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I have been blessed with fierce women and strong men.


For my wife Ellen, my rock and love of my life.
To our blessings, Alice, Tadhg and Tommy.


For my mother, Joan, a tireless worker in the family
home at Ard an Bhóthair.


And to three great men …
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Dad, Páidí and Tom




















PREFACE


Ar scáth a chéile a mhaireann na daoine.
(It’s in each other’s shadow that people live.)


To walk into Páidí Ó Sé’s pub is to open a scrapbook. The inside is wallpapered with memories – photos of my uncle Páidí winning cups and holding them with his friends, legends of the game. Pictures of taoisigh, music icons, Hollywood stars, all taken under this roof. Old rivals, the local people who were there through it all, our An Ghaeltacht teams who took on the rest of Kerry first and then the country. Some scrapbook.


To me, it’s a family album too. I grew up running the bases from our happy homeplace across the crossroads, to our grandmother’s shop a few doors up, to this pub, which has always been so full of life. Great memories with my parents, uncles and three brothers who blazed a trail before me. It’s here I served behind the counter, exchanging porter for tales of Kerry’s long-gone footballers, and tried to keep up with traditional music maestros on the accordion my father bought me.


But I can see the spot too at the end of the bar where an All-Ireland winner innocently said, ‘I heard the Ó Sés are rearing three footballers and a musician.’ It was a throw-away joke but it needled a youngster who was full of doubt. Would I ever be good enough to play for Kerry? Was I the one who would break the chain? Would I fail to make it out of this family’s long shadow?


Perhaps people think my surname brought privilege and benefits and, of course, that’s true. But there was a price to be paid too. Like my uncles and brothers, there are now photographs of me inside the pub wearing green and gold. Páidí ran out in that jersey with the senior team for the first time in 1974; I finished up in 2016.


One can sketch out the modern history of the GAA in the span of those seasons. Our family tree stretches back before that though …




















CHAPTER 1




LÁ LE CAITLIN


The story starts in west Kerry but takes a detour to the pavements grey of London, the ‘city of fog and strange consonants’, as Eavan Boland put it.


Our family is strongly associated with a piece of real estate at Ard an Bhóthair – with the wild Atlantic on one side and Sliabh an Iolair, Mount Eagle, on the other. It’s beautiful and has always attracted people from around the country and beyond for holidays.


But emigration is part of the landscape too. My grandfather Tommy Ó Sé was a teenager when he left west Kerry in the 1930s, seeking to find employment and build a life for himself. Like many others he chose London, where there was a network of old neighbours and Irish contacts. He settled well and worked hard.


One of 15 children, Beatrice Lavin – my grandmother – arrived in the same destination, having left Ballymoate in Co. Sligo in 1935 at the age of 16.


Beatrice and Tommy met and became a couple. They married in 1938 and, it’s evident even now, were a great team – working various jobs and trying to carve out a life for themselves. At one point, Beatrice rose each morning in the early hours to take on a milk round before going to her full-time job in a local hospital. The couple eventually ran a boarding house together – though Tommy still worked outside the home too. My grandmother was a really hard worker, all through her life. We wonder did that gene skip a couple of generations.


She worked ferociously hard and brought in good money from that B&B business, which they built up. It was a foreshadowing of their lives. Beatrice gave birth to two sons, Michael – my father – and my uncle Tom, and they were a happy family unit.


I remember my dad telling a story that my grandfather Tommy was making his way home through London one evening on his bicycle when he was knocked down by a lorry. It was a serious incident and he was in a lot of bother. I have a lovely letter at home that my father wrote to his dad while in hospital over the Christmas period. My father is around five or six years old and he’s saying, ‘I hope you’ll be home for Christmas, Daddy,’ and ‘We miss you.’ It makes me emotional, thinking of my dad as a young boy in a big city like London writing a letter like that, and how his father must have felt away from his family. I can put myself in that position now.


My grandfather was in and out of hospital a lot afterwards. It affected his life afterwards and I’m not sure if he ever recovered from that belt of a lorry on the cobbled streets of London. Prompted by the accident, he wanted to return to Ventry and the couple made plans to uproot their little family.


Tommy had received compensation after the incident, they had some of their own saved money and I’d imagine Tommy’s family back in Kerry helped.


In 1955, they invested in a small shop at the crossroads of Ard an Bhóthair – maybe a mile from Ventry. They arrived off the bus at the crossroads on the feast day of St Caitlin, the patron saint of Ventry – 25 November. It has always been a special day in the parish.


It was fitting they arrived on this particular day. Their return meant we would all be born and reared in this hallowed part of the south-west of Ireland on the edge of the Atlantic.


The same year, Beatrice gave birth to their third son in Tralee General Hospital: Páidí. That would tell you my father was around thirteen and a half years older than Páidí. They reckon Páidí was a surprise. He certainly proved to be some surprise.


