

















[image: BrothersInSportFrontis.jpg]


[image: MercierStackedFrontis.eps]















To


Abbie, Dara and Aoife












[image: MercierStackedGreen2.jpg]


MERCIER PRESS


3B Oak House, Bessboro Rd


Blackrock, Cork, Ireland.


[image: mercierlogo_fmt.jpeg] www.mercierpress.ie


[image: twitter-logo_fmt.jpeg] http://twitter.com/IrishPublisher


[image: facebook-logo_fmt.jpeg] http://www.facebook.com/mercier.press


© Donal Keenan, 2010


© Foreword: Criostóir Ó Cuana, 2010


ISBN: 978 1 85635 742 5


This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.



















Foreword


Is cúis mhór áthais dom na focail seo a leanas a scríobh don leabhar seo agus scéalta clainne bailithe ag an údar ag deánamh mionscrúdú ar roinnt de na deartháireacha is cáiliúla in ár gcluichí.


The family unit has always stood out for the unique and stand-alone contribution that it has made, and continues to make, to our association. If any one aspect of our membership encapsulates and distils what the GAA represents, it is the role of so many families who help make our club network the bedrock of the association.


Of course that unique family contribution does not stop at club level but features prominently at county level too, adding further credence to the importance of home place, identity and representation.


This book captures between two covers the incredible family ties and the contribution that so many siblings have made to all levels of the GAA and notably to the shop window that is our inter-county scene.


There is something special about a team – and especially a successful team – that includes a band of brothers. For example, the driving force role played by the Ó Sé brothers, Darragh, Tomás and Marc, has provided a fascinating strand to our games in recent years. Few other sports some close to matching this.


A glance at the family names featured in this book is enough to spark memories of the incredible exploits of so many figures who have enthralled and entertained in equal measure.


Of course it’s not just about the games. This trip through the decades also charts the vast social changes that Ireland has experienced in six decades and how family life has changed over the same period.


It’s not so long since the GAA library was a limited and sparsely stocked one. I am glad to say that this has well and truly changed, and the publication of Brothers in Sport – GAA is a valued and most welcome entry shining a light on a fascinating dimension to our association’s activities.


Rath Dé ar an obair.


Criostóir Ó Cuana


Uachtarán Chumann Lúthchleas Gael









Introduction


Time and space. You never have enough of either especially when undertaking a project such as this one.


The stories here are the result of a journey this year that allowed me to revisit the four corners of Ireland, and places in between, to meet old friends and, hopefully, make some new ones. Those miles travelled and the family histories that were recounted, illustrate, in often startling fashion, just how much Ireland has changed over the last half-century.


My fourteen-year-old son was often a companion on those journeys and he listened bemused and amused as I recalled days using a wind-up telephone in a bar in Knocknagoshel to file a report on a Munster football final. That was the 1980s. Or hours spent cursing the traffic when stuck outside Kinnegad or Bray or Fermoy or countless other towns and villages. That was the 1990s and the early part of the twenty-first century. He could go through a long life without ever seeing any of those places on Ireland’s new road networks. He was rewarded for patiently listening to my drift down memory lane by meeting his heroes, like Seán Óg Ó hAilpín and Peter Canavan and, with his sister, enjoying the heartiest of breakfasts in Paudge Quinn’s fine hostelry on the Ballygawley Road.


Visiting the homes of great footballers and hurlers and writing about them was the easy bit. When planning this book about brothers in Gaelic games, the real problem was deciding who to leave out. Mercier Press made suggestions, but the final decision was mine and I take full responsibility. The fact that there were so many sets of brothers from which to choose is part of the story of the GAA itself.


Mercier did suggest Dermot and Paul Earley. I would have chosen them anyway and not just because I am a native of Roscommon. Growing up I had three sporting heroes. My father was one, for obvious reasons, even though I never saw him play. George Best was another and the third was Dermot Earley. I still consider him a hero. Though only ten years or so separated us in age, Dermot was a giant of my childhood in the 1960s and 1970s, and of my adulthood.


Alas, Dermot had been struck down by illness by the time I got round to researching the Earleys’ story. He died at the age of sixty-two on 23 June 2010. He was my idol and friend. But his story in football and in the service of the nation, rising to the post of chief-of-staff of the Irish army, tells itself. The hours spent with his brother Paul were fascinating and thought-provoking, and I hope this is conveyed. The GAA should mine this man’s flair and talent for all it is worth. I am glad to report that process has started.


Friends advised that I get the best mix of counties possible, so it was decided not to profile two families from one county. That ruled out Tony and Éamon McManus from Roscommon and lots of others. As ever, Offaly proved to be the exception. In GAA terms, probably in others as well, Offaly has always been exceptional. In football, I could have chosen either side of the Connor family from Walsh Island, the Fitzgeralds or the Darbys. But I chose the Lowrys and hopefully the chapter explains why. The revelation by Michael that an irate Eugene McGee dumped Brian Cowen in the centre of Dublin after an ignominious defeat in the Leinster Under-21 Championship against Carlow was justification alone. There were multiple choices in hurling too, but the story of the Dooley brothers from Seir Kieran encompasses the rich modern history of Offaly hurling better than any.


