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      Introduction


      ‘People’s backyards are much more interesting than their front gardens.’


      John Betjeman


      One December day the phone rang in the office of the Sunday Independent editor, Aengus Fanning. Eamon Dunphy was calling from a pub in Croydon. He was in the company of George Best and his wife, Mary. Dunphy had travelled to London with no real plan, other than to meet with Best to see how he was doing and write a piece for that weekend’s paper.


      Denis Compton had earlier come into the same pub and taken a seat at the bar. He and Best acknowledged each other. Best sent a drink over to Compton, who then returned the compliment. ‘Here’s one of the greatest footballers of all time and one of the greatest cricketers of all time in a pub in Croydon,’ Dunphy recalled years later.


      As darkness began to fall on that winter afternoon, Compton joined the trio for a while. It was then that an idea popped into Dunphy’s head, and he couldn’t shake it. He wanted to call Fanning, whose passion for – and knowledge of – cricket was well known by all who knew him. He found a payphone in the back of the pub and asked Compton if he would say hello to his boss. If this legend of English cricket thought the request strange, he didn’t show it, and a short conversation with a thrilled cricket enthusiast back in Dublin ensued.


      In the end, the chance encounter made it into Dunphy’s piece, which in turn has made it into this collection of articles written for the Sunday Independent sport section over the last thirty years. It is without doubt one of the finest pieces I’ve read about Best, capturing a side to the man that was seldom observed. Dunphy had, in a manner, gone rummaging in Best’s back yard and found the innocence and sadness behind the façade; he is full of caring and concern, and maybe even hope for his fallen hero.


      Dunphy’s piece on Best proves the truth of Betjeman’s observation, an observation which makes a good starting point for this anthology – it’s a good finishing point too. The last section takes its title from it, and the three pieces (including Dunphy’s) which make up the closing pages demonstrate the writer’s art of getting to know people better, people who really interest us – people like Best and Rory McIlroy – by looking a little deeper.


      The idea behind On The Seventh Day is a simple one. We have always respected the intelligence of our readers. This respect manifests itself each week in how we look at the world of sport. The cliché that sports fans are some kind of one-dimensional bozos is largely a creation of people who know little about sport and less about those who are passionate about it. These are the kind of people who have espoused a ban on alcohol sponsorship in sport but not in the arts because, well, the more refined types are wiser to the dangers of alcohol than the ruffian hordes who go to football games. That is why there is a literary quality to the best of sports writing all over the world; a refusal to dumb it down.


      In an exchange of letters over several years, later published in a book entitled Here and Now, writers Paul Auster and J. M. Coetzee touched on their passion for sport and tried to rationalise how it intruded so much on their literary world. ‘Is sport simply like sin: one disapproves of it but one yields because the flesh is weak?’ asks Coetzee at one point. In his reply, Auster observes: ‘Of the many hundreds of baseball games I have watched – perhaps even thousands – nearly every one has had some small detail or event I have never seen in any other game. There is pleasure in the new, but also pleasure in the known. The pleasure of eating food one likes, the pleasure of sex. No matter how exotic or complex one’s erotic life might be, an orgasm is an orgasm, and we anticipate them with pleasure because of the pleasure they have given us in the past.’


      And it is this philosophy which has underpinned how the Sunday Independent has approached sport for a very long time, giving strong-minded and talented writers the platform to express themselves in a way designed to stimulate readers, who are thus invited to agree or disagree. We have always been keen to entertain, to produce good reads, but never to pander. There is a sometimes devilish quality to the writers, in that they enjoy provoking and challenging people, but not in some kind of cheap, attention-seeking play; it is more to engage readers in the argument, cajoling them to look beyond the conventional wisdom which tends to permeate all sporting reactions. There is also always room for humour, passion and even for a little exaggeration for rhetorical effect. Irreverence is important.


      On The Seventh Day is not an anthology of memorable moments in Irish sport over the last thirty years, although some are there. Nor is it intended as a chronicle of those years. It is intended to cast a light on the world of Irish sport in all its forms, which is what the Sunday Independent strives to do every week. The pieces have been chosen to reflect this. These are my choices, based on what I think the paper has brought to the sporting landscape over those three decades, how it has criticised, praised, challenged or even cheered. As much as possible, articles have been reproduced as they originally appeared. There may be references or usage of language which appear a little dated, but I felt it was important for the integrity of the book to avoid the temptation of updating them to account for the passage of time, or even allowing the benefit of hindsight to colour my judgement. In some instances, footnotes have been used to explain a contemporary reference, but otherwise every effort has been made to keep the pieces intact.


      There is anger, joy, humour, sadness, pity, tragedy, beauty; there are memories, controversies and celebrations; tales of addiction and tales of redemption. The book opens with Paul Kimmage’s opus from the winter of 2001 on the story behind Ireland’s memorable win over Holland in September of that year, a game that – as it turned out – as good as sealed our place at the World Cup the following year. The central figure in that game, of course, was Roy Keane, who also became the central figure in a different way when storming out of the Irish camp at that World Cup the following summer, and Kimmage’s famous interview with Keane, which he conducted in Saipan just before the storm erupted, also features here.


      There are only four women writers represented in this anthology, an imbalance that is bound to raise questions. Going through the newspaper archives of the last three decades, it was striking how long it has taken for women to become established in the world of sports writing. Cliona Foley was among a very small group of women who made the first breakthrough in the early 1990s and her insight into a very young Catherina McKiernan is included here, but, otherwise, the remaining contributions from women are from much later. The situation has improved, thanks in part to the emergence of a new and talented group of female journalists, but there is still a way to go to see the same kind of representation in sports writing as we do in other areas.


      The belated emergence of more women writing about sport, though, has come at a time when the newspaper industry as a whole is under threat. Fewer people are buying newspapers, which is not the same thing as saying that people are not interested in what good writers have to say. It is just that the habit of buying a paper each day, or on a Sunday, is dying. There was a time, not too long ago, when hundreds of thousands of newspapers were sold in Ireland every Sunday. On the seventh day Irish people had an extraordinary custom, which seemed to set them apart from other nations, of buying several papers and catching up on the week’s events in politics, sport and whatever else tickled their fancy. And as the newspapers grew in size in response to their growing popularity, buying the Sunday paper almost became an event. The Sunday Independent was the first choice of many and enjoyed a massive weekly sale. There was a stable of writers who were setting the agenda in the national discourse each week, including in sport. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the voices of the likes of David Walsh, Eamon Dunphy and Mick Doyle led the way; then came Paul Kimmage and Colm O’Rourke; later, into the noughties, Dermot Gilleece, Dion Fanning, Neil Francis, Joe Brolly and Eamonn Sweeney, whose award-winning ‘Hold The Back Page’ column has been ever-present since 2006, were among the prominent voices.


      Despite the changes in the media landscape, and the gravitation of journalism to online platforms, sports fans still have the same voracious appetite to read good pieces and so we continue to produce them. The principles of what we do haven’t changed – we are bound to inform and entertain – and the Sunday Independent is still the largest-selling weekend paper in the country.


      I hope you enjoy this collection from our sports pages. Some of you will be more than familiar with the Sunday Independent and our ideology; others may be coming to us for the first time. I hope whichever bracket you fall into that you enjoy reading these pieces as much as we enjoyed producing them. We have always endeavoured to give our writers the freedom not just to express themselves but to have fun while doing so. There has never been a party line. All the writers are free to express their own varied and often contrary opinions. Indeed, it is not uncommon for different writers to put forward diametrically opposed views on a subject in the same issue. There is room in our church for all. As Walt Whitman said, ‘Do I contradict myself? Very well then I contradict myself, I am large, I contain multitudes.’


      We like to be serious about sport, but not solemn; we like to talk about sport the way Irish people talk about it … especially on the seventh day.


      John Greene
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    Inside the Team that Mick Built


    ‘Who’s Friedrich Nietzsche? What team did he ever play for?’
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    Inside the Team that Mick Built (Part 1)


    Paul Kimmage


    On 1 September 2001 the Republic of Ireland produced one of the most memorable displays in the history of Irish sport. How was this remarkable performance achieved? From the hotel room to the dressing room; from the tunnel to the final whistle; every stride, every breath, every thought … here is the full story.


    28 October 2001


    Barry Murphy was almost there. After a week of reading the sports pages and shooting the breeze with punters in queues, the Après Match comedian had placed his finger on the pulse of the nation. Nobody, but nobody, expected Ireland to get a result in the World Cup qualifying game against Holland and the opening sketch during the RTÉ live broadcast on Saturday would have to reflect this. He picked up the script and began to tweak it again. He was almost there. It was almost perfect.


    Take One: Après Match, 1 September, 14.53.


    (As thousands of Irish fans make their way to Lansdowne Road, one jersey-clad supporter with a strong Dublin accent seeks refuge in a bar and is handed a pint of stout by his friend.)


    ‘Can we switch on the match?’ the friend inquires.