The family established themselves quickly at Ard an Bhóthair. Beatrice turned that shop into a busy hub of the community, a place where you could buy bread or you could buy a brush. You could buy paint. You could buy meat. You could buy whatever you wanted inside in that shop. It was just one of those shops where you could go and get anything.


And they were lucky too – or maybe clever – in that the creamery was back the road just 200 yards and all the farmers would come into the shop after delivering there and do all their shopping. That’s where the Ó Sés properly started out.


It’s funny now to think of my father, Michael, at the age of 13, wandering around west Kerry in the 1950s with a Cockney accent. He got rid of it quick enough inside in the Sem – St Brendan’s in Killarney, the famous football nursery. His brother Tom refused to go to boarding school, however, and instead went to Dingle CBS. They say he was driving to school in the days when even the teachers didn’t have cars – he’d pass them on the road with a salute as they cycled in. He was a man before his time and knew how to make a few bob.


A teacher of mine, Pat Nelligan, would often tell me that Tom was a really classy footballer and obviously a proud man. He’d jokingly brag to us that he was the only Ó Sé who had an All-Ireland minor medal.


He was part of the 1963 Kerry team that beat Westmeath in Croke Park and he went on to become an U21 player. I suspect that, ultimately, he wasn’t as fixated on progressing as some of the rest of us, and he didn’t play senior. He was too rounded. When Tom died recently, his wife Rosanna gifted me his minor medal, which I cherish.


My mother was Joan Kavanagh, or as it was pronounced around here Joan ‘Key-vane’. Her people were from Lispole originally, back in the road from Dingle, but being farming people they were relocated to different parts of the place over time.


The Land Commission gave my grandfather a farm in the Dingle parish – Baile Riach, just outside the town on the Ventry side. It was a good farm and location to get. The family story goes that it came about because of a political connection. My auntie Eileen in Dublin was married to Joe Cruise, who was a driver for de Valera.


My maternal grandmother sadly died young, on her way home from a pilgrimage to Lourdes, ironically. My mother, the eldest, was put in charge of the rest of the children, as was often the case in those types of circumstances at the time.


My mother and father met at around 17 or 18 years of age and were courting for a while as young people.


But emigration turned a twist in the tale again. My mother, Joan, qualified as a nurse and moved to England and made her own way in the world. She worked hard taking care of people in busy hospitals for a few years.


The romantic story that we were told around the kitchen table was that our father got a notion, or worked up the courage, to go over to London one weekend. There, he swept her off her feet one fateful Saturday and brought her home.


I don’t know if it panned out that way but that was my dad’s version. It’s nice to think there’s some truth to it. I’m glad he made the ferry in time and made a convincing case once he got to London or things might have worked out different for a few of us.


Back home my father was playing his bit of football – he lined out for the Kerry junior side – but he wasn’t too seriously into it. We often ball hopped that he was a sunshine player.


The elder two siblings though certainly weren’t as serious about the football as the baby brother Páidí would go on to be. But not many were.


My mom was one of five. There was Paddy, Eily, Mickey and Mary too, but it’s only Mary and my mom who are still alive. The others suffered throughout their lives from kidney problems, a hereditary issue which my mom and Mary got away with. That’s the luck of the draw.


That meant too that us lads escaped it; if your mom doesn’t have it, you don’t have it. We were just fortunate and it makes you humble when you see how it affected other people in your family, who you were so fond of. My Auntie Eily and uncle Mickey had kidney issues all their lives, while Paddy died at 40 in 1980. And then, of course, there’d been my grandmother, who had passed away on a pilgrimage to Lourdes that she had taken because she was ill and dying.


Growing up, we were always so aware that there were medical complications with the Kavanaghs and how this thing that came from my mom’s side filtered all the way down. We saw the effect it had. But with modern medicine now the next generation could have a totally different experience and outlook.


If people ever think of the Ó Sé story, they may remember signature moments like my brother Darragh fielding a high ball, Tomás soloing up the pitch, or all Páidí’s heroics down the years.


But the women of the family equally made the name what it is. My grandmother Beatrice, for a start, was at the heart of everything at Ard an Bhóthair. She came from a huge family in Sligo and was very maternal, a proud lady and a bold entrepreneur. As well as that, she worshipped her youngest child, Páidí.


Her house at the crossroads was like a shrine to Páidí. People think that’s just an expression, but if you walked in the door, you’d be greeted with pictures of Páidí. In her bedroom, the kitchen, the good room. All over the house – it was pictures upon pictures of Páidí getting awards, Kerry teams, photos of her youngest son with a visiting celebrity or politician.


She had two other sons, remember, and plenty of grand-kids. But the only other person to get a look in on the walls was Padre Pio. It was just P.O. and Pio himself up on the wall, my father would say.