In choosing the Ó Sé brothers of Kerry ahead of the Spillanes, I was conscious that the story of the Templenoe siblings has been recorded often in the past. And the compilation of this book coincided with Darragh’s announcement that he was retiring from inter-county football.


Travelling to Galway, there were multiple choices in both football and hurling – the Connollys, Collerans, Donnellans, Meehans and Cannings immediately spring to mind. The Cooneys of Bullaun are also remarkable. I often wonder if Joe were not such a quiet man would he have a much greater profile today? When talking of hurling genius, the names of Ring, Mackey, Rackard, Doyle, Keating, Keher, Barry-Murphy, English, Carey and Shefflin are always mentioned. Joe Cooney belongs with them. His oldest brother Jimmy is best remembered for a big-game refereeing error, when he brought the All-Ireland hurling semi-final of 1998 between Offaly and Clare to a premature end. But he has done much more than that in hurling. And, with four other brothers, they were the spine of the first team ever to win back-to-back All-Ireland Club Championships.


The dilemma was the same in Kilkenny, Wexford and Tipperary, where there are also many potential subjects. But can anyone argue with the selection of the Hendersons, the three Bonnars and George and John O’Connor? Maybe you can. Having read the chapters here, I hope you understand my reasoning. A few hours in the company of George O’Connor is an enriching, almost exhausting, experience. The sport of hurling is in safe hands as long as George is around.


As ever, I am indebted to the hospitality and generosity of all the people written about here. From Donegal town to Dún Chaoin, Piercestown in Wexford to Glencull in Tyrone, I was received with great warmth and friendship, and I am entirely grateful.


The support received from Abbie, Dara and Aoife cannot be valued. It was, and is, priceless. The kids laugh when they recall me as ‘an irritable git’ during the months of production. That says everything. I was just that. Thanks to all at Mercier Press, and to Ray McManus and the Sportsfile team whose assistance was invaluable.









The Henderson Brothers
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Distinguished Service: For twenty-seven years between 1964 and 1991 the Henderson name was a constant on the Kilkenny team. Pat, Ger and John won eleven All-Ireland medals between them. © Ray McManus/SPORTSFILE


In the sitting-room of their home on the outskirts of Kilkenny city, Pat and Mary Henderson have set aside one corner for a modest display of Pat’s sporting achievements. All Star awards from the early years of the scheme stand side by side with the Texaco Hurler of the Year trophy. Above that is the poster from the 1974 Texaco Awards, with Pat standing beside other Irish sporting legends like Willie John McBride, Kevin Heffernan, Eddie Macken, rally driver Billy Coleman, athlete Neil Cusack and rower Seán Drea. Pat points out the various photographs of All-Ireland-winning Kilkenny teams. And then he lingers on The Fenians. Everything goes back to his beloved club in Johnstown, the home village in north Kilkenny from which he blazed a trail in the early 1960s that was followed by his brothers Ger and John, and is still being walked by modern giants of hurling.


It was into Johnstown that Pat Henderson was born in 1943 and where he would pick up his first hurley and learn the basic skills; from where he would travel to Thurles Christian Brothers School (CBS) for his secondary schooling and to further his hurling education. It was where he learned the values of community and fellowship that he passed on to his younger brothers and his own sons, values that are still so important at the start of a new century. It is to Johnstown that he consistently returns when looking back on his life and his sporting career as a player and coach during which Pat, Ger and John Henderson played a unique part in hurling’s history.


From the day Pat first proudly pulled on the famous black and amber stripes for the opening round of the Leinster Senior Hurling Championship against Wexford in June 1964, to John’s final game in the 1991 All-Ireland final against Tipperary, the Henderson brothers had a presence, and more often a dual presence, in twenty-eight consecutive Championships. Between them, they won eleven All-Ireland senior hurling titles and eight All Star awards. And they contributed substantially to a glorious era for The Fenians club, during which five county Senior Championships and a Leinster club title were won. Pat played senior hurling for Kilkenny from 1964 to 1978; Ger first appeared in 1974 and retired in 1989; John began as a sub in 1978, the only season all three were in the squad together as players, and retired thirteen years later. And Pat was the Kilkenny coach when Ger and John were members of the All-Ireland-winning teams of 1979, 1982 and 1983.


In amongst the exhaustive list of achievements is a remarkable September in 1975. Over the course of a fortnight between 7 and 21 September, John won an All-Ireland minor medal, Pat followed hours later with a senior medal and two weeks later Ger was a member of the under-21 team that captured a unique treble for Kilkenny, Johnstown and the Henderson clan. ‘It was a proud day for the family,’ says Pat quietly. John admits that it is only in hindsight he appreciated what had happened. ‘I remember after we won he [Pat] came into our dressing-room under the Cusack Stand. He congratulated us and said, “now you’ve done your bit we’ve got to do our part”.’


* * *


Gerard Henderson Senior was not a hurler. Cycling was his sport. His father, grandfather to the would-be hurlers, played cricket. But Gerard was an enthusiastic follower of hurling and encouraged his eldest son Pat from an early age. Pat recalls excursions to Semple Stadium in the late 1940s and early 1950s, being lifted onto his father’s shoulders to avoid the crush or to catch a glimpse of some of the great players of the time, including Christy Ring. Back home in Johnstown Pat dreamed of emulating the feats of those players. There was no great tradition in north Kilkenny at the time. It had been in 1912 that the local team had last won the Kilkenny Championship and that was made up largely of men from Tullaroan. But there was great interest in the game. ‘We played in local leagues and in a small triangular field at the national school across the road,’ Pat remembers. ‘We made our hurls from bits of boards, we played with anything that resembled a hurling stick. A hurling ball was very precious and it would be carefully mended until it fell apart completely. Whoever had the ball decided when a game would be played.’


