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1. Eddie



The last straw for Eddie O’Sullivan came at Twickenham in March 2008, with a flawless first start in a Test match for England’s Danny Cipriani and a quiet exit for Ireland’s coach. In The Guardian that morning, I had written a news piece revealing O’Sullivan was toast. I rang him the night before to tell him the story would be running.


‘Howya, how are things?’ I said.


‘Not too bad.’


‘Look, my understanding is they’re going to pull the plug on you next week.’


‘Oh … Do you have that on good authority?’


‘Yep, I’m afraid so.’


‘Fair enough … Right, thanks for the call.’


It was an awkward conversation, especially on the eve of a Six Nations match, but at that point I’d known him for 17 years and we got on well. It seemed a better course of action than him going down to brekkie the next morning and getting it along with his cornflakes.


Five months earlier, IRFU CEO Philip Browne had said the disastrous 2007 World Cup in France, where Ireland failed to qualify from their pool for the first time, hadn’t changed the picture. ‘We have put our faith in Eddie,’ he said at the time. ‘We made decisions last May in terms of where we wanted to go over the next four years. We’re happy with that decision. In our view he’s the best man for the job.’


It was a spectacular collapse: a four-year contract extension in May 2007, driven by the union, which even contained a clause to release him if the British and Irish Lions came calling in 2009 for the series in South Africa, had been undone by a horrendous World Cup in September/October 2007, meaning he was now receiving his P45 in March 2008.


Four days after the England game, Eddie issued a statement saying he was done. He was 49 years of age, coming off the back of nearly nine seasons of international coaching – seven as Head Coach – in which Ireland had won three Triple Crowns. He had also toured with Clive Woodward’s Lions to New Zealand in 2005, albeit as part of an oversized coaching team of a bumper-sized squad.


Whether you thought he came up well short with a talented group of players, or made a critical contribution to Ireland’s turnaround towards being a serious rugby nation, Eddie O’Sullivan was a key figure in Ireland’s evolution. If it was the 2007 World Cup that holed him beneath the waterline then his squad were already losing control ahead of the departure for France. Just before they left there was a terrifying incident, successfully kept under wraps at the time, which in hindsight looks like a final portent of doom. When the details eventually emerged, you wondered how any of those involved could have carried on regardless.


*  *  *


‘Ryan Caldwell was injured in a continuity contact session. He has been diagnosed with concussion and has been taken to hospital where he will remain overnight for precautionary reasons.’


IRFU official statement, 3 August 2007


In the lead-up to the tournament, O’Sullivan threw out this giant net and hauled in nearly 50 players for training. Ryan Caldwell was no big fish, but he got scooped up all the same. O’Sullivan had been good about staying in touch with a player who had dominated all around him on the way up through the schools system in Belfast. Part of the motivation was to keep him in the Irish fold, as there had been interest from abroad, where Jeremy Davidson was coaching Castres. Including the Ulster second row in the Ireland training squad for the World Cup kept him focused on this island.


By the time it came to the final session, at the University of Limerick (UL), there was a Grand Canyon between those who were about to be named in O’Sullivan’s squad and those who weren’t. If Paul O’Connell was the king of second rows, then Caldwell was but a humble and loyal subject.


In his autobiography, The Battle, released many years later, O’Connell described the scenario at that session as follows:




We were training at the University of Limerick and Ryan Caldwell, the Ulster second row, was trying to make an impression. He’d been spoiling rucks all week, making a nuisance of himself. That was fair enough – he was like me at the same age – but when he put me on the floor with a tackle in a non-contact session my switch went and I got up and threw a punch.





Caldwell was 22 years old and still a bit wet behind the ears. This is how he remembers it:


‘So the kind of theme was: last chance saloon here, lads; don’t be holding back. The IRFU statement was a bit light on detail but I think it’s right in calling it a “continuity contact session”. So that’s verging on full-go, like. Maybe not match intensity but when you’re 22 and it’s your first Ireland camp and there’s a chance – okay, a very slim chance – of going to the World Cup, then you’re going to really try and put yourself in that line-up. So yes, I was tackling and jackalling and cleaning out and making life as awkward as possible. From what I remember, Eddie was encouraging a full-on approach. I was disruptive.


‘Paulie was dropping a few balls and getting more and more frustrated. I had been involved in a ruck where I was trying to jackal, or free the ball, from the tackled player, who was Paulie. I had a fairly good latch on it and the ball came free. I ended up on top of him and used him to push myself off and get up – as players do in a way that always pisses off the man on the floor. He seen red. In no way was I the innocent party but I think some people had the impression it was a training ground punch-up, and it wasn’t. He punched me full whack and knocked me out. He was 27, probably at his physical peak and in the shape of his life.’


In his book, O’Connell wrote:




I didn’t think I’d hit him too hard, but my right hand struck the side of his face and he went down, unconscious. What I didn’t know then was that one of his teeth had burst his cheek and he was swallowing a lot of blood. The rest of us had to move away when the team doctor, Gary O’Driscoll, rushed over to him. I kept looking over from a distance, and the situation just kept getting worse and worse. Gary was trying to resuscitate him and he had blood all over his mouth. He was roaring for an ambulance. Then he started cutting the jersey off Ryan. I was shaking by the time the ambulance came to take him away. I was starting to fear the worst, and I’m sure I wasn’t the only one thinking that. The ambulance drove off and Eddie came across the pitch towards us.


‘What’s the story?’ I asked him.


‘The story is you nearly killed him.’





Tony ‘Mushy’ Buckley, the tight-head prop, was beside Caldwell as the incident unfolded. To this day, he has a clear recollection of what happened and reckons Caldwell was out before he hit the deck. He also remembers a bit of pushing and shoving happening directly over Caldwell while he was on the floor, and that his face was trampled on accidentally. Buckley describes the incident as ‘fucking horrific’.


Caldwell had been close to death. If team doctor Gary O’Driscoll had not been on his game then that’s how it would have ended. Years later, Caldwell says he became quite emotional when reading O’Connell’s description of what happened.


‘The reality is that Paul O’Connell nearly took my life and Gary O’Driscoll reached out and pulled it back for me. That night he [O’Connell] came to visit me in the hospital. He brought me bags of Haribos and a couple of magazines and he was standing at the end of the bed, kind of fidgety. He was really feeling it and got quite overcome. He was so scared he’d killed me. It really affected him as well and after that I’d say he was totally aware of the power a trained athlete can unleash when the red mist comes down.


‘I really want to stress that there is no issue on my part; I have no hard feelings towards him whatsoever and don’t want to put any slight on him. It’s not like I’ve been dining out on this story ever since. I only ever spoke about it if someone asked directly, and then, depending on the circumstance, [I’d decide] if I’d respond or not.’


The Ireland squad flew over to France as if nothing had happened. Caldwell was discharged soon after and headed home to Belfast.


The Celtic Tiger was part and parcel of the Irish personality at the time. It was unfettered and frequently ugly. Everyone had a story to support the Oscar Wilde line that nothing succeeds like excess. I remember one man had a plan to buy a large gaff on the Howth Road in Clontarf with a bit of land around it and turn it into a boutique hotel with a helicopter pad. For guests flying into Dublin Airport, they would be collected by chauffeur and whisked to the hotel where a butler would be assigned to them for the length of their stay. Bizarrely, it didn’t work out.


