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The Lot of a Sports Aficionado







‘For about an hour and a half it seemed as if nothing else but football mattered in this mortal world’





There is, after all, a time machine, even if it owes nothing to technology, modern or otherwise. And about four o’clock last Sunday it ferried me back over a great many years.


I was in Flanagan’s, that landmark in Harold’s Cross, having a few not-so-quiet drinks with three alarmingly articulate friends – and there it happened.


The warriors who had battled for Cork City against St Patrick’s Athletic came in – and suddenly I was back to the days when I played rugby for Castle Island.


My young self was there amongst them, mulling over a game that had just ended, having fantasies about what might have been. City, you see, had just been beaten by a late late goal that had come like a streak of lightning out of a clear blue sky.


It’s all very well talking about positive thinking – but there are times when I feel that the concept should be sent back to the cosy pages of the Reader’s Digest.


That, I suppose, is rather unfair; there is great need for positive thinking, but you can overdo it. And when you have just been rather unluckily defeated – whether in soccer or rugby or hurling or love or whatever – you would be astonishingly mature if you didn’t indulge in what might have been.


Mature people, astonishingly so or otherwise, do not play games; sport is the last refuge of the immature. And the faces of those young men in Flanagan’s told their own tale.


It may sound ludicrous and indeed unbelievable to people in the real world outside – but defeat, even in a little match, can make you feel that the sun will never rise again.


I am well aware that Frank Haffey sang in the bath after England had beaten Scotland 10–3 – and, in case you didn’t know, he was the Scottish goalkeeper.


Frank used to say: ‘I make a living out of football, but I don’t let it get me down.’ Later he repented – and the awfulness of the day in Wembley smote him. And he banished himself to the Antipodes; no doubt he would have gone further if there had been further to go.


Let us return to Flanagan’s last Sunday evening; that meeting of Patrick’s and City had not been a little game – far from it. The points were precious to both: Patrick’s are hungering and thirsting for the championship; City are hovering worriedly above the relegation zone.


The championship pennant hasn’t come to Inchicore since those golden days when Shay Gibbons was the Patrick’s spearhead; the good people of the environ would dearly love to see it flying over Richmond Park.


And relegation … there’s the rub. For those immediately involved, it is like a death in the family.


And there is more to it than the fusion of guilt and humiliation. There is the cut in wages. There is the disincentive of playing before smaller crowds. And, paradoxical though it may seem, there is the tougher opposition.


Proverbially it is tough at the top; a strange fact of football life is that it is tougher at the bottom. Down there you meet the ambitious youngsters hungering to ascend and the veterans grimly determined to cling to their profession. I do not expect that Cork City will go down – but a slide can prove agonisingly hard to correct.


I watched last Sunday’s game in excellent company. By chance I met John McNamara, a man as devoted to Cork City as that famous cat was to Dick Whittington. And he told me a revealing fact about soccer in the United States. It is played mostly in the schools attended by the poor – because their parents cannot afford the gear necessary for the gridiron game.


John should know: he used to referee school football in New England. And his knowledge of the game would flummox Jimmy Hill, not to mention Jimmy Greaves and Ian St John.


On Sunday he made a curious little bit of history – you will find it hard to believe. After about twenty-five minutes’ play, he dipped into a deep pocket and produced a hip flask. I couldn’t have been more astonished if he’d produced a Colt 45 or even a Colt 38.


The hip flask, as every dog and cat in the streets and in the fields and in the woods well knows, belongs in the better seats in the stands at rugby internationals. And it is mainly worn by those who wouldn’t know a prop from a post. John, however, has an excuse: his pewter flask was given to him about ten years ago by his brother Jim.


On Sunday morning he filled it for the first time – in, I think, the Punchbowl. And of course on Sunday afternoon he emptied it for the first time – not altogether on his own, it must be admitted.


We were joined in Flanagan’s by two other aficionados: Christy Looney is vice-chairman of Cork City; Jimmy Edwards used to be a post office sorter – for good measure, he is devoted to St Patrick’s.


With us there was an American girl who had just witnessed her first soccer game; now she was hearing her first post-match analysis. And for about an hour and a half it seemed as if nothing else but football mattered in this mortal world.


Then John and Christy departed for the Deep South – and Jimmy prepared for a stint as Master of Ceremonies and resident singer in Clarke’s of Wexford Street.