For secondary school, day pupils went to Thurles Christian Brothers School (CBS) while boarders went to St Kieran’s College in Kilkenny. Pat was twelve when he first made the journey across the county border into Tipperary to the CBS, and became consumed by the hurling tradition in the school. He played at every level and won Croke Cup and Dean Ryan Cup honours, losing in a Harty Cup final. ‘Tipperary were going well through my school days and there was great rivalry,’ he says. ‘I remember when they won the All-Ireland in 1958 and one of my teachers, John O’Grady, was in goal. An ex-pupil, Tony Wall, was on the team. They brought the cup to the school and it was a great day for everybody. Naturally they rubbed our noses in it.’


In Johnstown Pat was also enjoying some success. The juvenile teams were strong and, by the time they reached minor level, they had qualified for two Kilkenny county finals. It was a watershed. ‘At that time the area was not known for producing hurlers for the county team. I was fortunate that we had a bunch of very good players come along at the one time because it made sure that I was noticed. Without that team no one would ever have heard of me and I might never have played for Kilkenny.’


In 1961 Pat Henderson wore the number six jersey of Kilkenny for the first time and enjoyed his first taste of success. They beat Tipperary in the All-Ireland minor final and he marked Michael ‘Babs’ Keating. They had played against each other in schools’ competitions and would meet often over the following decade, generating a great rivalry that developed into a good friendship.


Pat played under-21 hurling in the inaugural year of that grade, 1964, but Wexford beat them. In that same year, he made his senior debut for Kilkenny. ‘The first time I was handed that Kilkenny jersey meant an awful lot to me, to the family and to Johnstown,’ he says. ‘Playing minor was great, but to be handed a senior jersey was special. It was unusual for someone from our area to play for the county at the time and I think that made it more important. It is one of the things that stands out for me. I cringe to this day when I hear that someone doesn’t want to play for the county. It means so much.’


He won his first Leinster Senior Championship that summer, but also suffered the first big disappointment of his career when they lost to Tipperary in the All-Ireland final. They lost to Wexford in 1965 but reached another final in 1966 when they were strongly fancied to win. They lost to a youthful Cork team captained by Gerald McCarthy. Kilkenny’s success in the National League ‘home’ final and a subsequent visit to New York, where they played the exiles in what the GAA dubbed the ‘away’ final, provided some form of compensation.


By 1967 Kilkenny supporters were becoming impatient. The county reached the All-Ireland final again and this time Tipperary were the opposition. Kilkenny hadn’t beaten their great rivals in the All-Ireland series since 1922. Trailing by


1–3 to 2–6 at half time, their prospects of ending that losing streak looked bleak. But Kilkenny used a strong wind in the second half to turn the game around and win the title. ‘Because it was my first All-Ireland I suppose it does stand out,’ says Pat. ‘That and the fact that we had beaten what was a very good Tipperary team.’


Back home in Johnstown, Ger and John had watched the final on television. Pat’s first final in 1964 is also a treasured childhood memory for the youngest members of the family. Another brother Michael, next oldest to Pat, was a hunting and fishing enthusiast. Their sister Margaret ensured the hurling bloodlines would remain blue when she married into the Fitzpatrick family, well known in hurling circles in Kilkenny and beyond. They shared in the family pride. Pat recalls the 1967 victory fondly for another reason. His father saw him win an All-Ireland. Two years later, at the age of fifty-nine, Gerard Henderson passed away. Ger was just fifteen years old, while John was eleven and still in national school. ‘Pat became more of a father-figure to us then than a brother,’ says John. ‘He became a huge influence in every way. He was fourteen years older than me so I looked up to him in every way. But he didn’t just influence us. He influenced the whole of north Kilkenny. As a hurler he broke the mould and many others would follow him.’


Pat himself was greatly influenced by Kilkenny’s trainer at the time, Fr (now Monsignor) Tommy Maher. ‘He was a great mentor. Himself, Donie Nealon and Snitchie Ferguson invented hurling coaching during the 1960s and 1970s. They spent their summers in Gormanston studying the game, working out new training and coaching techniques. It was a whole new approach and those of us lucky enough to learn from him applied all the tricks of the trade when we began coaching ourselves.’ Fr Maher’s legacy continues to the present day – Brian Cody was one of his students as well.


‘Fr Tommy’s philosophy was that the best way to train was playing hurling, but he also realised the need to prepare physically. For that he brought in an international athlete, Michael Lanigan, who showed us how to get fit. Dr Kieran Cuddihy looked after our diet and everything else relating to our well-being. He was an excellent guy who made a great contribution.’


