but Páidí was ruined altogether by my grandmother. The two oldest always had the outlook with him of ‘Oh, God, what is he after doing now?’ – the baby brother stuff. If I ever told Dad or Tom I was going to Tralee with Páidí, for instance, they’d say, ‘Ah, don’t.’


They were hugely proud of Páidí and what he achieved, and they were close enough. I suppose they regarded him – correctly – as being full of messing and craic. Not a pillar of sense, more a child who never grew up. Dad would stroll over to Páidí’s pub on Friday and Saturday evenings for a couple of pints; before the drink-driving laws came in he liked to go to Dingle for two pints in Paddy Bawn’s before coming back out to Páidí’s, and Páidí would mention some story or incident, and they’d be laughing their heads off.


Dad never forced us with the football; he didn’t go overboard with the praise if you had a good game, and, more importantly, he was the same if you had a stinker. He didn’t force himself on people in company, and as a result he was popular with the people of the parish. After Mass on Sunday our house would be a hive of activity, with loads of local people coming in for cups of tea, and people laughing and chatting.


When Dad died that changed. It’s something many people will identify with: the house isn’t the same without the same people, and the people left behind change too. It was very hard on my mother. She lost a brother and a sister in the few years that followed, so she had a lot of loss to deal with. We’d have all been very tight. Neasa, Siún and Pádraig – Páidí’s kids – would be like brothers and sisters to us, really, and we’d think nothing of bunking down in their house, and vice versa, so losing Dad and Páidí left a huge void.


——


Our own crowd were always very supportive of each other too. The likes of Tom would be very good for coming around you if you’d done something wrong, for instance, to encourage you to put it to bed. He’d travel to all our games and support us, whereas my mother never saw me play football: she never went to a match and stayed at home and went walking and praying.


We all worked in the pub, where there were plenty of late nights – both inside the counter and outside it – when we got older. Tom wouldn’t be there that much, but he’d be well aware of what was going on inside.


It’s tough on him too: he’s the middle brother, and he lost his older and younger brother. He was on the committee that got the statue of Páidí up, and there’s great credit due to all of them for that work. Ventry is a good parish: there’s good people there, and, as many people know, a lot of the time it’s through death and loss that you see the best side of people. I love going back to Ventry on a Friday night and heading into Páidí’s for a quiet drink: you meet a couple of locals and have the craic picking teams or arguing the toss about sport. I don’t get back as often as I’d wish, but when I land back it’s like I was never away.


Summer is different there, when the place is mobbed with tourists, but it’s a cycle you could compare to the football season: at springtime it’s getting busier, like the league games, and then you have the championship and going hard and busy. Páidí had the pub on the Slea Head road, which meant there was a chance that every tourist going back that way would stop there. His hunch was right: a lot of them did, from daytrippers to the most famous people you could imagine.


To answer a question I often face: no, I wasn’t in there the night Dolly Parton was in the pub. I crept over and heard her singing, but I was too young to be allowed into the pub itself. Regrets. I did, however, meet Tom Cruise, Martin Sheen and many more.


——


Dad would have helped my mother around the house as well; we had a big enough house, and during the summer we’d have students. One summer there were twenty-six girls in the house at the one time, for instance, so there was a fair bit of work in cooking and cleaning for a crowd of that size.


We’d have been bunked into the one room while they were there, and it was a hardy billet when the four of us were all getting that bit older. (Fergal is the eldest: he’s now 42. Darragh is 40, I’m 37, and Marc is 35, so it’s a pretty tight spread of ages.)


There was no pressure on us as kids, playing football in the back garden, no sense of ‘You have to play for Kerry.’ We enjoyed ourselves and knocked plenty of craic out of it – home from school, get the homework done, out the back kicking ball for hours. Every day.


If we went for a walk to the shop, to the pub or to my gran’s for a visit, the ball was always carried. Soloing left and right. Kicking off walls. Passing to Páidí or Tom or anyone you met along the way.


