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  When it was suggested to me that I write about my recollections of the Charlton years, on the occasion of the 20th anniversary of Italia 90, my thoughts naturally

  turned to a scene in a toilet in New York City.




  It was a Sunday afternoon in June 1988 and the toilet was in a bar on 7th Avenue called Mulligan’s, which, by an extraordinarily happy accident, was also the name of the pub on Poolbeg

  Street in Dublin where I was doing much of my drinking back home — oh, how I laughed as I supped another glass of Schlitz and marvelled at a world which could contain such coincidences.




  But then it had been a weekend of marvels.




  I had been sent to New York to do a feature on Christy Moore for the Sunday Independent, for whom I had just started to write, mainly about Irish show-business personalities — the

  first was Hal Roach, then there was Sonny Knowles, so it must have seemed logical at the time to move on to Christy Moore. A lot of things seemed logical then, which do not necessarily seem logical

  now.




  And this would not be the usual 800-word profile. It would be a special four-page glossy pull-out, illustrated with pictures of Christy stretching back to his childhood, to mark not just the

  life and times of the greatest living Irishman, but the fact that he was in New York to play the Carnegie Hall.




  This was big stuff. Big enough for me to be accompanied by one Donal Doherty, an Independent photographer of renown, the sort of crack lensman you can still see on RTÉ’s Reeling In The Years, taking pictures of Charlie Haughey in the throes of some nightmarish Fianna Fáil heave. A man who had been a witness to various

  national traumas, which perhaps helps to explain why he was happy to be in New York on this particular weekend.




  Because back in the old world, on the day after Christy played Carnegie Hall, the Republic of Ireland would be playing England in Stuttgart in the first game of Euro 88. Which was big stuff,

  too. And which will eventually bring us back to that scene in the toilet of Mulligan’s of 7th Avenue.




  But first I should mention that we flew to New York via Heathrow, where we saw George Best. He was catching a flight to America, too. Perhaps it was just coincidence that the most gifted player

  ever to come from our island needed to be on another continent, perhaps even another planet, on the weekend that the Boys In Green were stepping on to football’s main stage. But at that

  moment I thought, it must be a great life George has, heading off to California unencumbered, whenever he feels like it, while the likes of me and the crack lensman are lugging our kit through the

  airport, the fear rising within us that we are going to miss our flight and miss all that big stuff. Airport security made Doherty empty out every roll of film he had in his large box of

  photographic tricks while the plane was revving up and seemingly certain to go without us. Ireland, lest we forget, was a world leader in terrorism at that time.




  Even though it was general knowledge that he was an alcoholic, I did not know enough about alcoholism then to come to the more likely conclusion, that George was probably not sauntering off to

  some rendezvous on the West Coast without a care in the world, but was almost certainly boarding a flight for god-knows-where, with about ten dollars in his pocket and nothing else left in the

  world except the clothes that he wore and the inescapable fact that he was still George Best. Nor did I understand at any meaningful level that the Republic’s best-loved footballer, on whom

  we would perhaps be depending most in Stuttgart, the great Paul McGrath, was himself very far gone down that line. In fact, I did not even know enough about alcoholism then to know that I was

  getting a touch of it myself.




  But I thought I knew about it. I was planning to raise the issue with Christy Moore when I sat down with him in some hotel room in New York — if we ever got there, which, as the Heathrow

  security men emptied the 54th tube of Donal’s film out onto the counter, seemed unlikely.




  Christy at the time was one of the few famous Irishmen who had spoken openly about his tragic love affair with the bottle, and indeed had written a song about it, ‘Delirium

  Tremens’.




  Yes, I would be asking him about that.




  Not that this flood of recollections will be all about drink, by any means. But I sense that most readers, being honest, would have to agree that it must be at least partly about drink.

  That when they look back on those days, on Euro 88 and Italia 90 and the rest of what we call the Charlton era, it certainly wasn’t all about football. It was an overwhelming combination of

  so many things, a journey the like of which we had never made before, and all we know for sure, is that very few of us made it entirely sober.




  But we got to New York anyway, the photographer and I.