    ‘We’re not watching the match, that’s why we came here, right?’ the fan replies tetchily.


    ‘What are ye talking about, we’re not watching the match?’


    ‘We’re not watching the match. We’re going to get destroyed! We’re going to get annihilated! You don’t need to see that, right?’


    ‘What are you talking about?’


    ‘Have you seen the team they have?’


    ‘I have, yeah.’


    ‘Yeah?’


    ‘Yeah.’


    ‘And what? You want to watch them stuff us nine or ten nil? What are you, Oliver Cromwell?’


    ‘What are you talking about? The Duffer’s in great form.’


    ‘The Duffer’s in great form … they’ve got van Nistelhooks, Kluiverts, Hasselbainks, Overbooks … who have we got, The Duffer! His real name: DAMIEN BLEEDIN’ DUFF! Sums up our chances! It will be like watching your man, Gary O’Shaughnessy, at the Eurovision. Do you remember? He got us relegated. I don’t want that humiliation, right? I’m not having that blood on me hands.’


    (A pregnant pause ensues.)


    ‘Who’s Gary O’Shaughnessy?’


    ‘Exactly!’


    1


    Mick McCarthy has never appreciated his phone ringing on Saturday. Phone calls on Saturday mean …


    ‘He’s out.’


    ‘He’s injured.’


    ‘He’s done his hamstring.’


    ‘His ankle’s gone.’


    ‘It’s his knee.’


    He lost Stephen Carr on a Saturday. He lost Kenny Cunningham on a Saturday. He lost Mark Kinsella on a Saturday. He lost Gary Breen on a Saturday. Saturdays are bad news for international managers and the last Saturday of August would prove the same. A friend, Aidan Kelly, had just sent a text message from the West Ham/Leeds game at Upton Park: ‘Hartey injured and doubtful.’ McCarthy glanced again at his mobile and tried to figure it out. ‘Doubtful’? What did doubtful mean? But he knew. He knew.


    2


    Ian Harte sat in the dressing room at Upton Park and studied the gash in his leg. The real damage had been done, not in the seventy-eighth minute when Paolo Di Canio’s studs had ripped into his ankle, but a week earlier in the 2–0 defeat of Southampton when the ankle had been badly bruised. He had struggled all week to be fit for West Ham and probably shouldn’t have played but it was a Catch-22. Would Leeds release him to Mick McCarthy if he wasn’t fit for David O’Leary? That’s not how the game was played. So he gritted his teeth and suffered in silence and almost pulled it off.


    Gary Kelly and Robbie Keane came over to take a look. Keane knew Harte was struggling even before the game. ‘At half-time he was icing his leg in a bucket. I wouldn’t be able to do that. I find it hard to get going when I ice my leg but full credit to him, he stuck with it.’ The plan had been to fly home from London later that evening but the plan had suddenly changed: Kelly and Keane would be travelling on to Dublin, Harte would be returning for treatment to Leeds. ‘I’ll see you during the week,’ Kelly offered by way of encouragement. But he wasn’t sure. The ankle looked a mess.


    3


    The following afternoon, as Ian Harte spent his first day on crutches, a crowd of 42,632 were streaming through the turnstiles at Villa Park for the first clash of the season between Aston Villa and Manchester United. For 42,631 of them, the winning of the game was all that mattered, but one spectator had come with a different agenda. His name was Stephen Staunton and he would spend the ninety minutes sitting in the stand studying Ruud van Nistelrooy.


    Staunton, Ireland’s most capped international, wasn’t happy that John Gregory, the Villa manager, had left him out of the team. He never is. ‘Stan loves playing,’ Gregory told The Daily Telegraph recently. ‘He is always banging on the door saying, “Why wasn’t I on the bench? Why wasn’t I in the team? I can’t believe you’ve left me out.”’


    Staunton hates when he isn’t involved. He hates it so much that he often feels like registering his protest by staying at home. On any other Sunday he might have, but his pending appointment with van Nistelrooy in Dublin had become an obsession. So he joined the queue of traffic to Villa Park. The Dutchman was good. The Dutchman was very good. There could be no falling asleep with this guy on your shoulder. Staunton drove home and packed his bags for Dublin. The game was six days away but already his pulse was starting to race.


    4


    Mattie Holland was also learning Dutch that afternoon.


    ‘Magic the shirt heaven algebra, Patrick?’


    No, didn’t sound right.


    ‘Ma gick je shirt hebban algebreest, Patrick?’


    No, it still wasn’t right.


    The Patrick in question was Patrick Kluivert, the star of the Netherlands football team. The ‘shirt’ was the brilliant orange tunic he would wear at Lansdowne Road. From the moment Mattie had announced why he was travelling to Dublin, the pressure had come on from his seven-year-old son. Jacob Holland loved Kluivert. He was the star of FIFA 2000, Jacob’s favourite Playstation game.


    ‘WHAAT! YOU’LL BE PLAYING AGAINST KLUIVERT! AW DAD, PLEASE, PLEASE, YOU’VE GOT TO GET ME HIS SHIRT.’ So Mattie started making plans. He was sure Kluivert spoke English and knew ‘May I have your shirt please?’ was the easiest path to tread. But what if he asked in Dutch? Kluivert couldn’t but be impressed. He started taking lessons.


    ‘Mag ik je shirt hebben alsjebliest, Patrick?’


    Hmmm, he was almost there but it still wasn’t perfect. He needed to roll it out with a bit more gravel in his throat. It needed more arrogance, more confidence, more … Dutch.


    5


    Jason McAteer stood staring at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. It was Sunday evening at the Dublin Airport Posthouse Hotel and he was just about to head into the city to meet Damien Duff.


    Don’t look at me like that. I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking ‘a night, on the town is the last thing you need.’ You’re thinking ‘he hasn’t started a game for Blackburn in yonks.’ You’re thinking ‘Saturday is only six days away, you should be wrapped up in bed.’ You’re thinking ‘Spice Boy! Waster! After all that’s happened you haven’t bloody changed!’ But you’re wrong. I have changed. I have. I’m a father now. I’m in a relationship now. I’m older now and harder now and … okay, so I’m probably not as wise as I ought to be but I’m getting there. I’m getting there. I’m trying to be good.


    6


    Mick Byrne went striding into the lobby like his trousers were on fire. It was Monday morning at the Posthouse Hotel and the team’s physiotherapist, psychotherapist and Mother Hen had a million things to do and as much on his mind.


    ‘Has the gaffer arrived yet?’


    ‘I better phone Hartey again.’


    ‘I’d better phone Roy.’


    ‘The first training session is scheduled for 4.00; some of the lads will need treatment and strapping.’


    ‘There’s Ciaran. I hope he has organised the drinks and medical supplies. And I see Jason is in. Has Clinton arrived yet? Got to keep working on Clinton. I wonder does he mind us calling him “Brother”? Have to make sure he is feeling at home.’


    ‘Jaysus the rooms! We’re moving to Citywest tomorrow. Has Eddie faxed them the rooms I wonder? Did I give him the list? Alan Kelly with Shay Given; Kevin Kilbane with Niall Quinn; Steve Staunton with Dean Kiely; Gary Kelly with Ian Harte; Robbie Keane with Richard Dunne; Damien Duff with Lee Carsley; Jason McAteer with Mark Kennedy; Steve Finnan with Gary Doherty; Clinton Morrison with Stephen Reid; Andy O’Brien with Dave Connolly; Mattie on his own; Roy on his own. Have I missed anyone?’


    ‘Ahh Packie! Great to see you! Gaffer! There y’are. Wait till I tell you about the dream I had last night, it was definitely an omen. I’ve a good feeling about this week. We owe them Dutch.’


    ‘Jason me oul flower, great to see you son. Come ’ere till I give you a hug.’


    7


    Damien Duff wasn’t sure what hurt the most: the pain in his head from the night on the town with Jason or the look on his twelve-year-old brother’s face when he’d informed him he was going out. Jamie had planned a night in front of the telly. It wasn’t every weekend his famous brother was home. They could nestle down on the couch with a bucket of cake and chocolate and watch the Spanish League football on Sky, just like old times.


    But Damien wasn’t having it: he’d scored a brilliant goal for Blackburn against Spurs the day before and fancied a little R&R before answering Ireland’s call. But now he felt desperate. His head was pounding like a jackhammer and Jamie was giving him the eye. ‘Okay Jamie,’ he said, ‘I’ll make it up to you. Win, lose or draw on Saturday against Holland and I’ll come home.’


    ‘Is that a promise?’


    ‘It’s a promise. We’ll sit down and watch the England game on Match of the Day.’


    ‘Okay,’ Jamie smiled.


    8


    It was a wave. It was a wave that picked me up and carried me on its crest for almost a decade. One moment, I was just an unknown Scouser playing for a bunch called Marine and the next I was sitting in a dressing room in Giants Stadium, New York surrounded by boyhood heroes: Ronnie Whelan, Ray Houghton, John Aldridge and Paul McGrath. We were playing in the World Cup! That’s how incredible it was. Six caps for Ireland and I was playing in the World Cup! Sprinting up and down the line against Paolo fuckin’ Maldini. And, overnight, I was a hero too.


