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For Charlotte, Oscar, Olivia and Louis


‘A goal without a plan is just a wish.’
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

















PROLOGUE


It can be lethal, the silence.


It’s there when you finish your career and step into that vacant, terrifying void. It’s there when you get injured and suddenly no one seems to care. But it’s also there on the biggest stage in athletics, minutes before you walk out into a packed stadium.


Welcome to the call room, where it’s just you and your rivals, cramped together like caged animals. No race is ever won in a call room but, trust me, many of them are lost there, with time to think – or overthink – all that’s about to unfold. There are no phones allowed in the call room, no music, nothing to distract you from the hundreds of thoughts fizzing through your anxious mind. There are no coaches or team managers or support staff. It’s just you and your rivals, sitting around, avoiding eye contact. Waiting.


The minutes tick by in slow motion. You hear the occasional roar from outside, an eruption from tens of thousands of fans as a high jumper or pole-vaulter either clears or knocks the bar. Success or failure. Soon, that would be me, with a strict, objective line dividing everything I wanted and everything I feared. The most important 44 seconds of my career were just minutes away: the 2009 world 400 metres final in Berlin.


In truth, there are two call rooms at major championships. The first is at the edge of the warm-up track. As you go through your drills, stretches and strides, you hear the summoning calls blast over the PA.


‘Men’s 400 metres, fifteen minutes.’


‘Men’s 400 metres, last call.’


So you grab your stuff, say goodbye to your coach, then walk in there, alone.


The first call room is usually a large tented structure, with chairs arranged in rows. You go up to a desk and they tick your name off the list. You’re still in your tracksuit and runners at that point, as you take a seat alongside your rivals. Soon an official walks over, checks your bag for electronics. Once everyone is assembled, they lead you into the stadium, sometimes in a golf cart, other times by walking in line behind an official, like kids on a school tour.


Call room two is always in the stadium, alongside the track. That’s where they check your numbers, your footwear, your kit. Any oversized logos are taped over, given that there are strict rules governing the number and size of logos allowed on your kit. Then you lace up your spikes and, mentally, start to turn a corner. It’s almost go-time. But first you must sit there and wait. Maybe 10 minutes. Maybe 20. All call rooms, all championships, are slightly different. No one enjoys that time. But some hate it more than others.


Nerves can do strange things to the body. So do large amounts of caffeine or sodium bicarbonate. The toilet is always in high demand. ‘Getting light’, as we call it. Some athletes will sit in silence with their heads bowed. Others will grunt, slap themselves, prowling around like raging bulls, desperate for release.


Sometimes there’s a small strip of track, so you can stay active. Other times there isn’t, and all you can do is sit and wait and think, trying not to let your mind sabotage your body.


In Berlin, ahead of the world final, I wore sunglasses. Not to protect against the glare of the lights outside or to look cool, but so my rivals couldn’t see my eyes in that call room. In a place where you can feel so nervous, so vulnerable, that was a protective visor.


As I sat there, I pictured a feather resting on my nose, a trick I’d often use to centre myself and block out all around me. Nothing else mattered but that fictitious feather and calming my breathing so I wouldn’t dislodge it.


Some athletes are big talkers in the call room, trying to distract themselves. Others hate chatting. I was the latter, usually sitting in silence, closing my eyes, running the race one last time in my head.


It was so quiet in Berlin, so still, so awkward. You’re getting up, sitting down, bumping into rivals. ‘Oops, sorry, mate.’ Ahead of my 400 metres heat, a few days earlier, the silence had been broken by one of my rivals letting rip a massive fart. It felt like I was back at school – doing that somewhere you shouldn’t – so I burst out laughing. But no one else reacted, my rivals too caught up in the tension. It sounds stupid, but I knew in that moment, with that laugh, that I was in the right headspace: calm, relaxed, centred – just how you want to be.


For a long time, it hadn’t been like this. But in Berlin I felt no fear, just excitement. I’d been waiting long enough to race the world final. Not just in my career, but also on the night itself.


It had been a beautiful, sunny day, but as night started to fall, an ominous cluster of thick, dark clouds loomed on the horizon. The 400 metres was the last race of the night and by the time I got to the warm-up track – usually a busy, chaotic place – we had it almost to ourselves. I was going through my warm-up when the Irish team manager, Patsy McGonagle, came over. ‘They’re forecasting thunder. They’re going to delay everything.’


Fuck. I just want to get this out of the way.


I took shelter in the Irish tent, lay on the physio bed and tried to switch off my mind. But the race wouldn’t stop running through my head. Then some doubts crept in. I looked at my watch, annoyed I was knee-deep in this process when, by this stage, it should have been all over. I went to the bathroom, sat on the toilet and spoke to myself.


David, no matter what, the world will keep spinning. Whatever happens tonight, there’s people who’ll get up tomorrow and not know who the fuck you are. You’re in good shape, you deserve to be here. Get over yourself, get out there and run.


An hour or so later, they set us free from the call room, out into the daunting, vast openness of the Olympic Stadium. What struck me first was the colour of the track: a rich, deep, brilliant blue. My heat had been in the morning, my semi-final in the early evening – both in daylight – so this was my first time seeing it under lights. I thought about the history of this place: the same stadium where Jesse Owens sprinted to Olympic gold in 1936, watched on by Adolf Hitler.


In 2009, I was studying sports management and one of my textbooks had a picture of this stadium, which I looked at in class every day. Now I was here, about to race a world final – something very few Irish sprinters had done.