The opening night for Ireland at that World Cup was Tiger Time, against Namibia in Bordeaux on 9 September. I had an interest in the Africans because Ireland’s tour there a couple of months before the 1991 World Cup had been my first assignment overseas. Coincidentally, Eddie O’Sullivan was a development officer with the IRFU at the time and travelled with the squad as a fitness advisor. Namibia is a vast, bone-dry country with a mix of Germanic influence from its days as a colony and an Afrikaner vibe given that South Africa – also once its master – was next door. Then there were the indigenous people, who had fought for and won their independence from South Africa only a year earlier. At the opening presser of the tour, coach Ciarán Fitzgerald was clear about the plan. ‘We’re not here to be the next rung on Namibia’s rugby ladder,’ he said. You could argue that we proved to be the next two rungs on their ladder, however, given that the hosts managed to win both Tests.


By 2007, though, Ireland had gotten serious about the game while the Namibians, with no hope of ever sustaining a domestic professional model, had failed to kick on. The International Rugby Board (IRB; the precursor to World Rugby) had tried to get them up to speed ahead of the opener against a nation with three Triple Crowns in its previous four seasons, but one of Namibia’s temporary coaches I spoke to ahead of the game was fearful. ‘It’ll probably be carnage in the last quarter but hopefully they’ll be able to keep it respectable for an hour,’ he said. ‘Well, hopefully …’


The only carnage was on the concourse around Stade Chaban-Delmas. I had never seen so many Irish fans at an away game. It was a gloriously sunny evening in Bordeaux and rivers of beer were flowing down the gullets of the throng in green. Every square inch around the stadium was heaving with boys and girls having a blast: phones out, shades on, Heineken in hand, volume up to 11. This was clearly billed as an ‘all you can consume’ party. The team would run amok on the field and the fans would fill their boots as well. ‘We are Celtic Tiger Ireland and we expect the best! Like Now!’


Post-match, however, it had switched to a horror scene from another movie. The expected 60-something victory had turned into a 31–17 struggle for Ireland. The Namibians did a lap of honour at the end, savouring every note of ‘Allez Les Bleus’ wafting down from the stands where the locals were delighted by Ireland’s struggle to play rugby.


When the entitled don’t get what they expect, they get nasty. For the rest of that pool phase, there was a heavy vibe of ‘this is not what we paid for’ about the Irish supporters, many of whom were new to rugby and had gone along only to be entertained. It was solely transactional, and they had done their bit by showing up.


So, how was it possible that the boys in green, who six months earlier had been denied a Six Nations Championship title by a TMO decision, could not run the Namibians off the park? Unless you knew the background, you couldn’t begin to understand the scene unfolding in front of you.


*  *  *


On 17 November 2005, the interested parties gathered in the IRB’s office on St Stephen’s Green in Dublin to decide who would host the 2011 Rugby World Cup. There were three bidders in the frame: South Africa, New Zealand and Japan. Realistically, that meant a shoot-out between the Saffers and the Kiwis. For Japan, the exercise was mostly about visibility ahead of a bigger, better bid that would bear fruit in 2019. So the two sluggers lobbied very hard. Earlier that summer, the Kiwis had made a pitch to the travelling media covering the Lions tour. It was all about one country feeling like one big stadium with every man, woman and child on the North and South Islands locked into the experience. Also, it was about ‘now or never’, they claimed, for World Cups had become big business and this was the Kiwis’ last chance to host the party on their own. Conveniently, the venue for this pitch was across the road from where most of the hacks were staying ahead of the third Test in Auckland, so there was a good attendance. A few of us went away thinking that the New Zealanders were asking for a favour.


On the day of the vote in Dublin, the South Africans felt they had the numbers. Specifically, they believed they could count on Ireland’s support. The three hopefuls made their presentations ahead of the break. But before the second half kicked off with the voting for the first round – after which the last-placed nation would be eliminated – one of Ireland’s representatives, Noel Murphy, suggested a change in the game. He proposed that the tallies be kept secret. Interesting. His rationale was that embarrassment would be spared in the case of the vanquished having fared very poorly. There were no objections to his proposal. For a game needing some transparency in how it divvied up World Cups and the international calendar, however, this wasn’t a great look. Whatever, they cracked on.


Lo and behold, it was not the Japanese who were picking up the bronze medal but the South Africans. In the two-horse race of the second round, this virtually guaranteed the right result for New Zealand. The Saffers were livid. In the aftermath, when I relayed to Murphy some of the South African concerns over votes allegedly promised but not delivered, he screeched down the phone: ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph, you can’t write that!’


There is no evidence that Ireland’s representatives did anything untoward, of course, but the net effect for Eddie O’Sullivan was that the South Africans forgot about a proposed fixture with Ireland as a warm-up for the 2007 tournament. Both O’Sullivan and the team’s Director of Fitness, Liam Hennessy, had factored the game into their planning. Then, like a flight disappearing off a radar screen, it was gone.


Philip Browne was CEO of the IRFU at the time of the World Cup vote. ‘I think it was the usual nonsense that goes on around votes. I think what happened was there was a conversation about our vote at one of the International Board meetings and part of our conversation to them was: “Yeah, how about a warm-up match?” I don’t think the South Africans gave any sort of commitment.’


Well, they certainly didn’t once Ireland’s vote was saddled on the back of the Kiwi bid, for which one of Ireland’s International Rugby Board reps, Peter Boyle, says there was no incentive forthcoming either. So why vote for the New Zealanders?


‘They were one of the greatest rugby nations in the world and they were really pushing for it,’ Boyle says. ‘They brought their Prime Minister [Helen Clark] over; they weren’t going to get the chance again. We took the three bidding countries out to dinner at the time, and the South Africans took it from that that we were going to vote for them. They were pretty arrogant about it, if you ask me.’


Either way, no vote, no game. And whatever way the potential match had been presented to them, both Eddie O’Sullivan and Liam Hennessy thought it was part of their programme with the date to be finalised.


This was a double whammy: the Ireland squad had lost vital pitch time ahead of the tournament and the IRFU had missed the bus on the wedge from ticket sales and TV rights. After all, while the rest of us get excited about autumns with World Cups to attend, most of the accountants in the IRFU are weeping onto their calculators over the lost revenue from the usual November internationals.


Bizarrely, the South Africans filled the gap by hustling up a game with Connacht, which struck me at the time as having added value in being a two-fingered salute to the IRFU. For the Connacht players, it was a bonus. ‘I don’t remember stopping to ask: “Why are South Africa coming to play us?”’ says Andy Dunne, who came off the bench alongside Tom Tierney in the second half. ‘As a player you were just like: “Fuckin’ hell, what a chance! This will be great crack.” I didn’t think about the machinations behind it but my sense of it was they wanted a gentle warm-up, which wasn’t our idea at all. It was exciting for Galway and Connacht because it wasn’t too long after the province had nearly got shut down by the IRFU. Funny, it was the first time I’d played with Tom, who sadly is no longer with us. He was really good that night.’