    It was a dream. It was a dream that picked me up and carried me away to a different planet. Planet Popstar. Celebrity fare. Girls throwing their knickers; a mansion with electric gates; shampoo commercials à la Ginola; supermarket openings like Jack. Walking out at Anfield for my beloved Liverpool. Walking out at Wembley to play United in the final of the Cup. Walking up the catwalk in Armani. Peeling off those crisp new bills to Enzo Ferrari … one hundred, two hundred … revving up, slapping them down. Meet Jason and The Three Amigos. Thought it would last forever. Thought it would never end.


    It was a crash. It was a crash that knocked the air out of my lungs and brought the world tumbling down around my ankles. We were training at Liverpool one morning and Stan Collymore gave the ball away in five-a-side. ‘Don’t worry Stan,’ Roy Evans, the manager, says. ‘Come on, win it back, you’ll be alright next time.’ A few minutes later I lost possession and was rewarded with an unmerciful bollocking and stormed off the training ground.


    The manager pulled me in. ‘What’s the matter with you?’ he asks. ‘Fuck you,’ I reply, absolutely livid. ‘I give the ball away once and you read me the riot act! Stan gives it away all the time and it’s “That’s okay Stan!”’


    ‘Yeah,’ he says, ‘but a manager has got to know his players. I know I can do it with you. I know you’ll respond positively but Stan will go the other way.’ And then he put his arm around me and everything was fine.


    I needed that. I needed an arm around my shoulder. I needed reassurance that I was a valued member of the team and could play. And when I got it, I could play and in return I gave it all: 100 per cent commitment, absolute loyalty to the cause.


    Everything changed when Gérard Houllier came in. The first time he sees me, he calls me to the touchline: ‘What’s your name?’ he asks. I couldn’t believe it. A World Cup with Ireland! A hundred appearances for Liverpool! ‘What’s your name?’


    I was dropped shortly afterwards. Hit me like a bomb. And then things started to slide: transfer to Blackburn, wage cut, broken leg and suddenly my value was falling faster than an IT share. Nobody would touch me. Couldn’t get a game. And the only thing that kept me going was the loyalty of family and friends and the faith shown in Ireland.


    Mick Byrne and the way he might hug you; Mick McCarthy’s defiant belief; Ian Evans and Packie Bonner’s prompting on the training ground; Johnny Fallon’s tireless grin; Joe Walsh laying out the kit; Tony Hickey laying down the law; Ciaran Murray in the treatment room; Derek Carroll on the bus. Doctor Martin, Father Liam, the inimitable Eddie Corcoran and the lads: Sparky, Duffer, Kells, Alan Kells, Quinny, Carso, Breeny, Stan, Shay, Hartey, Robbie, Dunney, Mattie, Stevie, Kendo, Kev, Kince, Deano and yeah, sometimes even Roy.
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    25 August 1996, Eschen, Liechtenstein.


    A reporter places a glass to the wall of his bedroom. On the eve of Mick McCarthy’s first World Cup qualifying game as manager, two of his most experienced players are discussing the plight of the team on the other side of the wall …


    ‘So, what do you think then?’


    ‘Of Mick? Well, at least we’re playing football. I thought he’d have us lumping it forward like Jack. I thought it would be a lot more direct.’


    ‘Yeah, but what about the results? How many games have we lost?’


    ‘Five.’


    ‘And won?’


    ‘One.’


    ‘Draws?’


    ‘Two.’


    ‘And he’s what … five months in the job?’


    ‘Yeah.’


    ‘Not easy is it?’


    ‘No, but it was never going to be. What age is he? Thirty-seven? And how does anyone follow an act like Jack?’


    ‘I can’t believe I’m still here to be honest.’


    ‘No, me neither. Bryan Adams concerts! Travelling everywhere as a group! Eleven o’clock curfews on Sunday evenings! For fuck’s sake we used to be only driving into town at that time in the old days. It was a lot more fun under Jack.’


    ‘No, I don’t mean that.’


    ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘I can’t believe he keeps calling me into the squads. As soon as he got the job I was sure “that’s me gone”.’


    ‘Naah, he needs all of the old boys on board, doesn’t he? Look at the ages of some of these kids! What’s Hartey? Nineteen? And Shay Given and Keith O’Neill can’t be that much older. He’s not going to win much with a team of kids. You’ve got to get the blend right. It has to be a gradual transition.’


    ‘Yeah, I suppose.’


    ‘I do think he’s going to struggle with Roy though.’


    ‘In what way?’


    ‘Well, do you remember that row they had in ’92? I thought Mick was going to chin him. And look at how it’s started: Mick makes him captain for his first game in charge and not only is Roy sent off but he then goes AWOL for the US Cup!’


    ‘Yeah, but what’s new? Jack struggled with Roy; Alex Ferguson struggles with Roy. Even Roy struggles with Roy!’


    ‘Yeah, true enough.’


    ‘I tell you what has surprised me – the training and how well organised it is. I didn’t ever see Mick as a coach.’


    ‘Fuck me, you can say that again. What about all these cones?’


    ‘The pitch this afternoon was like the M25.’


    ‘There was none of that with Jack.’


    ‘No, you’re wrong, there was two at each end to make the goals.’


    ‘Hah, yeah.’


    ‘Have you heard the latest innovation?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘He’s showing us a video tomorrow.’


    ‘What? A Liechtenstein game! No thanks, I was here last year.’


    ‘No, an instructional video on how to sing the anthem.’


    ‘You’re joking!’


    ‘I’m not. He wants us to act more patriotic. He wants us to show more respect for the shirt. He wants us to learn the words of the national anthem.’


    ‘What? In Irish!’


    ‘Yeah.’


    ‘Naah! Are you sure?’


    10


    Things were looking up by Monday evening. Roy Keane had picked up a knock at Villa Park but had phoned to say he was fine and would be staying in Manchester for treatment until Wednesday. Kevin Kilbane, Niall Quinn, Andy O’Brien and Shay Given had arrived relatively (O’Brien had a slight foot injury) unscathed from the Sunderland/Newcastle game.


    There had been no worrying calls from Manchester, Birmingham, Coventry or Wimbledon where Richard Dunne, Alan Kelly, Lee Carsley and Dave Connolly were involved in evening games. And there was better news of ‘Hartey’, who was off the crutches and responding to treatment.


    Mick McCarthy pulled back the sheets and climbed into bed. The hotel lobby had been humming. He had noticed the tension as soon as he’d stepped off the flight. The way people had looked at him walking through the terminal, the words of encouragement: the desperation to succeed.


    ‘All the best Mick.’


    ‘Good man Mick!’


    ‘This is it Mick.’


    Yes, this was it, and yet with just five days to go he had never felt as calm. He smiled and thought of his wife, Fiona, and the prayer she kept pinned to the kitchen wall: ‘God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can and the wisdom to know the difference.’ He was trying. It wasn’t easy.


    Fiona. That’s when it started: two years before his debut for Ireland in the summer of 1982. She had relatives living in Portmarnock, it was his first time to visit and they spent the evening in a pub. He can still see them now, gazing in wonder through the smoke-filled haze from a seat in the corner: the guzzling, the laughing, the singing and then, at the end of the night, the strangest part of all, EVERYBODY STANDING BOLT UPRIGHT FOR THE SINGING OF THE NATIONAL ANTHEM!


    He had never seen that before. No one ever stood up for the national anthem in England. And just as curious as the act itself was the song and the sound of the words.


    Sinne Fianna Fáil, atá faoi gheall ag Éirinn,


    Buíon dár slua …


    What exactly did it mean?


    For the next fifteen years, the question was to haunt him. He remembers the summer of 1990, leading the team out onto the pitch in Cagliari to play England at the World Cup finals. He remembers the lump in his throat and the tear in his eye; bursting with pride that Jack had awarded him the captain’s armband. Bursting with pride for his teammates and the shirt on their backs.


    Bursting with pride for Charlie, his Co. Waterford-born father. Bursting with pride for Fiona and their three children at home. Bursting with pride for the fans who had travelled and the people of Ireland. Bursting with pride. And then they turned to face the flag for the playing of the national anthem and he found himself frustrated again. He was bursting with pride but unable to express it.


    Sinne Fianna Fáil, atá faoi gheall ag Éirinn


    He had tried to learn the words but it didn’t sound the same in his broad Barnsley accent.


    People wrote letters to him regularly, disgusted that the Irish captain, and most of the Irish team, spoke like ‘Brits’ and couldn’t sing the national anthem. It used to drive him absolutely mad. ‘NOBODY HAS EVER GIVEN MORE THAN I GIVE PLAYING FOR IRELAND. A FEW POXY WORDS WON’T MAKE ME PLAY ANY BETTER. I REGARD MYSELF AS A FULL-BLOODED IRISHMAN BUT I WAS BORN IN BLOODY BARNSLEY. AND I’M SORRY IF PEOPLE TAKE OFFENCE BUT THERE’S NOTHING I CAN DO TO CHANGE IT.’