Johnstown had been home to a number of different clubs over the decades. In 1968 the town had both St Kieran’s and St Finbarr’s. They decided to amalgamate and took the name The Fenians, winning their first Kilkenny Senior Championship in 1970. Pat was captain and was given the honour of captaining Kilkenny in 1971. They won another Leinster Championship and again faced Tipperary in the All-Ireland final. It was the first of five consecutive finals for the team during the period of experimentation with eighty-minute games. They were considered good enough to win all five, but were stopped in their tracks in 1971 when Tipperary won by three points in a high-scoring game, 5–17 to 5–14. They did win three of the next four Championships, the sequence being broken when they lost to Limerick in 1973.


‘People talk today quite rightly about the achievements of the current Kilkenny team,’ observes Ger, ‘but that team from 1972 to 1975 was very unlucky not to win four Championships in a row. It was an outstanding team and, no disrespect to Limerick, but surely they would have done it if they had not got so many injuries in 1973.’


Ger had made his Senior Championship debut in the 1974 Leinster campaign, but lost his place on the team for the All-Ireland series. He was on the fringes during the 1975 campaign but was kept busy with a very talented under-21 side that won a second All-Ireland Championship that summer. Kevin and Ger Fennelly, Dick O’Hara, Joe Hennessy, Brian Cody and Billy Fitzpatrick would all graduate to senior status. They too would come under the spell of Pat Henderson, this time in the guise of coach.


At club level, Pat and Ger played side by side in the 1974 Kilkenny and Leinster Club Championship successes. They lost the All-Ireland club final to St Finbarr’s of Cork, however, in the spring of 1975. But they won another title in 1977 and that meant that Ger would captain Kilkenny the following year. ‘What sticks out most in my mind about my career,’ explains Ger, ‘was being the captain in 1978 and leading the team out for the All-Ireland final in Croke Park. That moment was a brilliant feeling. Cork won the final, but it is still one of the highlights for me.’


Pat made an appearance as a substitute in that final in what was his final Championship game for Kilkenny. He played in the pre-Christmas schedule of League games, but over the holiday period decided that it was time to retire from the inter-county scene after a fourteen-year career in which he had adorned the game and won every honour possible. He was making his exit as John was beginning to establish himself as a regular. But their futures would be intertwined once again when Pat became joint trainer of Kilkenny with Eddie Keher for the 1979 Championship.


The system for appointing managers in Kilkenny was quite different then, with the county champions allowed the right to choose. Shamrocks of Ballyhale had won the Kilkenny title in 1978, and early in 1979 Pat received a call from Kevin Fennelly Senior asking him to take charge of the county team. Pat had been coaching informally with The Fenians, but had not seriously considered becoming involved at county level so fast. ‘It happened very quickly and we had to adapt quickly.’ Success was instant. With John and Ger holding down places in the back line, Kilkenny reached the All-Ireland final and comfortably defeated Galway. It brought the decade to a successful end. Kilkenny had played in seven out of ten finals and won four.


Ger won his second All Star award at the end of 1979 and also joined Pat on the Texaco Sports Star roll of honour when he was named Hurler of the Year. Just a year later the Henderson brothers experienced the other side of life. In the 1980 Leinster final they faced Offaly. An attendance of less than 10,000 created a ghostly atmosphere in Croke Park. Kilkenny supporters hardly bothered listening to the commentary on radio. It became a titanic struggle. Offaly held on grimly for a historic victory. ‘We were not retained,’ says Pat simply. John also paid a price. He was dropped from the panel for 1981.


The break was short-lived. At the end of 1981 Pat was again offered the position of Kilkenny trainer, this time on his own. John had enjoyed a good season with The Fenians and was rejoining the Kilkenny squad. Pat decided that with his two brothers in the squad he did not wish to be a selector. That decision was accepted by the County Board. Kilkenny were hurling in Division Two of the National League at the time. The first task was to gain promotion, and that was achieved. At the time the Division Two champions played in the knockout stages of the League proper. Kilkenny went all the way to the final and beat Wexford. It was the start of two years of domination. They won the 1982 All-Ireland, retained the League title in 1983 and secured the ‘double double’ when winning the All-Ireland again in 1983.


‘We were very fortunate at that time because a good crop of players had emerged from the very successful under-21 teams of 1974 and 1975,’ Pat reflects. ‘I also had a lot of great leaders on the field. I had played with Noel Skehan for many years and he was a great help to me. Frank Cummins was another who worked very hard for me. And Ger was a leader by that time, a great ally.’


Brian Cody was the winning captain in 1982. Nickey Brennan, who later became president of the GAA, played alongside Ger and Paddy Prendergast on the half back line. Kieran Brennan, Richie Power, Liam Fennelly and big Christy Heffernan had emerged as big-time players. Christy scored 2–3 of Kilkenny’s 3–18 points in the final against a Cork team that was led by Jimmy Barry-Murphy and contained household names like Martin O’Doherty, Johnny Crowley, Dermot McCurtain, Tom Cashman, Tim Crowley, Tony O’Sullivan, Pat Horgan, Seánie O’Leary, Ray Cummins and Éamon O’Donoghue.


A year later the personnel had barely changed. Harry Ryan started for Kilkenny. Kevin Hennessy had established himself with Cork. But the margin was much closer. Kilkenny had enjoyed an eleven-point victory in 1982. It was down to just two in 1983.