Fergal appeared a lot older to me then. I was still in primary school, and he was playing on the Gaeltacht senior team, which is a fair difference at that age. He was a very, very good player. I can remember him dictating games in Páirc an Aghasaigh in Dingle as a young fella. There was one game in particular, against Lispole, with Gabriel and Gearóid Casey – a dominant team – and Fergal was the star, at eighteen years of age. He was stylish, left or right leg, all the skills. You’d often hear about a bunch of brothers that the one who didn’t play county was the most talented, and plenty of people in west Kerry would say that about Fergal, but he got a bad cruciate injury very young.


He played minor and under-21 for Kerry and then came back after the cruciate to make the fringes of the senior panel in 1996, but I think he might have overworked the leg in training, he was so keen to get back. At that time the science of rehabbing a cruciate injury wasn’t near the level it’s at now. I know Pat Spillane managed to sort himself out without having an operation, but that was on a different scale.


Fergal was fanatical about trying to make it. We all looked up to him, and when he helped An Ghaeltacht win a first West Kerry Championship in years in 1991 – Dara Ó Cinnéide played as a garsún of sixteen, I’d say – he was one of the main men. He never came back fully from the cruciate, which meant that, of all of us, he was the only one unlucky enough to really have suffered a serious, career-curtailing injury.


When we were in primary and secondary school he was away in university, and when he finished he put down a couple of years teaching in Meath. Now he’s a vice-principal behind in Feothanach – he teaches Ó Cinnéide’s kids – and he works a small bit of land we have behind there with a few sheep. (He looks after those sheep well; they’re pedigree animals. My father was the worst farmer I ever saw, but Fergal’s a lot better at it.)


Fergal took over An Ghaeltacht as a coach and we won county championships – he came on in a couple of those games – and we made it to the All-Ireland club final in 2004, of course. He’s a sound guy, and because he’s back there he has his finger on the pulse. If there’s anything going on in west Kerry he’d tell you, but I suppose the three of us closer in age would have hung around more and would have kicked a lot of ball out the back garden.


That’s one of the biggest memories of our childhood: two channels on the television – no Playstations – just a few Dinky cars, or else out the back, so if it was dry at all it was the back garden with the football. When we were kicking the ball around outside, Fergal would have been that bit too big for me when he was around; Darragh was more manageable. We had some desperate battles out there altogether.


There were pipes up the side of the house: those made up the goal. One of us would go in goal while the other two played one semi-final, then the keeper came outfield and played the second semi-final, and after that there was the final. There were particular rules: Darragh was the eldest, so he could only use his weak leg, for instance.


Even then I had a bit of a temper. Darragh would be laughing at me, to get a rise out of me during the game, and I’d be laying into him. Often enough it ended up in tears (mine) or bad temper (his): he’d lose the head and throw a dunt, and I’d be gone.


It’s easy to say, but when I see kids training now I’d wonder if they get as much out of it in organised training sessions with clubs. If I were on my own as a kid I’d be out there with the ball, aiming at the pipes or practising my fielding off the wall, timing my jump or practising my frees.


There was a big patch of ground behind the house, so we had this game where you took three frees from three different angles (right, left and middle) close in, three frees from the same positions further out, and three more from the same positions at long range. You had to get seven out of the nine, or better, to win the tournament.


Marc was probably the most accurate in those free-taking tournaments, though it was there I first saw Darragh’s ability to kick-pass over distance: if he wanted to hit you fifty yards away into the chest with the ball, or to bounce it once front of you, he could manage either, no problem. I think long-range kicking will come back into the game more in future years, but that’s another story.


Often my Dad or Páidí would fall in for a bit of craic, but more often than not it was the three of us tussling like wild dogs there with the night rolling in from the sea.


——


Darragh has the kind of confidence I’ve rarely seen – in anyone, let alone in footballers or teammates. I won’t say he justifies everything, but things don’t get him down. It’s as simple as that. If he shot someone outside the door he’d just come in and sit down and say to you, ‘Look, life’s too short to be worrying about that, so I’m not going to let it get me down.’


And that helped him in dealing with games. The difference with me is that I’d brood and dwell on things that went wrong in a match and keep turning them over in my mind, and I’d end up getting cranky about them in the end of it or going and talking to someone about them.


