

[image: Image]




UNTIL VICTORY


ALWAYS


A MEMOIR


Jim McGuinness


with Keith Duggan


Gill Books




To my family, the team and all those who shared the journey.




Contents


Cover


Title page


Dedication


2011


2012


2013


2014


Images


Copyright


About the Author


About Gill Books




2011





I carry them with me.


On 28 August 2011, a few minutes before Donegal and Dublin play in the All-Ireland semi-final, there is an unholy shower of rain. It comes from nowhere, clearing the air on one of those heavy Irish summer afternoons. The boys are drenched. I am soaked through. Everyone on the sideline is soaking and you can see supporters at the front of the stands tearing away for shelter. The place actually gets darker. Jesus, I mutter. Is the world going to end here?


Unexpected events, even weather patterns, can unsettle a team on big days. On some days, teams are highly strung, nervous. But the rain storm passes over Croke Park and you can tell that they have scarcely noticed it. They are focused. They are ready. We have spoken about this match. Seventy minutes from an All-Ireland final. For Donegal people, All-Ireland final days come seldom in a lifetime. We have spoken about what we are going to do. We have thought about bringing all fifteen men behind the ball, of leaving no player in the Dublin half. Early that morning, we spoke about the possibility of keeping Dublin scoreless at half time. We believed that there was a fair chance of that happening. We are clear about what we are going to do. We are clear about what Dublin will do. Soon, the ball will be thrown in and then the outside world will fall away. And I am excited. We have studied Dublin’s championship progress and they have a deeply talented team. They kicked nineteen points from play against Tyrone. From play! That was a statement of intent. But even so, as we saw it Dublin were essentially a defensive team. For instance, our defenders were free to carry the ball forward if they wanted. But it was clear that the Dublin back six stayed at home. My thinking was simple: If they had six back at all times and we have three or four up, they are going to win that battle. So why should we do it? The winning of the game would come down to our transition from defence to attack. During training in Ballybofey for the last fortnight, that became our mantra. Get up the field. Move at pace. Attack in waves. If we drove out of defence in numbers, we should have an overlap and we should be meeting six defenders in a standing position. It was a numbers game. They only had eight players forward, so they would struggle to score against fourteen Donegal players defending, with six going man-to-man and another seven covering and sweeping. And if we moved sharply once we got the ball, in theory we could score every time. Carrying the ball at close quarters and moving with invention is the Donegal style. That old notion about the Donegal close passing game originating from playing on football pitches flush with the coast, exposed to Atlantic gales and showers, is something I always believed. The running game is how we play Gaelic football.


So the whistle goes.


There would be evenings at team meetings when we would be getting hot and heavy with tactical formations and it would be doing your head in and I would hear Gerry Gildea’s voice. Gerry was our manager in Glenties for a few years when we were kids. His son John went on to play midfield for Donegal for a decade. Gerry was priceless and there are about a million stories about him. These Jehovah’s Witnesses turned up at his front door one evening and when he answered, they told Gerry that they were looking for Jesus. Gerry just scratched his head and said: ‘Jesus, I didn’t know that man was missing ’tall.’ One evening we had a game, Gerry landed into the dressing room, threw the jerseys on the floor and announced: ‘Brendan O’Donnell in goal. John Gildea in the middle of the park, and the rest of yez: spread out.’


There was a lot to be said for that, too. Spread out, go play: that’s the game. But so is what we are doing on this afternoon. After twenty minutes, the sound of boos comes rumbling across the ground. The Dublin fans are frustrated. We are defending out of our skins and are patient and disciplined, and the game is panning out as we expected. There is just one thing. We aren’t moving as we should. The boys are bringing the ball slowly out of defence, trying to play it smart and considered instead of just trusting themselves to bomb forward. They are all ball players. They can move on instinct and carry the ball. But we are conservative and cagey. In a funny way, I can understand why the Dublin supporters are booing. It appears as if we just want to defend. Nothing could be further from the truth. The plan was to defend with our lives, then attack, beat Dublin and reach the All-Ireland final. Later that evening, on television, this game will be labelled a disgrace to football and the fault will be squarely placed with us. Donegal will lose and the general consensus will say that football has won.


Kerry and Dublin will contest the All-Ireland, just like it always was, just like it should be, and everyone will breathe a sigh of relief.


Later that winter, I will find myself in the car, driving home, on the outskirts of Dublin, still on the motorway, flicking through the radio channels and happening upon a discussion about the football reform committee. And the presenter asks this simple question: But why does football need to be reformed? The Donegal game against Dublin is one of the reasons given. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Lots will be said and written about this game and in the years ahead I will be asked a lot of questions about it. All except the most obvious: Why did you do it?


But that is the future. Right now, we are lost in this game and you can’t keep your eyes off it and, in a vague way, we know the world hates it and we don’t care. It is working. It is close to half time and Dublin have scored two points and look out of ideas. Rory and I are standing there and we are both thinking the same thing: There is no way we can lose today. There’s no way we can lose this game. If we keep doing what we are doing, losing feels impossible. We head down the tunnel. The scoreboard reads 0-04 to 0-02.


Football is about way more than the game. Why does Croke Park have such a hold on all of us? I can quickly count the number of times I have been on this field in my life and I know that I am privileged. Hundreds of talented football players have never had that chance. Just being here began as a vague, childish dream that tens of thousands of Irish boys and girls have and I have got to live that several times over. Donegal have won and lost matches here but there are moments which keep turning in my mind that are outside of the whistle, beyond the game, outside of time.