They kept Irish students over the years – even though, coming from Sligo and then living in England for some years, she hadn’t the language herself. It didn’t stop her. When the inspectors were coming around, she’d have to come away from being front and centre and put somebody else as the spokesperson. Páidí didn’t necessarily get his roguish streak from the Ó Sé side.


Generally, she’d have a few stock phrases that she relied on and peppered into her chat, like, ‘Cailíní, upstairs, anois [Girls, upstairs, now],’ and she got through fine with that. The students were very well looked after and learned from the great people she had around her. Páidí always said, and showed afterwards, it’s important to delegate, as a manager.


Beatrice hired people to work there who would have been fluent in Irish and they’d be doing all the heavy lifting when it came to teaching the language.


As we were growing up, you’d be kicking ball outside her house up against the gable end of the church. It might be raining and you’d come in and visit her and she’d go over and she’d feel your arm.


‘Oh my God, take off that pullover.’


And you’d have to put it up in the range and dry it off and you’d be sitting there and she’d be giving you a bowl of soup or a cup of tea and you’d be happy out watching TV amongst all these pictures of our legendary uncle.


She loved one drink then after her day’s work, just a nice hot whiskey from the pub. She’d say to one of us young lads, ‘Go over there and get my nightcap’ and you’d have to go over across the road and ask in behind the counter for Beatrice’s drink.


But when the legs got feeble and she couldn’t go across the road herself I suppose she missed that side of it, though she had plenty of callers.


Later on, when we were playing for Kerry, we’d have various superstitions. And one of those little piseogs was to call into Beatrice before heading off to the game to say goodbye to her and you’d give her a póg on the cheek.


We were grown men at this stage going off to play for Kerry on the telly. But she’d take out her little purse and press a €5 note into Darragh’s hand, she’d give Tomás €5 and she’d give me a fiver too. Then Páidí, the manager, would come in and she’d take €50 out of the purse and give it to him, with a good luck kiss.


Páidí was king and she drove that man to be successful. He couldn’t do any wrong in her eyes.


There’s a picture of Páidí that hangs – amongst many – in the pub in Ard an Bhóthair. He’s in his 20s, posing in a Kerry jersey, looking down the lens, sheepishly. It now looks over the beer garden he later built, but for many years it hung in my grandmother’s house on the other side of the crossroads. She often said it was her favourite.


High praise given the fact she could have filled the Louvre with pictures of her youngest child. But this one picture, in the entire shrine, had pride of place and she often reminded us it was her pick of the bunch. We’d say, ‘Why is that, Gran?’


‘Walk over there,’ she’d instruct us in replying.


‘Páidí’s still looking at you,’ she says.


And she’d have us walking to every corner of the room testing her theory. She was evidently up to this herself when on her own – walking around the room while maintaining eye contact with this portrait.


‘Wherever you go,’ she’d repeat, ‘Páidí’s looking at you. A small bit like the Mona Lisa.’


He was some Mona Lisa.


In 1984, Páidí was part of a West Kerry divisional side that won the Kerry championship for the first time since 1948.


South Kerry, featuring the likes of Páidí’s inter-county teammates John Egan and Jack O’Shea, were beaten by a single score: 1–7 to 1–6. It would mean Páidí would be Kerry captain in 1985.


In March of that year, when I was running around Ard an Bhóthair as an almost-five-year-old, work started on the site across the road. Páidí instructed the builders he wanted to be pulling pints in his new pub within 10 weeks.


Charlie Haughey, then in opposition, had agreed to cut the ribbon on the pub though he urged Páidí to beat Cork in the upcoming Munster final first.


They did so and Páidí often mentioned how much the victory meant to him as captain. Though he did also always recall how he broke a light in the dressing rooms that day bouncing a ball. Of course, down the line, I’d get to know those low-ceilinged Páirc Uí Chaoimh dressing rooms so well too.


A few days later Steve Cooney and Séamus Begley provided the music and Haughey’s helicopter landed on the field beside the pub before he did the honours. Páidí’s was open at Ard an Bhóthair.


Every great team runs out of road. This was the second coming of Mick O’Dwyer’s Kerry, of course. They’d won four during their first flourish and perhaps they would have taken the show off the road long before 1985 if they hadn’t been sent on an enforced hiatus by Offaly and then Cork in 1982 and 1983.


Monaghan almost caught them in the semi-final in 1985, but they made it through with a draw. Páidí and Kerry refocused and the skipper played excellently in a replay, booking their place in the final once more.


Kerry beat Dublin in the championship finale and Páidí made a short acceptance speech as Gaeilge as Charlie Haughey sat behind his friend, smiling and applauding. The Sam Maguire was brought to the Haughey home at Kinsealy first and a few days later, carried over the threshold of the bar at Ard an Bhóthair.


It was a magical moment for everyone in Ventry and Ceann Trá. I was about five at the time and Páidí bringing Sam back to our people is one of my earliest memories.


While Páidí was playing, my grandmother brought in a caravan and placed it behind the family home.