Springboks coach Jake White was relieved at how things worked out. ‘I wasn’t unhappy at not playing Ireland,’ he says. ‘We had Samoa and England in our first two games and then Tonga and America. So I wasn’t too keen on playing too much rugby before the World Cup. Maybe it was because they [the South African Rugby Union] didn’t want to honour the Irish game but I did tell them I wanted one weaker game and one bigger one. The next thing I knew, instead of Ireland, we were playing Connacht and Scotland, which was exactly what I wanted to do.’


Meantime, in Camp Ireland, Eddie O’Sullivan was caught in limbo and woke up to the implications a bit late – which was not like him. But there was a message in that too. He accepts one hundred per cent that it was his mistake in not pushing to fill the vacuum of South Africa with another game. His recurring nightmare at the time featured key players getting injured, and the absence of quality players on the sidelines. ‘I think it was a sliding-doors moment and Ireland never made that mistake again of going into a World Cup undercooked,’ he acknowledges. ‘My flawed logic in that was – and I stand over it as a big mistake – we discussed it and instead [of the game] we thought we needed to frontload our physical training. I had a fear around injuries.’


One of the criticisms of O’Sullivan was his love for the ‘untouchables’: the lads who didn’t have to worry about their places. It followed that he would be casual at best in his use of the extras whom he didn’t trust. He knew better than anyone that the pool of talent was a puddle. This was 2007, before the gusher that is Leinster schools began pouring out players fit for international duty. It’s worth remembering that he was the national coach, not the Director of Rugby charged with populating the pathway with the right stuff. We were then seven years away from opening the door on the real world, with the appointment of David Nucifora as Director of High Performance with control over all he surveyed.


What would Nucifora have made of Connacht versus South Africa in Galway’s Sportsground, preceded a few nights earlier by Bayonne versus Ireland in the south of France, with the World Cup around the corner?


Eddie’s boys went to war that night in a fixture born late and out of desperation. It very nearly cost Brian O’Driscoll his place in the tournament. In the febrile atmosphere around the changing rooms after the game, I was standing outside, filing copy to The Guardian, as O’Driscoll was hustled out with his hand covering half his face, having been whacked an hour earlier, breaking his sinus.


The good news was that he recovered in time. The bad news was that this was the only bit of good news: the hotel in an industrial estate in Bordeaux, where Ireland were billeted, was a morale-sapping disaster; the squad were not match fit, having lost out on the SA game; Eddie’s reliance on his first-choice players meant that the reserves were mostly bag holders. The absence of match fitness only exacerbated the imbalance, because he had to get as much rugby into the legs of the main men as possible. According to Dr Liam Hennessy’s version, this ended up in them spending way too much time on the training field trying to turn things around.


It was ironic that Ireland’s golden generation, as that squad were sometimes called, should bomb at a World Cup because of fitness. That was an issue we had thought was firmly in the rear-view mirror.


The appointment of Hennessy in early 2000 as the IRFU’s first Director of Fitness had been a seminal moment in our move away from being a 60-minute team trapped in an 80-minute world. It was mind-bending how long it took for the light to be switched on in this regard. Summer tours were the cherry on top for Sunday journalists, with lots of downtime, but you dreaded the Groundhog Day moments when Irish teams would fail stress tests because they were fundamentally unfit. It was a cultural curse. And it came from the top down. Maybe its roots were in the old-school snobbery of the game: if it took lots of time and commitment to cover all the strength and conditioning bases, then it would be at odds with preserving the game as an amateur pursuit for men working in other professions.


Consider that before Hennessy was recruited directly by the IRFU, he had been brought in by Leinster, whose manager at the time was Jim Glennon. One day out of the blue, Glennon got a call from an IRFU committee man with a foot in the Leinster branch, telling him Hennessy was a cost that needed to be cut.


‘Are you serious?’ Glennon asked. ‘Do you not know the calibre of this guy? He is international class. And he’s working with us! The things he’s putting in place will stand the test of time. Do you know who he’s worked with before?’


When he got a negative response to that last question, Glennon faxed off Hennessy’s CV, complete with a list of football clubs including Liverpool, Blackburn Rovers, Lazio and Bayern Munich – all of whom had been happy to pay well for his expertise.


As it turned out, the next move for Hennessy would be up the rugby chain of command, not out the door. Coincidentally, he and Eddie O’Sullivan were good friends, going back to their time together studying physical education in Thomond College in the mid 1970s. It sounds like a great time to have been exploring that new frontier. Talk to anyone who attended Thomond at the time and they speak reverentially about the lecturer P.J. Smyth, an innovator who was as good with people as he was with the science of fitness.


If being short on strength and power and speed had become the default position of the average Ireland rugby player, then Liam Hennessy was on a mission to fix it. O’Sullivan was already assisting Ireland Head Coach Warren Gatland when the Tipperary man was put on the IRFU staff. Before the end of the year, Hennessy had completed an audit of where Ireland were in the physical fitness stakes, and was already making changes when Eddie got the top job in 2001. Also during this period, Stephen Aboud, another Thomond colleague of Hennessy and O’Sullivan, was shaping the future alongside Willie Anderson through the IRFU Foundation, a player development pathway which in time would be regionalised to provincial academies. At long last, it was beginning to look like a plan – one that bore fruit throughout the early-to-mid 2000s with three Triple Crowns in four years.


Then the backside fell out of it in France. Hennessy maintains that the overloading at Ireland’s pre-World Cup training had started by the time Ryan Caldwell nearly lost his life that day in UL. So, for him, the unravelling in France was like night following day.


‘That’s when Eddie and I fell out big time over the whole process,’ he says. ‘I can’t blame Eddie – he can’t blame me. We have to stand back and say an issue happened and it wasn’t addressed the way it could have been or should have been, and the cascade from that was like a runaway train by the time we lined out for the first game.


‘It came to me going down to Bordeaux after getting a call from a particularly prominent player saying: “Liam, what the fuck is happening? Can you come down here and talk to the man! Jesus, we’re working harder now – this is the most intense period of our preparation.”’


‘So that clearly wasn’t the right time for that. You had to taper the workload and the tapering wasn’t being done. When I went down I walked into the hotel and bumped into two normally very chirpy, happy players in the foyer. They weren’t happy. They weren’t chirpy. Then I met another player who briefed me, but I’d already gotten the brief from the look on the other players’ faces. I went to see Eddie and launched in. I’d come kind of unannounced, and that was wrong. It was, actually, wrong. We spoke and I think I got the flight out that evening. Eddie told me to basically fuck off out of there. He was in the trenches by then.


‘The contact work on the field was being ramped up and the same players were being exposed to it. Other players were not being played so you had a disgruntled playing group – and it all stemmed from a moment of panic where, okay, we needed to do more contact work because we didn’t get that South Africa game. Then the subsequent game in Bayonne was a disaster. These two combined together gave rise to the bit of panic, resulting in overwork.’


In his autobiography, Never Die Wondering, Eddie O’Sullivan disputes Hennessy’s version of events. He denied there was overloading on the training field and was adamant that no player came to him with a complaint. He said Hennessy was ‘bullshitting’ about the degree of excess, and that essentially his long-time friend was covering his own rear end.