  We got to the Sheraton Hotel on the Friday night and soon I was in Mulligan’s bar on 7th Avenue, having a beer and watching a baseball game on the TV. And then the

  lads from the Gate Theatre arrived in.




  In what now seems like some sort of a montage of the emerging Irish nation, the Gate Theatre was on Broadway with its production of Juno and the Paycock, directed by Joe Dowling, starring

  Donal McCann and John Kavanagh, on the weekend that Christy Moore would play Carnegie Hall and the Republic would play England in Stuttgart.




  Interestingly, though we had been living through a troubled time in Ireland, we were still capable of sending high-class stuff to America, despite it all, perhaps because of it all. Juno

  was great, but no doubt it was happening at least partly because of its continuing relevance to ‘the situation’, the fact that there was still an IRA, capable of

  an atrocity such as the Enniskillen bombing, little more than six months before.




  I think it was the actor Donagh Deeney, who was playing The Furniture Removal Man in Juno, who brought me into the company that night in Mulligan’s bar. Maybe it just happened by

  that ancient process of recognition that always draws Paddy to Paddy, on foreign soil.




  I can’t remember if Joe Savino was there. Joe was playing Johnny Boyle in Juno. From the days when he sang in a rock ’n’ roll band, I had run into Joe on many occasions

  in my life, almost always in bars, and almost always when, by some unhappy accident, I had been drinking more than he. Over the years, I must have talked more shit to Joe than to most people. Which

  means that a fog of guilt and denial descends upon me whenever I think of him.




  But if he wasn’t there, he should have been.




  We were all so excited about everything. We were so excited to be in New York; we were particularly excited to be in a bar in New York with so much to look forward to, be it Christy at the

  Carnegie Hall or Juno, which was starting its previews the following Wednesday in the John Golden Theatre, or Ireland playing England.




  Not that we were looking forward to Ireland playing England in the same way that we were looking forward to the other stuff.




  Because, as well as excitement, there was also a deep fear in our hearts, as we faced into that battle. A fear that Jack’s team might be no good, after all, and that they would get beaten

  by England, not just 2-0 or something vaguely respectable, but beaten badly. Beaten out the door.




  As we proceed with this thing, we will examine this fatalistic streak in the Irish character, and how the events of the Charlton years challenged us to look at ourselves anew in this regard. To

  see ourselves as people who did not always need to be afraid of making eejits out of ourselves in the international arena.




  But on this Friday night in Mulligan’s of New York, we were still on the cusp of all that. We were somewhat astonished to be at Euro 88 at all, but we still harboured that fear that on

  Sunday we would be found out, in the most disgraceful way.




  Yes, these men who were talented enough and ambitious enough and self-confident enough to be standing on the Broadway stage alongside your Donal McCanns and your John Kavanaghs and your Maureen

  Potters, essaying the work of O’Casey in front of the most brutal critics of the New York theatre, were not immune to these old, old fears.




  Elsewhere in the city, during that Broadway run, my friend Philip Chevron of the Radiators and The Pogues would be having a night off from Poguetry in order to give the town a new lick of paint

  with said Maureen Potter. And he believes that fellow Pogue, Terry Woods headed off into the Manhattan night with his buddy Donal McCann. Chevron also believes he drank with the actor Mick Egan,

  who played the Sewing Machine Vendor, in Juno. And Shane MacGowan was out there too, doing what Shane does, in New York.




  And all of these Irishmen and women, even the most illustrious of them, at the peak of their powers, would have had their moments when they feared chaos on an unprecedented scale in Stuttgart.

  Chaos, and ultimately catastrophe, for the Republic.




  There was also the lesser fear that most of us here in New York on this weekend wouldn’t actually see the match. Many of us, in fact, were secretly relieved that we wouldn’t see it,

  that we would be spared the truth being shoved in our faces.




  It must be remembered that even in America back then, there were few big screens in bars, and even fewer showing ‘soccer’ matches. There was also the time difference which meant that

  even if the company at the Gate could commandeer some bar in Queens or wherever, the match would be happening on Sunday morning, New York time, which effectively ruled out myself and the

  photographer, who were due to fly back on the Sunday afternoon. And even if we somehow found a bar with a TV showing soccer on ESPN and a very fast

  car, we were haunted by the certainty that the snapper’s suitcase would be emptied out and inspected for about two hours on the way back.