Darragh’s different. For instance, he’s very bright, but he didn’t care about school. With the Leaving Cert, my father would meet him after an exam and ask how it had gone for him. ‘Do you know what?’ he’d answer. ‘I was worried enough about that exam going into it this morning, but actually I’m delighted: it went very well.’ Fast forward to the results, and he got a few Fs, of course. So he failed the Leaving, but he got into the ESB.


He just has this knack of seeing things in a positive light, and of always landing on his feet. Always did, always will.


We followed Darragh when he broke through onto the Kerry senior team. At that time there were no texts: the player got a letter. ‘A chara, You have been selected to represent Kerry in a National League match …’


That would have been about 1994. He’d been on a very good minor team in 1993, but they were beaten by Cork. A lot of them – the likes of Dara Ó Cinnéide, John Brennan and himself – broke through to the senior team, even though at that point Kerry were well and truly in the doldrums.


Darragh was playing midfield from the start, and at the peak of his powers he was 15 stone and strong with it. That time, starting off, he might have been 12½ stone, maybe 13 soaking wet. If you saw a photograph of him from those early days you’d say he was dying sick.


The difference between then and now is that the modern player comes in to play senior and he’s already fully developed: he’s been doing weights since the age of fourteen. Darragh didn’t fill out properly until he was twenty-three or twenty-four.


One thing he always had, though, was a phenomenal leap. Páidí was the man who pointed out to me that Darragh is 6′1″ but that the midfielders he was up against were 6′3″, 6′4″, 6′5″. He was always giving a few inches away, but his leap meant he was able to get up over them. His temper helped drive him on as well: if a guy beat him to a ball he’d let him have it across the ear as hard as he could draw.


We went to the home games, myself, Dad and Marc. The away games when Darragh broke through tended to be in Donegal, Derry, Dublin, often in the north of the country, so we didn’t tend to see those – and Darragh got some fair pastings. One time he was shifted to wing-forward and had a fair run-in with Paul Curran of Dublin, who would have been a seasoned, experienced player at that time.


For Darragh it was a fair learning curve in the rest of his career, I’d say – getting bullied, getting thrown around, being on a Kerry team that wasn’t really respected at the time. It would have taught me a lot as well, in that it was my first real glimpse of Kerry playing regularly. (I would have been too young to follow them when Páidí was playing.) And it was an inspiration, too.


Once Darragh made it, my whole life revolved around making it too, step by step – making the Kerry minors, then the under-21s, then the senior set-up, even though that was a process that would obviously take me years.


But that was the route Darragh had taken, so it had to be followed. He actually played under-21 for Kerry for four years, which meant he was a minor playing four years above his age group. Famously, Páidí brought him on in an All-Ireland under-21 semi-final; the other mentors – Jack O’Connor, Séamus Mac Gearailt, Bernie O’Callaghan and Tom O’Connor – were trying to decide at the dugout what move to make, but Páidí, down the sideline, just decided off his own bat to throw him on.


Darragh got a fair bit of slack when he was starting off – that he wasn’t this or that – but the difference is that he got the time to develop. That’s not often the case nowadays, when young players are under pressure to produce the goods straight away at senior level. Darragh himself would always give great credit to Ogie Moran, who was the senior manager that time, for bringing him on and for the way he brought him through.


Darragh’s always had a good attitude, though to many people it might seem a strange one. He can laugh and joke with the best of them, but he can also focus when it’s needed. If you didn’t understand him you’d be taken aback, because at half time in an All-Ireland final, if you could get into our dressing-room, you might see Darragh laughing his head off, and a few more of us along with him; but even if we were laughing we’d still be zoned in.


There’d be a darkness to the humour at times, one that’s hard to convey to people who don’t know us. If someone wrapped the car around a pole we’d be slagging him for a week. Seán Potts used to call it ‘black magic’: we’d laugh at certain things that other people wouldn’t find funny, not out of disrespect but just through having that slightly different slant on things. Dark. Laughing at shortcomings. It’s not the same thing as ignorance – we knew how to behave in company – it was just a different take on things.


——


When I look back now, if I hadn’t made the Kerry minors I don’t know how I would have handled it, because it was the only thing I wanted to do. (I was on the thirteenth hole of Ceann Sibéal when I got the call in to the minor set-up; I remember that vividly.) Playing senior for Kerry would have been great, but at that time it was a distant thing. The progression – minor, then under-21, then senior – was clear.