‘Yes, it was the low point,’ Hennessy says. ‘The low point of where I was and Eddie was and loads more. Here’s the interesting point: no matter how fit you are, if the workload exceeds the threshold of your tolerance, then there’s a problem. You’re only going backwards.’


Which is exactly where the relationship between Hennessy and O’Sullivan went. All their positive history evaporated as they retreated to different corners of the boxing ring.


‘Yeah, it is sad,’ Eddie says now. ‘I know Liam since 1976 in Thomond College. We were great buddies and I used to stay at his family’s home in Cappawhite. Liam’s a great guy but he’s not a pressure guy. When the shit hit the fan in ’07 and there was a bit of fire heading his way, he panicked. And he threw me under the bus. He said things that weren’t true. I get why he did it: he was under terrible pressure and he couldn’t cope with it and he panicked and tried to distance himself from it. I wanted to meet him after the World Cup and he didn’t want it and I went to Eddie Wigglesworth [then IRFU Director of Rugby] and I said I want to see him face to face and have it out. He came down to Killiney Castle and came to my room, and I said: “Liam, what you’ve done is unconscionable. You just should have held your water. I was always going to take the flak. I was always going to be the fall guy and I had no problem with that. That’s what I signed up for but you shouldn’t have thrown me under the bus.”’


In a wasteland of World Cup campaigns, that 2007 experience tops the charts for toxicity. Ireland went home after four games, in which four players played no part. They became known as the ‘Bordeaux Four’: Stephen Ferris, Alan Quinlan, Brian Carney and Bryan Young. The last named there got close – a bench spot for the Argentina game – but not close enough. They couldn’t go AWOL in case there was an injury crisis but neither could they feel useful or valued.


The inevitable was to drown in the pool stages, which was some way removed from the players’ expectations. The Genesis Report that followed the tournament – named after an independent consultancy firm who assisted in the review of the team’s performance at the World Cup – said: ‘The vast majority of players believed they were destined for the semi-finals, at worst.’


The press conference that ended it all, the morning after the defeat by Argentina in Parc des Princes, was surreal. At the presser itself, comedian Risteárd Cooper took his place among the hacks, which seemed odd.


If you closed your eyes and listened to Cooper taking off Eddie, it was so good that you’d struggle to tell the difference. He had the Youghal accent to a T and embellished it with Eddie-isms that were priceless. The coach had a kitbag of analogies that he loved to unload. His favourite was to declare something as useful as an ashtray on a motorbike. He was also fond of pointing out that you can’t unring a bell.


On this occasion, as the usual ‘where do we go from here’ rugby questions were floating up from the floor, the comedian piped up with: ‘Eddie, are you a croque monsieur?’ The notion of having a comedian using a World Cup press conference as a stage was off the wall. RTÉ was getting huge value from his rugby skits, but this was like taking the piss at a wake.


That the dream would die before the end of the pool stage seemed likely when Ireland lost to the host nation nine days earlier. After that one, a briefing was arranged hastily for the Irish media in a corridor of the team hotel. In the rush, Eddie was set up literally with his back to the wall, hemmed in by cameras and microphones. If snappers go to press conferences looking to catch politicians with Exit signs over their heads, then this was cut from the same cloth. Less than seven months earlier, Ireland had hurried England out the gate in Croke Park en route to a second-place finish in the Six Nations, one of the most emotional days in the history of Irish sport. When it came to the World Cup, though, there were no small margins. It was a landslide into a swamp. Eddie sank.


*  *  *


In summer 2012, four years after Ireland and O’Sullivan parted company, a pal of mine in Mullingar Rugby Club organised a session for coaches. Included on the list of contributors were Richie Murphy, doing a session on kicking skills, and O’Sullivan, on the breakdown. It was a very useful few hours, which prompted me to suggest subsequently to Eddie that clubs around the country would bite his hand off for that kind of stuff. It didn’t make sense that someone with his experience of high-end rugby should be lost to a system where coaches were always looking for insight. It didn’t seem like he had either the energy or the interest.


I have always struggled to understand not just the speed of his descent but the unwillingness of clubs or countries to refloat his boat. In the wake of the Ireland gig, he was able to fall back on the US Eagles again, whom he’d coached before being called up by Ireland, but he still went off the A list at high speed. In football, we see managers getting canned one week and walking into the next high-paying job soon after. In a smaller world, rugby repeats the same cycle. For Eddie, though, he almost disappeared. Worse, he was tagged in connection with jobs at Leicester Tigers, the Ospreys, Connacht and Munster, only to be passed over for each of them. In public. It was hard to fathom. When he landed a gig with Biarritz in 2014, they had just been relegated from the Top 14 and were looking forward to a season in Pro D2, where every away game would be a chance for the locals to knock seven shades out of a big-name club. Which is pretty much what happened.


Consequently, his contribution to the game here hasn’t worn well. Warren Gatland wasn’t behind the door in blaming Eddie for his own demise in Ireland. Gatland had only accommodated him on the coaching team under pressure from the IRFU after the disaster of the 1999 World Cup. It had come with a health warning from some of Gatland’s pals in Connacht, too. It was always my clear understanding that Eddie wanted to do a good job for the sake of doing a good job, and so he could take over from Warren. Two barrels and he fired them both. If the young Kiwi, who was still finding his way in the coaching world, didn’t get that at the time, then he was naive. Understandably, he bore a grudge.


The reality, however, is that his captain, Keith Wood, was as happy as O’Sullivan at the outcome. The last straw for Wood came with the defeat by New Zealand in the November series in 2001. Ireland had blown a 21–7 lead early in the second half. When Denis Hickie got over in the Havelock Square corner of Lansdowne Road on 42 minutes there wasn’t an Irish fan who didn’t think history was about to unfold. Then New Zealand took apart Ireland’s shambolic defence: five tries changed the complexion.


John Redmond, the IRFU’s first full-time communications professional, remembers the short walk from the post-match press conference in the old Lansdowne pavilion, along the promenade in front of the West Stand, back to the Ireland changing room.


‘Keith was beside himself,’ he says. ‘He was so frustrated at the lack of progress, that nothing was being done about defence. He asked me: “Who do I fucking talk to about this?” I told him he needed to speak to Syd Millar [IRFU appointments committee].’


In the history of Irish rugby Millar, an Ireland and Lions legend, was a very big hitter. The following week he went over to London and had lunch with Wood.


‘That New Zealand game – I was unbelievably angry with Gatty after that,’ Wood says. ‘At the press conference he excused the loss with a line that “after all, we were playing New Zealand” – as if that made it okay to lose like that. So Syd called and we met up and he said he was gathering information on what should happen next, and that my opinion was worth listening to. I remember the way he put it: “We’ll make the decision – not you – but I want to hear your thoughts.” I told him Eddie was energised and open to change, which we needed, that he was the best man to take us forward. And I told him that Warren should go. I said as much to Gatty’s face some time later, which of course he didn’t like. But that’s how I felt.’