    But he knew, deep down, there was.


    In the summer of 1996, shortly after he took over as manager, another letter arrived from a ‘Liam O’Sullivan’. McCarthy opened it, saw the words ‘national anthem’ and thought at first it was from another crank. But there was something different about it: the stamp on the envelope, the address inside. Liam O’Sullivan, born in England and living in Coventry, was offering to teach him ‘Amhrán na bhFiann’.


    Curious, McCarthy decided to give him a call. ‘Look, I can teach you,’ O’Sullivan assured him, in a thick English accent. ‘Believe me, it’s not as hard as it seems.’ A few days later, a video arrived in the post: ‘TEACH YOURSELF TO SING AS GAEILGE: A Cowboy Production for Chancers Video’. McCarthy shook his head in disbelief: ‘Oh God, what have I done?’


    He slipped the tape into his recorder. Suddenly, the amazing Liam O’Sullivan was grinning at him from the screen with a bunch of cards in his hands. Each card was a line from the anthem and the key to learning it off was to ignore how the words actually looked and sing them phonetically.


    ‘Take the opening two lines: Sinne Fianna Fáil atá faoi gheall ag Éirinn,’ O’Sullivan announced. ‘Try saying that with your gob and you’ve got no chance. Or the third line: Buíon dár slua. I mean, dár would be pronounced “duh” in Barnsley when what you’ve really got to say is “daw”. So forget everything you’ve read and try this instead.


    ‘SHEENA FEE-NA FALL,


    A-TAW FAY GALL EGG AIR-IN,


    BWEEN DAW SLOO


    ‘Get it?’


    The manager got it. And by the time he had reached the last two lines he was thoroughly enjoying himself. He would do it. He would learn the sounds of these words. But then came the twist. ‘Now Mick, I’m sorry but you’ll have to excuse me,’ his instructor announced. ‘I haven’t a clue about the last two lines because you know what always happens then, don’t you? The band plays on and the crowd always shout, “Come on fucking Ireland.” But I’ll find out for you and let you know.’


    Summer kicked on to August. McCarthy brought the video to Liechtenstein and showed it to his players on the eve of his first World Cup qualifying campaign. He wasn’t sure how some of the older hands – Andy Townsend, Ray Houghton and Tony Cascarino – would react, but they all really enjoyed it.


    A rehearsal was organised in the dressing room before kick-off. When the chorus reached its climax, a deafening roar shattered the singing. It was Keith O’Neill, who said: ‘COME ON FucKING IRELAND.’ McCarthy would never forget that moment. It epitomised everything he had achieved as a player and a critical element of what he aspired as a manager to build. A team that never lay down: a team with unbreakable spirit.


    When it came to the building of this team, McCarthy didn’t start with a blank sheet. On the field, some of the cornerstones of the old regime – Andy Townsend, Ray Houghton, Tony Cascarino, Steve Staunton and Niall Quinn – remained loyal to his cause. Off the field, three of Jack’s most faithful servants – Mick Byrne, Charlie O’Leary and Eddie Corcoran – had also been retained. There was no temptation to resort to a big brush and make a clean sweep. Jack’s teams had always played with spirit: ‘Why change what was good?’ But that didn’t mean he couldn’t make it better.


    One evening, his son Michael arrived down for dinner wearing one of his old Irish shirts. Curious, he went upstairs to where they were stored and decided to take a look. There were dozens in the box but he couldn’t tell one from the other. Was this Euro ’88 or Italia ’90? The England game in Stuttgart or the one in Cagliari? When exactly had he worn them? Had he ever worn them? What made them different to those sold in the shops?


    One thing that had always struck a chord was the reverence shown in Brazil for their famous golden tunic. More than a vest to sweat in and discard, the Brazilian shirt was an icon universally adored. Just to wear it was a symbol of achievement: ‘This is one of the best in the world.’ McCarthy, blessed with one such nugget on his team, began to think of ways of enhancing his shirt.


    Under the old regime, players had always received their kit in the hotel on the morning of a game. ‘You’d pick it up off the bed, sling it in a bag for the trip to the ground and find an empty space on the bench in the dressing room.’ But what if the kit was delivered to the dressing room on the morning of the game? What if it was folded neatly under pegs numbered from 1 to 16? And what if the shirt was embroidered with the date of the game and the name of the opposition? Wouldn’t that make it unique? Wouldn’t that make it more precious?


    For sure, it was just another small brick in the building of the team. But try building anything without them.


    11


    I’m very close to Mick, not just on a football level but as a friend as well. I’ve had a tough time over the last six months with a few things that have happened at home but he has always been there for me. He reminds me of Bruce Rioch, my first manager at Bolton. Bruce always stuck by me: ‘You do well for me and I’ll look after you,’ he’d say. Bruce got it all from me but so does Mick. I think he likes me to be the chirpy lad about the place. He sat me down one day and told me. So I try, even when I’m not on the team, to be my chirpy self.


    From the moment you come in, though, you’re looking around, aren’t you? Everyone does it, don’t let them tell you they don’t, everyone looks around and picks the team in their head. And do you know what? I think I’ve got a chance. I wasn’t sure coming over. I’m fit, but I’ve only been playing in the Blackburn reserves and this is such a massive game I wasn’t sure that would be enough. But Stephen Carr is still out, so the question now is who’s going to play right-back?


    Hartey’s injury has given me a real chance. If he doesn’t make it, he’ll switch Kells over to the left, slot Stevie Finnan in at right-back and clear the right side of midfield for me. If Hartey does play, then the worry for me is that he will play Stevie at right-back and push Kells into midfield. The game with the Under-21s is always a good indicator. We play them tomorrow but I definitely think I’ve a chance.


    Cut my head in training this morning. Was jumping for a ball with Gary Doherty – not a good idea – and came off worse. Blood everywhere. Mick Byrne had to cut my hair to put the fly stitches in. I wasn’t best pleased: ‘What about my hair? How am I going to look on Saturday?’ I moaned. ‘Hair me bollix,’ he laughs. ‘Your country needs you. It’s getting cut.’


    I’m rooming with Carso who came in from Coventry today. I was supposed to be rooming with Sparky but he did his groin last night playing for Wolves so they’ve put Carso in with me instead. I like Carso. He’s a character. He could be in the army the way he lives his life: up at eight o’clock, teeth brushed by five past, never dressed later than ten past the hour. After training, it’s straight into the shower the minute we get back: I’d be still lying on the bed in my training gear and he’d have his boots polished and ready to go next day.


    He never calls room service, will always make a pot of tea and he doesn’t like a night out, doesn’t take a drink. I love rooming with him. He is such a brilliant motivator.


    ‘Looking sharp today Trigger.’


    ‘You played really well in that game.’


    ‘You’re buzzin, Trig, buzzin.’


    He’s probably messin’ half the time but it always rubs off on me. And I always feel being with him for the week enhances my chance of making the team.


    He has this book he carries around with him that I clocked one time at Blackburn, a sort of secret code of how to live your life. ‘Point One: always be positive. Point Two: always play what you see. Point Three: always …’ Er, no, I’d better say no more about it. He doesn’t know I’ve seen it. He’d probably murder me if he ever found out.


    12


    After a week spent watching videos and consulting with Ian Evans, his friend and first lieutenant, McCarthy arrived in Dublin with two big calls to make: who to play up front? And who to play on the right side of midfield? Contrary to thoughts running through Jason McAteer’s head, Ian Harte’s injury had changed nothing. From the moment McCarthy had watched him train on Monday, McAteer was in the team.


    ‘I like Jason. I like his personality. I think he has been terrific for us and always has been. Sometimes he gives the ball away and everybody jumps on him but I think that’s fuelled by the press who tend to pick on him a bit. I had also made up my mind about Quinny. I told him at the first session what I was thinking and gave him my reasons why.’


    Niall Quinn: ‘He said, basically, that he felt Damien’s and Robbie’s time had come and I agreed with him. I wasn’t in the best of form. I hadn’t done anything at club level. I felt good and my back was fine but I hadn’t reached the level of fitness I was to reach three or four weeks later, and felt it was the right decision from my point of view. I also thought it was the right decision for the team: Holland would be doing a lot of work trying to stop stuff coming to me.’


    Mick McCarthy: ‘I firmly believed it was the right thing to do. I knew Holland thought Quinny was going to play. And I would anticipate they thought we were going to pump long balls into him. They could have handled that. I’ve watched Jaap Stam play a couple of times this season and thought he struggled against people in and around his feet. I’m a six-foot-two, thirteen-and-a-half stone centre-half: who do I want to play against? Niall Quinn. Who do I not want to play against? Robbie Keane and Damien Duff. That’s why I went with them. But I didn’t want everyone knowing. I wanted to spring a surprise.’