  And that would be too much — that, on top of some terrible slaughter.




  

    ——


  




  But the Furniture Removal Man and the other guys in Mulligan’s were quietly confident that they would actually see the match — Donal McCann had sussed out a place,

  apparently. Or not, as the case may be.




  That’s Donal, who joins Christy, Bestie, McGrath, Chevron and arguably Charles Haughey as the sixth alcoholic, not including the author, to appear so far in this narrative.




  And Shane MacGowan is in a category of his own.




  Though of course, these men had many other strings to their bows.




  

    ——


  




  Christy was generous with his time the next day, his driver taking us to various New York settings like Washington Square Park, so that Doherty could take his pictures. Looking

  ten years younger than he had looked ten years previously, Christy talked about how he had given up the drink and taken up a macrobiotic diet. He had loved butter almost as fiercely as he had loved

  porter. Now he had become just as fond of carrot juice. Which perhaps accounted for his calmness on this day when he would be playing Carnegie Hall.




  He would also speak of his ultimate disillusion with the republican movement after Enniskillen. Which was about time for him, though he got there in the end.




  Christy was interested in a book I was reading about Henry Ford, the supreme achiever of the Irish diaspora. We were all interested in the photographer’s epic endeavour to buy one of those

  new car-phone things at the right price from a shop run by a bunch of Latinos, a car-phone thing in New York being fantastically cheaper than a car-phone thing in Ireland.




  ‘My girlfriend comes from Ireland,’ the shop owner lied, thinking this might tip the balance his way at a crucial stage of the negotiations, which would ultimately prove fruitless.

  ‘She is from County Bray.’




  Christy’s was a tight operation, essentially himself, his deeply intelligent manager, former showband singer Mattie Fox, and a sound man. It seemed only right that Time magazine

  carried a small feature about him on the occasion of his visit to America, placing Christy in an international context of timeless roots music. We had come to expect nothing less from an Irish

  artist of this stature — by now U2 had already sold about ten million copies of The Joshua Tree, the Pogues had produced ‘Fairytale of New York’,

  the film My Left Foot was about to win two Oscars, and Sinead O’Connor was at that stage when, as they say, she could be anything.




  But still we could hardly face Ireland v England in Stuttgart without a recurring sense of dread throbbing away in our guts. Ah, there is a deep restlessness in the soul of Paddy, and sure

  enough it could be seen and heard in snatches in the vicinity of Carnegie Hall that evening.




  And let me clarify at the outset that when I refer to Paddy, I am not necessarily excluding myself. Like Afro-Americans with the n-word, I feel it is all right for Paddy to speak of Paddy,

  because he is himself Paddy, so he is speaking with love and understanding.




  There were some Americans in the hall that night — the serious musicologist types who had been reading Time magazine — but this was a night for Paddy to be among his own kind

  and to let himself go. So many of the voices were clearly and ostentatiously from the counties of Ireland that it made a visit to the Gents sound weirdly like some flashback to the dancehall days

  when the lads would be supping from naggins of whiskey before heading back to the hall to take on the women. Rowdy lads would be reminded by more sensible lads that they needed to behave

  themselves, to remember that they weren’t at home any more.




  This form of peer pressure was one which we were starting to see being enforced across the continent of Europe, too, Paddy on Paddy. In the era of football hooliganism, reporters covering Euro

  88 would marvel at the way that the Irish would police themselves, how an errant fan with maybe a few beers on him, trying to steal a chocolate muffin from a display counter, would be chastised by

  his buddies, all quipping good-naturedly.




  Back in the grand environs of Carnegie Hall, you could sense there would be no trouble either from Paddy, even from the most vulnerable of us, the alcoholics who would be out in force tonight,

  hailing Christy the lost leader.




  This new wave of self-policing, even of personal responsibility, might have been partly due to the ever-present danger of attracting too much attention to yourself, as an undocumented alien. But

  there seemed to be a co-ordinated effort on the part of all Paddies everywhere to behave ourselves, now that we were going places. And more importantly, to be seen to be behaving ourselves. And

  even more importantly, for Paddy to be seen to be behaving himself better than John Bull.