By the time I was growing up, it was a wreck and he wasn’t using it because he’d moved next door. I remember it as a place you’d fire stuff into for storage. But before that it served as a high-performance unit and a hideaway for Páidí while he was training.


Everything revolved around Páidí’s regime. There’s the story of the vet who came around 11 a.m. one day to test the animals and Beatrice told him to go away and come back in the afternoon. He might wake Páidí from his nap.


Though the season didn’t start seriously until much later then, Páidí would do so much during the wintertime to keep himself ticking over. I vividly recall the likes of Ógie Moran doing that 14-mile track around Slea Head over the Clasach, the road that leads from Ventry to Dunquin.


They’d slog out these long runs but Páidí would also wrap up, adding extra layers on top, just to sweat it out more. He’d come home to the crossroads and Beatrice would have a steak searing in the pan. She’d have prepared a roasting hot bath upstairs with vinegar, which she reckoned was good for the muscles.


When Páidí was finished and he pulled himself out of the tub, he sat up at the table for his steak, washed down with a glass of milk.


Look away now sports nutrition experts, but finally, he’d have a glass of sherry in the bath, which his mother swore was very good for his digestion and recovery as well. Marginal gains served in a sherry glass.


Beatrice was just determined to treat this man to everything he needed off the field so that he’d be excellent on the field. She had a huge influence on him, there’s no doubt.


I used often to ask my dad and my uncle Tom about my grandad and they’d always say the same thing: a very quiet man. Maybe he knew that his wife was a force of nature and was able to mind things and had the capacity to run a business and rear a family and do all these things.


His health wasn’t great and he never fully recovered from the accident in London, I think. Beatrice was very much the domineering partner of the two of them and was the bread winner, in those years, which must have been unusual in the Ireland of that time.


Páidí entered the Garda Síochána and was stationed in Limerick. He was suffocated by the lifestyle I think and later, when he left the force, he rented out Kruger’s Bar in Dunquin – his first steps into business. I have no doubt that he would have had the benefit of a dig out from my grandmother to get things up and running.























CHAPTER 2




ONCE WERE BROTHERS


When Páidí was growing up, he would listen to Michael O’Hehir describe the likes of Down or Galway winning an All-Ireland and then race for a patch of land between the cross and Ventry strand.


The garden we had at the side of our house at Ard an Bhóthair was our Croke Park and the start of the road in terms of anything we achieved later.


The youngest in any family might often end up with great music taste or be exposed to movies a little early. Having three older brothers also teaches you how to look after yourself and sharpens any nascent skills, let me assure you.


We were lucky in that we had plenty of room to play and we spent hours on end between our poor mother’s lawn, the churchyard or various patches of grass in the area. And with four of us brothers storming out the back door to the garden like it was the Hogan Stand tunnel, the games were neatly divided into a natural two v. two.


There were water pipes coming down the side of the house and one going horizontally across – they formed a perfect set of goalposts in our imagination. And the beauty about playing there was the side of the house was fairly tall too so, unless you ballooned it altogether, it more often than not came back to you. The gift of repetition.


In the first years, it was usually the eldest, Fergal, and myself against the pairing of the middle boys, Darragh and Tomás. This was when we learned the skills of the game: blocking, kicking, tackling. It was rich soil for our growth. It was also a prison-yard scrap at times and sharpened our edge.


I was only seven or eight playing against bigger lads. I’d stick at the task and be annoying and knacky and maybe that informed my game later on. But if I got a belt or was thrown around the place, I’d run in crying to my mother at the kitchen sink, inside the window.


Sulking for a while, I’d sit inside at the kitchen table feeling sorry for myself until inevitably one of the boys would come to the window and pull a face at me. That was enough to get the blood boiling again and I’d steam back out – which was what they hoped to achieve.


Fergal went on to be a Kerry minor – in fact, he captained the team – and was a very promising footballer. He won a county minor championship with West Kerry and then went on to play in midfield for the Kerry minors with Séamus Moynihan in the Munster final against Cork, who beat them.


I remember clearly being at the game watching Fergal in the famous green and gold jersey going up against these two giants Cork had in the middle of the park, Pat Hegarty and Fachtna Collins. It was an important moment for him but also for the rest of us too.


Fergal played in trial games with the Kerry seniors alongside the likes of Pat Spillane, a link back to Páidí’s teams, and other Kerry greats who were still playing. He was in around the panel and was on his way to breaking through and establishing himself when he suffered a cruciate injury.


The timing was so cruel. He was only finding his way with Kerry, he hadn’t made that breakthrough yet and he had to go off and do a recovery on his own, which made the thing that bit more difficult. The rehab with anterior cruciate ligaments is so different now compared to then. These days you get a programme; you follow it step-by-step like a recipe or a map.