We walked out on the track midway up the back straight. In previous rounds, we’d taken a left turn to head to the start, but this night, for some reason, they turned us right, leading us the long way around. I heard my name shouted from the stands but avoided looking up. It felt like the longest walk of my life.


When we reached the start, we had several minutes to set up our starting blocks and do some practice runs. I was drawn in lane two, with the two previous Olympic 400 metres champions – LaShawn Merritt and Jeremy Wariner – in four and six.


Both of those US stars had been quiet, subdued, in the call room, but something changed in Merritt once he got on the track. Suddenly, he had this giant smile, flashing a big, toothy grin. He walked around, high-fiving everyone. His energy levels went through the roof. Maybe it was a tactic to get inside our heads. If so, the fact it stayed with me shows that it worked. Maybe he was subtly putting us down.


I’m so confident I’m gonna beat the shit out of you, I’m gonna walk around high-fiving you.


Or maybe that’s just what he always did, flicking a switch when the time was right. It didn’t feel like he was doing it in a negative way, just that he was buzzing to get going. Me? I’d never high-five my rivals before a race. It just wasn’t my style.


In time, given what transpired, I’d look back differently on Merritt’s behaviour. A few months after that final, my training partner called me and dropped a bombshell: ‘Did you hear Merritt got done for drugs?’


I was shocked. It turned out that he had tested positive for an anabolic steroid, DHEA, which Merritt claimed he ingested through an over-the-counter penis-enlargement supplement. Yes, really. He got a 21-month doping ban but was able to keep his Olympic and world titles, given his positive test came after those races. When the news broke, I thought back to the moments before that final.


Of course he was high-fiving everyone. He knew he wouldn’t get beaten.


I thought about him walking up, with his million-dollar smile, and shaking my hand. Suddenly it felt different – hollow.


You’re a fucking cheat and you’re prancing around, wishing everyone good luck.


At the time, of course, that didn’t enter my mind. I was focused only on nailing a great performance. One of the things I had long wanted was to get an Irish vest to a sprint final, but I didn’t want to get there and then trail in at the back. I wanted a medal. And I knew I could get one. Wariner and Merritt looked a cut above the field, but after that it was wide open. I told myself all the right things in those final minutes.


This is where I want to be. This is an opportunity.


I set up my blocks, did some starts, and if I spotted something in my lane, like a pebble, I’d kick it into someone else’s. People might have thought I was an arsehole, but elite sport breeds a sort of selfishness.


I again heard some Irish voices raining down.


‘Come on, Gillick!’


‘Come on, Ireland!’


I felt good, fast, calm. Then my tranquillity was broken by an official.


‘Tracksuits off!’


I handed my gear to the kid holding my kit basket and said a little prayer as I stood behind my blocks, the noise of the crowd descending into a deathly silence.


‘On your marks.’


In my head, I repeated the same thing.


The dynamite is lit, the dynamite is lit.


I jumped up, then settled into the blocks. I pushed hard on each pad, making sure they were stable, then took a couple of slow, deep breaths.


Silence.


My mind went blank, which is how you know you’re properly focused. Once the gun fired, instinct would take over and I’d press play on a process I’d rehearsed thousands of times, focusing only on my first few steps. Run through that wall in the first five metres. After that, the race would flash by in a frantic blur of noise, lights and adrenaline – 44 seconds which, regardless of how they went, would stay with me forever.


Through much of my career, before big races, my old coach Jim Kidd told me, ‘You’ve got a ticket to the ball, now go and dance.’ I had done everything right in 2009, and as I crouched in those blocks, waiting for that gun, I knew I was more ready than ever.


It’s time to dance.




















CHAPTER 1




ON YOUR MARKS


The first race I ever ran was against a car.


Growing up in Ballinteer, on the southside of Dublin, our local shop was about 500 metres from my house. The challenge was always: how fast can you run down and back? One day, as I was hurtling along the footpath, a car passed by, driven by a guy in his twenties with long hair.


So I picked up the pace, chasing it down. When I drew alongside, the driver looked over, surprised, then went a little faster. Challenge accepted. I started to sprint, all out, and drew level just before I swung a left turn into our estate – content, as I arrived home, that I hadn’t been beaten.


I was a hyperactive kid. At family functions, I was the one wired on sugary drinks, buzzing around, kicking a ball against the wall. I was the fastest kid in my area, which gave me a certain street cred. When I’d win races at school sports days, or burn someone on the wing in a football match, word spread around the community: ‘Gillick is a bomber.’


When I was eight, my friend told me that a boy he knew from school, Paul, was lightning quick. ‘Faster than you,’ he swore. So one day, Paul came up to our area in a flowery shirt and the showdown was set: me versus Paul, on the footpath on our road. I won.


Not long after, word spread that there was another kid, Micko, who had a reputation for speed and who was about to join our school. He played on the same football team as some of my classmates and he’d later become one of my best mates. Another sprint showdown was arranged outside the school, with all our classmates watching. I won that, too.


Despite these successes as a kid, I honestly never dreamed about being an athlete. It was all about soccer. I’d thrash about in the garden, firing the ball around, picturing myself in the Premier League.


My first memory of organised athletics was a schools cross-country race in Marlay Park. I started like a bat out of hell – without a notion what I was doing – and died several slow, painful deaths. Endurance was not my forte.


At Our Lady’s National School in Ballinteer, my teacher Olive Horgan used to get us all out running, taking a horde of kids each spring to the Cumann na mBunscol event in Santry. That’s where I ran my first track race, over 80 metres. I rocked up to the start in a Judge Dredd T-shirt and sprinted to victory. And so, for the next two years, I wore that same T-shirt for every race, convinced it was key. Those superstitious ways stayed with me into adulthood.