It was a good day: I greatly respect people who go into the arena and seek glory while risking humiliation.
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The First of the Four-in-a-Row





If a man who fishes for salmon with a stake net had seen his cordage dance as often as Paddy Cullen did in this astonishing All-Ireland Final, he would have been very happy with his day’s work. But there is an immensity of difference between bending to take out a salmon and stooping to pick up a ball that has got past you – and for long years to come Paddy will now and then rack his brains and try to find out what happened him yesterday.


At about twenty to four he had every reason to feel that his bowl of glory was about to flow over: Dublin were playing as if determined to get a patent for a new brand of Gaelic football – and Paddy himself was ruling his territory with a style and authority redolent of Bat Masterson.


And the many Kerry battalions in the crowd were as apprehensive as accused men waiting for the jury to return after an unfavourable summing up against them.


And well they might – because in the first third of what was surely the most extraordinary final since Michael Cusack codified the rules of Gaelic football, their team seemed faced not only with defeat, but humiliation.


It looked every bit as one-sided as the meeting of Muhammad Ali and Leon Spinks – and the more it went on, the more the gap in ability was seen to widen.


In their glory-garnished odyssey since the early Summer of ’74, Dublin have never played better than in the opening third yesterday.


The symphony of classical football began with Paddy Cullen – he got no direct shot in that period, but his catching of a few swirling lofted balls dropping almost onto his crossbar was as composed and technically correct as if being done without opposition to illustrate a textbook.


And his distribution was as cool and unerring as the dealing of a riverboat gambler.


So was that of his comrades in the rear three – Kerry’s infrequent sallies towards the Canal End almost always ended up as launching pads for a Dublin attack.


The drizzling rain seemed irrelevant as Dublin moved the ball with the confidence of a grandmaster playing chess against a novice.


From foot and hand it travelled lucidly in swift triangular movements towards the Railway Goal – Kerry were forced into fouls as desperate as the struggles of a drowning man.


And Jimmy Keaveney was determined to show that crime did not pay: the ball took wing from his boot like a pigeon homing to an invisible loft strung above Kerry’s crossbar.


The blue-and-navy favours danced in the wet grey air – the Hill revelled and licked its lips at the prospect of seeing Kerry butchered to make a Dublin holiday.


They roared as the points sailed over – and one felt that they were only flexing their vocal muscles so that they might explode when Charlie Nelligan’s net bulged.


And such was Dublin’s supremacy that a goal seemed inevitable – by the twenty-fifth minute it was less a match than a siege.


And Dublin, as they have so often done, had brought forth a new ploy for the big occasion – this time the rabbit from the hat was the swift breakdown with hand or fist. It added to Kerry’s multitude of worries.


And Kerry’s not-so-secret weapons were misfiring: Jack O’Shea was not ruling the air in midfield – and Kevin Moran was playing as if his namesake Denis had only come for a close-up view.


Kerry’s map was in such tatters that Eoin Liston, their lofty target man, the pine tree in whose branches they hoped the long high ball would stick, was forced to forage so far downfield that his marker, Sean Doherty, was operating within scoring distance of Kerry’s goal.


After twenty-five minutes Dublin led by six points to one – it did not flatter them. It seemed less a lead than the foundation of a formidable total.


But perhaps it is true that whom the gods wish to destroy they first make mad – the ease with which Dublin were scaling the mountain seduced them into over-confidence.


They pushed too many troops forward and neglected their rear – and then a swift brace of passes from Jack O’Shea and Pat Spillane found a half-acre of green ground tenanted by only Paddy Cullen, and with Johnny Egan leading the race in its pursuit.


Paddy Cullen is a ‘modern’ keeper – he guards not only the goal but its forecourt. And it was one of the ironies of a game that might have been scripted by the king of the gremlins that now he was caught too far back.


He advanced desperately, but Johnny Egan, scorer of that lethal first goal in the rainy final three years ago, held the big trump – and he coolly fisted the ball over the keeper and into the net.


That goal affected Kerry as a May shower a languishing field of corn.


Dublin were like climbers who had been driven back down the mountain by a rockfall – they had to set out again from a plateau not far above the base.


Soon a few Kerry points had put them at the very foot – then Dublin went ahead with a point. And now came the moment that will go into that department of sport’s museum where abide such strange happenings as the Long Count and the goal that gave Cardiff their only England FA Cup and the fall of Devon Loch.


Its run-up began with a free from John O’Keeffe, deep in his own territory. Jack O’Shea made a flying catch and drove a long ball towards the middle of the twenty-one-yard line.