We had a good minor team, with Tommy Griffin and Aodán and Noel Kennelly, though we lost to Laois in the All-Ireland final. We had a very good under-21 team as well and lost one All-Ireland final to Westmeath – I never saw a team work the referee so well as in the dying minutes of that game. We lost another semi-final to Meath another year, and there was mayhem again, with another referee. (See the pattern? There’s always an excuse!)


When I fell in with the seniors in 1997 I knew well that I was only going to be a fringe player starting off, but I wasn’t going to let it be said that I wasn’t pulling my weight. Darragh was good to me: he was always someone you could bounce things off and get good feedback from, because he was so mentally tough himself. Over the years I’d have spoken to Páidí and Marc a good bit about games and that, but mostly to Darragh in that respect. I wouldn’t have come out straight and said, ‘I have a problem with this’ or ‘This is an issue for me in the games’: we’d chat away and I’d circle around to what I wanted to hit in my own time. But there was always a benefit to the talk. You’d always be the better for it, because of Darragh’s attitude. He always talks sense when it’s needed, and he’s great for putting things into perspective. He’d advise you well and was probably bouncing his own stuff off me at the same time. Was it a help when I started that he was in the dressing-room? It was.


The difference between my start with Kerry and finishing up was that I was far more confident at the end than I was at the beginning. In general terms I was a quiet, shy lad. The first time I went in to Fitzgerald Stadium for training, most of the lads were in one dressing-room, which was fairly noisy. You had the Breens, the Flahertys, Barry O’Shea, John Brennan, Pa Laide – good men for dishing out the banter, and they had no problem picking away at you about the connection to Páidí, say. So I went off and togged out in the other dressing-room. On my own.


It took me a couple of years to get comfortable in the environment, but Darragh was good for advising you on different things. For instance, in 1997 there was a training weekend planned for Killarney, and at that point socialising was still a big part of the scene, so the boys were going to go for a couple of pints in town on the Saturday night. I was only eighteen, just arrived into the camp, so I was wondering if it’d be a good idea if I tagged along, but Darragh said, ‘No, don’t. You’re only just in the gap. Keep your powder dry and your head down.’


Good advice. I stayed out in the hotel for the night.


The next morning I found out who they met in Killarney: only Roy Keane, inside in Tatler’s, chatting away to them for an hour or two. Roy in his pomp. The hero of heroes.


I nearly went through Darragh for a short cut when I heard that. Good advice …


The younger lads would have looked up to Darragh when they came in the way I looked up to the likes of Maurice Fitz when I fell in first: a great, great player, but no airs or graces about him and very approachable, and Darragh was the same. That was always a strength of the Kerry dressing-room: there was nobody acting the prima donna, from number 33 to the captain. That’s good for the team. It helps players to settle and to realise their potential.


A lot of people see similarities between Darragh and Páidí – the roguery and the personality. He’s doing well in the property business in Tralee, and he’s like Páidí in that he has contacts and friends everywhere. There’s no fear of him, certainly.


——


Marc would probably be the most naturally talented. He has this dummy he sells when he’s on the ball – Gooch himself would be proud of it. We all know it’s coming, and when we’d be watching tapes with Páidí years ago we’d all be laughing, because when Marc got the ball we knew the dummy was coming, but he always got away with it. It’s a bit like Seán Cavanagh’s shimmy: everyone knows it’s coming, but they can’t help but fall for it.


In football skills Darragh and Marc would have been miles ahead of me. Their touch would be a lot better, to use a soccer term. If we were in training doing keepy-uppies for the craic, say, they’d be laughing at me. I’d need planning permission to trap the ball.


I had enough skill to get me through, but Marc probably had that skill naturally. The funny thing is that you wouldn’t necessarily associate skill with a corner-back, but going on the others – Mike McCarthy’s skill levels were unbelievable: dummies, handpassing off left and right … People don’t realise the skills involved there, by the way. We had a drill one evening in training with Kerry where you soloed through on goal and handpassed the ball over the bar from the 13-metre line, off your weaker hand. Simple, no pressure, no tackling. And on an intercounty team, with plenty of All-Ireland medals in fellas’ back pockets, about half of us couldn’t do it.