For years, I had to use the same pair of socks for every race, convinced they were essential because I ran well in them the first time. I’d line up at a European or World Championships with socks riddled with holes. And it went far beyond that.


One time, as a professional, I went to a race in Belgium and arrived at my hotel late at night. The only thing available to eat was pizza. Beggars can’t be choosers. The next day, I ran a personal best (PB) and so for years after that, I had to always have pizza the night before a race. It wasn’t up for debate.


It extended to other areas, too. Like beds. Athletes typically share a twin room on the circuit, and you could be thrown in with anyone. But one big PB after sleeping in the bed nearest the door was all the evidence I needed. At every meeting, I wanted – needed – that bed. One time, I arrived late to the hotel and was sharing with a Japanese athlete. I walked in and he was lying down with a towel around him, properly relaxed, in the bed closest to the door. He only had a few words of English but, well, I had to try.


‘Are you happy in that bed?’ I asked, hoping he’d take the hint.


‘Yes, sir,’ he said. ‘Yes, sir.’


I accepted my fate and hopped into the other bed. The next day, I ran brilliantly. And that was when I decided my superstitions were bullshit.


I was the youngest of four, with two brothers, Tony and John, and a sister, Eileen. Tony was eight years older than me, John was seven, while Eileen was five years my senior. So, it’s fair to say I was an accident.


Dad worked nine to five, Monday to Friday, for a wholesale, hardware distribution company. Mum was a nurse, who often worked nights, and was always trying to help others, sometimes to the detriment of herself. That rubbed off on me. Even now, I’d class myself as a yes-man, a people pleaser, a trait that became hard to manage when I had some success in sport. I’d agree to things to the detriment of myself or those close to me. Trust me, it’s not always a good thing.


Dad was hard-working, unassuming. One time we got a new car. When I saw it, I immediately hopped up to run and tell Dermot, my best friend who lived next door, but Dad stopped me. ‘You don’t need to tell them that.’ That was Dad. There was no ego, no need to shout from the rooftops about anything you did or achieved.


We weren’t well off, but we had everything we needed, my parents making sure all of us understood the value of hard work and money. Mum would save for holidays using a two-litre bottle she kept beside her bed, throwing in 20p, 50p or pound coins whenever she had them.


One day I found it and fleeced it. I went down to the local shop, buying a quarter-pound of apple drops. Later, just before our trip to France, Mum was counting it out and said aloud, ‘Ah, I see someone found my stash of money!’ I sat there, saying nothing. I never owned up to it (until now), but I was riddled with guilt. It was, after all, money she’d saved so we’d have something to spend on holiday.


As the youngest child, by far, I was at the bottom of the food chain. I’d try to get the seat closest to the TV to have some authority in the living room, but the moment my brothers came in, I was chucked aside. If the channel had to be changed, I was ordered up to do it.


I gravitated towards Mum, which might have been my way of getting attention. Given she worked nights, she’d often be asleep when I came home from school and there might be a note for me: Boil the ham. So from a young age, eleven or twelve, I had independence: doing things myself, helping out around the house.


I wasn’t lonely, as such, but I was by myself a lot. In my early teens, the rest of the family would often go out and I’d be in the house alone, entertaining myself. At times, it was isolating, but I was always comfortable on my own. Still am. It doesn’t faze me. As an athlete, that’s a good trait because it’s something you have to get used to.


Sport was always in our house. There was no escape from it: on the radio, on TV, in conversations. As the youngest, I was loaded into the back of the car at weekends, off to watch an older sibling’s game. My brothers did soccer, GAA and athletics. My sister ran and played basketball. My dad did GAA and tennis. He’d take me along to games and I’d sit courtside, going through horse-racing cards with the guy who ran the courts.


Because of Mum, I grew up largely on the side of basketball courts. She played on the first Irish women’s basketball team in 1973 and was recently inducted into the Basketball Ireland hall of fame. She went from player to official to referee, then set up the Dublin Ladies Basketball Board and became president of the association. Long before the term ‘women in sport’ became a thing, Mum was its very definition.


The first time I got on a plane was to go to the Isle of Man with Mum. She was playing in a tournament and said she’d take me along. I was buzzing. The only issue? I missed a big soccer tournament with my school team: the Snickers five-a-side. Due to my no-show, I got kicked off the team and they went on to win the All-Ireland. I was livid. They had a photograph in the school after, with all the lads in their kit and then me, edited into it in my school GAA jersey. I always looked at that with regret.


When it came to sport, my parents were supportive but never pushy. When I was 10 or 11, I played soccer for one of the two clubs in my area, Leicester Celtic.


Dad picked me up after training one day, but before we left, the manager took him aside. When we were back in the car, he broke the news to me. ‘You’ve been cut from the team.’ My world caved in. The manager had told him that I wasn’t at the standard they were looking for and suggested to Dad: ‘Maybe you should play football with him in the back garden.’ The way Dad recounted it, I knew that had got to him.


The following year, I joined the other local team, Broadford Rovers. They played me up front, where my speed was a game-changer: a long ball over the top and I was on it. I went on a streak that season, scoring 28 goals, and was waiting for the day when we ran into Leicester Celtic. I scored a hat-trick. After one of the goals, I ran to the sideline and, like a cheeky little brat, unleashed a sliding ‘Klinsmann’ celebration at the feet of my old manager. When we arrived home, Dad told my older brother all about it. He’s never one to get too emotional, but I could see his deep sense of pride.