Mike Sheehy’s fist put it behind the backs, breaking along the ground out towards Kerry’s right. This time Paddy Cullen was better positioned and comfortably played the ball with his feet away from Sheehy.


He had an abundance of time and space in which to lift and clear – but his pick-up was a dubious one and the referee, Seamus Aldridge, decided against him. Or maybe he deemed his meeting with Ger Power illegal.


Whatever the reason, Paddy put on a show of righteous indignation that would get him a card from Equity, throwing up his hands to heaven as the referee kept pointing towards goal.


And while all this was going on, Mike Sheehy was running up to take the kick – and suddenly Paddy dashed back towards his goal like a woman who smells a cake burning.


The ball won the race and it curled inside the near post as Paddy crashed into the outside of the net and lay against it like a fireman who had returned to find his station ablaze.


Sometime Noel Pearson might make a musical of this amazing final – and as the green flag goes up for that crazy goal, he will have a banshee’s voice crooning: ‘And that was the end of poor Molly Malone.’


And so it was. A few minutes later came the tea break. Kerry went into a frenzy of green-and-gold and a tumult of acclaim. The champions looked like men who had worked hard and seen their savings plundered by bandits.


The great rain robbers were first out onto the field for Act Two – an act that began almost as dramatically as the first had ended.


In their cave during the interval, Dublin, no doubt, determined to send a posse in fierce pursuit – but within a minute of the restart, the bridge out of town had been broken down.


Eoin Liston was about to set out on a journey into folklore – and for the rest of the game it must have seemed to Sean Doherty that he had come face to face with the Incredible Hulk.


Eoin proceeded to leave the kind of stamp on the second half that Mario Kempes left on the final of the World Cup.


People were still settling down for the second half when Jack O’Shea drove a long ball from midfield; Eoin, near the penalty spot and behind the backs, gathered, turned and shot to the net.


Dublin’s defence is justly famous for its covering – and the manner in which this score came indicated the level of their morale. Not everyone suspected it – but Dublin had conceded it. From then on only a few of them had their hearts in the battle.


Kevin Moran never surrendered and played magnificently all through that unreal second half. He had good lieutenants in Tommy Drumm and Bernard Brogan.


Kerry’s fourth goal was both a finisher and a symbol of their immense superiority.


A high ball dropped into the apron of Dublin’s goal. It seemed to be manned by a little man with spikes in his forehead who was shouting, ‘Take me to your leader.’ The leader, of course, was Eoin Liston, who plucked it out of a low-flying cloud, gave an instant pass to Ger Power on his right and moved on to an instant return.


Eoin’s right-footed shot was executed with the panache of one who knew that he could do no wrong. And the remarkable aspect of what followed was that Kerry did not score a dozen goals.


They got only one more – when Eoin Liston raced on to a fisted cross-goal pass from Johnny Egan on the right and palmed the ball in at the far post. And so in the grey drizzle we saw the twilight of the gods.


The Hill watched, as lively as the Main Street of Knocknagoshel on Good Friday. And it all seemed so unreal. The final score was no reflection of Kerry’s second-half superiority – neither did it tell the truth about the difference between the teams.


For twenty-five minutes, Dublin were brilliant; for forty-five, Kerry were superb. How come the change? That wry prankster we call luck has the answer. And in the last chapter of the minor final, he had shown his hand.


A fumble by Dublin’s keeper gave Tom Byrne the chance to drive home the decisive goal. The mistake that gave Kerry victory came at the Canal End too.


There was a gremlin down there who did not like Dublin. And he was humming to himself: ‘What a day for being in goal.’





Evening Press






















Japan and South Korea, 2002







The Keane Mutiny – and ‘The Most Remarkable Game in the Republic’s History’





I do not know who perpetrated the joke about Kerry turkeys looking forward to Christmas. All I know is that managers in soccer dread the coming of the Holy Season. For some of them it is a question of how many sacking days remain until Christmas.


Derek Dooley suffered the ultimate hurt in this context. As a player with Sheffield Wednesday he was an icon until he lost a leg in an accident on the playing field.


Eventually he became manager of his beloved club. A time came when it wasn’t going so well. He got the dreaded call. And on a Christmas Eve he went to his office and collected his fishing rods.


Peter Reid and George Burley were among the victims this Autumn. There are no more respected men in football. For several years the names of Peter Reid and Sunderland were as intimately linked as fish and chips. The same was true of George Burley and Ipswich Town.