    Niall Quinn: ‘So Mick said – and this was the only little problem I had with it – “I want you to announce that you’re playing. I want you to pretend you are playing all week.” I wasn’t happy with that: I couldn’t tell the papers or anyone that interviewed me I was playing when I knew I wasn’t, that would have looked really silly come match time. So we reached a compromise and agreed to split the difference: I told Mick that if anyone asked I’d say, “I’d love to play but I’ll have no complaints if the two lads do.” And that’s the way we went with it.’


    13


    Wednesday afternoon at the Citywest Hotel: the media gather outside a dining room on the first floor and watch as the players arrive for lunch in groups of two. Why groups of two? It’s one of the team’s unwritten rules: NEVER LEAVE THE ROOM AT MEALTIMES OR FOR TEAM MEETINGS WITHOUT YOUR WINGMAN. For wingman, read roommate, or see the film Top Gun.


    There are other aspects of the team the public rarely sees. Whereas ‘The Team That Jack Built’ were card players (almost all), crossword experts (most), womanisers (one or two), and world masters of Trivial Pursuit, whose favourite pre- and post-match activity was going ‘over the wall’ for a pint, ‘The Team That Mick Built’ are a much more serious crew.


    There are still the card schools and the occasional ‘Great Escape’, and they still do most things as a group, but the games have changed. Take a walk down the corridor of the team floor at night (you’ll need a Bazooka, mind, to get past Tony Hickey) and you’ll find them gathered in a circle playing ‘two-touch-off-the-floor’ with Dave Connolly’s miniature ball. And any you don’t see will be gathered in some other room checking emails, playing Gameboy challenges or swapping DVDs.


    But who are these guys? Where have they come from? What are they like? We knew the old team, Aldo and Razor and Ronnie and Kevin and Andy and Cas, like brothers. They were forever brightening up our rainy days with funny stories and inviting us to share their lives. But this new team is a mystery.


    14


    The Team That Mick Built (fifty-fourth selection v Holland) by Niall Quinn.


    Shay Given: Good storyteller, great wit and oozing Donegal charm: women are mad about Shay but he rarely seems to notice which makes him nice to be around. At ten o’clock when the tea and sandwiches arrive, you’ll always find him in the middle of the group. But on the training ground nobody works harder. As soon as he came into the team, you could see it was probably going to be the end of Packie, not because Packie had done much wrong, but because Shay had such an appetite for the game and wanted it so badly. Once came to Sunderland on loan for eight games but made such an impression that the staff still ask about him. A good lad.


    Ian Harte: Hartey is quiet and very laid back. Sometimes, at training, Mick would be absolutely fuming at him, trying to get him going, but it never seems to make much difference: ‘Okay Mick, no problem.’ Maybe, if it hadn’t happened so quickly for him, and he spent a year or two in the lower divisions, he would understand why the rest of us get so worked up. But then, that’s just a sign of his quality and class. Gary, his uncle, is brilliant. Gary absolutely hammers him, leathers him, in front of the lads. He’s fantastic. He does his accent brilliantly and poor Hartey just stands there speechless when he starts. But he’s a smashing kid, one of those people who never turns down an autograph. And morning, noon and night you’ll find him at the centre of the group playing ball in the corridor.


    Steve Staunton: Hates the yellow jersey (awarded daily to the worst player) on the training ground with a passion. Never takes it well when the lads vote him in. A key member of the team, he is always offering advice and will sometimes run sixty or seventy yards to tell you what you’re doing wrong. Robbie (Keane) does a great impression of him: ‘Robbie keep your eye on the ball when you’re striking it.’ And his desire to win is amazing. In 1988 he was called into the squad before the European Championships. He was only seventeen or something at the time and didn’t travel but stayed with the team during their time at the hotel in Lucan. One night, the card school convened and Stan pulled in a chair to watch. Liam Brady was God at the time and as the game progressed says: ‘Steve, just pop up and get us some tea and sandwiches.’ But he was told where to get off. And that’s Stan. Nobody walks on him.


    Richard Dunne: So laid back it’s unbelievable. Nothing phases Dunney. The lads call him Meatloaf and take the mick something fierce but he never gets upset. You could tell Richard his house was on fire and there wouldn’t be a panic to sort it out: ‘Alright, no problem.’ And, like Hartey, you’ll often find him on the training ground, talking about what he was doing Saturday night, when Mick is pulling his hair out trying to make a point. ‘Don’t worry, Mick, I’ll sort it out on the big day,’ which, to be fair, he has done every time. I’ve never seen him in bad humour. Ever. He’s great company to be with.


    Gary Kelly: Gary is one of the elder statesmen now and very much one of the leaders. The young scallywag who came home from America as one of the ‘Three Amigos’ has disappeared. He’s a very important element to Mick and would have far more influence on most of the lads in the squad than I would. They all look up to Gary. He’s the one who makes them laugh and dishes out the stick. A really funny lad and on the go all the time.


    Jason McAteer: Trigger. Mad as a hatter and one of the team favourites. He’s bubbly, lively, funny and witty – most of which comes at his own expense, which is always the sign of a genuine lad. Jason enjoys the finer things in life but understands how it happened for him and doesn’t rub noses in it like some people. Terrible judge of clothes: Jason will spend a fortune on a suit that could never look good and then hammer himself for having bought it. But he’s a very good footballer. Things have conspired against him at a couple of clubs but he’s a very valuable player.


    Matt Holland: A good operator: whatever he does, he does right and a mini-Roy in his determination to win. While the rest of us will have a night out before we meet up, and spend the first three days trying not to get found out, Mattie will be sensibly organising himself. He’s unobtrusive off the pitch and definitely not a messer, but another good guy.


    Kevin Kilbane: I don’t know how Kevin Kilbane ever made it in the game. Sincere, honest and brave as the day is long, he never looks for excuses or points the finger when things go wrong – qualities not normally associated with the profession. Ask him for something and he’ll always give ten times more. The cynics would call him soft but he’s just a fabulous young man, one of those kids who’s a credit to the way he’s been reared. The rooms at Citywest are quite big and have a single and a double bed. He put his bag on the double when we arrived but then took it off and went to the single. He was thinking about it. And the day will come soon when he starts acting like a normal footballer and claims the double bed. But not too soon I hope. Just a pleasure to be around.


    Damien Duff: Has anyone ever noticed Damien sprint and weave the length of a pitch and then lean over and take deep breaths as if he’s about to keel over? Well, that’s what he’s like when he gets out of bed and walks as far as breakfast. Damien sleeps more than anyone I know and still manages to look knackered most of the time. He was very quiet at first but has really come out of his shell and likes being involved when we’re having a bit of crack. He’s sharp too, the type who doesn’t say a lot but will cut you down in a sentence. And he’s a seriously talented player.


    Robbie Keane: For all the sleeping that Duffer does, Robbie does none. You might mention to him by mistake that you’re really tired and fancy an early night, and he’ll get a key and come into your room every hour, on the hour, and turn your bed upside down. He’s a disaster, an absolute nightmare, but he’s funny. And always playing tricks. When Robbie isn’t going around the hotel trying to make fools of everyone, there’s something wrong with him. He’s not feeling himself. I think the Italian experience hurt him, because he couldn’t understand why it went the way it did and for the first time he was being doubted. But he’s got it back now. The summer break has done him good, he’s found that extra yard, and he looks like he’s got goals in him again.


    That’s the eleven, isn’t it?


    15


    Johnny Fallon left home on Wednesday morning and jumped into his car. Fallon is the team’s facilitator. Need a lift? Ask Johnny. Need those tickets picked up from Merrion Square? Ask Johnny. Need a perfect-fitting Ireland kit for your nineteen-month-old son? Ask Johnny. Everybody loves Johnny. He’s the Jason McAteer of the backroom team.


    His mission, this morning, took him across the M50 and down the M1 to the airport roundabout. At 9.45 a.m. he approached the security checkpoint and was ushered onto the arrivals road where he parked, opposite the taxi rank to the right of the main exit. He was pleased about that. Thought it would cost him at least a ticket. Flight EI203 wasn’t due for another thirty minutes. He turned on the radio and started watching the exit. At 10.25 a.m. his mobile went off. He knew the accent immediately. Cork. Irritated. ‘Johnny! Where are you?’


    ‘I’m here!’ he replied. ‘I’m parked just outside the exit on the other side of the road.’


    Before he had even hung up, Roy Keane was bounding towards him dressed in jeans and a casual top. The drive to the team hotel at Citywest took forty-five minutes. Keane checked into his room, changed into a tracksuit and was taken to the training ground in Baldonnel where the team were playing the Under-21s. Ian Harte was due in later that evening. Gary Kelly was playing at left-back. Keane watched the game from a seat on the perimeter wall. His groin strain had eased. He was ready for combat.


    The team returned to the hotel and adjourned for lunch. At the table, nobody chastised Roy for arriving without his wingman. Roy doesn’t have a wingman: not on this team; not at United. Follow the team upstairs to their rooms after lunch and you’ll find twenty-one players with their door almost permanently open and one with his door almost permanently closed.