  Yes, we were going places — tonight we would celebrate our national bard at the most storied Hall in the most cultured city on earth, tomorrow we would also celebrate, win, lose or

  draw.




  Except we knew that we wouldn’t win.




  And we knew that we wouldn’t draw.




  And we would have to deal with that, in the only way we knew how.




  Did I feel any guilt, that I would not be witnessing this defining event in our island story? Not even a twinge, to tell you the truth. In the matter of the Republic of Ireland and of football

  in Ireland in general, I had paid my dues. My father Frank, who had been involved in football in Athlone all his life, was taking me to see the Republic playing in Dalymount when it would not be

  unusual to see Eamon Dunphy out there on the park.




  But I don’t propose to list my full football credentials here — suffice to say that on this day, I felt a bit like the wise peasant who plants the seed, unconcerned that he may not

  see the harvest. ‘My work is done’, I thought, as I dropped into Mulligan’s on the Sunday for a few more beers for the road.




  I even felt some vague disdain for the hordes beyond in Ireland and in Germany, wondering where they had been on a night a long time ago, in 1981, when a few of us from the Hot Press

  magazine had to persuade the barman in a Mount Street pub to get the telly going in a quiet corner of the lounge so that we could watch Belgium beating us 1-0 in the pouring rain, the thunder and

  lightning in Brussels, denying us qualification for the 1982 World Cup with a late, horribly illegal goal.




  It was such nights which had convinced Paddy that success was not for him. That there was nothing inappropriate or unreasonable in his mounting dread of what might be happening in Stuttgart ...

  what might already have happened in Stuttgart.




  Yes, it would be over now, I thought, as I had another one for the road. In a world which had yet to discover the need for everyone to be constantly informed about everything as soon as it

  happens, in a country which regarded soccer as a girl’s game, in a time before texting, you just resigned yourself to finding out about things as best you could — especially if part of

  you didn’t want to find out.




  

    ——


  




  So it was that I went to the toilet in Mulligan’s bar, where I encountered the actor Joe Savino — Johnny Boyle in Juno. It felt surreal then, and it still has

  shades of the Twilight Zone, because normally I would be running into Joe in Larry Tobin’s of Duke Street. Suddenly, it seemed that the world was no longer such a big place, for

  Paddy.




  — The score?




  — England won.




  — Oh fuck.




  — They won 7-2.




  I believed him, of course.




  No Irishman would have disbelieved him, at that time.




  — They won 7-2.




  — Of course they did.




  At some stage Joe took pity on me. As a football man, with a natural inclination towards the truth, he could not let such a lie stand. Ireland had won 1-0.




  Ireland had not lost to England, or drawn with England.




  Ireland had scored one goal and England had scored no goals, and the match was over now, so Ireland had won.




  There was no other way of looking at it.




  And they couldn’t take it away from us now.




  Ireland ... had ... won.




  

    ——


  




  In the hotel lobby that morning, a bunch of Scandinavian pilots and air hostesses had arrived, and I had observed them as Paddy had always observed such people, as a kind of a

  different species, one to which he could never belong, into whose company he could never be admitted as an equal, his best hope being to entertain them with his antics. I now knew that I was as

  good as any of them, that Paddy could even win football matches now.




  I would be going back to a land transformed. I would be bringing home this tiny T-shirt, with the Manhattan skyline on it.




  My daughter, Roseanne, was a month old.
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  You should never trust a man who supports the Republic of Ireland. By this I mean a man who supports the Republic to the exclusion of all other

  football teams. It is perfectly normal and good to support the Republic along with the club you support for most of the year, be it a League of Ireland club or a Premiership club, or ideally both

  — genuine football men have always found it natural to maintain such a portfolio, and deeply unnatural to pursue a more narrow, nationalistic line.




  At one level, it is simply a matter of putting in the hours. The genuine football man does it every day of the week, most weeks of the year, and weekends too. It is a full-time occupation, which

  gives him certain rights — the right to comment, for example, on the game with a certain degree of credibility.