Some years later, when Warren was flying with Wales and Eddie was floating in limbo, I came across Warren at a Six Nations launch.


‘How’s your mate Eddie these days?’ he asked, in passing.


‘Not sure, to be honest. Why don’t you give him a shout?’


‘Nah.’


In fairness to O’Sullivan, when he had taken over from Gatland with Ireland – less than a fortnight after that New Zealand game – in November 2001, he moved quickly to close some gaps in the team’s set-up. Despite Australia winning the 1999 World Cup on the back of their savage defence (Ireland were among their victims) driven by rugby league recruit John Muggleton, Ireland were slow to get the message. Looking to rectify this, O’Sullivan hired Mike Ford, former league player with Oldham, to the brave new world of rugby union.


‘I second guessed myself for the first two years, all the time,’ Ford recalls. ‘I remember we played Wales in the first game of the Six Nations, when Graham Henry was coaching them, and he got sacked after it. We beat them 54–10 – and I got all the headlines! I thought: “Oh my God, I’ve been here for about two seconds and people think I’ve cracked it.” I looked at the video and wow, if Wales had been on the ball that day, they could have scored 50 points themselves.


‘The second example was the quarter-final of the 2003 World Cup against France. I remember distinctly doing my presentation thinking: “Great, I’ve covered everything here. The boys are ready.” Then we went in something like 27–0 down at half-time. I think Edddie was preparing his after-match press conference after 20 minutes! So yeah, self-doubt was always there. I was very lucky because I was the first one – they couldn’t judge me because they had no one to compare me against. I learned along the way but I was a rookie coach at the time.’


If Ford was new to rugby union, then Ireland were new to rigorous application when it came to preparation. We were also new to winning things, or at least in sequence. Ford learned quickly and was a significant contributor to a side that blossomed in the 2004 Six Nations.


Maybe we should measure his progress by the speed at which a Triple Crown became a Christmas present you don’t really want. Only a decade earlier getting your hands on one was the lead item on the news. By the time we had the third in four years, in 2007, when the championship had been so close, the supporters were demanding more.


Set that aside for a moment. Under Eddie O’Sullivan, Ireland became a more organised, professional outfit. Along with Liam Hennessy, he introduced the Player Management Programme, which micro-managed the physical welfare of the players and restricted their game time with a view to enhanced performance at the top level. The key was installing fitness coaches in each province who were on the payroll of the IRFU directly. What appealed initially to the provincial treasurers as a money saver paid off at national level in that head office had complete control.


It was a hard swallow for the provincial coaches when the players were stood down for the first few rounds of Celtic rugby, but by that time O’Sullivan had his feet firmly under the desk. He was the boss. Ultimately, the inconvenience for the provinces served us well, best measured by the pissing and moaning from across the water at the unfair advantage enjoyed by the Irish system every time a Heineken Cup or Six Nations landed in this jurisdiction.


‘I was the devil incarnate for four or five months,’ he says. ‘I remember being in a meeting with Alan Solomons [Ulster] one day and there was blood on the walls. Another day I was in a meeting with Alan Gaffney and Jerry Holland in Munster – I go back a long way with Holl and he wanted to choke me. And I could understand it. And Leinster of course were up in arms about it as well.’


O’Sullivan would take the players from the provinces at other points of the season, too. ‘If you remember, there used to be two rounds of the Heineken Cup just before Christmas and I’d grab the players from all four corners of Europe after that last game and fly them down to the Canaries. We’d run a “training camp” where they’d run around for 20 minutes a day and spend the rest of the time lifting a few weights and lying in the sun. It was just to get them out of the mud and the shit and then home for Christmas. The interpros used to be over that period and they were like bar-room brawls. I used to watch them through my fingers as they kicked the shit out of each other. So that was very controversial as well, screwing them [the provinces] up. There were a lot of those blazers who saw me as public enemy number one. Some of them climbed the slippery pole to the IRFU and they never forgave me. They saw me as a bit of a bad egg.


‘They couldn’t argue with the logic, but they were upset that they had to pay a price – and I got that too. If I was feeling sorry for myself, then I was the lone soldier carrying the message, and I got flayed for it. And I made enemies around the IRFU for that. But when you think of it, it became the gold standard.


‘I remember sitting with Rob Andrew [Director of Elite Rugby in the RFU at the time] at some big bunfight dinner in London one night and he was grilling me on what we were doing and what we were getting away with and he was just shaking his head going: “Jesus Christ, it’s unbelievable what you’re able to pull off.” I said: “Yeah, but obviously we have control of the contracts, so we control the players who are the assets.” Another night, after a French game, [their Head Coach Bernard] Laporte burned the ear off me at the table about the control we had over the players. Once I explained it to him, then he went back to not being able to speak English!


‘The other dimension is that we were extending the careers of our assets. I used to use the analogy: if you take a new Toyota Corolla and put 50,000 miles a year on it, then after four years, it’s starting to fall apart. But if you put 25,000 miles on it, you could have it for 10 years. Look at O’Driscoll, O’Connell, Johnny Sexton – we would have won very little without them – and all went into their thirties.’


Eddie O’Sullivan has always been a fan of American sports and loved the directness coaches over there employed in getting things done. He loved being the boss, leading the team off the field on matchday when the warm-up was done, returning for the lap of honour on the ticker-tape days.


It figured that he would pop back over to the US when nothing was happening here for him. He coached the Eagles in the 2011 World Cup, after which he thought the dust would have settled back home.


‘When I came back in 2012 I was thinking I’d done my purgatory and maybe there’s a chance for me to get back on the horse here. I would have been happier than anybody to get an assistant’s job – I didn’t have to be a Head Coach again. I wanted to assist Axel [Anthony Foley] in Munster; I tried to get into Leinster, into Ulster as an assistant – not even Head Coach. I love coaching and I’m still doing it to this day, in Brown University. I remember John Redmond said to me one day to talk to Philip [Browne] in the IRFU. Fair enough, I’d always got on with him.


“What’s the story, Philip? I just can’t get a job. What’s going on? Is there any reason why I can’t get back?”


“Absolutely no reason”.


“What advice would you give me – you know me now for a long time.”


“Maybe your communication skills could have been better …”


‘And that was it. I couldn’t get an answer from anybody. I was coaching Belvo [Old Belvedere] there a few years ago and Barry Keogh [former IRFU president] said: “I can’t believe you’re here coaching Belvo – you should be at a higher level than this.” I told him I’d given up asking. Mind you, another alickadoo said to me: “Maybe you should take the message”.’


The message from his old friend Liam Hennessy is clear enough.


‘We all saw the brilliance of Eddie but the role needed to be more clearly defined. I thought he was one of the best in the world but he’s a hard, difficult man. Coaching is only one part you have to bring to the party. There’s a need to be part of a team instead of the one, sole authority. If there was mentoring or guidance, maybe things would have been different, and I’m thinking of maybe P.J. Smyth in Thomond College, who was a role model for all of us there and a visionary man. It’s a pity.’


Can Eddie O’Sullivan take ownership of that?