But in the mid-1990s, that direction or support wasn’t there and he was very much doing his own thing in the gym and didn’t really have the guidance that you would need to come back as strong again. Seeing him in that Kerry jersey, though, had shown all of us the way.


Fergal then went off to Mary I College to study teaching, and the garden was a little less crowded under a dropping ball. With just the three of us left, we decided it was one in goal and two outfield.


We concocted various handicaps to level the playing field. The fact that I was the youngest dictated that if it was me v. Darragh, he’d only be allowed to solo with his left or we’d hamper him in some way.


The age difference between me and Tomás is negligible, and no quarter was asked or received. It set the tone for the rest of our lives really. It was some craic, sport for the pure love of it, but without us even realising, our skills were improving.


There was only football in our little gort and in west Kerry generally. Though there might well have been hurling if one man had succeeded in instilling it in the people a couple of generations before me.


Páidí’s father-in-law, Stephen Fahy, grew up in Castlegar, just outside Galway city. A young member of An Garda Síochána, he was posted to the village of Camp, 10 miles west of Tralee. Castlegar was hurling country and the young policeman loved the game.


He hoped he could encourage a new passion in the young men of his new home on the Dingle Peninsula and tried to set up a hurling club. Despite his obvious enthusiasm, he soon learned nothing was allowed to interfere with football in this part of the world and the idea was left lie.


*


Páidí and Máire’s kids, Neasa, Siún and Pádraig grew up next door, of course. It was an open-door policy and we all relied on each other; we were in and out. They’re a lot younger than me. I was born in 1980. Neasa was born in 1988 and Siún in 1989 – the Irish twins. They’re like sisters to us. Pádraig, the baby, came along a few years later – but they were practically reared in our house and vice versa.


Pádraig and his mother Máire are now driving things on with the bar and doing a great job; he’s made changes and brought it forward again.


Though we come from a county with a rich footballing heritage, growing up when we did, those were actually Kerry’s barren years.


Kerry beat Meath in 1986 in the last sting of Mick O’Dwyer’s great team – with Páidí claiming his eighth medal – but Seán Boylan’s Royals took over in 1987 and backed it up in 1988.


The rivalry between that Meath team of Mick Lyons, Colm O’Rourke and Liam Hayes, and Billy Morgan’s upcoming Cork side defined that late 1980s era and I loved watching those matches. Cork of course got over the line in 1989 against Mayo and, crucially, beat Meath in 1990.


A lot of people talk about me and this thing with Cork, that we had this huge rivalry; of course we had a huge rivalry with Cork, but I actually grew up watching Cork in those years between 1987 and 1993 and loving that team. Some of the Cork players were my heroes. Some of the Meath players were my heroes.


Páidí had always swapped jerseys during his career and he used to stash them in his house. Of course, often when he wasn’t around, we’d raid his collection, pulling on shirts of every colour to help re-enact whatever game we’d seen on TV. And any birthday or Christmas or if we’d saved a few bob, we’d spend it on jerseys. People might not believe me, but I’d often play in the red of Cork and pretend to be men like Larry Tompkins, Niall Cahalane and Stephen O’Brien – I admired them all.


I remember clearly sitting in front of the TV watching Cork and Meath and seeing Colm O’Neill coming up to Mick Lyons and giving him a bang into the jaw and I’m watching this thinking this is incredible. Mick Lyons just put his hand to his cheek and turned away, which was a really manly and sporting gesture in its own way. O’Neill was dismissed and Cork were down to 14 and yet they still won the match to complete the double of hurling and football All-Irelands. It was just amazing stuff to me, watching in west Kerry.


And like lots of kids, you’re hoovering up as much information as you can with newspapers and magazines and asking your father about players and who was good in past days. I was a sponge. The privilege we had was the encyclopaedia that was Páidí, living next door.


One of the first games I attended was the Munster final in 1993. I couldn’t see over the old crush barriers in Killarney despite straining on my tippy toes, so my dad caught me and lifted me over.


And the thing I took back out the gate with me was a real awe of Teddy McCarthy, who gave an absolute exhibition of high feeling on a beautiful day in Fitzgerald Stadium. He was just this superb midfielder who’d go up and catch a ball, and what I especially loved was that he leapt high into the sky to win these balls, while not being a huge giant. It was inspirational.


Here was this fella going up for balls that he had no right to win. And the Kerry–Cork thing, while there was a rivalry, it was respectful and it was a rivalry that you’d still appreciate greatness from the opposition.


The well-known Dublin legend Robbie Kelleher – who was a key part of the Heffo’s Army era – purchased a summer house in Ventry around this time, overlooking the harbour, and he was good friends with his former opponent, Páidí.


The Kellehers had three boys, Kieran, Rory and Declan, and Robbie just threw the three boys into the garden often and we’d play our own Dublin–Kerry classics.