Alas, came the day when relegation threatened; the guillotine was almost inevitable.


Success doesn’t guarantee security: David O’Leary kept Leeds United in the top five during the four seasons of his stewardship, but he too heard the axle roll of the tumbril.


Art McRory is among the recent victims on this side of the Irish Sea. Tyrone’s expectations were so high that somebody had to be fingered – unjustly in this case.


It isn’t as sad for managers in hurling and Gaelic football as in soccer. There isn’t the same loss of income. And there isn’t a similar sense of finality. Soccer managers rarely return to their old clubs. They experience a kind of suffering that is hardly known to their counterparts in Gaelic games.


During their stewardship the club becomes their second home, indeed their first. When a manager is dis missed, it is a kind of eviction. Whether he campaigns out of Anfield or Villa Park or Highbury or wherever, he feels a deep sadness at no longer being captain of the ship.


I worked in several schools in my time as a roving teacher – and though I left them all in a haze of goodwill, I still feel a little stab of loneliness whenever I pass them by.


It is the same with the old Irish Press building in Burgh Quay – only more so. It isn’t easy to get away from your past self.


Few managers end up winning. Mick O’Dwyer regrets that he didn’t abdicate from his post with Kerry after the All-Ireland Final in 1986. Kerry lost to Cork in the following season. O’Dwyer’s triumphs were forgotten – and he endured fierce criticism.


Those who demand that soccer managers should resign are amusing. How many of them would give up a well-paid job? No manager of the Republic has suffered so many slings and arrows as Mick McCarthy.


Some typewriters were being sharpened against him even before the finals. In the meantime, the criticism has become a light industry.


The Roy Keane affair began as a storm in a thimble; when he attacked Mick publicly, it grew up into a hurricane. Roy’s reason for throwing the head didn’t make sense: he needn’t have trained on hard ground or on soft ground.


He could have pleaded that he was resting his dodgy knee, as Paul McGrath did for years. When Mick convened a meeting of the players, he may have hoped to pour oil on troubled waters. He poured oil on a blazing fire.


It might have been better to confront Roy less publicly – in the company of the senior players. I doubt if it would have mattered: Roy seemed determined not to play in the finals.


What went wrong with him? My intuition is that he was suffering a form of mental breakdown. Something similar happened to Ronaldo on the eve of the World Cup Finals in 1998.


Roy, like Ronaldo, was carrying a huge responsibility: he was our flagship. The pressure may have proved too much. The affair was not without a tinge of black comedy.


We heard about the plane primed at Manchester Airport to bring back the runaway. Anybody who believed in that is capable of looking for leprechauns at dawn or indeed at dusk.


Even if Roy had returned, he might not have been welcome. The players on whom he had cast the cold eye might not have sacrificed the fatted calf for the prodigal father.


In his absence, the band of brothers bonded together and performed magnificently. Would they have done even better with Roy? It is likely that they would. He was the real loser in this sorry mess.


He had played a huge part in getting us to the Far East – he wasn’t there for the harvest. I was angry with him – just as I was angry with George Best when I was in Spain in 1982.


George had played his part in getting Northern Ireland to the finals – he wasn’t there when he was most needed. Roy threw away the chance of playing on soccer’s greatest stage. It is unlikely that it will come again.


If he could turn back the calendar, I suspect that he would.


I fear that the Republic will not get to Portugal – the ship is holed below the waterline. The defeat by the Swiss will probably be seen as a watershed – or a tearshed.


It was no help that Steve Staunton and Niall Quinn abdicated at such a critical juncture. Thus we went into the game without our most experienced defender and our most experienced forward. And of course we lacked our most experienced midfielder – whether Roy will return I do not know.


There was another factor that should be considered in analysing the recent defeat by the Swiss in the Euro 2004 qualifying campaign. The penalty shoot-out with Spain may have cast a long shadow. I know that the team in general were devastated – and that the players who missed from the spot were inconsolable.


Mick was blamed for his choice of penalty-takers – in Genoa the players volunteered. Jack had no list prepared. Should more time have been spent in practising penal ties? In the run-up to the All-Ireland Final in 1992 Dublin gave special attention to this aspect. Charlie Redmond was nearing John O’Leary nine times out of ten.


The big day came: Donegal conceded a penalty about the twentieth minute; Charlie’s kick was very wide – and so high that the ball was found in the back yard of Gill’s pub.