There is that day in September 1992, some minutes after Donegal had won its first ever All-Ireland, and I am an innocent, I suppose; a teenager on the fringes of a team toughened by disappointments but still – always – a Donegal supporter and charging in from the dug-out just wanting to congratulate the men who had actually played. The pitch is black with people and the Hogan Stand seems like it’s miles away. And then, after Anthony Molloy’s speech and his salute that any Donegal person present won’t forget – ‘Sam’s for the Hills’ – waiting until it was my turn to walk up those steps towards that cup and to look out at that massive gathering of people from the county and to have that scary and solemn moment of lifting the Sam Maguire. There’s that unforgettable dream.


And there is a muggy early evening in the summer of 2002 when we were still in the stadium having a few beers after being soundly beaten by Dublin in the All-Ireland quarter-final replay. A group of us is standing there not talking about how or why we lost, talking about anything else instead, but privately hurting inside. Colm Anthony’s mother gestures to me and I come over to say hello, and as I arrive she is getting the attention of someone else. All of a sudden I find myself looking at this girl who makes me forget that this day is another bad one for Donegal, that it marks another season down the drain. She is standing there and I am looking at her and she is looking back at me, and normally I’m not stuck for words but I am in this instance and, worse, I’m blushing. And this is when I first set eyes on Yvonne McFadden.


And there will always be the Sunday evening in 1998, hours after we had played against Offaly in a league semi-final. Donegal had lost but the match itself had soared: Kieran McManus had delivered this extraordinary goal for Offaly and the Donegal lads were moving well and we had a good feeling about the summer ahead. Afterwards, we were in the players’ lounge. My brother Mark was with me. He went to every single Donegal game and he was waiting around to give me a lift home. A journalist asked me for a quick interview when we were about to leave. Mark thought this strange: he had never seen me doing anything like that before. I was his kid brother. We were about to leave, and as he said, ‘Are you right so?’ I happened to look out of the window and the place ... that field. It was an April evening but it was summery and the stadium was empty. It could be ours for a few minutes. ‘Do you want to go across the pitch?’


Mark said, ‘Aye, alright.’


So we made our way down and walked across at the Canal End around the 21-metre line. We looked up the pitch towards Hill 16 and then we both stopped at the same instant. There were seagulls just floating around over the ground. The sun was low over the city and you could tell that the evening would be cold, but not yet. There was warmth in the breeze. We stood still. And there were sweet wrappers and crisp bags rustling through the stands and blowing about the field. I was a wee bit apart from Mark. I remember him turning to me and saying, ‘Jesus, it’s some pitch.’ You could feel this atmosphere. We were there all alone but you could feel this energy; that there had been a big crowd of people present and that something had happened and even though the day was over, that energy was still kind of moving around, trapped in the stadium. I think that is why we both stopped, because we could feel that.


Now, every time Donegal win an Ulster or All-Ireland Championship, we have this ritual of going back out onto the pitch about an hour or so after the final whistle to take a group photo. It could be in Clones or Croke Park and the crowd would be long gone but that feeling, that atmosphere, is always there. And it transports me back to that moment with Mark. The pair of us looking up the pitch and saying very little. It was just so pure. That will always be a very special moment for me.
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I became a Gaelic footballer to be like my brother Charles.


Mum and Dad had five children: Noreen, Frank, Charles, Mark and me. I understand now that there is an extraordinary sense of security that comes with being the youngest child in a big family. I felt so protected. And we were just very happy. On school mornings, Mum had the bags all packed for us, with lunches made, and left at the door. For a year or so, the five of us would walk to national school together. This was 1970s Ireland, when youngsters actually walked to school. When we were very young, Dad got this stereo into the house, which was a huge thing for us, very extravagant. And we had these records which Mum would stick on. We had this Makem and Clancy LP which we played a lot and we’d all be sitting at the breakfast table singing ballads. ‘The Two Hundred Year Old Alcoholic’ was a favourite over the cornflakes. ‘Oh, it’s never too late to start living, / To get out and have some fun. / The sun will be just as shiny in the morning / As the first day the world begun.’ We would belt this out at the top of our voices, with that abandon that children have. Mum would just indulge us. We didn’t have a clue about what the song was about. It was for the mischief. Being the youngest in the house seemed like a great arrangement to me. But there was one morning when I sort of stepped out of the moment and just sort of felt it happening around me and watched the other four. And I couldn’t articulate then what I was feeling but I know what it amounted to: This is great. It’s perfect.


I was fierce close to Mark because he was the next one up; we would mess and fight and we slept in the same bed. We grew up in a council house and the four lads slept in two double beds in one room. By hook or by crook, we were going to be close. But Charles was a wee bit older, so he was like a role model to me. There were only four years between us, but that’s a considerable distance when you’re a child. And as it happened, Charles was a really special boy. Everybody recognised that. He had a beautiful manner about him and the looks to match. He was a brilliant athlete, a natural. In the mornings he got up early and rode this silver Raleigh racer from Glenties over to Ardara and then down to Narin and he’d land home, hop into the shower and be in school for nine. And he had all the gear – the spikes and leggings and vests and all that stuff. Nobody else was wearing it. He liked to look good.


In my eyes, he had unbelievable style. Not expensive clothes or anything, but things looked good on him and he took great pride in his appearance. Adidas boot runners were the big thing when he was a teenager. On a Friday night the whitener would come out to restore them to past glories. Even the laces would get a rub. So Charles wore those a lot, and stonewashed jeans and a grandfather shirt, and his pride and joy was one of those vintage army jackets everyone had with the West German flag on the arm. He didn’t wear the fur lining, though. That was him. I’d see this ... apparition coming down the stairs to head down the town and think, What a cool guy.