  The man who comes across like a football man but who only supports the Republic is essentially a bullshitter. He may vouch for his commitment by pointing out that he follows the lads to foreign

  countries, but that can also be classed as a drinking holiday, an extension of adolescence into infinity, not the job of work that it should be. And in a good year, he can get away with about eight

  matches, which would hardly represent a month’s endeavour for the real people. He is, in every sense, only here for the beer.




  Yet it is his voice, and the voices of many more like him, which have tended to prevail in our official version of the Charlton years — the Olé Olé voice, as we know it. It

  behoves us to question all the received wisdom on this, even the parts that seem most persuasive, such as the assertion that the unprecedented achievements of Charlton’s teams in qualifying

  for major tournaments gave the Irish a new sort of positive attitude which contributed to the subsequent economic boom.




  Personally I would have subscribed to that one, up to a point, and in a lazy-minded way, until I heard it said for about the fourteenth time on RTÉ’s

  Questions and Answers, which renders it automatically suspect.




  Indeed to gauge the mentality of the Olé Olé crowd, you might recall the way that assembled members of the Irish establishment on Q&A would respond to any question about

  sport, usually the last question, the ‘funny’ one. They would immediately lapse into a fit of girlish giggling at the ‘light relief’ provided by the mention of sport, after

  all their grave reflections on supposedly more serious matters such as, say, the new Fine Gael policy document on neutrality.




  These people know nothing. But worse, they do not even know that they know nothing.




  So when I hear the consensus forming that the Celtic Tiger can be traced back to the Boys In Green, as they call them, something bothers me. Perhaps they are just reaching for the familiar

  embrace of a cliché, in this case the one that ‘success breeds success’. But if that is the case, what bred the success that Jack had? Is it not also true to say that failure

  breeds success, inspiring us to do better, to rise above the morass in which we find ourselves? In fact, given the economic and social context in which U2 and the Gate

  Theatre and Christy Moore were formed, and considering how well they were doing back in the late 1980s, can it not be argued that failure actually breeds success better than success does? It is

  such a fine line and we need to remind ourselves that the first phase of the Charlton years had ended in failure, or so everyone thought at the time.




  It had been universally accepted that Ireland would not qualify for Euro 88, that they would finish second in the Group. Jack’s first campaign had had its uplifting moments — the

  best research suggests that Olé Olé was first heard in Lansdowne Road around this time — but with the last match about to be played, in which we needed Bulgaria to get beaten at

  home by Scotland, it was clear that ultimately Jack had failed.




  Not that we were too disappointed, this time. We had not actually been overtly cheated on this occasion and we had not disgraced ourselves. We did not have to look at Eoin Hand and the other

  lads on the bench in the pouring rain with their heads in their hands, mourning another night of appalling misery. We had had our low moments, in particular a scoreless draw against Scotland at

  Lansdowne which would be regarded as one of the most boring football matches ever played by trained professionals — then again, there was a night in Hampden Park when we beat the Scots 1-0,

  which gave us a brief foretaste of the fine madness which was to come.




  Though we had again resigned ourselves to not qualifying, we would live off these advances, until the next time.




  Even the two draws with Belgium had not been without honour — and in particular the 2-2 result in the Heysel Stadium was viewed as a moral victory. Which might not seem like progress, for

  a country such as ours, where we had so many moral victories, we had become connoisseurs of the things, noting their unique characteristics and subtleties the way that a master sommelier would

  analyse a mouthful of Château Lafite. Though to extend the analogy, most of us couldn’t bring ourselves to spit it out when we were finished. No, we would swallow it and hold our

  glasses out for more, because we knew that more would inevitably be coming.




  Probably, we had become addicted to the moral victories, and we would have great difficulty in adjusting to life without them, if that day ever came.




  So we had savoured that 2-2 draw with Belgium downstairs in the International Bar, our base camp close to the offices of Hot Press for whom I did most of my work at the time, because it

  had featured an ingredient none of us had ever encountered before.




  It wasn’t just the fact that Ireland equalised twice, away from home, against a team which had reached the semi-final of the last World Cup — we had always had the fighting spirit

  — it was the fact that the second equaliser had come so late in the game: generally, we didn’t ‘do’ late equalisers. Late equalisers were done to us.