Another day, Listowel were playing a game back our way and the Kerry great Tim Kennelly and Páidí were over in the pub drinking porter all day long after the game. Tim’s sons, Noel and Tadhg, fell in with us and would go on to be teammates of ours with Kerry in the future. We’d kick with anyone who was there. There’s a great family photograph of my mom, my dad and the four of us boys, as well as the Cork hurling great Seánie O’Leary. Seánie would come down and stay in the house for the week with his wife, Geraldine, and children, Kieran, Aideen and Tomás.


When they stayed with us we played hurling for the week. The football was totally forgotten about, and we knew little of rugby. But in this photograph, you can see I’m sporting a nasty black eye.


During the week, Tomás caught a sliotar and hit me across the face inside in the bedroom and knocked me out. My mother arrived on the scene and asked what happened and, after coming around, I couldn’t say. It was an omertà we often repeated in later scrapes.


Tomás, like he was up in front of the GAA’s Competitions Control Committee, just denied it.


As boys who loved to play, I realise how privileged we were growing up. We were safe because my dad would just close all the gates if it was a busy weekend or the pub was hopping on a bank holiday.


We had a nice bit of a garden and it was a big house because we kept nearly thirty Irish language students during the summer. It was the perfect environment for us to play freely and get better while having fun – I know that’s not the case with everyone.


*


Darragh went off next, leaving myself and Tomás at home with our parents. The little matches came to an end generally but we devised competitive skill competitions.


You might have to kick nine balls over the bar with your left leg and then your right leg. And there were three stations located throughout the garden – and our imaginations. Then there was another set of three further back and another layer deeper back the garden.


It was different when Darragh was gone, of course. It was less about little All-Ireland finals at 90 mph, but we were still competing and honing our skills in a different way.


I was obsessive – we concocted one game in which you’d hit one kick 13 yards out, one straight in front of the goal, one to the right, one to the left – and then we’d increase the distance. Some lads have a misspent youth in the snooker hall; we lost a lot of hours kicking a ball over a drainpipe.


A metal fire escape wrapped around the other gable end of the house. After these games, we’d pretend those stairs were the Hogan Stand steps and would hang over the balcony shaking an imaginary Sam Maguire.


We were privileged and the fact we had a roomy garden was a godsend and something that people take for granted. When you have a patch of grass where you can kick the ball and it comes back to you from the gable of the house or a wall, you’re on to a winner. It’s something people underestimate and we’ll see the consequence of a dearth of playing areas for this generation in the future.


Sometimes, however, the ball didn’t come back to you, as Páidí demonstrated one day when I was 10 years old …


One of those long summer days in 1990 we were in the garden kicking the ball between a handful of us, typically enough. Páidí crossed the road and informed us that word had reached him from Dingle that the Kerry icon, Mick O’Connell, from Valentia Island was on his way to visit Ard an Bhóthair. O’Connell, of course, invariably rowed himself across the water for training and matches during a stellar playing career that earned him a spot on the Team of the Millennium.


Keen to impress a true great of the game, Páidí gathered us around to give us instructions: ‘This is how we’ll showcase what the next generation has in west Kerry.’


Páidí turned to face the side of the church which had two stained-glass windows on the gable end and said we’d aim – and hit – the old bell in the middle. That will impress O’Connell.


To demonstrate, he stood back, set himself and took a shot at the bell. The ball smashed straight through one of the church’s stained-glass windows. I can still hear the glass breaking now.


Game over.


Páidí said, ‘Right lads, we’ll go to the pub; we’ll leave it off.’ The window was destroyed as we ran across the road to the safety of Páidí’s. When O’Connell arrived, Páidí got us to try to catch these high balls in front of the master of the art.


But of course, I was only small and I was struggling with the big O’Neill’s Size 5 – I’d have to bring it into my chest, rather than hold it in my hands like Páidí wanted. Páidí took this in for a minute or so in front of O’Connell then grunted, ‘That’s no good,’ and the two of them went off to the pub for the afternoon, with the broken stained-glass window behind us.


A few days later, the monsignor, Pádraig Ó Fiannachta – who was a cousin of my dad and Páidí – was speaking from the pulpit on the Sunday. I sunk into the pew, as he said, ‘There are young fellas here in the crossroads, and they’re running wild, causing damage and even destroying church property.’ I was sitting there amongst the congregation, absolutely mortified though I’d not even committed the crime. As I was being read from the pulpit, Páidí, of course, was across the road in the house in bed, 10 toes up. Not a bother.


Páidí had an encyclopaedic knowledge of Kerry football’s family tree and could speak at length on the topic of the generations of players who came before him and us. Perhaps it started in the shop at Ard an Bhóthair.


Batt Garvey, who it’s said invented or at least perfected the solo run, would call in. Originally from Ventry, Batt won an All-Ireland in 1946 and was known for his skills in a tough era. He was ahead of his time.