Ours wasn’t really a football house. My father never played so there was never that domineering, go-to-every-game-in-the-county attitude in the house. We just found our way into it. There was no big indoctrination. We had a café down the town which was wild busy in the summer – Glenties seemed to be a big draw for bicycling German tourists in the mid-1980s. And we ran buses. Frank started working in the café at the age of thirteen and he has been there every day since. It was a busy time. I’m not sure what Charles’s intentions were after he finished school, but my mother would say he’d wear out a yard brush in no time. He had this unbelievable work ethic. He’d be up early, cleaning out the shop and the yard and was forever hoovering and polishing about the house. He was a really good boy. Sport and horses were his two big interests. His birthday was 12 September, the Harvest Fair day in Glenties, and Dad bought him a horse one year – even though we had nowhere to keep it. We had to keep him in this field out near where the Gildeas lived. Once, we actually had him in the shed at the back of the house until our parents came home and worked out very quickly what we were up to. But Charles loved animals. John Roarty was a very good friend of his and his family kept horses, so they would spend weekends cleaning out stables and brushing them down and going to shows and riding out. He was a blackguard, too, Charles, but in a good way. He was brilliant fun and had a good gang of friends. They all wore those green army jackets. A lot of his gang are still around Glenties. He was always so positive and glowing. He played full back for the Glenties senior team just a couple of weeks before he died and he was a very good operator on the field. I can still see him ... the size of his chest and his legs and how athletic he looked and ... how beautiful he looked, to be honest. He had dark, really clear skin, dark features and a big mop of curls. He was just ... he was somebody I really looked up to. He was my older brother. He was cool, in my mind. I found out later that he had a fair few fans among the girls.


Charles’s death came completely out of the blue. It was Friday 13 April 1985. He got showered up because they were all heading to an underage disco in Ardara. Frank drove a pile of them over in the bus. Noreen had been over in Jersey with a friend and she had come home, so there was a heap of photographs on the table. I remember we had been looking at those. The older ones headed to the disco. I can’t remember if Mark went. I was well asleep by the time they got home. About four in the morning, there’s this terrible shout in the room. The light goes on. There is mayhem. We thought Charles was having some kind of a seizure. It turned out later that he had an enlarged heart. Nobody knew it. Mum came racing into the room screaming his name. There was no life in him. It was all happening so quickly. She ran out of the house onto the street and just started shouting for help. Neilly Bonner, a neighbour, stuck his head out of the bedroom window. ‘What’s wrong, Maureen?’ He came racing across the street, up the stairs and started doing CPR. I jumped into the bed beside Charles. His leg was warm. And I thought: He can’t be dead. Sure his leg is still warm. So Neilly was working away on his chest but there was no reaction. The doctor was called and it seemed like an eternity before he arrived. Then he was in the room too and started working. I just kept watching Neilly all the time, studying his face. And there was this moment when the doctor turned to Neilly and just shook his head. And I was thinking: No way. No way. No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No.


The doctor then started to confirm it just in his body language. Nothing-more-we-can-do-here sort of resignation. And in that single moment your life will never be the same again. We had all been asleep, tucked up for the night. You actually start to believe you are in a nightmare and that you are going to wake up. Except you don’t. It is just reality. You are sitting in this bedroom and it is really quiet and people are moving through the house. I didn’t leave the room. I stayed there just saying to myself: He is going to wake up.


He is going to wake up now in a minute.


Then Father Con arrived. I knew Father Con because he had started doing a bit of coaching with us when we were playing under twelves. And he sat down beside me and I put my head down in his lap. He had his hand on my head and was just saying over and over, ‘It’ll be okay, Jim. It’ll be okay.’ I was in shock, numb, but for those few minutes I felt secure and I actually fell asleep. Fast asleep. Then I woke up again and everyone was still in the house. And it was then I understood that this was real.


Yet I wasn’t allowing it to happen in my mind and from that moment, I started bottling things. I was in denial and I was searching ... I was desperate to find any kind of solution so I could make things better for Mum and Dad. I just wanted to remake everything the way it was in the house because it had been perfect. Then this pain hits you. It was a vicious circle. You go to bed at night and you are just pining. It is like freefalling ... as if you have jumped out of an aeroplane and you are plummeting. That feeling over and over again from your chest down to the pit of your stomach. You are dropping and dropping and dropping and you can’t get a handle on yourself. And there is nothing you can do about it. Then you fall asleep eventually and you wake up and there are a few seconds when it is a dream and then you realise that it is real and it feels like a knife going through you again. That goes on for years.


The whole town was in shock about Charles. Our house was packed for days. There was consolation in that. It was all comfortable and there was a sense that we were all in this together: family, cousins, friends of Charles, boys from the club. But I will tell you one thing for nothing: when the funeral is over and you end up back in the house and you end up back in the room where the coffin was and there is nothing at all in the room now except the metal stands where the coffin was sitting: that is a moment that doesn’t leave you. That feeling.


That emptiness at that moment.