  And it had come from a penalty, which was quite extraordinary, really, after all that we had been through. And the penalty had been a gift presented to us by the Belgian keeper, Jean-Marie

  Pfaff, who had made a lunatic charge which upended Frank Stapleton in a position in which he had seemed most unlikely to score.




  All of these things, coming together, had left us high on the improbability of it all.




  It was on that night, that I first heard the line that Jack Charlton must be one of Napoleon’s ‘lucky generals’. It would later become such a common line that it would even

  filter through to the panellists on Questions and Answers, the line that the quality which Napoleon most desired in his generals was that they be lucky. But I had first heard it said by Bill

  Graham, my old Hot Press colleague and mentor — Bill was also U2’s mentor, in fact, he was everyone’s mentor, if they had any sense — in the

  International Bar on the night that Jean-Marie Pfaff crazily gave us the penalty which was scored with thoroughbred conviction by Liam Brady.




  There was a distinct sense of novelty about this ... this ‘luck’ thing ... and we didn’t quite know how to deal with it. But we were back on familiar ground anyway by the time

  the Group was being wound up with Bulgaria playing Scotland at home. A win for Scotland would get us to Germany 88 — but it seemed certain that whatever luck we had had, there wouldn’t

  be enough of it to see us through.




  We would watch the formalities of the match in Sofia anyway, because someone had to. And we probably had nothing better to do than sit up at the counter of the International on a very grey

  afternoon in November, supping pints and watching football and waiting for something good to happen.




  By ‘we’, here, I don’t mean the Irish nation as a whole and certainly not the Olé Olé nation or the corporate nation or the Q&A nation, just a few

  loyalists such as myself and my friends Arthur Mathews, who would later co-write Father Ted and I, Keano, and the controversial rock journalist George Byrne. And Con Houlihan was down

  in Bambrick’s of Portobello. He has written of this grey day, bringing us the lovely image of the owner’s dog snoozing in front of the fire.




  There was no-one banging a bodhrán, dressed as a leprechaun. Big Jack himself had gone fishing. In the International, we had to ask for the telly to be turned on, and it was just a telly,

  not a big screen. There was nothing big about this. There was considerably more interest in the recent demise of Eamonn Andrews than in the inevitable demise of the Republic’s latest effort

  — our most celebrated broadcaster would only die once: the Republic would die many times.




  After a while we weren’t really watching it, we were just ‘keeping a watching brief’, as they say. Bulgaria had an awe-inspiring record at home in Sofia, an achievement which

  was embellished by legends of referees loudly consorting in their hotel rooms with state-sponsored Bulgarian prostitutes, but somehow none the less impressive for all that. As for Scotland, we knew

  that they were capable of anything. They could beat Brazil and then they could lose to Liechtenstein, for no reason except that they were Scotland. In them, too, there is a deep restlessness of the

  soul.




  But by the looks of it, they clearly weren’t going to be doing anything perverse in Sofia, on this day.




  Then something good happened. Colette Rooney came in from Hot Press, just up the road, to ask me if I could go to London the following day to interview Robbie Robertson. Of course I

  could. The former mainman with The Band had just released a solo album, which contained at least two wonderful tracks, ‘Somewhere Down The Crazy River’, and ‘Fallen Angel’,

  which could stand alongside his classic cuts such as ‘The Weight’, and ‘The Shape I’m In’, and ‘The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down’. I revere The Band

  above all others, and to meet Robbie Robertson himself would be a signal honour.




  And then Scotland scored.




  It is not true to say that everyone in Ireland remembers where they were when Gary Mackay of Hearts, winning his first cap, scored that goal for Scotland with four minutes to go. Because like I

  said, the only people actually involved at this end were a few lost souls scattered around the country and Bambrick’s dog.




  What they also forget, is the agony that was yet to come. Brutalised by the abuse inflicted on us over the years, despite George Hamilton’s now-frenzied commentary, we were loath to even

  celebrate that goal until we saw with our own eyes that they were kicking off again at the centre circle.




  So many times, it seemed, we had seen good goals for the Republic disallowed, we had lost hope that there was even the most rudimentary form of justice at work in this football world. Joy had

  turned to disappointment so many times, we didn’t bother with the joy any more.