‘I was coaching a team at the highest level with two brothers as players and I was probably tougher on them than on the others,’ says Pat. ‘But there was never any real issue. Both of them had earned their places, there were no question marks about it and we got on with it.’ Clearly, it wasn’t just the Kilkenny selectors who felt they deserved their places on the team. Ger was an All Star in 1982 and 1983. John received the same award in 1983. Ger recalls at an early stage in his career being shouted at from the sideline by one supporter: ‘“You’re only on the team because of your brother …” That stung me more than any belt I ever got,’ he says. ‘I decided there and then I would prove him wrong. Pat treated us no differently to the others. He didn’t spare us, but he was fair.’


On one occasion during that period Pat did take John off during a League game against Tipperary. ‘I wasn’t happy at all,’ recalls John, ‘so I rang him up the next day and gave out yards.


‘“Why did you take me off?” I demanded to know.


‘“Because you were useless,” he told me and he used more colourful language than that.


‘I couldn’t argue with that. But there was never a problem for Ger and myself. I think all the pressure was on Pat really.’


They won two more Leinster Championships in 1986 and 1987, plus a League title, but lost the 1987 All-Ireland final to Galway. ‘It’s a funny thing but that was my best individual performance in a final,’ says John, ‘and I remember it fondly even though we lost. We suffered that day because we didn’t have a second free-taker.’ Pat adds, ‘It was a good Galway team too and they proved it when they won the All-Ireland again the following year.’


That final marked the end of Pat’s involvement. He had changed jobs and stayed away from coaching for a number of years. He also underwent heart by-pass surgery and was forced to take things easy in the early 1990s before returning to coach at club level and becoming involved in under-age development squads in Kilkenny. Ger remained for another two seasons, but by 1989 realised the only place he was guaranteed was on the bench. ‘At that stage of my career there wasn’t any satisfaction for me sitting on the bench. I decided it would be best to give that to a young player on the way up.’


That left John. A cycle had been completed. He played in the 1991 All-Ireland final when they lost to Galway. ‘It was a final we could have won. But I enjoyed playing with that team. Ollie Walsh was manager and he wanted me to stay on but I knew my time had come. I had a great relationship with my two corner backs, Bill Hennessy and Liam Simpson, and with Michael Walsh, the goalkeeper. I knew that team would win something. D.J. [Carey] was coming through. Those were good times as well.’


In 1993 there was a new twist in the family tale. Ger and John were still playing with The Fenians. Pat’s sons were playing with Dicksboro and he agreed to coach their team for the County Championship. They reached the county final. Fate decreed that The Fenians would also qualify that year. Dicksboro triumphed. ‘You can imagine it caused a bit of a stir,’ says Pat.


The three brothers remain involved in various capacities in the game and have shared in the enjoyment of the successes of the last ten years, masterminded by their old team-mate Brian Cody. They have known Cody for most of their adult lives and are not surprised by the success he has enjoyed. Pat is full of admiration for Cody and what he has created. ‘I hear Cody being asked, why are you doing it, and his answer is straightforward: “because I love the game”. It’s not about money or the time spent, you never hear those things mentioned, and that transfers through the whole setup. His philosophy is very simple: he tries not to complicate things. He puts an awful lot into it. He measures it by the enjoyment he gets out of it. It is his leisure time. Some people see it as a chore and talk about it in those terms, but if you do that it transmits itself all over the place as well.


‘I watched Brian as a player. He was a minor in 1972 and played at centre back in the All-Ireland final. He was a lovely player, a superb athlete and he was unlucky he had damaged his knee before the final. Still he played well. He was an excellent player; he had great hands, great hand-to-eye coordination, a great physique and an enormous confidence in himself. If there is any single thing you would pick out that would be it. You could put him in to play Ray Cummins or anyone else and he went in with absolute confidence that he could win that battle, end of story, and nine times out of ten he would. He had all the other attributes as well, but confidence was his great strength. That comes through strongly with his team today.’


So, how does he rate Cody and his team? ‘I regard the whole setup as exceptional. You have to look at the totality of the thing. There are a number of exceptional individuals on the team – you have class players, exceptionally good players, strength in depth and strength in depth in the management structure and team. It is very well led, things aren’t taken for granted, they learn from mistakes even when they win. The fact that they have lasted so long means they are a great team.


‘The greatest ever? I don’t go along with those labels. The greatest team is at a moment, when you take a snapshot on the day. The All-Ireland last year [2009] is an example. Had Tipperary won they would have been entitled to be regarded as one of the greatest teams ever. Was the Kilkenny team that rolled Cork over when they were going for the three in a row the greatest team? You can go through it and examine various examples. How many of the current team were around in 2000? Only Henry [Shefflin]. But when you look at it in its totality, it is the greatest era of all time. On particular days the team stands up there with the best. It ticks all the boxes.’


Ger served as a Kilkenny selector for the first three years of the Cody era during which they won the All-Ireland in 2000. ‘It was a great honour to be asked to serve by Brian. We had some great days and I have enjoyed watching them ever since. We really have been spoiled by the success of the last ten years and you have to admire everything that they have achieved.’