A year after that All-Ireland win, he played in the famous 1947 Polo Grounds final between Kerry and Cavan, and Páidí would pepper the visitor with questions about that glamorous fixture, New York and those famous games.


When he made his visits to our crossroads, Batt would place a ball on a high windowsill of the shop front. ‘Now, Páidí,’ he’d say, ‘you have to learn how to jump high and knock it off.’


Páidí said he practised this little skill repetitively afterwards in preparation for Batt’s return to our homeplace, and Páidí did the same thing for me afterwards.


Our uncle insisted in later years that Batt had lamented the fact Páidí didn’t come along sooner and the pair, from different footballing generations, could have kicked ball together growing up at the cross as contemporaries. I know there was a lot of respect and affection between them.


Another Ventry man, Mick Murphy, was also a footballing hero who was often referenced. He taught in our primary school – Cill Mhic an Domhnaigh – and there was huge pride in his achievements.


People from back in the road too made their way west and were mined for information and good conversation about Páidí’s favourite topic, Kerry football. He loved discussing the old players and that chain through time was important to him. He got what it meant.























CHAPTER 3




FEAR AN TÍ


I’m not sure if the work ethic was passed on to the likes of Fergal, Tomás, Darragh and myself, but my mother is some woman to work. She has a work ethic like you’d never see. My mother is well past retirement age now but she is still up first thing in the morning looking after the place and the garden and it’s still operating as a B&B. If something falls or something is broken, that’s fixed the following day. There was a work ethic hardwired in. This is a lady who finished school at 12 when her mom died. She went on to become a nurse and made a life for herself and her family.


When we were growing up, during the summer, we’d keep 28 students – or the ‘Gael Linns’ as we called them – at a given time, with six bedrooms upstairs. You can imagine the chaos – and the work. We were, of course, expected to help in the running of the house – no more than serving up the students’ bricfeasta each morning but that involved a bit more than pushing down a few slices of bread in the toaster.


My father had our two cows, which we’d have to milk ourselves. We’d then have to pasteurise the milk for the students’ cereal. This involved letting the milk sit and waiting for the cream to form at the top. You’d clear that off … but then there’d be a second layer of cream.


Of course, we’d make a balls of it. You can imagine myself, Tomás, Darragh and Fergal as teenagers trying to pasteurise milk and pour out orange juice in front of these girls from Dublin or wherever. You know when Fr Ted realises he’s left Dougal to ‘do a funeral’ and it cuts to the hearse on fire in the open grave? Not far off. We’d have a table full of students inside the dining room and they’re looking at you saying, ‘What the fuck is this?’ as this lumpy milk plops out of the glass bottle into the bowl of cornflakes.


Every morning the beds were made and the place was cleaned and there was just so much work that went into those students, who we had for nine weeks of the summer.


In Ventry there was a real rhythm to our lives. That happens with people who are into or play sport anyway – the calendar is bookended by the start of a season and the end of a competition at the same time each year. So too we could mark out the months with various jobs. We loved bringing home the hay on the farm and it was great craic working together and messing.


But if there was a time of the year that we absolutely dreaded it was the day the students went out the door at the end of the summer, because my mother sprang into action. She’d have us lined up and ready for a day’s hard labour. You’d have to go upstairs, dismantle every single bunk, then have to put up the double beds.


Us lads would be doing the heavy lifting but she’d have all this done in the space of one day, where you would dismantle every single bed, take them down. Then you’d have to put up all the double beds, which would have been stored away in the sheds and she would have the bed and breakfast sign up that evening. And she could have five rooms filled that evening for B&B.


The year my dad died then she completely pared back on the Gael Linns. It changed then.


So, as I said, if we ever got a work ethic, it would have been from my mom, as opposed to my dad. He rode in behind her and liked the easy life. She was very much the driving force; there’s no doubt about that.


I’m still great friends with former Dublin footballer Alan Brogan, and I was at his wedding to his bride, Lydia, around ten years ago. I was behind enemy lines of course, surrounded once more by Dubliners.


Lydia leant over to me at one stage and said, ‘I stayed in your house; I remember you running around the kitchen.’ I couldn’t believe it.


‘I used to keep to myself,’ I explained, and admitted I didn’t remember her at all.


It wasn’t quite their honeymoon but later Alan and Lydia came back to Ard an Bhóthair and they called over to see my mom and they knocked great enjoyment out of reminiscing about those summer days. Lydia was brought for a tour of the place and could retrace her steps as a teenager and see the room where she stayed. The place was a big part of people’s lives for a time each year.


A man we nearly call part of the family is Munster great, Mick Galwey. He lives over the ditch from our place – himself and his wife Joan have the summer house next door.


But at the start, Joan Corkery, from Millstreet, stayed in our house as a teacher, instructing the students for a few summers. She was learning her Irish herself as a young woman and of course her boyfriend, Galwey, came down to see her.


Jesus, my father and Galwey really hit it off. They became great friends.