  For years we couldn’t properly celebrate a goal until we had something akin to forensic proof that the referee had allowed it, that all the paperwork had been done and everyone had signed

  off on it.




  We had instant recall of some of the bleaker legends of Irish football, such as the times Frank Stapleton had vital goals disallowed against Belgium in Brussels and against France in Paris for

  no reason, or at least none that was vaguely plausible. Had there even been an Irish goal disallowed for no reason on this very ground in Sofia, a long time ago?




  

    ——


  




  So even though this Scotland goal was being allowed to stand, it seemed inconceivable to us that another four minutes of normal time and God knows how long of injury time could

  go by without it all being taken away from us, in some uniquely twisted manner.




  This is what Ireland had done to us.




  This is the way we were, near the end of the 1980s. Not just the football, but all the other bullshit, the wrecked economy, the divorce referendum and the abortion referendum, the North,

  everything that was done under the colours of green, white and gold, had eventually worn us down to this level. We were sick men. Anyone who made it out of here had made it despite all the

  bullshit, driven by a desperate desire to be free of the bullshit.




  It became strangely forgotten during the era of the Tiger, but as I recall, one of the more influential events of the late 1980s was the publication of a book by Professor Joe Lee, Ireland

  1912–1985: Politics and Society.




  Again, because we got locked into that bullshit narrative of success breeding success, we overlooked the fact that failure was also a powerful motivator, and that we had it in spades.




  This book, which was a surprise best-seller, was essentially a long and detailed history of failure in Ireland since the foundation of the State. The author was then Professor of Modern History

  at UCC, a man who could increasingly be heard on RTÉ radio explaining how everything in Ireland was broken.




  Clearly he was a man who loved his country, and who was scrupulously, even obsessively fair, about what had been done right, and what had been done wrong. He gave respect where it was due. You

  would feel at times that he almost gave too much respect, even where it wasn’t due. But if anything, his well-known even-handedness made his book even more important and powerful and

  depressing — this guy wasn’t saying this stuff for effect, he was saying it because it was true, and he could prove it.




  Little wonder that so many of us bought his book, but so few of us had the heart to read it.




  But we would hear those who had been able to read it all the way through speaking in solemn tones about the sadness of it all. About Ireland, and how we had done so many things so badly compared

  with similar countries, who had somehow worked out how to govern themselves in a vaguely intelligent and responsible fashion.




  All who heard this drank deep and were silent.




  That big book felt like an epitaph for the whole doomed project that was the Republic of Ireland, one that was superbly and lovingly crafted in itself, but an epitaph all the same, for something

  dead and gone. Lee stopped short of saying that we should just hand the country back to whoever we got it from and say sorry about all that. But to many, that was the only reasonable conclusion to

  be drawn.




  So that’s roughly where we were, near the end of the 1980s in Ireland, without even venturing towards the badlands of international football and the men who had been forging our destinies

  in that regard. Throw in the FAI, described by writer Michael Nugent as ‘a perpetually exploding clown’s car’, and various Bulgarian hookers and so forth, and you get a sense of

  what we were up against here.




  Which is how, in the International Bar on 11 November 1987, even though this extraordinary thing had happened, with Scotland scoring so late in the game, we were convinced that it could only be

  the precursor to some grotesque denouement. We were already steeling ourselves for it, as the Bulgarians were now playing with a wild urgency, the blackguards, startled out of their cynical torpor

  by the unthinkable event which had just befallen them.




  Sportingly, if insanely, a Scot had rushed to retrieve the ball from the net after the goal, a goal that wouldn’t have happened if the ref had stopped play for a bad Bulgarian foul in the

  build-up.




  Their captain, Nasko Sirakov, sent a shot from the edge of the area which seemed certain to squeeze inside the far post, but which somehow went wide. The equaliser was coming. We knew it was

  coming. We cursed this savage new twist, this cruel raising of our hopes.




  Then Arthur Mathews came up with a formula, which seemed to make it bearable. ‘There’s about three minutes to go, including injury time,’ he said. ‘That’s about as

  long as “Teenage Kicks” by The Undertones.’ Which wasn’t long at all really, since he put it like that. And so myself, George and Arthur, in the privacy of our own tormented

  heads, ‘played’ that record by the Undertones, that three minutes of pop perfection which itself had been forged against a backdrop of pain and terror.