After the funeral, we had dinner down in the Highlands Hotel. As it happened, there was a circus on in the town that day. Everyone was knocking about the hotel and some people were having drinks. So I was there with my cousin and I asked could I go. My mother was so far through that she just looked at me and said: ‘Do if you like, darling.’ I knew it wasn’t right, what I was doing. But I couldn’t take what was happening around me. I just wanted to be away from the hotel. So we headed up to the circus and paid in and we climbed high up on the seats. I had this grey suit on me. We were sitting on these wee orange and red boards. And I felt like everyone was looking at me. People knew who I was, they knew what had happened and they must have wondered what was going on. They might have been thinking: How can that be allowed to happen? Why is that young fella here? Or maybe they were thinking: It’s totally understandable why this would happen. I didn’t know. I was twelve and I had lost the person I adored most in life. I didn’t know what to do. I looked across to meet the looks, and the faces would turn away and then I would look back at what was happening in the circus ring, the costumes and the face paints and the trapezes, and there was a wee minute or two when I was able to believe that everything was okay. I was able to pretend that nothing had happened. That is where the escapism started. And from the moment when Charles let out that shout, the absolute rawness of life – or in this case death – hit me like a sledgehammer. I was sent spinning in a completely different direction, away from the boy I had been. Life was never going to be the same again. I felt that without being able to articulate it or make sense of it. Every single day I felt kind of off balance, like I couldn’t trust the ground beneath me. I went from a happy-go-lucky child – the youngest, the rascal who gets away with it, not a care in the world – to a very, very vulnerable person in the blink of an eye. And our entire family was in the one boat. It changed us all. There was just a constant, deep sadness that we all had to cope with. You feel lost and isolated and helpless, which is the worst part. I still have that feeling. I have never lost it. I have carried that with me every moment of my life. And the weird thing is, I laughed a lot in the weeks afterwards. The more I hurt inside, the harder I laughed. At school, I was the joker, I was with the messers, and by laughing I was telling everyone that things were fine.


Then the month’s mind comes around. And the kettle is going non-stop and the house is full of people and you live it all again. I am thinking: What is life all about? Why has this happened to us? No twelve-year-old should have to think about this stuff. But I am thinking about my mother and father and Noreen and Frank and Mark and I’m trying to figure out what it is that I can do to make this better. People kept calling for ages afterwards. They’d call the odd Friday evening or Sunday afternoon and their visits would give our parents a great lift, we could see that.


So one evening a group of Charles’s friends arrive into the house, which can’t have been easy for a group of teenagers. Like, from when they were wee bucks in national school, Charles was with them and he was a vital kind of presence. They’d heard him laugh and had had the craic with him and kicked ball with him and knocked about the town and then he was gone. They were hurting too. Charles was missed by a lot of people. Everyone was on the couch and the chairs chatting away and Mum was bringing in tea. I was about two feet away from the telly, sitting in the hearth of the fireplace. I used always sit there. I was always being hunted away from the fire because of the smell of singeing coming from my clothes. We had this coal-box that was gold and it was polished with Brasso. Charles did it for Mum every Saturday and the briquettes and coal would be in there. So I would sit beside that box with my arm resting on it, looking at the telly. They are all chatting about Charles. I was kind of paying attention and kind of trying to concentrate on the television because I was thinking: It is great that we are all here remembering him. But Charles isn’t here. And there is nothing anyone can do about it. So in one way I am happy and in another way it is killing me because we are all so powerless. I think it was Eoin, then, who said: ‘Ah, it’s a wild pity. He was guaranteed to be a county minor.’


So my left ear cocked up at this. And the chat goes up. ‘Aw, he was a cert.’ ‘So strong and a year to go.’ ‘He’d a walked onto the team.’


I am staring at the telly and I am listening hard now. And this voice in my head goes: I am going to be a county minor. I am going to be a county minor. I’m going to be a county minor. I am going to be a county minor.


And from that moment on, I wasn’t playing football anymore.


I was doing that.
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I used to walk around the huddle asking the same question.


— Can I trust you?


— Yeah.


— Can I trust you?


— Yeah.


— Can I fucking trust you?


— Yes.


So one night I say to them: This is just lip service, boys. This is nothing. Here is what we do. On the whistle. Roar at the top of your voices. For one minute flat. Scream from the bottom of your lungs.


We were in the hall of the Aura Leisure Centre in Letterkenny. Thirty pairs of eyes looking back at me, doubtfully. Thinking: This man is off his head. This is just before Christmas in 2009: record lows and the countryside frozen hard and sparkling. I got the Donegal U-21 job just when I began to doubt I would ever get to coach a county team. The way the competition was structured meant we had just ten weeks together before we played our first game. I remember being at home when the phone call came through telling me I had it. Yvonne was delighted for me and she said: ‘Whatever you have to do now, go for it.’ But I was reeling for a few seconds. I knew I had to make this count and that we couldn’t hold back. It felt like an important moment. The very first thing I did was ring Michael Murphy and ask him to be captain. I didn’t have a relationship with Michael at that time, but I knew enough to know I wanted him as captain.


One morning after one of our first training sessions in Letterkenny, I held up a photograph of the Cork U-21 team that had won the All-Ireland and told the players that that is who we are going to be. James Carroll gave a laugh. He wasn’t being disrespectful, it just sounded outlandish to him. It sounded daft to them all. And I lit up, not at James but at the mentality. We had to try to break this pattern of underachievement and lack of belief and we had a really short time-frame to do that.


‘What are we laughing at? Do we want Tyrone to win it again? Because we aren’t good enough in Donegal? Is that it? We will just fuck around for a few weeks? If we stay in this place where every other team is stuck, nothing is going to change.’ They were silent and respectful but nobody believed a word. Not at first. How could they? They didn’t understand where this other place was.