One of my best athletics memories was from my final year of primary school: a 4x100m relay in Santry. I was on a team with three classmates and, before the race, I sat on top of a steel shed at Morton Stadium, so nervous I felt sick. The lads on the team were also my friends; I didn’t want to let them down. As for the race, I took the baton in front for the final leg, bringing us home to victory. It was brilliant: four friends from the same class beating all the other schools in Dublin.


Dundrum South Dublin (DSD) was the athletics club at the end of our road and my older siblings all ran with them, so I followed suit. It was the brainchild of Liz and Eddie McDonagh, who ran sessions in the sports hall at Ballinteer Community School.


I’d go down there early, play soccer for an hour, before Liz and Eddie showed up around 6.30 p.m. ‘Put that ball away!’ We paid 20p per session and would do some warm-ups before they set us off running around the area, Eddie following us in the van, leaning out the window and telling us to run faster. Then we’d return to the hall and do relays. Liz would pull out two big mats for the long jump. The variety was fantastic, plus every weekend a bus would be going to Gormanston, Tullamore or Julianstown for races.


I fell in love with the feeling of winning. After each race, a guy would come over and hand out cards corresponding to your finishing position. Every time I got the ‘1’, it was like I’d won a world title. One time, the guy with the cards asked me if I liked Linford Christie, the alpha male of sprinting at the time. Something about the way I’d been striving for the line, eyeballs out, neck straining, made him spot a similarity.


The Cumann na mBunscol was my first big victory. I won it three years in a row: Under-10, Under-11 and Under-12. I also did Community Games, which was where I developed one of my first big rivalries, with Paul Howard, who ran for Blackrock. There was another kid, too – Cormac Kearns – who was my childhood nemesis. I’d turn up for races and scan the crowd, searching for their faces.


Is Paul here?


Is Cormac here?


My first national medal was at the Under-13 All-Ireland’s – a bronze over 80 metres. At that age, the nationals felt like the Olympics. I’d put on my best tracksuit, have my hair slicked, knowing I’d see girls from all over the country. But for years after that, I won nothing at national level. I was a skinny little whippet, who didn’t develop as fast as my peers.


Thankfully, I had great mentors who kept me in it. In fifth and sixth class, I had Mr McGonagle – Macker – who gave us responsibility, treating us like teenagers instead of kids. He’d get us to set up the sports hall, imprinting lessons about discipline that stayed with us.


One of my best mates, Micko, was a talented footballer. But, like me, he was hot-headed in sport. One day, he was messing around and Macker warned him that if he continued, he’d revoke the football team captaincy. Mick kept messing, so Macker made me captain, demoting Mick to a sub. Mick was like a caged animal on the sideline of our next game – ‘Can I go on now?’ – but Macker stayed firm, ensuring he learned his lesson.


I was competitive and often boiled over if things didn’t go my way. There was one game in particular: I was 12 or 13, playing Gaelic football for Ballinteer St John’s on a rainy day in Marlay Park. I wasn’t playing well and was growing more and more frustrated when I went over the sideline with the ball. When the ref blew his whistle, I started giving him stick, claiming I hadn’t crossed the line. First yellow card. A while later, I was near the ref when he ignored a clear foul on my teammate. I lost the plot.


‘You’ve got a whistle!’ I shouted at him. ‘What more do you want – a foghorn? Blow the fucking thing.’


He quickly pulled out a red card: ‘You’re off.’


My dad was on the sideline, watching. He didn’t get angry. But his look of disgust spoke volumes. We didn’t speak a word on the journey home, but once we arrived, he let me have it.


‘Right, you’re up to your room, you’re grounded. You’ve let yourself down, you’ve let your club down and you’ve let me down. If it was a bad tackle, I might let you away with it. But you can’t walk around the pitch acting like that. You’re not coming out of that bedroom for the rest of the day.’


That was the only time I was grounded, and I never saw him do that to my brothers or my sister. I spent the day pacing around my room, brooding.


What the fuck do I do now?


But Dad’s plan worked. As I sat there, I started to connect the dots. If I lose the head, I don’t play well.


I was always very vocal on the pitch, but at times my desire to win tipped over into something unhealthy. When we lost, I’d be holding back tears. It mattered so much. But I also loved that: the binary nature of sport, where there has to be a winner and a loser. A loss would eat away at me. It’s not a bad thing, once you can control it, and I see it now with my own kids and their teammates. My eldest son, Oscar, is nine and the lads on his team get fired up, emotional. So does Oscar – he is a Gillick, after all – but I’d never try to bleach that out of him.


Sometimes a bit of petulance isn’t a bad thing. In sport, you want that bit of grit. It shows something very fundamental: that it matters.


In my childhood, sport was a kind of sanctuary, a place where I felt the best about myself. I had speed, which opened doors across sports, making me an asset. Soccer and Gaelic Games had my heart in my pre-teen years, but I was also winning a rake of medals in athletics – at least up until I turned 13 or 14.


I went to secondary school at St Benildus, Kilmacud, where sport is woven into the fabric of life. I loved it there. As one of our year heads said, ‘Lads, these are the times of your lives.’ We groaned, but then he told us to ‘go home and think how many times you smiled today.’ He was right. No matter how monotonous it felt, we always had a laugh.