Going back a bit further you had Mike Hassett, a guy Páidí regarded as very classy, in the mould of Paudie Lynch. He, Mike Mac, Marc – you could compare them to traditional or specialised corner-backs in that they could hammer the shite out of you if needed, but they also had the skills to come out with the ball.


As for me, I’d try to run over the top of a fella rather than dummying my way around him – different from Marc. When you think of Mike Mac, Marc and Tom O’Sullivan in the full-back line, and the natural football ability they had, it was frightening; they all had more football than I had.


——


Marc’s colour-blind, like myself. There was very nearly a row in a snooker hall one time over the brown and the red balls – a row that almost came to fisticuffs, because Marc had a ball up to his eye (‘That’s red! Red!’). We’re close, though. We once had a trip to San Francisco, and I’d say we didn’t stop laughing from the minute we landed: great craic, start to finish.


There’d be some odd similarities between all our careers with Kerry. Darragh took a couple of years to establish himself at senior level, and I had a year of torture in 1998 when I started and got hosed against Cork. I didn’t sleep for practically the whole summer after that game.


Marc’s career followed the same arc, and I suppose the common thread is that we weren’t physically developed, really, when we came in.


Kerry had big men that time, the Donal Dalys and Barry O’Sheas, and Darragh and so on, but in our physical make-up we were weak enough at nineteen or twenty years of age. And Marc was probably the lightest of us. Breaking in, he struggled the way I did and Darragh did, but he was breaking onto a team that was winning All-Irelands, and expected to continue winning them. There’s a different dynamic there immediately, very different from when Darragh was breaking onto a Kerry team in the doldrums, or from when I came onto a team that had just won a first All-Ireland in years. There was pressure on us, but it was a different pressure for Marc.


And coming in as a corner-back was difficult too. That time there were no blanket defences, so you were stuck in the corner, one on one against a top, top forward every day you went out, with nobody sweeping or screening in front of you.


What stood to Marc – and still does – is that he’s an athlete. There’s not a pick on him still, just whipcord, and that natural skill I’ve mentioned; but in 2002, when he started, he was like myself and Darragh in our debut seasons: scrawny.


That wasn’t a great physique to carry into a game against Armagh, who had the likes of Diarmuid Marsden, who Marc was marking. Physicality was an advantage for that Armagh team, and Marc learnt some tough lessons that day.


But that’s part of it. You learn from the hurt and you pick out the lessons and the pitfalls, and Marc certainly drove back harder after that. In his pomp he always marked the opposition’s danger man, and while you wouldn’t be saying it out loud in the dressing-room before a game, you’d certainly be thinking, That’s mo dhuine taken care of anyway. That was just the mark of the confidence we had in Marc as a man-marker.


I certainly couldn’t have done that job. If I’d been focused on man-marking there’s no way I could have been ranging up and down and across the field, but it was no bother to him. He had quick feet, quick hands – a great man for getting in a block-down, the quickest I ever saw for getting down on your toe. What helped him a lot was the runs with the club from 2003 to 2005. He was our full-back, but he was also our firefighter: no matter who we were up against, he went to the opposition danger man to close him down. That run developed him as a player hugely.


Marc went to university in Maynooth and went teaching in Tralee after, so I wouldn’t have been travelling to games with him. But as a teacher he’d have summers off, so I’d see a lot more of him then. Like Darragh, he’d know how to lift you, or to listen to you.


They’re a couple of guys who’d do well in management. Darragh’s had a run with the Kerry under-21s, though they didn’t get out of Munster; they had three games in three years. That happens, because that’s a grade where you get cycles: in my time we beat Cork three years in a row, but the reverse can happen easily enough. There’s no back door, so you lose and you’re out. Compare that with the intercounty minor scene, where one year the Kerry minors lost three times.


If the Kerry under-21s lost I wouldn’t have been saying to Darragh, ‘Why didn’t you do this? Why didn’t you that?’ I know the time and effort these guys put into the whole thing. That’s one of the reasons I have no time for this trolling of people on social media – cheap shots from anonymous heroes.