We made small steps. We arranged a challenge game against Sligo in Ballyshannon. Michael Murphy had a family confirmation on the same day and asked to be excused. I told him that we needed him, that he had to be there. His dad drove him down and waited for him. Michael came into the dressing room in his suit. It was hard on him and we could have played the game without him but it was important that there be no excuses, not even from him – especially not from him. I was fired up that day before the game, talking to the boys about other teams, about expectations, about what we wanted out of the game.


Tyrone and Armagh had been driving me demented for years. I was sick of listening to it and watching them winning Ulster titles and hearing about the Six Counties and the great players and the coaches and the facilities. I was tired of it. And I admired them. I admired them so much because they were smart enough to put systems and structures in place to make things happen. But they weren’t gods. They were not superhuman. People in Donegal thought they were. We elevated them in our minds and they regarded us as a joke. They knew we would always buckle in the minutes that mattered. The inference was always there: You haven’t got it. You are soft. We hadn’t the courage to look them in the eye and take them on and keep going until the final, final whistle. They knew that and they played on it. That pattern, that oppression, may have started happening as early as 1993, when we were still All-Ireland champions, when we had a chance to put back-to-back Ulster titles together and we missed it. After that, Donegal teams had become progressively softer.


I told the boys about a particular day that always stuck with me playing U-21 football with Donegal. Hughie McClafferty was manager and we had a good team. He had me at full forward. I had been minor the year before. We were playing Tyrone in Castlederg and from the beginning they were in our faces, mouthing and intimidating us. They marked tightly and they did anything to put you off – stamping on toes, pawing at you. They played on the front foot and made us react to them. It was effective because it spreads a message. They looked the part, with their white jerseys and white socks. They carried themselves with a real sense of certainty and an attitude that let us know: We are Tyrone. Youse ... are nobody. There was that old Six Counties element to the Ulster teams; it was an undercurrent associated with the Troubles, a sense that ‘we’ve seen shit that you have never seen’. It all communicated to us the idea that they were tougher and just better. Early in that match, the ball came into the square and I ended up on the ground going after it. The man marking me put his foot on my face before I had a chance to get up, and he turned the ball of his foot so I was left with a ring of studs circling my eye. I was marked and cut and probably a bit shocked. The referee did nothing. He either didn’t see or pretended he didn’t. The full back just laughed. This was in an empty football park in the middle of nowhere.


So years later, I tell the boys that story. The point was that we held Tyrone and teams like them in the height of respect and they regarded us as players to be toyed with, to mash down with the soles of their shoes. What I wanted to do was to change the mindset of this Donegal team and to send them out onto a field with just this single belief: I don’t care where you are from. I’m from Donegal. I am ready. I am taking you on. If a team has that attitude at least, then you can be at peace with the result. That was the thrust of the message that day in Ballyshannon. When we came out of the dressing room, there wasn’t anyone about except Pat from the local club, who had opened up and made us tea. I’d be fairly certain he heard every word and he gave me this look coming out; one of those quizzical Irish looks which contain about a hundred different meanings but which ultimately say to you: Jaysus, you’ve your work cut out. But I was passionate about us. If we had a theme in those early weeks it was: Why not us?


So we are in the hall in Letterkenny and outside it is minus whatever. There was a public gym just down the corridor and it was always crowded in the evening with students and yoga classes and whatnot. We are going to give this collective roar a go. I blow the whistle and there is this unbelievable din, the sound of thirty ramped-up young fellas roaring and screaming their heads off. They are screaming and laughing through it but after forty seconds, the noise begins to lessen. I blow the whistle and call a halt to things. I get them in a huddle. I look every one of them in the eyes. ‘Can I trust you? Can I trust you? Can I trust you? Can I trust you?’, as I make my way around the huddle.


‘I need to fucking know that I can trust you. Forty seconds is not sixty seconds and forty minutes of a game is not sixty minutes. I need to know that I can trust you with my life. Can I trust you? I need to know that you can do this.’


Then we went again, at the whistle. And every single one of them just scream from somewhere deep inside and their faces are turning red and their eyes are bulging and they take the roof off the place for a minute solid. I’m delighted. We hadn’t played a second of meaningful football at that time. But they were willing to do this. I know it sounds stupid now, but at the time it seemed important. Nobody knew anything about us. We hadn’t done anything. We were just a group together trying to change the pattern of defeat and disappointment that we had inherited. And we had to go headlong over the cliff. We would leave ourselves no excuses.


Michael rang to say that the boys who were based in Dublin would find it impossible to make it up to Donegal two nights a week for training. That seemed fair enough to me. ‘Grand,’ I told him. ‘Sure I’ll be up.’


I trained the Dublin crew each Wednesday evening in Dublin City University. There were just seven of them – Michael, Danny Curran, Antóin McFadden, Michael McGinley, Declan Walsh, Conor Classon and Eamon Doherty. I usually arrived forty-five minutes before them and got the pitch organised and lined out with cones for whatever drills I had prepared. It was wonderful: dim lights and fairly quiet, the odd student kicking around, but it was like a private little world. And we started at the beginning, just doing simple passing and kicking drills but at a hundred miles an hour. The main sound was of the whistle and then questions.


‘Didn’t we agree to go all out? Then why are we going eighty per cent? Is that as hard as you can run? Are you telling me that’s as hard as you can run? No. Then what is holding you back? Why go at eighty per cent when deep down you want to go at one hundred per cent?’