    The boys often smile that the most they see of Roy during international week is the ninety minutes of the game. But no one ever complains. And no one ever questions his commitment. He turns up for every training session. He respects all of the rules. He gives 110 per cent in every game and plays like a colossus. But everything else is on his terms. And for the manager, and the team, that’s absolutely fine.


    And yet, although not a sentiment ever expressed, there is no escaping the sense that they wish it could be different. Think about it. You share a dressing room with one of the best players in the world. Every time you follow him onto the field it’s playing on your mind. Every time you pass him the ball you want to win his praise. Every time the media questions, you express your admiration.


    ‘Roy is a great player.’


    ‘Roy is an inspiration.’


    ‘Roy is a giant.’


    When what you’d really love to say is, ‘Roy is a friend.’


    Jason McAteer: ‘I always find you get two Roy Keanes when you come away. There is Roy Keane the person and Roy Keane the footballer. I like Roy. I admire him immensely. I think he’s a great professional, a great footballer, but he is such a complex person.’


    Niall Quinn: ‘If Roy is buttering jam on toast it has to be perfect: woe betide the person who’s not pulling his weight and giving him margarine instead of butter. As cross as you see him on the football pitch, if Mick Byrne says he’ll call to his room at 10.00 to give him a strapping and he’s not there at two minutes past, you’ll hear this roar in a Cork accent: “MICK”. And we all scramble out of the way and make sure we’re not in the firing line.’


    Jason McAteer: ‘We didn’t see eye to eye (in 1994) when I first came into the squad. There was me, there was Phil (Babb), there was Gary and there was Roy and we didn’t see eye to eye. Roy hated the Three Amigos thing, hated it with a passion. I think we were just completely different. Roy wasn’t cheeky. But he hated us for it, hated the three of us. Now there is no Three Amigos. He has become the player he is and I have become the person I am. We’ve grown up a lot since.’


    Niall Quinn: ‘Roy is a deep character. Success means so much to him. It’s the whole engine room for him. He doesn’t suffer fools. He is single-minded. And when you are as gifted as him and have achieved what he has achieved I suppose it has to be like that. It’s too much to ask for Roy to be the joker of the pack AND be the player he is. He’s not somebody I feel awkward with. I think he’s fascinating to be with.’


    Mick McCarthy: ‘I think you’ll find in every walk of life – musicians, artists, singers, songwriters, dancers – that the great performers are different. They’re all – I’m not sure eccentric is the word – but they’ve all got their own characters, all got their own little things they do. The problem they have, because they are great performers, is that everybody wants to have a look.’


    Jason McAteer: ‘I remember one time, I couldn’t tell you where it was, but I got into trouble on the pitch and he was there, fighting my cause. And I remember when he was sent off at Lansdowne Road and I was there, fighting his cause. That’s what happens when this team comes together: sometimes I think we’re a right bunch of weirdos but we all look after each other.’
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    Thursday is cinema night: a long tradition with the team. The visit used to be compulsory under Jack but with Mick you can stay or go as you please. Tonight the venue was Blanchardstown and it was chocca, an absolute nightmare. The choice was Rush Hour 2, a Jackie Chan film that I’d already seen, or Blow, the story of a bloke who established the American cocaine market in the 1970s – at least I think that’s what it was about. Got there late as usual: queued for popcorn and missed the first twenty-five minutes. And of course, you know what happens, don’t you? As soon as I sit down, nine hands ransack the bucket and I’m left with nothing at all! Waste of bloody time. I’m useless.


    Apart from the film review, there’s not a lot else to report. Hartey came in last night and his foot looks very nasty. Don’t think he’s going to make it. Definitely think I’m going to play. You can always tell when he hands out the bibs on Thursday and I think I’ve got a great chance. But I’ll still get butterflies tomorrow morning at Lansdowne when he calls out the team.


    My new laptop is giving me problems. Did I not mention that? I’m a gadget man. I bought this new digital camera before I came away and took some photos of Harry, my son, but I’m not sure the two are compatible. I can’t load him onto the screen. Spoke to Johnny about it. Tomorrow, when we come back from the ground, he’s taking me to PC World.


    17


    By Friday evening the stage was set. Ian Harte had passed a fitness test. Mick McCarthy had informed the players of the team. Roy Keane had made a surprise, but welcome, appearance at the press conference. And Jason McAteer, his laptop sorted, had been reunited with his son.


    Tension was starting to build as the team came together for dinner. Mick McCarthy brought two videos into the dining room: Holland’s 2–0 defeat of England two weeks earlier and the 2–2 draw with Ireland at the start of the campaign.


    Ian Harte: ‘Normally, when we’re eating our food Mick would stick the video on. You can either watch it or don’t watch it.’


    Robbie Keane: ‘You tend to watch it because it’s on, it’s there isn’t it?’


    Niall Quinn: ‘The lads hate watching videos. Anyone who asks a question gets ticked off by the rest for not letting Mick get on with it so we can all get out of there as quickly as possible. And any team I’ve known has been the same: woe betide the person who asks a question – he gets battered.’


    Damien Duff: ‘I didn’t need to watch it. I knew everything about their players – they’re world famous. I was more worried about my own performance. I was looking at their defenders and wondering whether I’d do the business the next day. Everyone knows what Stam’s about: I was thinking “Fucking hell, how am I going to cope against him?”’


    Steve Staunton: ‘I hadn’t seen the game. Everyone was on about how good the Dutch were but the one thing that stood out when you watched it – not one tackle was made.’


    Mick McCarthy: ‘I wanted to make the point that I could have played for Holland in that game! There wasn’t a tackle made! They were just passing it and strolling around. It was a nothing game. Holland looked great but wouldn’t we all look great if the other team just sat back and said, “Come and attack us.”’


    Shay Given: ‘They won 2–0 but they could have won by a lot more. So maybe they were coming to Dublin thinking it was going to be easy. Mick just said, “We’ve got to get close to them, don’t give them time to play.”’


    Kevin Kilbane: ‘We watched the first half of the Holland–England game and then Mick just let our game against Holland run while we were having dinner. I think the point he was trying to make was, “Look how well you’ve played against this team. Look how comfortable you played in Amsterdam.” And I think that made some of the lads sit up and take notice.’


    Robbie Keane: ‘The gaffer said, “If you can play this well away from home, how well can you play at Lansdowne Road?” It was good watching the tapes because it gave us two different views of them. We set our stall out and we knew what to do.’


    Jason McAteer: ‘It was good management. He made us watch it to give us a boost, to prove to ourselves we could do it again. We played well that night. We footballed them off the park, not that I needed to see it again. I’ve watched that game about 300 times, could tell you every pass. I was sitting right by the telly and I remember turning around at one point and most of the lads had gone. I think we’d all seen enough at that stage. I think we were all mentally prepared.’
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    Inside the Team that Mick Built (Part 2)


    Paul Kimmage


    4 November 2001


    We all have our own special memories of the day. For the former captain, Andy Townsend, who watched from the Lower West Stand, it was a moment during the first half when the ball cannoned into the crowd and he jumped from his seat and headed it back to a cheer and a round of applause. What he is reluctant to reveal is that he couldn’t see a thing for the next twenty minutes. ‘The ball was like a brick.’


    For the Middlesbrough defender, Curtis Fleming, who refused to bother anyone for a ticket and watched the game in a Dublin pub, Bruxelles, it was the scoring of the winning goal. ‘I was with Keith O’Neill, Johnny McDonnell and Graham Kavanagh. We all jumped up when Jason scored and I looked out the window to McDaids across the road and you could see all of these people with their arms in the air. And in every pub and house in the country it was probably the same.’


    For the ball boys from Broadford Rovers who officiated at the game, it was every time the ball went into touch. For Noel O’Reilly, the Ireland Under-18 coach, it was the moment of the final whistle and ‘the feeling of sheer joy’. And for certain sports writers (who must remain nameless), it was the editor’s voice screaming down the telephone for copy as they struggled to find words for what they’d seen.


    But what was it like beneath the West Stand? What was it like on the journey to the ground? What was it like Inside The Team That Mick Built? Was it truly, as it seemed, the stuff of dreams?


    1


    Dreams? No, not on Friday. It’s never the stuff of dreams on the eve of the game, because in order to dream, you have to sleep. And in order to sleep, it helps to have a full day’s labour weighing on your bones. Or a few pints of lager washing into your blood. Or a short dose of amnesia tickling your brain. Yeah, a short dose of amnesia would be fine.


    It would be nice to be able to forget, at least for a couple of hours, that my name was Jason McAteer. That I was FORMERLY of Liverpool. That I’ve hardly started a game for Blackburn this season and hardly scored a goal in almost a year. That World Cup 1994 was seven years ago! Oh yeah, and that I was marching out at Lansdowne Road to face Holland in twelve hours’ time. But I don’t. So I’m tossing and turning.