So what is it that allows Kilkenny to produce great teams so consistently through the decades? Pat says there is no single answer to that. There are cultural reasons as well as a lot else. ‘People talk about tradition, but everyone has two hands and two legs, the same brainpower. It was Tommy Maher who said that the difference is that everyone in Kilkenny is coached from an early age, not just on the field, but on the street when an old lad will be passing by or watching and who will tell a youngster he is catching the hurl wrong or pass on some small bit of advice that makes a difference. It has been handed down over the generations. It is a head start, but that in itself will win you nothing. It has to be organised and coordinated. We went through periods when we had lots of talent but it was not organised. Over the last ten years we have improved on that. Before people frowned at coaches, now they know proper coaching is vital.


‘There is a fear it could go too far. People can be too animated at under-age matches. Hurling should be fun. A young lad should go home from a coaching session loving the game and wanting to play more. They should not be discouraged by being reprimanded for doing something wrong. You can over-formalise everything too much. Here in Kilkenny we have a culture. You will see a young lad walking up the town with a hurl in one hand and a girl in the other. It’s part of the way of life. We have great supporters who are very knowledgeable; we also have the odd stupid fella.’


John has lived outside Kilkenny for twenty years and wonders now if they take their hurling too seriously. ‘It is expected in Kilkenny that we win things. I remember Liam Walsh asking me one time when he was starting out if I thought we could win an All-Ireland. I told him then, and still believe it, that any year you play for Kilkenny you have a chance of winning an All-Ireland. That is a position of great privilege.’


Pat has enjoyed supporting Kilkenny for the last ten years but warns that it cannot last forever. ‘We’ve been lucky. We have had very good players, a very good management structure and a lot of success, but it can’t last forever. We must recognise there will be peaks and valleys, and we will go down and have to come back up again and rebuild. With the present structure and present commitment, they will always be competitive and you can’t ask for more than being competitive. If you are competitive you will enjoy the game.’


John has played with, and coached, Wicklow hurlers since he moved to Bray. ‘I suppose I did see the other side of life,’ he says of his time with one of the non-traditional hurling counties. There was a core of people who were dedicated to hurling, who shared the passion that can be found in pockets throughout the country. But he found it hard to introduce the ethic that came so naturally to youngsters in Kilkenny. His last game was in the Wicklow Championship final which he won with the Glenealy club.


Ger spent four years coaching The Fenians, then decided in 2010 to take his first break from the game. But he continues to follow the fortunes of both club and county. ‘Fenians means a lot to me. It is a small, rural parish and club and it has remained consistently in the top six or seven clubs in Kilkenny. That is some achievement when you consider the quality of opposition we face every year. The club consistently provides players to Kilkenny and we have P.J. Ryan, J.J. Delaney and P.J. Delaney with the current team. If you asked me to make a choice between Kilkenny winning five in a row All-Irelands or Fenians winning the County Championship, then I would go for Fenians.’


Although Pat did coach Dicksboro, it was only because of the family connection. He is still The Fenians’ delegate to the Kilkenny County Board. He cannot imagine not being involved in some way with the GAA. ‘The GAA has been a huge part of my life. I enjoy it; it might not appear that way all the time, but what would I be doing with myself if I wasn’t involved? I found it a terrible wrench when I stopped training a team. I had to force myself to stop. There are only three teams I would ever train – my own club, my sons’ club or the county team. I have been asked to do others but I wouldn’t enjoy that. I like being out with lads playing, but I think I need to have a connection either with my own county or club, there has to be a relationship. I have resisted offers. Floods of fellas broke my heart for a few years coming to the door asking me to coach their teams but they finally copped on that no means no. I am involved with development squads now and it is great to see young people coming through, to see young coaches coming through, the enthusiasm they have and the skills they have. The CV of a good young coach is impressive now and it has to be. It is harder to manage young people now, expectations are higher and coaches need to be more professional and more skilled.’


Now in his late sixties, Pat remains as enthusiastic and committed to Gaelic games as ever. The Hendersons always liked their football and Pat admires the work being carried out at under-age level in Kilkenny. ‘There’s a lot of work being done here at under-14 and under-16 level,’ he observes. ‘At “B” level in south Leinster the schools from Kilkenny play good teams from Kildare, Laois, Wexford and Offaly and beat them. And then they don’t enter teams at under-18 level because they want to commit to hurling,’ he says with more than a hint of surprise. It is the Kilkenny way. He believes there will always be a conflict between football and hurling. Hurling will always remain strong where it is loved. ‘The strong hurling counties will always survive and the game will prosper. Where there is a conflict between the codes it is difficult for young players to give hurling the proper time, because you have to put in more personal time with a hurling ball than with a football.’


Pat has conflicting emotions about hurling in the weaker counties. He looks to neighbouring Carlow and is filled with admiration for the work being done in a county where football is by far the stronger game. ‘In Carlow they are making enormous strides but the mountain they have to climb is gigantic. They are doing fantastic work for a small county where football is also very strong. But there is great promise. Will they win an All-Ireland senior title? I hope they do, but I don’t think they will. They can aspire to, but I don’t think they can win, a Leinster title. The whole of Carlow would need to be playing hurling. Offaly are the exception to this rule. The skill levels in Carlow have improved enormously.’