  

    ——


  




  When it was over, the RTÉ studio had become a place of madness.




  John Giles was there, Maurice Setters and Mick McCarthy.




  Jack couldn’t be found.




  Gone fishing.




  He couldn’t be phoned, faxed or texted, and even when these technologies became more common, Jack was not the sort of guy to be checking his messages when he had gone fishing. Avoiding any

  flak that might have come his way when we didn’t qualify, he was now missing his moment of triumph, yet acquiring just a little more mystique in the process. What other manager in world

  football would be incommunicado on such a day?




  Arthur and George and I went downstairs to our usual spot in the International, where the real drinking could commence. Already I could tell that I would be severely hung over for Robbie

  Robertson, but then he is a great artist and a great humanitarian, who would be no stranger to men in that condition.




  I did not care.




  We were still there at closing time at 11 o’clock on the 11th of November.




  It was the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month.
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  Bob Geldof was my landlord at the time. That would be Bob Senior, father of famous Bob, who owned a large Edwardian house on Crosthwaite Park in

  Dun Laoghaire divided into flats. Liam Mackey, my friend from Hot Press, lived in the basement flat and when he moved upstairs to a slightly larger premises, I moved in to the basement along

  with Jane — our baby Roseanne would soon be born.




  He was a lovely man, old Geldof, still kicking around the world in a camper van which young Bob had bought for him. We were paying him more than we’d been paying for the olde worlde flat

  in Leinster Road in Rathmines where we had been living, but Dun Laoghaire had distinct advantages such as the nearby DART, which, it was increasingly felt, might not be such

  a bad idea after all. And there was Dun Laoghaire itself, where we now had characters such as Barry Devlin, formerly of Horslips, in the neighbourhood, as well as Sonny Condell, who played at the

  first rock gig I ever attended, wearing the first pair of leather trousers I had ever seen, in the Dean Crowe Hall in Athlone. He’d been supporting Peggy’s Leg. In Rathmines, we had had

  Father Michael Cleary living across the road.




  I was now working for a national newspaper — soon I would be working for two national newspapers and a national magazine. Yet it seemed quite normal to be renting not just the flat, but

  the television in the flat.




  ‘Confidence’, in Ireland at that time, was such a fragile thing.




  Eoghan Corry, then Features Editor of the Irish Press, had asked me to write a TV column for the paper, making use of the rented TV (I

  think I bought the pen and paper outright). I would soon start contributing to the Sunday Independent and there was still Hot Press — in fact, I had interviewed Jack for that

  paper, early in the campaign for Euro 88.




  I had been writing a sports column called ‘Foul Play’ in which we were placing football in a rock ’n’ roll context long before Nick Hornby and Fever Pitch. So an

  interview with Jack or with any football man would be a normal procedure, if indeed the word ‘normal’ could ever be used in relation to a Hot Press interview — for example,

  we used to actually print most of things that people said, rather than observing the ancient journalistic conventions of tidying up the bad language and the digressions and the loose talk in

  general. We did not feel that the people needed to be protected from such things.




  The interview was done in the lounge of an airport hotel, with physio and batman Mick Byrne scurrying around organising room-keys and generally coming across like the PA

  to a busy executive. Indeed Jack laughed about the male-ness of the world in which he moved, expressing disappointment that I wasn’t a woman — Colette from Hot Press had

  organised the interview and he had been expecting her.




  He seemed younger that day than we generally remember him. When he became a sort of Father of the Nation a few years later, he assumed an aura of seniority which obscured the fact that when he

  took the Ireland job in 1986, he was just 50.




  For the first time, I noted that he kept getting names wrong: names of players, names of countries; he referred to Bulgaria as Romania and instinctively I was about to correct him, but stopped

  myself. If he didn’t know the difference by now, it didn’t matter. And while he was being factually inaccurate, he was not too far from the truth — for what difference was there

  really between Bulgaria and Romania? As Con Houlihan put it, these guys from behind the Iron Curtain who would come over to play football, were ultimately doing it for ‘the bit of freedom and

  some decent food’.
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