    Carso’s in the other bed sleeping. And not only is he sleeping but he’s dreaming. And not only is he dreaming but he is enjoying his dreams. And not only is he enjoying his dreams but he is enhancing his chances of playing well tomorrow should Roy or Mattie get kicked or pull a hamstring and he is suddenly sprung from the bench. But that’s Carso for you. Carso always sleeps positive and does what’s best. If he was playing tomorrow, you’d still find him lying here enjoying his ZZZs. But he’s not. And I am. Wishing I could forget.


    Forget all that counting sheep, it’s the butterflies you’ve got to watch for, the butterflies that do you down. You tell yourself to relax. You put yourself in situations. The FA Cup final at Wembley. The World Cup in New York. You try to remember how it was before. You tell yourself: ‘I can do this. I have been here before.’ And suddenly you start to feel less anxious. And suddenly you start to believe. ‘Yes, I CAN do this. Yes I HAVE been here before.’ And what happens? The butterflies kick in and you’re ready to play. And you want to play now. YOU WANT TO START THE GAME NOW!


    But it’s three o’clock in the morning, so there’s nothing you can do but turn over one more time. Trying to remember. Trying to forget. The game. The butterflies. The sound of Carso breathing.


    2


    Joe Walsh kicked his legs out of bed at 6.30 a.m. It was his fifth early wake-up call since the team had come together on Monday but the kit man wasn’t complaining. How could he? Millionaires would pay to swap places. He was about to spend another day with them. He was about to journey with them from the hotel room to the dressing room. He was about to live this day of days as a member of the inner sanctum! But first there was work to be done.


    He washed and shaved and made his way to the kit room to check the skips he had packed the night before. At 7 a.m. he boiled a kettle and was joined in the room by Ian Evans, the assistant manager, Ciaran Murray, the physiotherapist, and Derek Carroll, the driver, for a cup of tea. It took forty-five minutes to tiptoe past the players’ rooms, with the five skips, eight bags, two beds, fifty towels, ice buckets, Gatorade and crates of water. They loaded the equipment onto the bus and hit the road.


    Traffic was light on the journey into the city. By 8.20 a.m. they had arrived at Lansdowne Road. The skips were unloaded and taken to the dressing room. Murray set up the therapy beds and medical supplies in a corner. Walsh and Evans began unloading and arranging the kit. Each player receives a slip (underpants), socks, shorts, a light top, a heavy top, a rain jacket, a tracksuit bottom and a long- and short-sleeved jersey.


    The jersey of preference (Roy Keane never wears long-sleeved, Damien Duff rarely wears short) is hung on a peg. The replacement is folded neatly on top of the other garments below. The numbers are laid out in order. Because the goalkeepers always sit together, 1 and 16 are pegged side-by-side, and then it’s 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, etc., across the wall.


    Most players will sit where their shirt is pegged. Niall Quinn, however, always walks to the furthermost corner where Mick McCarthy and Packie Bonner sit. Quinn says it stems from an old habit that goes back to his debut when he was ‘shy and just wanted to get out of the way’. McCarthy says the striker has been around so long ‘he considers himself a member of the coaching staff’.


    The last of the garments arranged, Walsh opened the skip with the studs, pliers and shin pads and pulled it into the middle of the floor. It was 9.30 a.m., and there was just one final detail to be sorted before the door was locked and they returned to Citywest for breakfast. He reached into a bag for the pennant and the armband and hung them over the number six peg.


    3


    Shay Given decided to skip breakfast. So did Mattie Holland. The first compulsory duty, the traditional pre-match walk, wasn’t scheduled to begin until 11.30 a.m. and they decided to take advantage and lie in. The walk has changed since the team shifted its base to Citywest. Once a thirty-minute stroll on Malahide beach, they now stretch their legs on the hotel golf course.


    The pressure was starting to build with every minute. When it was time for the walk, players chatted in twos and threes but the mood was a lot more sombre than usual until they happened upon a two-ball playing the ninth: one a seasoned practitioner, the other obviously struggling with his game. At first, the seasoned practitioner was spared as his friend’s wayward drive was greeted with howls of derision on the tee. But by the time they had reached the green the support had shifted. There was, they collectively decided, something a bit ‘flash’ about the seasoned practitioner. It was easier to identify with the guy who was struggling. And when he took the hole with a putt from twenty feet, he was cheered as if he had just won the Open.


    ‘Never met the bloke before,’ says Niall Quinn, ‘and probably never will again. But it was great, a bit of a laugh, and it just got us away from the match for a second.’ The team returned to the hotel for the pre-match meal. There were three hours to kick-off.
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    They all sat on separate seats on the journey to the ground. And they all locked themselves away in private places. Steve Staunton is in a TV studio being grilled under lights. To his left, Ruud van Nistelrooy has answered every question. So has Patrick Kluivert, standing to his right. Eamon Dunphy is about to throw his pencil. ‘Goodbye Mister Staunton, you are the weakest link.’


    Mick McCarthy is sitting in an empty dressing room. Thirty minutes to kick-off. The players are warming up. He pours himself a cup of tea but doesn’t feel like drinking. He picks up a match programme but can’t focus on the words. Outside he can hear the roar of the crowd. He feels lonely. Helpless. It’s the one moment of the day he dreads.


    Alan Kelly is standing outside The Beggars Bush with a pint in his hand. A fan is beating a bodhrán. Another starts a chorus of ‘The Fields of Athenry’. A police siren announces the team’s arrival. Kelly raises his pint as the coach whizzes by: ‘YEEESSSS! COME ON YOU BOYS IN GREEN!’ Always wanted to be here. Always wondered what it was like.


    Niall Quinn is sitting on the substitutes’ bench at Highbury. The manager has left him out again. Niall has the hump, has spent twenty-four hours cursing George Graham. Burning nervous energy. Didn’t sleep a wink. Never even considered that he might get a game. ‘What’s that Boss? Perry Groves is injured! He can’t be injured! We’ve only played four minutes!’ Learnt a valuable lesson that afternoon. Played absolutely shite. The Substitutes’ Code: rule number 1, ‘Always prepare to play.’


    Robbie Keane is in Tallaght. His parents are out. His brother is babysitting. It’s the summer of 1994 and Ireland are playing Italy in the World Cup. For eleven minutes they watch transfixed until, incredibly, Ray Houghton scores. Big brother jumps out of his chair. The hall door is flung open. The next five minutes are spent jumping up and down with the neighbours on the road.


    Gary Kelly is in Lansdowne Road. He has been there most of the week. There’s this guy in an orange 11 shirt who keeps asking him questions.


    ‘How’s the foot blisters Gary?’


    ‘Still on the subs’ bench at Leeds?’


    ‘Remember the last time we met at the Nou Camp? Was it four or five that night?’


    ‘And weren’t you playing regularly then?’


    Go on Gary, tell the people what it’s like to be one-on-one with Marc Overmars.
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    The walk is when it starts for me. The walk is when Jason McAteer-Nice-Guy becomes a nasty bit of work who can’t be arsed. I can’t be arsed to get match tickets. I can’t be arsed to sign autographs. I can’t be arsed to pose for photographs. Sorry family, friends and fans, no disrespect intended, I just can’t be arsed. Want to get out of there and get to the ground. Want to switch that mobile off and pull those shin pads on. Want to play. NOW!


    There was a huge crowd in the lobby as we made our way to the coach. Picked a seat at the back. Went looking for myself. Curious what I found. Couldn’t remember anything in a Liverpool shirt. Thought about a game I played once as a kid: the final of a five-a-side tournament. Scoring the winning goal: everyone mobbing me. Floating home on that massive high.


    Thought about the coach ride to Giants Stadium. Gazing out the window. Listening to the songs. Looking for myself on the way to the game. Not the Italy game that everyone remembers but the 0–0 draw with Norway. Norway meant more to me. Norway was huge. Norway was the official seal of approval, a starting place on the team.


    Twenty minutes to get to the ground! That has to be some sort of record. Follow Stan into the dressing room. Take my seat beneath the number 7 peg next to Roy. Listen to Mick’s speech. ‘Passionate hearts are great,’ he says, ‘but calm heads will win the day.’ Struggling with his advice. Take a leak. Take another leak. Take another fucking leak. Can’t stop going to the toilet. Can’t stop fidgeting and jumping up and down. And Roy, sitting there, cool as a breeze. Seen that Kit Kat ad? That’s exactly what he’s like.


    Almost time now. Mick Byrne tours the dressing room with final hugs. Alan Kelly wishes me luck. ‘Just watch me Kells, I’m going to run and run and run.’


    Follow Robbie Keane into the tunnel. Find myself in line with their subs: Jimmy Floyd Hasselbaink, Pierre van Hooijdonk, Giovanni van Bronckhorst. My opposite number, Zenden, is staring at me. Arrogant bastard. Know exactly what he’s thinking. ‘Who the fuck is this?’
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    Three o’clock at Lansdowne Road. The moment had arrived. From the kick-off, the Dutch moved the ball back to Edwin van der Sar who took a touch before pumping it forward towards the centre circle. As it dropped for Marc Overmars, the winger was felled by a crunching tackle from behind. There was thirty-eight seconds on the clock. The enforcer was Roy Keane.