‘Maybe. It’s a fair question. At the time I had a pretty clear vision of what I needed and what I wanted but at the cutting edge of professional sport you have to fight your corner. With the provincial directors I went to war over the Player Management Programme because I thought it was the right thing to do. As a coach, I was pretty honest but I don’t think any of the players came back and said I was an asshole in that I beat up on players. The only one who really moaned was Geordie Murphy. I remember Drico saying to me once the only thing you owe somebody when you’re dropping them is an explanation, and I always faced up to that.


‘Yeah, there’s an element of soft skills that you have to develop but we’re going back 20 years here. I took over a team that had a lot of challenges. I remember someone asking me at the start: “What’s your ambition?”


‘I said: “To make Ireland consistent”. If you remember, nobody knew what was going to happen in an Irish game. We could beat England and burn Dublin down in celebration or we could lose to Fiji a day later. So win the games you’re supposed to win and win some of the games you’re not supposed to win.


‘That was my mantra, and I think I did that to a fair degree. To get those ducks in a row, you had to drive hard. If you were flip-flopping on stuff? That made me lean a bit – well, more than a bit – autocratically. I could have had more soft skills but there wasn’t much demand for it. And I was probably the wrong guy to do it anyway.’















2. Hello, Joe



The depth of my ignorance about Joe Schmidt, and what he might be about, extended to calling him Josef when he was appointed by Leinster in summer 2010. His backstory didn’t go much deeper than playing provincially with Manawatū, on New Zealand’s North Island, and coaching with New Zealand Schools, Bay of Plenty, Auckland and then over to Europe to hook up with the renowned Vern Cotter in Clermont Auvergne. The first bit from his past that piqued my interest was Manawatū. I couldn’t help wondering if he had been playing for them the day they humiliated Ireland in the Showgrounds in Palmerston North.


That was on Ireland’s 1992 tour to NZ, a rollicking ride of unbridled hammerings and big piss-ups, punctuated by a moral victory in the first Test with a scoreline of 24–21, which naturally enough led to a savaging in the second Test a week later. Conveniently, the Manawatū game was the midweek meat in the sandwich of those two Tests. Unfortunately, Joe Schmidt – their quick, wispy winger – had left the province a year earlier for some OE (overseas experience) in, of all places, Mullingar.


When eventually I met Joe at Leinster, I wondered how he would have fitted into that Manawatū side: a bunch of prototype Kiwi hard arses led by captain Stu Cruden, a man straight from central casting’s endless supply of gnarly flankers. Never one of the country’s top provinces, Manawatū were in the second division when Ireland made the mistake in 1992 of stopping on their patch and asking for a game. But the locals were destined for better things, which mitigated somewhat the damage of the 58 points they heaped on the tourists. I breathed a sigh of relief, though: had that result cropped up earlier on the trip, I might have been called home by the Sunday Tribune to save money.


Joe played 29 times for his province before being lured by the bright lights of the Irish midlands. When settled in Co. Westmeath, with his wife Kellie, he coached in nearby Wilson’s Hospital School alongside playing with and coaching Mullingar RFC. By the time he left, after 16 months, both club and school knew a bit more about rugby and what was required to do well.


His return to this country, 17 years later, would likely be scripted by Hollywood as a modern remake of the mission to drive the snakes out of Ireland and to convert the pagan peasantry. It would involve a name change, of course, to Patrick. The second coming was an altogether higher-profile affair. It kicked off a spin cycle of success that started in season one, 2010/11, and continued almost uninterrupted through to 2017/18. Nothing would be the same in Irish rugby again.


Sending Joe into Leinster hard on the heels of Michael Cheika was like going from a huge stick and a tiny carrot to a basket full of fresh fruit and veg. With a winning smile for good measure. Cheika had been volcanic. The Aussie had kicked Leinster into shape and torn the backside out of anyone on the executive side of the house who got in his way. Mick Dawson, then CEO with Leinster, got the full hairdryer treatment, plus the kitchen sink, one day in Stradey Park when Leinster lost to Scarlets in a game they should have won. Dawson arrived into the changing room at the wrong time post-match and got a volley of abuse. Those in the corridor outside were probably wondering if the door was about to come off its hinges. And if it was onside for a coach to be shouting at his boss like that.


Luckily for Leinster, Michael Cheika learned on the job. He was only 38 walking in the door, having had a short stint with Padova before five seasons with his home club, Randwick: amateur rugby but of a high standard. He matured as a coach, and as a person, in Dublin. I didn’t like him much initially, because of the stories of his bullying in Leinster, and went out of my way to be critical. By the time he wrapped up, however, it was impossible not to recognise the positive changes he had affected in five turbulent seasons. He could also be charming and helpful, and opened the door three years later for me to watch the Waratahs training during the Lions tour to Australia.


It surely helped that Dawson had a thick skin and a high boiling point, for otherwise who knows how or when Cheika’s tenure would have ended.


‘I think the history books will always treat Michael Cheika very well,’ Dawson says. ‘He was with us five years and he caused me untold fucking headaches, right? Up and down corridors, dressing-room incidents – the whole shooting match – but at the end of the day we would have shaken hands and looked back on a good time together. Before 2009/10, he told us it was his last season; he was out of there. That was good for everybody. He had worked really well, and now we had 12 months to regroup, and no one was panicking. It was an orderly transition, and I’ve been involved in a few disorderly transitions, like we had with Declan Kidney and Gary Ella. Declan [in 2005] wanted to tell the team in the week of the Tigers quarter-final that he was leaving. We said: “You can’t fucking do that – the rumours will start!” And he said then he wanted to stay until the end of the season. So we said we’d look at it after the match [which Leinster lost 13–29]. After the match, he was out.’


So Joe Schmidt was spared the heavy lifting and headbutting required to turn Leinster into a championship-winning side. With Cheika driving them on, they already had a Heineken Cup in the cabinet when he walked in. Still, there was lots to do, with seasoned campaigners and young guns alike.


He inherited a corps of very good players who, after many slips and painful slides backwards, had proved themselves the equals of Munster – the brand leaders in Ireland up to that point – with the prospect of more to come. If Michael Cheika was the man they’d needed to make that transition, then Joe Schmidt was the perfect follow-on. Like the Aussie when he first arrived, he wasn’t a marquee name at the time – but that would change.


You could visit every station on Schmidt’s coaching journey and see how each one had been a successful stop-over. Clermont’s Top 14 title in 2010, assisting Vern Cotter, was the standout achievement. It takes guts to pack up your family and head off to the other end of the world to a dog-eat-dog playground where they bark in a different language. Will the kids cope? Will your missus be happy? Will you be able to deliver and keep the vultures fed in the grandstand and the board room?


Whatever pressure attends hometown coaches, it escalates when they gather up everything they hold dear and launch into the maelstrom of pro sport in a foreign land. Yes, Cotter was the undisputed boss, but Schmidt was an integral and vocal part of the double act. He left after three seasons there with the sights and sounds of the city’s Place de Jaude filling his senses, as they celebrated their fourth final in a row and the deliverance of the Top 14 title at last.


*  *  *


For Schmidt’s next trick, however, he would be the head honcho. Our first impressions were of an impossibly nice man who looked like he could go all day and never miss a beat.