Elsewhere he worries about the discrepancies, the gulf in standards. He has watched the introduction of the Nicky Rackard, Christy Ring and Lory Meagher Cups for the lower-tier counties and accepts that there is a purpose in providing a platform for players to play at a level where they can enjoy the game and improve their skills. ‘What concerns me at times is at colleges level I see some teams playing hurling from weaker areas and they are just fulfilling fixtures. That’s not enjoyable. They are playing on bad pitches, in bad weather with bad equipment. By that I mean a guy is picking up a hurley and he’s not used to it. They end up with sore shins; that’s not enjoyable. Hurling is not like football. If you haven’t a certain basic skill level in hurling you won’t enjoy it. At the lower level, you have to get at least to a skill level where you are able to enjoy playing. You have to keep practising and if you are not practising you cannot enjoy it. That is a problem in a county where football is the dominant game. The players don’t have the time to practise.’


His mobile phone rings as our conversation nears its end. He is needed across the city in Nowlan Park, the home of Kilkenny hurling. Just for an hour or so. Something small but important. The Henderson contribution continues.









The Earley Brothers
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The late Lt Gen. Dermot Earley celebrates his daughter Noelle’s elevation to Ladies Football All Star status in 2009, flanked by his wife Mary and daughters Anne Marie and Paula. © Brendan Moran/SPORTSFILE


As the shrill of the final whistle drifted into the air over Dr Hyde Park in Roscommon at the conclusion of the 1985 Connacht football final, the end of an era had been signalled. Mayo had won the provincial title and the supporters began to spill onto the field in celebration. In the middle of the field, Mayo’s Willie Joe Padden heard a familiar voice offering congratulations. He turned to take the hand of his old adversary, Dermot Earley, and they both felt the bolt of emotion. This was Dermot’s final game in a Roscommon career that stretched back almost two decades. He deserved more than a handshake. Willie Joe shouted to his team-mates. They nodded approval. Dermot was hoisted on their shoulders. The Mayo supporters halted their charge and applauded the vanquished hero.


Paul Earley stood watching a short distance away. His sense of disappointment at the loss of a major game was temporarily suspended. All his life he had lived proud in the knowledge that his eldest brother, the age gap being sixteen years, was a hero to football followers not just in Roscommon but all over Ireland. But this acknowledgement of his status by peers who should have been celebrating their own triumph was something extraordinary.


Back in an emotional dressing-room, where another old stalwart, Pat Lindsay, had also announced that he was retiring from the inter-county game, Paul had little time for deep thoughts. But he realised that he was lucky to have had the opportunity to play with Dermot even for a brief period in the Roscommon colours.


‘Like every kid I dreamed of playing for Roscommon one day,’ says Paul, ‘and following Dermot all my life just added to my determination. But because of the age difference, it never really occurred to me that we would get the opportunity to play together. He had transferred to Sarsfields in Newbridge when I was still in school so we had never even played together for our club, Michael Glaveys. He had been a huge influence on me even though I had grown up at home, the youngest in the family, when Dermot had already moved away to start his army career.


‘My life as a child revolved around school, going to football matches and following Dermot. And I had a special time. I was attending secondary school in Ballyhaunis between 1977 and 1981 and Roscommon never lost to Mayo in those five years in either League or Championship. So myself and a few other lads from Glaveys were going to school on Monday mornings with big smiles on our faces.’


In 1981 Paul had been a member of the Roscommon minor team that won the Connacht Championship. It had been the first real opportunity Dermot had had to assess the potential of his youngest brother. For a number of years he had been hearing encouraging reports about Paul’s ability and his dedication to football, but his life in his adopted home in Kildare and a busy career in the army meant that he never got the chance to see Paul play.


By the start of the National League campaign in October 1981, the Roscommon team manager Tom Heneghan de-


cided an injection of new blood was needed. Paul was snatched up in the recruitment drive. The two brothers played together for the first time in a League game against Galway, watched by their proud father, Peadar. They lined out alongside one another against Sligo and Galway in the 1982 Connacht Championship before Paul was lured to a brief career in Australian Rules football during 1983 and 1984. He returned in time to be part of the final chapter in Dermot’s career in 1985.


‘I was only seventeen when I first played with him and I think I was in awe of him and the rest of the team because of everything they had achieved,’ recalls Paul. ‘The most important thing for me growing up was to emulate him by playing for the county, but the fact that we had a few years together with Roscommon was a great thrill.’


Dermot wrote of their relationship in his biography, The Earley Years: ‘We didn’t get to know one another until we played together. I enjoyed playing with him. I consider him to be a far faster and more skilful player than I could ever be, even though he was often playing in my shadow. He was a great utility player. It was great to get to know him as a person. It was good to have somebody to confide in about my frustration with my own game. He had different opinions about other players and about the game and I found this interesting. We talked about other aspects of life and this was enriching for me.’


On 23 June 2010, the entire nation was stunned when Dermot Earley died after a short illness. Though it was known everywhere that the army chief-of-staff and sporting legend had been ill for some months, it was hard for his friends and fans to come to terms with his passing. His funeral on 25 and 26 June was attended by tens of thousands of friends, admirers and contemporaries. He was buried with full military honours in St Conleth’s cemetery in Maynooth. At the wishes of his wife Mary and family, an All-Ireland Championship qualifier game between Kildare and Antrim went ahead in Newbridge on 26 June. Dermot Junior played. That is the Earley spirit.