Now, if you lose, your head is on the block, and that’s truer in Kerry than in most other places. When Darragh stepped down I felt he did it in the right way: he bowed out with grace. He didn’t blame anyone, and he took it on the chin himself. That’s the class way to do it – you’d often see a fella going out the door having a kick as he goes.


I’d have felt that some of the so-called big names on those Kerry under-21 teams didn’t perform, but Darragh didn’t say that. He might have thought so, but he didn’t say it.


Darragh and Marc have the qualities to succeed in management – they spent years listening to and looking at the likes of Páidí, Jack O’Connor, Pat O’Shea, Éamonn Fitzmaurice. All-Ireland winners, all of them, and you’re bound to pick things up from spending so much time training under them.


But intercounty management is a hard, hard posting nowadays. You have to make the right choices when it comes to the people you bring in with you; you have to consider the time commitment involved, and the effect on your family of that commitment. I’d say Fitzmaurice sees his wife, Tina, in the morning over the cornflakes and doesn’t see her the rest of the day. The time commitment is crazy, and people genuinely don’t understand that.


Marc has good ideas about the game, and I’d say they’d be delighted in Kerry if he got involved in coaching. When you’re with an intercounty team you’d often fall in with a club to do one session. (I didn’t like that: I’d far prefer planning out a year’s training schedule for a club to just one session and pull out of the car park.)


Marc’s quieter than Darragh, but he’s good company as well. On a night out you’d get your money’s worth out of him. He has a great knack for taking people off: poor Páidí is gone now, but if you walked into a pub and Marc was taking him off you’d swear it was PO you were listening to. Old friends of Páidí love that. Even the little lisp Páidí had, Marc could reproduce it. Páidí will never be gone while Marc is around.


Marc is still driving on, and he’s still flying inside with Kerry. He’s a good man for looking after himself. I’d be rushing and racing, but he never does: everything is well planned out – minds himself, loves his style and is careful with his shoes, say. Very good for minding his diet, too.


——


There might be a perception, a lazy notion, that the Ó Sés could enjoy themselves too much, but nobody worked harder than us in training. We had unbelievable fun – all over the world – but that was when the work had been done. We never wanted it to be said that we were on the Kerry panel because of who we were related to. We never wanted it thought, never mind said.


Páidí never showed us any favouritism. Ever. No other player could ever have said, ‘Oh, look, typical of that crowd, looking after each other.’ If anything, the three of us fought harder and prepared better because of Páidí, and because of having brothers on the selection.


I often hopped off Darragh inside in training, by which I mean I went for him. Literally. The intensity of training was at that level, and, brother or not, if he was opposing you in a mixed match or a training drill, he got it.


We had great times with Kerry. It’s great to win an All-Ireland; there’s no surprise in hearing that. But winning one with your brothers gives it an extra dimension, a deeper meaning.


The fellas I got most craic from over the years were always the lads – in-jokes, impressions, one-liners that nobody else would get. I talk to them nearly every day, and we’d be close still (without any huggy, touchy-feely stuff). There’s been plenty of times we were wrong, but we always stuck up for each other.


Well, almost always. One time myself and Darragh were playing for Munster in the Railway Cup against Ulster, and there were some fair hitters on that Ulster team: Dick Clerkin, Enda Gormley and a few more. They started forcing it with us, and we lashed back with more – hard enough going, but myself and Darragh were taking the battle to them.


Of course, as we were going out for the war in the second half I glanced behind me, and there was the bould Darragh perched on the physio’s table with a recently discovered hamstring problem. Out I went to get pummelled.


I never minded taking the fight to the opposition with the two of them on the field with me. I always knew I had back-up.




Chapter 3


PÁIDÍ: THE ROLE MODEL


This is the broader family background. My grandfather, Tommy Ó Sé, his family came from Cathair an Treantaigh. As a young man he went to England, where he married my grandmother, Beatrice Lavin, from Sligo. While working there he had a bad accident: he was hit by a bus and could no longer work. Beatrice kept working, and worked very hard, then and always, but they had to come home, because he was so badly hurt. They got some few bob because of the accident, and when they came back they bought a grocer’s shop in Ventry. She worked there.