Shaun Berne, a fine player whom Cheika had brought over from Bath a year earlier, was keen to impress the new boss, particularly as he was at a low ebb at that point. The out-half felt he was carrying the can for losing the Heineken Cup semi-final to Toulouse a few months earlier. And it had all started so well. The moment Berne fetched up in Dublin in summer 2009, he had been handed a new mobile phone, a gift from sponsors Bank of Ireland for winning the province’s first European title.


‘Well, I didn’t technically win Europe,’ he said. ‘I’ve just arrived.’


‘No, you can still have a phone.’


‘Oh, all right, thanks!’


The next campaign didn’t deliver a medal, however, or an upgrade. ‘The actual facts that I give people are that Leinster won Europe in three out of four years,’ Berne says. ‘And the year they didn’t win it, Johnny Sexton was out with a broken hand and they had a guy called Shaun Berne playing 10. Having said that, I played okay; not my best game, but it was a good Toulouse side [to whom they lost 26–16]. Jono Gibbes, the Leinster forwards coach, shook my hand afterwards and said: “Sorry, mate, the scrum got pushed around today.”


‘So that’s probably the truth, but people don’t care about that. They just remember that Johnny Sexton wasn’t playing and it was me that let down all of Leinster! Then Joe Schmidt went on to win the next two Heineken Cups, but it started very differently for him.


‘Joe had a pretty good record between coaching in New Zealand and with Clermont, so it seemed like it was his turn to be the next big thing with Leinster. It seemed like a good fit, but the question remained: could he carry on from Michael? Because they were big shoes to fill. I was there for the early games [in 2010/11] before having to go for surgery on my Achilles. We had some good young talent coming through – like Ian Madigan and Ian McKinley – trying to fill Johnny Sexton’s shoes in those early games when Sexton wasn’t available. There was this doubt then, and maybe it was more public than internal, but you were having these team meetings where you’ve got D’Arcy, O’Driscoll, Horgan, Girvan Dempsey, some big names, and then Cullen and Shane Jennings and John Fogarty – all good players. And Isa Nacewa. So, in these meetings you had Joe Schmidt, who was an untried Head Coach – who had been an exceptional assistant coach – and he was telling us we had to be the best at our basics: our catch pass. I remember this one clip where we got the ball deep in one pocket and passed it along the backline to the other side and we would have made maybe 25 metres down the outside channel. So, Joe rewound it and said: “Hold on, let’s look at the nine’s pass: you’ve thrown that here when it should be there.”’


‘And then Ian Madigan’s thrown it at D’Arcy or McFadden’s shoulder, or maybe Eoin O’Malley and he said: “That’s not good enough – those standards.” But it was all in the detail. A lot of coaches [at that time] probably wouldn’t analyse that play, but he had to make the point around our standards and what he expected of us and how much work we had to do to be the best passing team in Europe. ’Cos that was the lofty goal.’


If Berne was flying on one wing with his dodgy Achilles pre-surgery, then Kevin McLaughlin was already on the rehab trail, having done major damage to his knee in the final game of the previous season: the last-gasp defeat in the Celtic League final to the Ospreys at the RDS. It cost him a summer tour with Ireland. He watched intently from the sidelines as the ‘Joe Show’ unfolded in Leinster.


‘I went through the whole phase of sitting in on the meetings,’ McLaughlin says. ‘I remember thinking, “Like, oh, my, God; I am dreading coming back!” Cheika was very high-level [in his] culture-building, where he had a theme and we’d all get behind that theme and we’d all work really hard. He brought in some really good technical coaches like Mike Brewer in the forwards and David Knox with the backs. We had a solid winning culture when Joe arrived.


‘But we thought we were good at rugby, and it turned out actually we weren’t. I remember being kind of shocked by the detail. That’s probably not surprising to you. I do remember, though, that first summer we had a few days together and built our identity and our culture and we agreed on three values: humble, disciplined, relentless. I was reading Johnny’s book [Obsessed: The Autobiography] and he got one of them wrong (ruthless instead of relentless). I was going to call him out on it! Whatever, it’s 15 years later, and it’s still ingrained. Values? That’s great, but I never really understood what values meant until Joe came along. We never did a training session, played a game or basically had a meal or a meeting without those values being referenced in some way. It started off with Joe, Joe, Joe non-stop, and then the players started calling each other out on it. It was very simple: the values linked to behaviours and the behaviours linked to results. We knew that [being] relentless meant that when we got in the opposition 22 we always score. But that followed through to how we trained: if we only trained for 40 minutes, then it was high intensity. We were humble because Leinster had a history of not respecting the opposition. Humility to us meant it did not matter who we were playing or what players were there, we always brought the same attitude, the same preparation. Then, discipline; for three or four years in a row, we always had the best discipline, rarely giving away more than 10 penalties a game. What he would do is use these values to drill home lessons in the video reviews which were always linked to something. It wasn’t just him picking on someone, it was him saying: “Guys, we talked about being relentless, but we got into the 22 here and, Kev, you didn’t look after the ball.”’


Implementing the seismic shift required Joe to make more room for the bad cop in his demeanour. In Clermont, he hadn’t been slow to demand excellence on the detail, but Cotter was the undisputed enforcer in the management team. So rewind to Auckland, where Schmidt was not even in the foothills of that climb. Hooker Tom McCartney, who went on to spend six happy seasons in Connacht, has reason to be thankful their paths crossed in Eden Park. Even if, at the time, he wondered if Schmidt had the hard edge needed to be a top-tier coach.


‘I guess my first interactions with Joe actually had a really big impact on my rugby career,’ he says. ‘I was training with the Auckland ITM team at the time and kind of in the Academy – Pat [Lam] was coaching the ITM team. I was on the borderlines and I didn’t make the team. They had a really strong squad, so I was playing for the Auckland B team. Our coach had to vacate the role and, long story short, Joe – who was coaching the Blues at that stage with the backs, with David Nucifora – volunteered when the Blues finished up. He took over our B team and I ended up having a really good season. And Joe named me as player of the year. So basically, I went straight from that into training with the Blues the next season. That meant stepping over guys in North Harbour, Northland and Auckland to be basically number three hooker behind Keven Mealamu and Derren Witcombe, who were both in the All Blacks. To be able to learn off those guys was kind of: “What am I doing here?” A lot of that was down to Joe getting my career started and going from there. He saw a lot in me at the beginning when I was trying to prove my way with Pat. Joe was more of a believer in me and I think Pat got his hand forced a little by that.


‘In terms of the way he was as a coach? A really, really nice guy. Very helpful. My impression of him at that stage was, if anything, maybe a bit too nice. A little bit too complimentary on guys. I remember having a conversation actually with Isa Nacewa when he retired early from Leinster and was working with the Blues in a sort of culture role, which they kind of invented ’cos they wanted him around the place. So I was having a really good chat with him: “So, how is Joe going with Leinster?”


“Oh, night and day! In terms of how he runs things over there compared to here? He’s just got a really ruthless streak where he doesn’t take any prisoners. He sets really, really high standards for them.”