It was many years before I appreciated how much time and effort the teachers gave us outside of school hours, and how their efforts shaped who we became. We had one teacher, Maurice McMahon, who we called Batman because he always wore a kind of cape. He loved cross-country running and would take us to the Leinster Schools Championships. Batman gave one hell of a pep talk, the raw emotion spilling out in every word. ‘Have pride in the crest!’ he’d shout, shaking his fist. ‘Think about the people who got you here. You’re all winners, all battlers!’


In cross-country, there’s always a team competition as part of the race, with the sum of the first four finishing positions of your team adding up to an overall points total. The fewer points, the better. ‘No matter where you are on that team, whether you’re the first or last person, you’ve got to keep fighting!’ Batman would say. ‘Whoever’s in front of you, even if it’s one inch in front, you find it.’


Later, a younger teacher, Oisín McKeown, took us to events and Batman would give him notes to read out before races, the kind that’d make the hairs stand on your neck. That was my first time realising athletics is not something trivial. It matters. When I saw an adult with that enthusiasm, how much he wanted it for us, it sparked something.


Oisín had been a student at our school and while I never had him as a teacher, he became one of those rare mentors who you strive to make proud. My maths teacher, Mr Fitzgerald, was another, speaking to us on a different level: not like a teacher but a friend.


Another abiding memory was winning a Dublin senior schools’ title in Gaelic football and our coach, Martin Johnson, looking around the dressing room after the game and telling us: ‘Never, ever forget this winning feeling.’ I didn’t, and I wanted more of it.


For years, we had the same year head, Manus McGowan, who was stern. But down the line, I saw the value in his approach. After my first big international medal as a senior, he was among the first to text me. ‘Comhghairdeas, táimid go léir chomh bródúil asat.’ Congratulations, we’re all very proud of you.


The school had a great cross-country tradition. Alan McCormack was in my year, for example; a very good distance runner who went on to win a national senior title. I was way down the ladder, number five or six on the team, but even if I wasn’t a scoring member I could still contribute, trying to beat one of the scoring athletes on a rival team, adding to their points tally.


I’d usually finish in the fifties or sixties, but our team was winning. That kept me in it, because cross-country is not for the faint of heart. It’s a suffer-fest. I remember slogging around a field in Dungarvan, dying a horrible death, only to be the fifth man home for our school.


Another year, we went to Galway for the All-Ireland Schools, which was run around the racecourse in Ballybrit. They wouldn’t have let the horses out that day, given the conditions, but we didn’t have much choice.


It was our first trip away as a team and we travelled there the night before, staying in a B & B. The morning of the race, a lady came into the dining room. ‘OK, lads, what do you want for breakfast? A full Irish?’


I didn’t hesitate in saying yes, a decision I came to regret. As I slogged three and a half kilometres around the racecourse, ankle-deep in mud, my stomach churning, all I could taste were those bacon rashers. I was retching as I was running, then puked everywhere after, having run like a sack of potatoes. As a team, however, we won bronze medals.


If I wasn’t part of a team that was doing well, that rasherinduced nausea would probably have caused me to quit there and then.


In my teenage years, I was a bit lost. I was a sheep, flocking with other people, doing what they did instead of what I really wanted. Lots of teenagers get caught in that trap, lacking the confidence to be their true selves, unsure who they really are.


One time at school, our guidance counsellor, Mr Kirrane, got us to do an exercise, filling out questionnaires. One of the questions: ‘Are you interested in having a girlfriend? If you had one, what would resonate more with you: going to the pub or going for a walk?’ The other kids were like, ‘Who the fuck would want to go for a walk?’ And so, of course, I opted for the pub answer. But, in truth, I’d have much preferred the second option: the quieter aspect of being with someone you like with no one else around.


I just wanted to be one of the gang – to be popular. I was so aware of what I’d say or how I’d act for fear of people thinking I was a fool. I’d suppress myself, trying to fit in. It stemmed from not feeling confident in my own skin.


I don’t know why I wasn’t. I wasn’t bullied. But maybe it went back to growing up as the youngest, by far, in a busy household, where sometimes you’re not getting the attention you want. Success in sport is so much about having belief, but I struggled with that in school, and in life, unable to convince myself I could be any good. I was always hard on myself, always focusing on the negative, and many times I’d talk myself out of a good performance on the start line.


Any boy that was bigger. Well, he’s going to beat me.


Any kid with fancy racing spikes. He must be faster.


In my teenage years, one of the star names in Irish sprinting was David McCarthy, who we called ‘Big Red’ due to his ginger hair. He was a tall, strong, explosive athlete from Kildare who’d later become my international teammate. When we were 14 or 15, he towered above me. It was like a man against boys. He’d grunt as he warmed up, which intimidated the hell out of me. Instead of focusing on myself, I was worrying about him.


That approach filtered into life outside sport. I was always looking at my peers, trying to mould myself into that person who’d be popular, a guy who could make people laugh, who all the girls liked, instead of just accepting that I am who I am.


Decades later, when I took part in Celebrity Hell Week, an RTÉ show that put contestants through a week of physical, mental and emotional turmoil, one of the Special Forces directors told me, ‘Even in high-pressured situations, you’re hyper-aware of your surroundings.’ From their perspective, that was a great thing: a valuable tool in a conflict zone. But in athletics, it wasn’t.


I’d study my rivals, looking at what spikes, shorts or even jewellery they had. Even as a professional, I’d often be in fantastic shape but turn up on the start line, look over at some guy from Jamaica, and talk myself into a defeat. Well, he has to be good.


Has to be.