The most accomplished penalty-kickers can lose their  nerve on the big occasion. Sócrates and Michel Platini and Junior all missed in Mexico in 1986.


The memory of their missed penalties may have affected a few of our players in their games with their clubs at the start of the season. The memory may have affected Shay Given for a different reason. I know that he believed he should have saved the kick that put Spain through. The Republic have never had a better keeper but he has been going through a bad time since the finals.


One rock of truth stands out in this rather turbulent sea: Mick McCarthy and his little army did us proud in the Far East.




*





If hearts could really break, the World Health Organization would have rushed plane-loads of cardiac surgeons to this country on Sunday evening. As it is, psychiatrists and counsellors and soothsayers will be overwhelmed for the next few weeks, not to mention agony aunts and agony uncles.


In the last half-hour of an enthralling ninety minutes, we saw proud Spain becoming more and more demoralised. They were palpably relieved to see the signal that normal time was up. Now they were down to ten men and were hoping that they could snatch the golden goal.


The Republic looked the more likely to do so – but failed. Then came the dreaded sweat-out. Alas, Mick McCarthy’s gallant men gave an all-too-convincing imitation of the gang who couldn’t shoot straight.


If William Tell has any Irish blood in him, he must have been sighing and groaning in his grave. And so ‘Olé’, in this generation almost monopolised by the Republic’s following army, went back to its original owners.


The penalty shoot-out is the nearest we have in civilised countries to public execution; while tournaments end in a knockout formula, it is the only alternative to the golden goal.


It is a bad way to go: it puts an albatross for life around the necks of those who fatally miss. It isn’t much of a consolation to those who failed on Sunday that they are in a band of three.


When the extra time ended scoreless, many in the crowd and elsewhere recalled Genoa in 1990. Our Jack on that heady evening had made no provision for the shoot out. It was a question of volunteers; among them was Tony Cascarino.


His attempt at a penalty could fairly be described as the worst ever witnessed in serious football – or in any kind of football. His left foot hit the ground before the ball – the divot may have distracted the keeper. The ball rolled gently and ended up in the front of the net.


Soon came the moment when Daniel Timofte shot – and Packie Bonner saved. And David O’Leary, who hadn’t taken a penalty since he played with his father Christy on Dalymount Strand, stepped into folklore.


The scenario from Genoa wasn’t to be repeated. And so ended a romantic voyage. This was surely the most remarkable game in the Republic’s history: all of football life was there.


It didn’t begin well for the men in green and white. That early goal was a grievous blow: it was so well taken that it threatened more. And for much of the first half our back four lived on the cliff-edge of offside. They were a very thin green line.


Morientes and Raúl, the Bernabéu’s darling duo, repeatedly threatened to get behind Gary Breen and Steve Staunton. They were too eager and frequently advanced too early. Thus they squandered a great supply from mid field. The Republic were struggling in the middle third of the pitch.


Matt Holland and Mark Kinsella were too busy surviving. They couldn’t supply leadership. Gary Kelly and Kevin Kilbane played wide but couldn’t find space against opponents who combined sweetly.


Damien Duff and Robbie Keane were forced to forage. Hierro and Helguera let little come through the middle. Steve Finnan was as sound as ever. Ian Harte recovered from a nervous start. Thanks in no small part to Shay Given, we reached the interval only a goal down.


Act Two resembled our restart against Germany: suddenly the Spanish began to look vulnerable. Kenny Cunningham replaced the limping Staunton. Niall Quinn came on for Gary Kelly and brought authority.


Now Keane and Duff were playing like lads who had learned their football from schoolboy fiction. Cunningham and Breen reinforced the midfield. The Republic looked more like a team.


Duff set out to give the most thrilling display by any one in a green shirt since the heyday of Georgie Best. He looks as if he should still be at school – but bemused defenders found that they were dealing with a wolf in lamb’s clothing.


In the Ballyboden Butterfly they had a handful, and a legful and a brainful. He forced the penalty that promised a certain equaliser.


Ian Harte is deemed to be in the same bracket as David Beckham as a place-kicker. Alas, his trusty left foot was on the blink. To his eternal credit, he put his mistake behind him and played with increasing enterprise. So did all his comrades: their spirit never waned.


When Hierro attempted to deprive Quinn of his shirt, we saw how deep was the Spaniards’ unease. Keane stroked the ball past Casillas with all the coolness of a professional gunfighter in the Old West. Then came extra time. Two weary teams strove desperately to break the livelock.