‘I guess he just developed as a head coach, which at some stage he would have had to do. I’d say sharing space with Vern Cotter in Clermont – the pair had worked together with Bay of Plenty in New Zealand – had to help. Vern is very hard-nosed. He keeps guys on their toes, seems to love the mental side of the game as a way to motivate players and make sure they’re not getting ahead of themselves, for sure. If you’re calling a forward pack soft before a big game, you’re probably looking for a bit of a reaction. I guess what Vern has brought to Auckland now [2024] had rubbed off on Joe as well back then. Isa’s comments were definitely that he [Joe] had become so ruthless and demanding about really high standards.’


For Schmidt, sticking his neck out on that front reflected his self-belief. It was one thing having clarity on exactly what he wanted and how the game should be played, but the Leinster changing room was not short on players with self-regard to match their strong CVs. They had not been slow to turn on Gary Ella when the youngest brother of one of rugby’s most famous families turned out to be a poor appointment following Matt Williams’s departure to coach the Scotland national team. I remember getting a call one day from one of the outer circle – the group of players who had felt unloved by Williams in his time there before Ella – complaining about the inner circle and how they were undermining Ella. Calls to the inner circle suggested that the coach was already beyond salvation.


With Joe Schmidt, though, soon enough, the sheer breadth of knowledge he brought to the job became his calling card. Players are usually happy to play ball if the man throwing it in for them knows exactly where it’s going and shows them the exact spot it will land. This is what got him over the hole in the road in his first lap with Leinster.


‘I remember a Shane Horgan or a Rob Kearney lost an aerial contest one day, and we’re now doing a video review,’ Berne recalls. ‘It’s just the backs – and it became this moment where you’ve got Joe Schmidt standing there, like, with this … I dunno if it was an awkward silence or a back-and-forward conversation with Shane or Rob, about how the opposition have won the space in the air. This was all happening around the time where we were one win from four and there was talk of Joe being under the pump to survive to even make it to Christmas time. That was a real thing. But I think everyone knew he was the right person. We just weren’t playing good footy and some of the young players we had at the time just weren’t good enough for those levels. There was lots going on within that team that didn’t make it easy for the new coach to get wins. Whether you were Joe Schmidt or Graham Henry, taking over as coach with young players who weren’t sure of themselves wasn’t easy.’


It was a handy door for the media to potentially open as well: ‘one win from four, Leinster have bombed with this Kiwi no one knew much about, so let’s get stuck in’. Andrea Bocelli and Sarah Brightman were in the wings, warming up for a live rendition of ‘Time to Say Goodbye’. My colleague Hugh Farrelly was the rugby corr on the Irish Independent at the time.


‘I liked Joe from the off because I thought he was the right man for the job, and he was good to deal with,’ Farrelly says. ‘I was under big pressure at the time from some muppets on the Indo desk who wanted me to put the boot into Joe. When I refused, there was a lot of rolling of eyes and comments about me having no balls. Looking back now, I’m well pleased my balls were big enough to write what I thought was the right thing rather than the populist thing. I’ll always remember a press conference at the time when they rolled out Drico alongside Joe on the Monday morning. It was a clear statement from the players that they had the right man.’


Back then there was clear separation between the daily and Sunday papers, so I was under no pressure from the Sunday Indo sports editor, John Greene, to write anything other than what we thought was appropriate. Sticking a sharp stick between Joe Schmidt’s ribs didn’t strike me as the right play. George Hook, also on the Sindo at the time, had a different take, as was his right.


‘The relationship between myself and the new Leinster coach disintegrated from very early on,’ he says. ‘Joe gave a media interview on television in which he indicated that he was not certain what his plans were for the future. I took issue with that and suggested that if he continued in that negative vein, the players would soon lose confidence in him.’


When it all calmed down after those tumultuous early weeks, Leinster’s Kiwi schoolteacher made it look easy. He had been handed an honours class and, once the ground rules had been laid down, turned them into straight-A students. There was plenty of rote learning but lots of pro players love that level of instruction. And you couldn’t argue with either the results on the field, or the charm and humility exuded by the coach in public. The punters loved him. But it bothered him that the media were not all card-carrying supporters. Unlike in Clermont, for example, where a local journo was unlikely to report an injury story if it didn’t suit the cause, Joe never came around to the idea that he couldn’t control everything written about his team. At the time, most of it was gushing. But later he would become fixated on the reporting of injuries and team selections.


The bonus for the IRFU was that his effect was good for the game in Ireland and its standing in the community. Better still, he was inside the tent, aiming out.


‘He was very aggressive in taking the union on about everything, and then, when he went into the union as Ireland coach, Martin O’Sullivan [IRFU subcommittee chair] became his best pal!’ Dawson says. No better man than the Leinster boss to identify the details of such a transition. He had undergone a similar one when hanging up his club hat to take over the CEO gig in Leinster. It’s the time-honoured makeover from poacher to gamekeeper.


‘Yes, that’s a fair description of Joe’s move as well into the Ireland role,’ says Martin O’Sullivan. If there were medals handed out for serving on tricky committees – from national contracts to the representative game – then O’Sullivan would have a row of them across his chest. His memory of dealing with Schmidt is as you would expect.


‘We fought about all sorts, like the number of foreign players Leinster wanted, but for me that was all part of it. I think he benefited from better player depth than, say, Declan [Kidney] would have [had] in his time, because of the union’s work on limiting overseas players. For me, it was an education in human behaviour!’


By the time Leinster were doing their victory lap in Twickenham in May 2012, passing the Heineken Cup and magnums of champagne from player to player, Ulster were dragging themselves from the scene. Joe’s next step was mapped and lodged with rugby’s land registry. There were another two trophies to come in the shape of a PRO12 and Challenge Cup, but his missionary work with Leinster was almost done.


‘In fairness, he delivered for us,’ Dawson says. ‘Two Heineken Cups and a Challenge Cup in Europe alone in three years is not a bad outcome. So you’d have to say he was a great appointment, but as we went on, you got to realise that Mother Teresa wasn’t really Mother Teresa. And he was ruthless. Our second row Damian Browne, for example, was in the squad the whole season [2011/12] and the next thing Brad Thorn appeared out of fucking nowhere! It was a great bit of business, you’d have to say. Joe had no problem with that, at all. Thorn was only here for about three months – but it was a good three months.’


It’s as well Declan Kidney had a Grand Slam in 2009 to show for his efforts with Ireland, to complement his stellar achievements with Munster, for before a ball was kicked in the 2013 Six Nations, Joe Schmidt was in the waiting room for Kidney’s job. Interestingly, for a national and provincial coach respectively, they had a poor relationship, with communications over player call-ups going through a third party.


‘Joe knew far too much about rugby for Kidney’s liking,’ is how one man close to the scene back then described it. ‘There was no mutual respect there at all.’


All the while, Leinster’s leader would quickly throw on his Ordinary Joe mask if you suggested he was on the way to Lansdowne Road, protesting that he was happy to stay where he was. Right.


The sign-off with Ireland for Kidney was bizarre: a game of running repairs as his team lost three backs to injury in the first half in Rome and another three to the bin. It was the only time Ireland have ever lost to Italy in the Six Nations. One place off the bottom of the 2013 championship table was their worst finish since 1999.
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