These days, people ask if I’d like my children to grow up to be sportspeople. Of course, but the thing I want most is for them to be comfortable in their own skin, to be happy and make their own decisions based on what they want to do – to trust their gut and back themselves. Whatever route they choose is fine by me, but I’d love for them to not be like I was as a teenager, feeling like I was always acting, trying to play the part of someone else.


I wasn’t a golden child, but I wasn’t a troublemaker either. Being the youngest, there was an element of freedom and trust involved. I didn’t cause problems at school so there was no reason for my parents not to give me that. They’d have liked for me to work harder, of course, but I did OK.


Despite being a decent athlete, I didn’t live an ascetic life. I’d go drinking with my friends on Friday nights then show up for training the next morning. We’d wait in a laneway by an off-licence and approach adults, asking them to buy us beer: six cans of Dutch Gold for a fiver. Then we’d leg it up to a farmer’s field where all the young lads and girls from the area would assemble, boozing up before we hit the teenage disco at Wesley Rugby Club.


We were always sketchy of the Guards and so we made sure to drink about 200 metres from the road, giving us an early-warning sign once they showed up. That’s when my speed came in handy. At the first sight of blue, we’d leg it. I’d be gone at first sight, the lads trying to keep up.


My parents probably knew that was going on but it was harmless enough; I never got dragged home by police. One bank holiday weekend when I was around 15, I’d been out drinking cider all afternoon and landed home drunk. I disguised it well, telling my mum I was going to my room to study. I collapsed into bed, fell asleep, before coming down a few hours later for dinner.


‘Were you studying away up there?’ asked Mum.


‘Yeah, yeah,’ I said.


‘Well, I popped my head in, and you were fast asleep.’


I look back at my teenage years and think it was a good thing that athletics didn’t take over my life. It helped me have a long-term career. So many talented kids get caught up with early specialisation, and I see that now, following my own kids. You go to a race or a match and see parents on the sideline whose whole world revolves around their kids’ achievements. You wonder if they’re giving them space to have a normal, fun childhood.


In our club, we had a slew of athletes who smashed underage records, but I’d often wonder: Is that what you need to do? To me, their lives didn’t look fun. Fast forward 10 years and, sure enough, most of those prodigies had nothing to do with the sport.


I was lucky. My parents were relaxed: in sport and in life. If I was out with friends, I just had to be home by 10 p.m. They were never vocal on the sidelines; they were always great taxi drivers, ferrying me everywhere I needed, and I never felt I had to do sport to keep them happy.


Up until fifth year in school, I saw athletics as something that sharpened me up for what mattered most: team sports. But then something began to shift. I was playing a lot of Gaelic football, and we had a strong team, but there was one training session when the coach came over and said, ‘Jesus, the speed of you.’ I’d gone through a growth spurt and, suddenly, I had so much more pace – Gillick is a bomber – and the fitness to run all day. Athletics started taking centre stage. I won my first national gold medal at the age of 16: the Irish Schools’ intermediate boys’ 400 metres hurdles title.


As I progressed, Jim Kidd, the lead sprints coach at DSD, took over my coaching. He’s from Glasgow and had moved to Ireland many years before with his wife, Patricia. He had that bit of Scottish gruffness, that brilliant bluntness. For most of my teenage years, we called him Mr Kidd – not sure why, we just did – but as I got older, that became Jim.


As a former sprinter, he understood the delicate balance you need to strike as a 400 metres runner between speed and endurance. He knew I was coming from an over-distance, endurance background, but he understood how to marry that with my natural speed to get the best out of me over 400 metres.


That was hard within the club. Eddie was the head coach and believed in running lots of miles, trying to mould me into an 800 metres runner. Jim had a sprinter’s mindset, however, and saw my future in the 400 metres, and so Lucy Moore worked alongside him on the technical and conditioning side.


There was tension at training. I was making inroads and Eddie wanted to have a role in my career, but his philosophy and Jim’s were very different. It came to a head at the track one Wednesday evening before the track season. We’d switched from doing hills on the grass through the winter to doing speed work on the track. I was warming up, getting ready to do a session with Jim, when Eddie pulled in in his van and went berserk. He and Jim had a massive row, Eddie demanding that we go up to do our hills. Off we went to do them, against Jim’s wishes. They had very different approaches but given my goals and my profile, Jim was a natural fit as my coach. I went with him.


I never made any internationals as a schoolboy, but I would look on with envy at those who did. One day, Alan McCormack rocked into training in his Irish kit and as I was admiring it, another athlete who’d made an international said he’d sell me an Irish vest. I agreed. But then someone said, ‘Why would you want to buy that? You have to earn it.’ He was right, but that was never on the cards for me. I just wasn’t good enough.


But in my late teens, things started to change. A year after winning the Irish schools’ intermediate 400 metres hurdles title, I finished second in the senior 400 metres. A year after that, in my final year, I won the senior boys’ 400 metres, clocking 48.54 seconds, equalling the schools’ record at the time. Still, that was over three seconds slower than the best teenagers were running elsewhere in the world.


Leaving school, I had no idea what to do with my life. During my final year, I had a meeting with a career guidance teacher who asked me if I’d consider a sports scholarship to University College Dublin (UCD). I was thinking GAA but he said, ‘What about athletics?’ Until then, it had never even entered my mind.


I was like many students as they reach that crossroads: lost. I liked elements of science and so, in the end, I chose to study that at UCD. They offered me a half scholarship for athletics, worth about €1500, but the catch was that I would have to leave DSD and represent UCD in all club competitions. I felt I was worth a bit more than that, given my potential, and decided to turn it down.