Then we would go again and we would keep stopping and starting until we all knew that they were moving at the absolute maximum their bodies would permit. Part of it was to improve fitness but, more important, it was about getting them to see that they could shake off their inhibitions and just go for it. People are afraid. People are afraid just to leave it out there in case they are judged negatively. It is human nature. We hold back even though the most exhilarating and liberating thing you can do in your life is to just put yourself out there. So in DCU and in Ballybofey and on the beach in Dunfanaghy, that was the question the boys began to address for themselves: What is holding you back? People aren’t often asked that question in life and it is a simple one. It is at the heart of so much.


Those ten weeks with the U-21s were about as pure as coaching gets. They were a wonderful, honest, receptive group of young men. It was fun. Conor Classon needed to do extra running on the treadmill because he was a big guy. I used to run the same programme. After the warm-up, we’d do thirty minutes at 11.7k, jump off, stretch, and start again at 12k, before moving up a few notches every five minutes. We’d finish at 15k speed. He hated it and all you would hear was this broad moan: ‘Ah Jim, I can’t feel my calves. I can’t feel my calves.’ Or ‘This is boring. This is so fuck-ing bo-ring.’


At training, we ran simple drills, kids’ stuff, fundamental stuff with the boys running as hard as they could and trying for precision passing and kicking. Mistakes didn’t matter. Mistakes were good. On the first evening in Dublin the boys were all hanging after just three minutes, hands on knees, tongues out, panting. Michael was sixteen stone and ten pounds then, nothing like as mobile as he is now. What he has done with his body since that time is incredible. He looks like an athlete who happens to play football. After the first twenty minutes, there was silence: just the sound of the boys running hard and kicking the ball and concentrating. If anyone wasn’t going all out, we blew it up and started again. There was never any dissent. You’d praise them. ‘This is good. You are close to passing your threshold. This is what you want.’ We trained for about an hour and three-quarters each evening, just a small group doing ball work and sprints. I’d have brought sandwiches and fruit and water up with me in the car and afterwards we would sit down in this wee dressing room and just chat. As soon as the session was over, any authority I had over the players disappeared. I liked to think of it as a moving triangle. When decisions had to be made, or when we were at training, fine. I was at the top of the pyramid. But after that, we were all level. And we would chat about stuff. We were all just people from Donegal, trying to do things for the county. And the players were the ones who mattered. My job was to try to help them get the best out of themselves. It was a pleasant feeling, knowing that we had given everything for that night. Then I would get in the car and drive home. I’d rarely put the radio on. There’d be very little traffic on the roads.


Tuesdays and Thursdays, we trained in Donegal. Saturday at nine a.m. we were at the dunes in Dunfanaghy. If we didn’t have a challenge match on Sunday, we were there again. Through December and January, the dunes were all covered in frost and the air was as raw and fresh as it could be. Once the first week or two passed, the boys began to feel good about themselves. People want to be pushed. They need to see you pushing too, and that is when the buzz comes into it. People are conservative by nature so they sit in that place where they don’t really risk looking foolish but are still hoping they might achieve something. The journey for us was to shake that off. Day by day, we would see them pushing themselves harder, running even further and faster and without inhibition, challenging themselves mentally. Sometimes they would take what you said literally and push past the threshold so their stomach turned and they got sick on the spot. That was just the body pushing past a point where it can’t give any more. And it is pure, that. So I’d never let anyone laugh when one of us got sick. It showed that we believed in what we were doing here.


Those weeks flew by. The date of my first game as manager of Donegal was 24 March 2010. We were playing Armagh in Brewster Park in Enniskillen on a Wednesday night. That was the centre of the turning world for us. Everything we had done over the ten weeks was about getting them ready to face the challenge. Hours to go now and it is a pure disaster. We had taken a bus from the Abbey Hotel and arrived at some place in Enniskillen. They weren’t ready for us. They ran out of food. Mark McHugh and Leo McLoone had come from Galway and there was nothing left for them to eat. We had asked for a room to be set aside for video analysis and what they had for us wouldn’t hold a primary school class, let alone a group of men. This was about five o’clock with throw-in at eight. The projector wouldn’t work. We weren’t even surprised by this stage. Maxi Curran had to leave and get a loan of a projector from another hotel. The heat in the room was ridiculous and I was sitting there thinking: This is a shambles. This is going to fall apart. When Maxi came back, he had to sit down on the ground in order to get the projector to work. We went through the game plan but the heat in the place was stifling. On the bus on the way over to the park, I stood up and said to the boys, ‘Don’t get off this bus if you are not absolutely ready because you will be untrue to yourself. If you decide you are getting off the bus, you have to go stronger and harder and faster than you have ever done in your life.’


I turned to Pat Shovelin in the seat beside me then and asked him, ‘Are we ready?’ Because I didn’t know. I just didn’t know. This was knock-out football and there was one certainty: if we lost, I would never manage another Donegal team again. That night was one of the few times when I was ever really nervous. And Armagh were hotly tipped. They were a strong team and had a good coach in Jim McAlinden.


It is important that players go through a ritual before games that becomes a sort of comfort to them. Because the match was at eight, we arrived at the ground at 6.30 and they had half an hour to get organised and relaxed. We warmed up on the field at seven and were back in the dressing room at 7.30. Then you’d just walk around reaffirming the key points: kick-out signal, first to every ball, double ups. The boys would close their eyes and visualise what we were going to do – see the work rate, the tackles, the double up. Paddy McGrath was detailed to get as tight as he could on Jamie Clarke with Mark McHugh or Thomas McKinley tackling back all the time.