I only remember my grandfather being sick up in bed – a lovely man, but always unwell. They had three kids, Mícheál – my father, who was the eldest – Tom and Páidí.


Tom was seventy this year, and Páidí would have been fifty-nine, so there was a good gap between the two older lads and PO; the older pair were born over in England, but he was born at home in Kerry.


Páidí was named after Paudie Sheehy, the great Kerry footballer from Tralee, and from a very early age football was everything to him. That’s what I admire about PO: my father played junior football for Kerry, and Tom won an All-Ireland minor football medal with Kerry, but they would have lost interest, really.


There isn’t any footage of them to be found on YouTube, but supposedly Tom was a tidy corner-back and Mícheál was a good footballer. We poked at my dad, though not too often, that he was a fine-day footballer: good some days but not too fond of the rough and tumble on others. Tom Long, a great Kerry footballer, would have been a first cousin of my dad’s; but really there wouldn’t have been a huge Gaelic football background in the family, at least until PO came along.


Páidí was insane about football – gripped by it, absolutely and utterly, from an early age. He decided very young that he wanted to be a Kerry footballer, and he dedicated everything to it.


Now, to flesh it out a bit, these three boys were fairly spoilt by their mother. For instance, my father went to school in the Sem – or St Brendan’s, Killarney – a famous football nursery that was a boarding school at the time; but Tom didn’t want to go there, so he went to school in Dingle. Fair enough. But while he was a schoolboy there he had a car of his own to go in there from Ventry, so he was driving his own car at a time when schoolteachers were cycling the roads.


They wanted for nothing, but because Páidí was the baby he was minded. Like God. Darragh told the famous story of Páidí having a nap at home when he was still playing for Kerry – an early version of recovery, if you like – and the vet, who was calling to dose cows, being told to get lost for those few hours. (Páidí, by the way, would have been dozing in the caravan specially got for him so that the Irish students my grandmother kept wouldn’t bother him – or his sleeping patterns.)


That was how Páidí was treated. My grandmother idolised him, and in her eyes he could simply do no wrong, even when he was as wrong as he could be. He could have shot the Pope and she’d have come up with some reason that it was all right.


——


I’d often read Princes of Pigskin by Joe Ó Muircheartaigh and T. J. Flynn, a great book about the history of Kerry football, and there was obviously a lot of politics involved in the selection and so on. The likes of Batt Garvey and Michael Murphy, both Ventry men (as was Tom Long, Páidí’s first cousin) – all big heroes of Páidí’s. Batt played in the famous game in 1947 in New York. Michael taught in our school and had played for Kerry, and they were important to Páidí because the history of Kerry football was important to him.


He loved to talk to older players, and he had an unbelievable memory. He could tell you what Kerry players used to travel in which cars to training and matches from back west; he would have yarns and stories from on and off the field, not only of Kerry players back our way but of all Kerry players. He loved talking about them and talking to them, and he also had an encyclopedic memory of all these guys and, for that matter, of older players from every county in the country. He’d have that interest in Thomas Ashe and Bill Dillon – all those guys going back the years. That tradition was always hugely important to him, and that drove him to do well with Kerry.


——


When it was Páidí’s turn for secondary school, then, he wanted to go to the Sem, because it would be beneficial to his football, pure and simple. It certainly wasn’t the education that carried him there: he used tell me he’d rather eat the books than read them.


In first year he was on the school senior team, which is fair going by any standards; but in fifth year it all went wrong for him, unfortunately. The school authorities came across some contraband in his room, and he was expelled. At that stage my father was working in Listowel for the Department of Agriculture, and my grandmother told my father to take Páidí up there for a while to mind him.


In Listowel, Páidí went in to St Michael’s, the local school, but the football was still front and centre. The biggest colleges competition in Kerry – outside the Munster colleges competitions – is the Sullivan Cup, and Listowel had never won the trophy.


They had a good enough team, but having Páidí on board made them a very good one, and they ended up meeting the Sem in the final. Given that they’d fired Páidí out, he was fairly motivated for that game, and Listowel won. Billy Keane was on that team as well, and he has great stories about that time, whether they’re true or not, and about playing with Páidí.
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