    A free kick. The ball was played to the wing where Boudewijn Zenden was obstructed by a strong challenge by Ian Harte. Patrick Kluivert immediately retaliated with a kick on Kevin Kilbane. The game was less than a minute old but the tone had been set.


    Mick Byrne: ‘The first tackle Roy made. I knew, I knew, this was our day.’


    Mick McCarthy: ‘Yeah, I think it probably was a statement, but he would be like that anyway, that’s the way he plays.’


    Jason McAteer: ‘The tackles were flying in … van Nistelrooy had a go at Hartey.’


    Steve Staunton: ‘Overmars got a wallop, van Nistelrooy got a wallop – not a wallop in the sense that he was taken out, but a hard physical challenge.’


    Kevin Kilbane: ‘I was tackled by Kluivert and he lost it a bit. There was a bit of a brawl but I just smiled and walked away. I think they realised then they were in a game.’


    Steve Staunton: ‘You could see they were rattled. “This isn’t supposed to happen. We’re supposed to be allowed pass the ball and move.” Every time the boy, van Bommel, tried to turn there was someone rattin’ around his feet.’


    Ian Harte: ‘We got stuck into them.’


    No question, but within less than a minute it was Ireland who were feeling the strain.


    Gary Kelly: ‘My biggest strength at right-back is my pace. Make bad decisions and your pace will always get you out of trouble. When you are playing someone quicker than you, you have to be on your game.’


    But what do you do when your game has been blunted by a prolonged spell on the substitutes’ bench? How do you defend against the quickest winger in the game? As the match entered its third minute, Kelly headed the ball down on the halfway line and was chasing it back towards his goal when he came under pressure from Overmars and was dispossessed by Kluivert.


    Gary Kelly: ‘I was caught in two minds, whether to go back to Shay or to come inside. I tried to play it across the line and it just cut out. After that, everything seemed to be in slow motion. Kluivert picked it up, I was coming back, everyone was chasing.’


    Shay Given: ‘Kluivert was coming through. It’s one-on-one so I’m just trying to come out and close the angle. He hit it to my left, I’ve dived to try and get it but it’s gone wide of my hand. I looked at it going towards the post. I could see it all the way. It was only a matter of a couple of inches.’


    Gary Kelly: ‘It never went in. For some reason it just hopped outside Shay’s left-hand post. I don’t know how it didn’t go in. I’ve thought about it a few times since. It must have been my sister, above.’


    Mick Byrne: ‘I bring my rosary beads with me. Every five or ten minutes I put my hand in my pocket. I call on everyone to help us.’


    Mick McCarthy: ‘They should have scored.’


    Kevin Kilbane: ‘We knew we’d been let off the hook. Nine times out of ten he’d have hit the back of the net. It was a lucky break and we had to capitalise on it.’


    But the nervy start continued. Shay Given was tested early with a shot from van Bommel. Zenden nipped between Staunton and Dunne but failed to finish. Up front, Robbie Keane and Damien Duff were struggling with the surface (Keane: ‘It was difficult. The grass was quite sticky. The ball was catching under your feet.’) and the Dutch centre-halves, forcing them to drop deep. And it wasn’t until after the twenty-fourth minute, when Arthur Numan was momentarily sidelined after a clash with Jason McAteer, that Ireland settled and began creating chances. And the last fifteen minutes before the interval were easily Ireland’s best.


    The only blight was a thirty-seventh minute booking for Gary Kelly, for a challenge on the ever-troublesome Overmars. ‘It was always going to be difficult for our two full-backs,’ says McCarthy. ‘We wanted Jason and Kevin to tuck in and play narrow, so that was always going to leave them a bit exposed. We’re talking about Overmars and Zenden, two of the best wingers in the world. And yeah, they got past a couple of times, but I thought the boys were handling it well.’


    The second half began as positively for Ireland as it had ended. Roy Keane went close with a header. Ian Harte forced a save from van der Sar from a free. In the fifty-fifth minute it was the Dutch manager, Louis van Gaal, who was forced to make the first tactical switch – Hasselbaink replacing Zenden on the wing.


    The Dutchman had hardly caught a breath when he was reunited with a former colleague at Leeds.


    ‘I got tight,’ Harte explains. ‘He started swinging his elbows and I ended up ripping his jersey.’ And conceding a free.
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    The game was fifty-seven minutes and thirty seconds old and about to reach the first of its three major turning points. From the free, the ball was played across the park to Numan and then short to Overmars, who was chopped from behind by Gary Kelly, leaving the referee with no option.


    Steve Staunton: ‘Oh no.’


    Jason McAteer: ‘Shit creek.’


    Johnny Fallon: ‘Despair.’


    Mick Byrne: ‘I nearly died. Don’t do this on us, ref. You can’t do this.’


    Steve Staunton: ‘Tackle from behind. He has to go.’


    Gary Kelly: ‘I never actually thought about getting sent off. When I got the first booking, I never thought of getting another. It’s not in my nature to go in and lash someone from behind. But if you are going to tackle from behind, you’re definitely going to hit them with something, even if you do get the ball. After the game he shook my hand and said, “I should have stayed on my feet, I should have got up,” which was nice of him, and fair play to him, but it was a bit fucking late. To be sent off in front of your friends and family.’


    Ian Harte: ‘I was gutted for him.’


    Mick McCarthy: ‘Instantly I thought, “Let’s change this, I’ll get Stevie Finnan on, go four-four-one and see if we can hold on.”’


    Robbie Keane: ‘I thought: “It’s either me or Duffer off here.”’


    Damien Duff: ‘I thought: “One of the strikers is gonna have to come off, I wonder who it will be?”’


    Jason McAteer: ‘I nearly shit myself. I turned around and looked at the sub and thought “Fuck it’s Finn! Fuck I’m off!” I thought he was going to bring me off.’


    Damien Duff: ‘I saw Robbie’s number go up, which was hard for him. He’d done well. He’d done brilliant.’


    Robbie Keane: ‘You’re never pleased to be taken off, especially in a game like that. I was enjoying it, I felt good, felt sharp. I’m not going to lie and say I wasn’t disappointed but I knew one of us had to go.’


    Damien Duff: ‘I thought, “Right, you have to do it on your own up front now.” I had played against Portugal up front on my own but had been dropping too deep, I learned a lesson from that.’


    Robbie Keane: ‘I went and sat in the dugout. “Oh shit we’ve got ten men. Oh my God, we’re playing Holland and they’ve got an extra man!”’
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    Three minutes after Kelly had made the lonely walk to the touchline, Steve Staunton was chasing back and about to intercept a ball chipped towards van Nistelrooy, when he crossed wires with his oncoming goalkeeper. The result was almost calamitous.


    Steve Staunton: ‘I was waiting for Shay to come but didn’t think he was coming. And then, as I was ready to head the ball back, he shouted and I thought: “I’ve just got to touch this cos van Nistelrooy’s right on my shoulder.” And as I’ve headed it, I’ve looked at Shay and it’s gone under his body.’


    Shay Given: ‘The ball came over the top and I remember running out and shouting to Stan “KEEPER’S!” Or “LEAVE IT!” I’m sure it was “KEEPER’S” but the noise was so loud I’m not sure if he heard me. Or else he heard me too late. I was only a yard away from him and he has headed it past me. I thought, “I’ve got to try and get the ball,” but it was past me. I could see van Nistelrooy coming. He was going to tap the ball into an empty net! I put my body in front of him to try and shield the ball and his momentum took me down. Obviously he was looking for the penalty.’


    Steve Staunton: ‘I never even thought of a penalty. Honestly. It never even entered my mind. All I could see was the ball rolling towards the post. All I was concerned about was that I was about to score an og. And then I saw. I think it was Hartey and Kevin running back, and I knew it was okay.’


    Kevin Kilbane: ‘Hartey got to it first and put it out for a corner.’


    Ian Harte: ‘I just laugh every time I see it. I was chasing back and tried to get a touch on it and nearly put it in.’


    Matt Holland: ‘I’ll talk you through this one. I’m running back towards the goal. The referee is, I think, maybe ten metres behind me. I see the scrap for the ball and I’m thinking, “There’s going to be a whistle in a minute.” I’m waiting for the whistle, knowing the whistle is coming. I’m running back, jogging back, still waiting for the whistle. No whistle! The ball goes round the post and there’s still no whistle. I look around and the referee is pointing at the corner. I thought: “We got away with that one.”’



OEBPS/Images/Logo_Mercier_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/OnTheSeventhDay_Title.jpg
EDITED

MERCIER PRESS





OEBPS/Images/Logo_Facebook_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/Logo_Twitter_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/OnTheSeventhDay_Cover.jpg