And it wasn’t perfect, but they played. After each game, every player filled out an evaluation sheet listing where we did well and where we fell short, and our shortcomings were glaring. Our timing was poor, we hand-passed to the feet too often, we didn’t push our boundaries, didn’t support off the shoulder enough, gave backchat to the referee. But they had played. Leo broke out of defence and delivered a long ball towards the square. Michael drifted off the edge of the 14-yard line. The pass was coming in at a bit of an angle and before he had even begun to leap for the ball, most people in the stadium were thinking ‘goal’. James Carroll ran off his shoulder and Michael slipped him the pass. He was through. James’s finish was emphatic. We had serious energy and courage and it was a good buzz, playing under lights. Armagh took Jamie Clarke off with fifteen minutes to go. We won by 1-09 to 0-09 and it felt like a night that would fuel us. The thing was rolling now. We had momentum. Everyone was quietly happy when we sat down for dinner afterwards. I have this absolute craving for sherry trifle, and I have to admit that for all of that U-21 season, the dessert was sherry trifle every night. It was about the one thing they complained about.


[image: image]


In the September after Charles died, I started first year at the comprehensive. Our street was just two hundred metres from the school so we could leave the house at nine in the morning and be at the desk at ten past. School was a world I didn’t fully understand. I was punctual and I hope I was mannerly enough. I know I was a chatterbox. But I wasn’t there. The seats; looking through the big metal-framed windows; the bell ringing; the shuffling down the corridors; the lunches ... I sleepwalked through it all. It was a place I never felt I belonged and my real life began as soon as the bell rang at twenty to four. Most days I was first out of the classroom door and I knew the escape route: through the double doors, race across the football field, duck through the hole in the fence, around the back of Ard Patrick and into the house. Through October, November and December of that year, I had my bag ready to go. Race up the stairs to the bedroom and throw on my gear.


— I’m grand, Ma, sure I’ll have something when I get back.


— It’s only a shower.


— Just for a wee while.


— I’ll do it after dinner.


I had a key to the football clubhouse, where we had six footballs stored in a net bag, and once I ran out onto the field, I completely lost track of time. I was in my own world and it was a place that never let me down or held any surprises. I dreamed up little drills for myself. I did this thing of just lamping the ball as high into the sky as I could and watching it rise and rise and then slowly fall and I would catch it. Then I’d turn, sprint into the 21-yard line and drive it over the bar. Or I’d place a line of balls along the 45, sprint out, collect one, solo back and fire the shot. I did that flat out with the six balls, over and over, and I wanted every shot to go over the bar. If I missed – and I missed plenty – I would be overcome with this fury. There was nobody else around so I let myself go. Let the frustration out. Just standing screaming at the top of my voice.


— Fuuuuuuck!


— Fuuuuuuck!


— Fuuuuuuck!


Then I would start again.


Our pitch was like a refuge to me. Weather didn’t matter. The wilder the better. At that time of year in Donegal, it gets dark so fast that you can nearly see the daylight leaving. The wind and the rain were like a protection, a disguise, because you know the whole town is hunkered away indoors, with the fire on and the telly on and nobody is going to notice you or even think of you here on this pitch. The wilder the afternoon was, the less chance there was of someone coming along to distract you, to annoy you. So you are there to let yourself go, to forget yourself and who you are and everything else.


And this was where I got to be with Charles. This was where I could honour his memory. Sometimes it would rain so hard the surface of the pitch would be flooded. And sometimes the wind would be screaming in your ears. You’d run so hard you could feel your legs go, you’d hardly be able to feel your fingers with the numbness. You could see your own breath in the air, bellowing. Your boots and socks became so saturated with rainwater that you couldn’t hope to kick properly and any time you’d connect with the ball there’d be a ferocious spray of water. That feeling of the rain and the elements and of being there on my own meant that in later years I loved training in those conditions. When it was raw and the pitch was muddy and the wind was completely sharp and clean and everyone sliding about and it was bitterly cold: I still love that feeling. It makes me feel engaged with the world. So I gave myself up to it on those evenings. A friend of mine whose dad had a digger later told me that his dad was digging stones out of the river behind the pitch one evening. I must not have even noticed him but he saw me at this craic that night; alone on the field, head thrown back and howling up at the sky. He told my friend: ‘That young fella’s mental.’
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Aknock at the door. It’s some boy from the Ulster Council. ‘Match is delayed,’ he says. Matter-of-fact. ‘Crowd’s late. Stay where ye are.’ Off he goes. No apology, nothing. We are five minutes from taking the field in Brewster Park. We have been waiting for this date, 7 April 2010. The Ulster U-21 final.


Another Wednesday night in Enniskillen town. This place had become the centre of our universe. We are crowded into the dressing room and outside the evening is cold and crisp and all the boys have families and friends and girlfriends in the stands. This is a huge moment in their lives and we have synchronised everything, from the meal in the Killyhevlin to speaking clearly and honestly about what this night means, about the importance of Donegal not losing another Ulster final, about not imploding, about not feeling that hurt.


Cavan are in the other dressing room and they are expected to win. We have to step out of that shadow and we have gone through the key points over and over – sideline is the enemy, recycle the ball, run hard lines, keep possession, look for the diagonal ball – and everyone is on the same wavelength when this rap comes on the door. The boys look up at me. They are reading me, trying to figure how I am taking this.