My parents wanted me to take it, but I didn’t see why I should jump through hoops for such meagre support. I didn’t even chat to Jim about it, I just walked into the office of the UCD Director of Sport, Brian Mullins, and told him I wasn’t taking it. I was half-dreading his reaction, as he was a hulk of a man. He muddled around the desk for a few moments before eventually saying, ‘I think you’re making a big mistake.’


‘We’ll have to wait and see,’ I told him.


From my first day at UCD, in September 2001, I was overwhelmed. It was such a vast campus and the fact that I didn’t do chemistry for my Leaving Cert meant I struggled in class. There’d be hundreds in the lecture hall and, not wanting to stand out, I never put up my hand to ask for explanations.


I did one year there and failed two exams: chemistry and computer science. As I was weighing up the option of repeats in the summer, I told Mum, ‘I’m not enjoying this, I’m struggling. What’s the point of doing the re-sit?’ I re-filled out the CAO form, switching to business at the Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT), where I was much happier. It was a cosier campus, with smaller classrooms that suited me much better.


The summer before I started at DIT, the big event was the World Junior Championships. To qualify for it, I had to run 48.00 seconds for 400 metres. I just missed out, running 48.48 just before the deadline. But there was a big silver lining: Ireland was sending a team in the men’s 4x400m relay. I got a call-up, and was soon packing my bags for Kingston, Jamaica, where I’d represent Ireland for the first time and race the fastest teenagers in the world.


One of those who was also making his major championship debut there? A tall, gangly 15 year old who many experts were hyping as a potential superstar. I didn’t know much about him, but he certainly had a great name for a sprinter: Usain Bolt.























CHAPTER 2




COOL RUNNINGS


The first thing that hit me was the smell. Every track has a very distinctive scent and in high summer that tartan surface seems to soak up the heat and breathe its essence right back at you. It’s a slightly toxic smell – sort of like burning rubber – and it invaded my nostrils the moment I set foot on the red track at the national stadium in Kingston.


It was a vast, rickety place, with flecking paint on the walls and rusted hinges on the gates. There was no roof, no individual seating, just rows and rows of benches that would soon be thronged by tens of thousands of fans.


It’s hard to overstate how much of a religion athletics is in Jamaica, specifically sprinting, where this tiny country with under three million people goes toe to toe with the biggest athletics superpower, the US, which has over a hundred times the population and infinitely better resources.


For any aspiring Olympian, the ‘World Juniors’ are a crucial pit stop. They take place every two years and bring together about 1500 of the world’s best teenage athletes from around 160 nations. Many youngsters can coast along in their teenage years, being a big fish in a small pond, but at the World Juniors, you get tossed overboard into a huge ocean of outlying talent. Sink or swim. It’s where athletes learn, via those objective numbers on the clock, just how vicious the standard is in this global sport.


For athletics, World Juniors is the great exposition of future stars. Retrace the steps of most champions to their teenage years and you’ll find the majority competed there, from Mondo Duplantis to Noah Lyles, Faith Kipyegon to Jakob Ingebrigtsen. Not every one of them was a champion – Ingebrigtsen, despite being the ultimate child prodigy, only won silver and bronze – but it’s where countless stars first announce their ability to the world.


As a result, it’s also a huge shop window for emerging talent, with representatives from the leading professional management companies all loitering around, trying to sign up the next big thing. So too are hordes of coaches from the US collegiate system, the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA), trying to lure kids to their universities with a scholarship which, when tuition, travel, accommodation and other costs are factored in, is worth around $300,000 across four years.


Some promising careers get derailed at World Juniors, with many realising just how far they are behind their international peers. Athletes learn just how difficult it’ll be to earn a living from the sport or realise their childhood dream of being an Olympic champion is starting to look like delusion. But many more dreams are emboldened: the medallists earning the support they need to graduate to the next level, with most of the others inspired to believe that the dream is worth chasing, still within reach.


One of the best parts of the 2002 World Juniors occurred before I even left for Jamaica: picking up my kit. I was like a kid on Christmas when I got back to my house after the visit to Athletics Ireland’s offices, laying all the Irish gear out in the front room and calling in Mum and Dad. It started to hit home then: I’m going to represent my country.


Our team assembled at Dublin Airport, then flew to London before boarding a plane to Kingston. We were staying in student accommodation at the local university where we all had single rooms – a rarity in athletics.


The halls in the dorms had concrete floors and, every morning, I’d hear a door swing open, with the echo of footsteps down the corridor, followed by a knock. It was Bill Cuddihy, the Irish team doctor, looking for a urine sample to check our dehydration levels. It was roasting in Kingston, humid and sweaty – far from ideal for the Irish.


At a championship, the days pass slowly, with nervous energy bubbling up a little more as your race draws near. It’s a strange set-up. Suddenly you become best friends with people you’d never met, living in each other’s pockets.


That Irish team had some great characters. Darragh Graham would blast ‘Ireland’s Call’ in the dorms, over and over, while two of the chief messers were Thomas Chamney and Liam Reale. One day in the dining hall, they landed over to our table with an athlete from some small African country, whose name I’ve long forgotten. The chap didn’t have any team tracksuit but was wearing an Ireland T-shirt from the USA ’94 World Cup, the kind you’d buy in Penneys. In the eight years since that tournament, it had obviously found its way into a second-hand clothes market in Africa, and our new mate – who joined us for lunch – was putting it to use in Kingston.


Before the championships, we raced a pre-event at the stadium, a meeting put on so organisers can make sure everything is working well. I ran a 400 metres and was in rag order after it, laying on my back with my feet burning, feeling like I was suffocating as I tried to suck in some oxygen from the hot, humid air. It was like racing in a greenhouse.