As often happens in young relationships, though, Galwey went by the wayside for a while and things cooled off. We didn’t see him around Ventry for a bit.


After a good while, Joan brought this other fella down to meet us and see the place. We heard him coming before we saw him. He came down the road on this big, loud motorbike and stood it up in front of the house. You can imagine how impressed us boys were. We were all attracted out of the garden as if the Whippy Man was playing his ice cream jingle. He let us rev the engine and gave us spins around the crossroads on the back of the bike.


Throughout, my father stayed inside drinking his tea, half sneaking a look out the window at all the action. But he did not budge from the sitting room.


After a while this lad headed away on his bike and Joan, who would be a fairly assertive lady, came in the door and said to my father, ‘My God, Michael, I thought you were very rude.’


My dad put down his cup of tea and said, ‘Bring back Galwey.’ Galwey was eventually brought back, of course, and the Galweys have been a big part of life in the crossroads for many years.


Like a lot of moms of that time, perhaps, my mother was in the background when it came to sport but was really supportive.


Darragh went on to be one of the most dominant midfielders in the game, but like the rest of us, he was a late developer. He’d be in the gym with a development squad rather than pasteurising milk these days perhaps.


He came home from a West Kerry game one evening and it was evident he hadn’t got a game. My dad informed my mother quietly that Darragh was upset. But my mother went through the routine of washing the gear anyway, just to let on that he had played. She wouldn’t mention the football team at all, but she just washed his gear anyway so that he wouldn’t have to talk to her about it.


My mother would never go to the games – from when we started to when we finished up in Croke Park on Kerry’s biggest days. She was too nervous and apprehensive, like a parent would be. As well as that, listening to people in the stands, making thoughtless remarks about the players they’re judging or, worse, shouting abuse at the young teams – that would have been tough.


From years of sitting next to him watching my elder brothers, I know that’s something that cracked my dad up, but he never opened his mouth. I’m not sure how I’ll react to people’s bluster if I end up in my father’s position. I’ll remember him and count to ten, I’d like to think.


My mother’s approach to taking in our games was no different to my grandmother, Beatrice, before her. My mother wouldn’t go into a game to watch it in person ever but might have a Kerry match on the radio as she did her jobs around the house.


She’d sit down and watch The Sunday Game that night and she’d certainly have an opinion on a player or if someone was getting carried away with themselves. She wouldn’t be long telling you that fellas were getting a bit too big for their boots – the implicit message to us was clear and I think we brothers were all conscious of staying grounded.


Beatrice often put Páidí’s mucky Adidas boots outside the door after a big game and, in the days before inter-county kit men, the gear would be on the line.


In our house, after a Munster final our mother would have the No 2, the No 5, and the No 8 jerseys up on the clothesline at Ard an Bhóthair, having done the laundry again. She was proud of us in her quiet way.


Tom Long, a first cousin of my father, was a real touchstone for us growing up. He set the standard before Páidí even, and the stories of his exploits were well rehearsed in Ard an Bhóthair.


He won two All-Irelands with Kerry, playing, in 1959 and 1962, in key central positions with skill and courage. We were proud of all the Longs, especially Tom and the fact that he was the first of our family to win senior All-Irelands.


My father told me once that when Páidí won his first All-Ireland medal in 1975, a neighbour from Ard an Bhóthair remarked that ‘The Ó Sés will no longer live under the shadow of the Longs anymore.’ A big statement.


The point was that with my uncle Tom first winning an All-Ireland minor medal and then, more notably, Páidí winning his first senior title, it was as though we had now cemented our own name. Because the Long name meant a lot.


Tom died recently and I of course attended his funeral. There were a lot of men there who would have been the same vintage as my father.


There were some old black and white pictures from the Sem school teams with all these young faces looking back at you. It was poignant. They were a great generation of men, some of them still going strong thankfully; others, like my father, are gone now. I was looking around the room and it struck me that now we are the new representatives of the family, when one of these men caught my hand and said, ‘Jesus, there’s a huge show of support from the Ó Sés tonight.’


We might be scattered all over – I’m in Tralee, Fergal’s at Ard an Bhóthair, Darragh in Tralee and Tomás in Cork – but we all arrived in dribs and drabs, knowing it was important.


Tom Long left the Gaeltacht, taking up a teaching post in Killarney and he left the club, An Ghaeltacht. But he was somebody who we were always so proud of. He was a Kerry great. People remember special names like Mick O’Dwyer, Mick O’Connell, that great era for our county – but you also talk about Tom Long.


Some people in the generations that came later associated Tom Long with Killarney and didn’t realise he was a proud Ventry man too. Oftentimes I’d be in company and Tom’s name would come up in conversation about great Kerry players of the past and our connection would be referenced. Invariably someone would say, ‘Jeez, I didn’t know that; Tom Long is related to you?’ And I’d be proud to say, he was.
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