* * *


As a young married couple from Mayo setting out in life in the 1940s, Peadar and Kitty Earley had gone through a few postings during Peadar’s career as a national schoolteacher. By the time their eldest son Dermot was seven years old in 1955, they were settling into what would become their permanent home in Gorthaganny, a small village in west Roscommon just a short distance from the border with Mayo. Dermot was born in Castlebar and in later years would be claimed by many a Mayo football supporter.


Peadar loved football and was a dedicated member of the GAA. Within a year of arriving in Gorthaganny he was the prime mover behind the founding of a new GAA club which he called Michael Glaveys in honour of a local man who had been a great sportsman as well as a freedom fighter and was killed in 1920. Meetings were held in the Earley household or the home of another official. Peadar served in every position – chairman for long periods and secretary for other long periods. His sons watched proceedings and got an early understanding and appreciation of the politics and administration of the GAA.


Dermot was the eldest. Deirdre, Margaret and Peter followed, and Paul was born in July 1964. By that time Dermot was a boarding student in the famous football nursery of St Nathy’s College in Ballaghaderreen and was showing great promise as a footballer. He was just fifteen when he was selected to play for the Roscommon minor team in 1963. Two years later he won his first Connacht Championship when still a minor and played in Croke Park for the first time. Roscommon lost to Derry by three points and Dermot missed a penalty. But there were other highlights that year: he also played for the Roscommon under-21 team and in October was selected on the senior team for the National League.


His rise to national attention was accelerated in 1966 when he was a member of the Roscommon team that won the All-Ireland Under-21 Championship. Now enrolled in the Army Cadet School in the Curragh, Dermot found himself preparing for the final among the opposition of Kildare. He was just eighteen, but showed a maturity beyond his years and played a major part in a rare national success for Roscommon. Three years later he played in another under-21 final, but Roscommon lost to Antrim.


With such a supply of talent being provided it was expected that Roscommon would begin to make an impact at senior level. But the 1960s proved to be a frustrating time. Dermot had to wait until 1972 for success and many observers consider his performance in the Connacht final against Mayo that year as arguably his greatest for the county. Partnering Gerry Beirne in midfield, Earley was in commanding form and crowned his display with a goal that followed a thundering solo run through the middle of McHale Park.


Hints continued to drop that the 1970s might prove to be a more lucrative decade. Roscommon reached the National League final in 1974, but were denied victory by a last-minute equalising goal from Kerry’s John Egan. Kerry won the replay, but Earley’s performances were rewarded when he was included on the All Stars selection at midfield alongside Kerry’s Paudie Lynch. That celebration led to one of the few major controversies in his career. Selection on the All Stars at that time meant a tour to the United States the following May for a series of exhibition games. However, the All Stars rules had strict disciplinary guidelines at the time and a player who served a term of suspension was not eligible for selection. Even if a player was suspended following selection, he was not allowed to tour. For the only time in his illustrious career, Dermot Earley was sent off during a National League game in Croke Park against Dublin in February 1975. An innocuous tangle with Dublin’s Jimmy Keaveney led to a scuffle. It was brought to an end when Dermot punched Bobby Doyle on the nose. He was sent to the line. ‘It was the most devastating thing that ever happened to me playing football, much worse than losing the All-Ireland,’ he recalled. ‘As I walked back to the line the realisation of all the things that were going to happen came to me. First of all, it meant there was a blot on my career. I always wanted to be as fair as I could. Even if I fouled, I always felt it was wrong afterwards. To be warned by a referee is a blot on your copybook, but to be sent off is incredible.’


A two-month suspension meant he would miss the All Stars’ tour. When an appeal failed, friends pressed him to travel even though he could not play. New York’s ‘Mr GAA’, the famous John ‘Kerry’ O’Donnell, invited him to travel and offered to pay Dermot’s expenses. Eventually, with the role of assistant to tour manager Seán Purcell as his official title, he did accompany the team.


Injury and overseas duty with the army in the Middle East interrupted his career, but he was back for the 1977 Championship and the most exciting period of his football career.


Dermot was one of the most experienced players with Roscommon in 1977, alongside Pat Lindsay, Harry Keegan, Tom Heneghan and Mickey Freyne. They were joined by a new batch of players that included future All Star Tony McManus, his brother Éamon, John ‘Jigger’ O’Connor, John O’Gara and Danny Murray. They won four Connacht Championships in a row and the National League in 1979 when Dermot won his second All Star award. They also reached the All-Ireland final in 1980 where they lost to Kerry in a game most observers believe they should have won. Conditions were tricky on the day, but Roscommon seemed unnerved about facing the All-Ireland champions, who were bidding for their third title in a row. Roscommon exploded into action and were 1–2 to no score ahead after eleven minutes, but they failed to maintain the momentum. Two brilliant saves from Kerry goalkeeper Charlie Neligan boosted Kerry’s bid for another title and they held on to win by 1–9 to 1–6.


The game led to some recriminations. The Kerry man-ager Mick O’Dwyer was critical of what he believed was Roscommon’s physical approach and some treatment he said was meted out to particular Kerry forwards. In his bio-graphy Dermot addressed those claims: ‘In all our discussions and practice sessions there was never once any mention of stopping, tripping, holding or kicking an opponent. When they got the ball our job was to be as close as possible, to be absolutely committed, to harass, to chase and to contest, but always to play within the rules. When we got the ball our job was to be as elusive and creative as possible. At no stage was there even a hint that we should go out and be physical.’
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