Having never been to even a Schools’ International, it was overwhelming to see the variety of nationalities, a kaleidoscope of colourful tracksuits. It was my first time getting a little starstruck. I sat on the bus to the stadium as all the Americans got on board, including two of the biggest names, Allyson Felix and Sanya Richards-Ross, who both went on to win Olympic titles.


The 4x400m relay wasn’t until the end of the week and so we went to the stadium to watch some early action. I stood trackside as Darrel Brown, a 17-year-old Trinidadian sprinter, clocked 10.09 to win the men’s 100 metres, and had to pick my jaw off the floor. I’d never seen someone run so fast in the flesh. It was so different to seeing it on TV; he’d glided so effortlessly, so gracefully, across the track.


The 4x400m was on the Sunday, but the race most Jamaicans were waiting for was the night before: the men’s 200 metres final. In the heats, Usain Bolt had set an age-15 world best of 20.58, and with so much talk about his talent, a nation expected – demanded – gold.


I was literally speechless the moment I walked into the stadium, which was rocking, with hordes of fans climbing over gates to find a way in. There was no real law and order. Many fans were wearing their Jamaica football jerseys from 1998, the year they qualified for the World Cup, and shortly before the men’s 200 metres, before their star prodigy emerged, the fans started a rhythmic chant, swirling their flags and T-shirts in the air.


‘Bolt, Bolt, Bolt, Bolt.’


It felt like the foundations of the old place were shaking.


‘Bolt, Bolt, Bolt, Bolt.’


Having experienced the electricity, the chaos, I understand why Bolt later said that nothing in his career – not any of his Olympic finals – ever made him as nervous as that night. You could see it in his face as he stood behind the blocks; he was fidgety, anxious, sweating, looking the complete opposite of the smiling, chilled-out champion the world would come to adore many years later.


Despite being the youngest in the race, Bolt towered over his rivals, but when the gun fired it was clear he was still a diamond in the rough. He ran with his head back, as if someone was tugging his hair from behind, and his sprint mechanics were all over the place. He raced around the bend in third or fourth place. He was long, gangly, awkward, ragged. He didn’t look like a natural sprinter, but when you see someone move that fast, with technique so poor, you know he has something special. Once he turned into the straight, he opened his giant stride and left his rivals trailing, crossing the line to win the first global title of many in 20.61 seconds.


As he slowed to a stop, Bolt looked up at the crowd and raised his hand to his forehead, giving an army salute. The crowd erupted, dancing, singing, cheering. It was deafening. We were dancing along with them, a cluster of Irish teenagers in the thick of thousands of Jamaicans, and when we returned to the dorms that night, all of us were thinking the same thing.


What have we just witnessed?


For young, impressionable athletes, experiences like that have a seismic impact. At the time, I’d been juggling Gaelic football with athletics and had yet to choose which one I wanted to pursue. But as I’d stood in that stadium, looking around at that magnificent, intoxicating madness, it became crystal clear.


I’m going home, packing in the GAA, and becoming an athlete.


In the heats of the 4x400m, I was on the first leg and would hand over to Daniel Tobin, with Liam McDermid next and then David McCarthy – Big Red – bringing it home. Before the race, I was painfully nervous. I was overthinking, over-analysing, but having the lads around helped calm me a bit. I tried to stay focused, but this unwanted voice kept barging into my thoughts.


Jesus Christ, this is massive – the biggest race I’ve ever run.


The environment was overwhelming. There was a cycling track on the outside of the running track, which made the stands look bigger, more ominous, as if we were fighters down on the Colosseum floor.


I gave it everything in the race, but we were nowhere near mixing it with the sprint superpowers. We finished seventh, a long way off making the final.


That night, we did what most athletes do after a season filled with discipline and denial: we went on the lash. We walked down to the reception and asked where we could buy some beer, and they said they’d call us a taxi. Two cars soon pulled up and it could just as easily have been two random people – they might well have been – but we hopped in regardless, asking them to take us to a petrol station.


My car had no suspension and I bounced around the back seat as we drove along the pot-holed streets of Kingston. We bought stacks of beer and the two drivers came drinking with us that night – a great way to say goodbye to what was, for me, a game-changing championships.


When I got home, I hung a souvenir Jamaican towel on my bedroom door, a reminder of the fork in the road I had reached in Kingston and why I was going all-in on athletics.


Jim had never tried to get me to pack in Gaelic football, but I knew – aged 18 – that the time was right. After Kingston, I had more belief in my potential, but I was still a big fish in a small pond.


One night, after nationals in Tullamore, I was out with the DSD crew when the Raheny lads were throwing some good-natured abuse at us, with Feidhlim Kelly, who’d just missed out on qualifying for Kingston over 800 metres, shouting: ‘Gillick, you were only there as part of a relay!’ He was right. I hadn’t reached the standard as an individual. I wanted to go to major championships and line up in the 400 metres.


In Ireland, turning your back on the GAA is not an easy thing to do, but I knew it had to happen. Kingston was all the proof I needed of where athletics could take me – even if some saw it as the wrong decision. A couple of years later, I had my twenty-first birthday party at the local GAA club and Jim told me a story that summed up the insular attitude among some in Gaelic Games.


By then, I had run for Ireland at the World Championships as a senior, but that didn’t matter much to one of the Gaelic football coaches, who’d asked Jim, deadly serious: ‘Why is he going off and doing this running stuff? He could play for Dublin one day.’
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