We were all learning as we went. The semi-final against Derry had revolved around the red card given to Peter McGee, our full forward. We had figured that with Carlos McWilliams out injured, Derry would have a small full back line, so we named Michael and Peter inside as a two-man forward line. Peter is the youngest of the McGee brothers and touching six foot six, and on the field the height disparity looked shocking. Within minutes, Derry had Caolan O’Boyle back inside to cover them and he was one of their strongest outfield threats. We had spoken to the boys about that: watch for O’Boyle going back. Once that happens, it means they are reacting to us. Leo McLoone was marking James Kielt (and he got man of the match), and with the two boys inside it was just very exciting because it was a chance to tinker around and try a few things. And then Peter had a rush of blood and got sent off in the first half. I was furious.


This was everybody’s future. Everyone, including Peter, had absolutely spent themselves night after night at training. They had purged themselves. I could see that Peter felt terrible and I didn’t want to add to his distress but I needed us to see how vulnerable we became through indiscipline. ‘You lift your hand? What’s so hard about that? If you want to be hard, you put your body on the line and you stay disciplined. Now we’re down to fourteen men and Derry are back in it.’


They were all listeners then, a quiet crew of boys. This was a grave moment. And we won the match. Michael scored 1-3 and we remained dominant. Afterwards, Peter apologised to the squad in the dressing room, which was a courageous thing to do. It was a hard evening for him but he absorbed the lesson. They all did. Even though we had won, the atmosphere on the bus was unusually muted.


Naturally, they all wanted to start but regardless, they just bought into what we were trying to achieve as a collective. They were extraordinary to work with. Every single session was fun because they were so wide-eyed and receptive and wanted more information, more training, just more. So the idea of them experiencing an Ulster final defeat, of them having that crushing emptiness at three in the morning that I already knew, was hard to think about.


Then some official knocks on the door and tells us to stay in our dressing room and all of a sudden the boys are out of their zone. So we just go through breathing exercises and repeat the key points and make like it’s no big deal, but inside I’m fuming. I can’t believe just how casually the GAA can mess teams around like this. We’re killing time when another bang comes on the door. They have sorted out the crowd and now they want the game to start. Another voice comes through the door: ‘C’mon, boys, out, out, out, let’s go.’ It’s like an order. Our players jump to attention but I ask them to sit down. I open the door and tell the official that we will be out in fifteen minutes and he isn’t happy. He says we have to be out on the field, that they need to get the parade going. ‘We’ll be fucking out when we’re ready.’


I just wanted the boys to see that it doesn’t matter when we go out. The game won’t be played without them. They’re the reason people are here. The Cavan team can wait for us now. The parade can wait. Everyone can wait.


All that mattered was that the boys felt okay, they felt ready, that they knew that this was their night. People felt they could delay the game at a whim and then rush us into getting started? No. That wasn’t good enough. If the Ulster final wasn’t going to start when it was scheduled to start, then we had to control when it did. I think the ball was eventually thrown in at 8.25 that evening.


It was a game I had been waiting for. The memories of the Ulster finals we had lost and all those hollow journeys back to Donegal Town were floating about that evening. If we lost, everything we had spoken about and worked towards would have counted for nothing. We would have been back in the same place. And the boys just played. Cavan were very confident and they had lightning-quick players, so on the sideline we were always on tenterhooks. All it took was one slip or one missed ball. But it never happened. It finished 2-08 to 0-07. Michael scored 1-5 and he was just mesmeric to watch. He frightened other teams. He went up to get the cup with James Carroll. And the feeling wasn’t so much exhilaration as this overwhelming warmth coursing through the players and their families and the supporters and everyone mingling on the field. When the whistle goes after a special victory, you almost want to be invisible so you can melt into the crowd and just be close to their joy. I was standing on the pitch watching the boys up on the podium when I saw Yvonne coming through the crowd with Toni-Marie, who was just three at the time. It was dark and they were fairly close to me before I could make out their features. Earlier in the day we had been chatting in the house and I’d said it would be lovely if Toni-Marie could be there. Yvonne said it was a pity the match was so late because she’s always in bed by eight. But she had obviously planned to bring her along to surprise me. Toni-Marie had this wee purple bomber jacket on her when she ran towards me.
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We are sitting in a room in Altnagelvin hospital and as far as I’m concerned I am here to console Paddy McGrath about the fact that he won’t be playing in the All-Ireland final ten days later. Above all players, Paddy had come to embody everything the team was about: pace and strength and directness and intensity. He was a good man-marker and was aggressive and attentive and so eager to learn. And he had clattered into a Tipperary player in the semi-final and had broken his jaw. It was entirely accidental, but that didn’t make it easier to accept. It was news he didn’t want to hear, so he came to Derry for a second opinion, where they told him the same news again. It’s a common trip for footballers: if you break your jaw in Donegal, you get it wired in Derry. So his mum is sitting there and I am beside Paddy and I’m so disappointed for him but trying to put on a bright face. ‘You’re going to be a huge loss to us but we have to just focus now on getting ready and back to it.’ Paddy doesn’t blink. ‘I’m playing that game, Jim,’ he says to me. And he is so adamant about it that I start laughing. He’s eyeballing me, daring me to contradict him. ‘Paddy, you have a broken jaw. And I’ve a duty of care to you. We can’t be reckless here. There is more to life than football.’ He doesn’t challenge this, but the conversation is still hanging there and we are just sitting around yapping, waiting to see what the doctors say. Eventually the surgeon who is scheduled to wire him up comes into the room and Paddy enquires: ‘See this jaw here, doctor? What is the worst that could happen if I play a game of football with that?’
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