When much of this tumultuous game is half-forgotten, we will remember the shoot-out. It was the day when Matt Holland and David Connolly and Kevin Kilbane weren’t spot-on.


They joined an illustrious list of men who missed crucial penalties on the big stage. It includes Liam Brady, Roy Keane, Junior, Sócrates, Michel Platini and Roberto Baggio – not to mention Charlie Redmond, Mikey Sheehy, Liam Sammon and Keith Barr.


And then there are those who put away penalties with such seeming ease that you wondered why anyone ever missed. I am thinking especially of Eoin Hand and Denis Irwin and Jimmy Keaveney. When Mendieta put away the final penalty, there was a collective sigh all over the country.


We had hooked a splendid fish; alas, we saw it slip away on the lip of the landing net and vanish. Now the rest of Ireland know how the people of Kerry felt on a September evening in 1982. We had come within a few minutes of the five-in-a-row and saw it slip from our hands.


And now too the rest of Ireland know how the people of Dublin felt at the end of that legendary saga, when Dublin and Meath played four times in the Leinster Championship. I was close to the Canal Goal when the referee spread his arms – a penalty for Dublin.


Only a few minutes remained: a goal would surely put the game beyond Meath. I had a ringside view as Keith Barr ran up. Mick Lyons was almost hanging out of him. Barr sent the ball low to the left. It went just outside. Meath went away and got the sealing goal.


When my tumult of emotions subsided on Sunday evening, one feeling remained – a terrible sense of loss. A great ship is sailing on without us. We can only watch from the shore as it disappears over the horizon.


Sunday was the end of a remarkable campaign. We qualified for the Far East by playing bold, creative football. We didn’t change our philosophy in the finals, even though thrice we had to come from behind. Especially against Spain, every man had to play up to his best: they did exactly what it says on the tin.


I haven’t forgotten our neighbours beyond the Bay of Biscay. Spain played beautifully for about an hour: their one-touch football was good to watch – if you weren’t Irish. The lead-up to their goal was simple but brilliant; Morientes’ header was a model. And Spain did well to survive the extra time, though without the injured Albelda. Casillas was their especial hero.


The entire voyage was a triumph for Mick McCarthy. I have known Mick since Eoin Hand gave him his first green shirt. He was a good player but underrated by those who cannot see the difference between style and substance.


He is a sound coach and a wise manager. He has endured outrageous criticism. The old Persians have a saying: ‘The dogs bark but the caravan passes.’ Mick is a decent man. I would go with him into the desert but I suspect he isn’t going that way.


Is there a better way to end a tie than the sudden goal and the penalty shoot-out? A tournament in an all-league format wouldn’t need a dramatic finale.


The last sixteen of the present World Cup could have been divided into four leagues – with the top teams to go through. Those four would make up the final league. Anything is better than the golden goal or the shoot-out.


What would have happened if the Dublin–Meath saga had gone on and on? It went to four games – it could have gone to another four. What would have been done … Does anyone know?





Evening Press






















Ireland Win the Triple Crown, 1982







‘Ollie Campbell was a conductor who could bring glorious music from a scratch band’





On the way out of Lansdowne Road on Saturday evening, I rounded Mike Gibson. It didn’t need much sleight of foot since we were travelling in the same direction. But I suspect that it would need extra-sensory perception to know what was at that moment going on in his mind.


He wore the green for more than twice the normal span of an international, playing in three positions – and so well that many deem him the best all-purpose back the game has known – but never enjoyed the satisfaction of sharing in the capture of the Triple Crown.


His neighbours’ child, Keith Crossan, was still in swaddling clothes when Mike made his debut for Ireland – and on Saturday he got a place in the gallery of folk heroes with his first cap.


Such, as the French say, is life. Three words in their succinct language hint at the ferocious irony that lurks in the fates’ way of dealing out the cards.


And some people will see in the contrasting fortunes of Mike Gibson and Keith Crossan a particularly dramatic example of that enigmatic parable about the way the workers in the vineyard were rewarded.


But Mike could console himself that he had borne the weight and the heat and the cold of many a day – like the good peasant he had planted and tended the vine but had not been around to enjoy the vintage.


His long-time colleague, Bill McBride, must have taken a similarly wry pleasure from Ireland’s first Triple Crown in a generation.


Bill captained the Lions in their storming South African tour when they went unbeaten through the Test series and was the most respected second-row forward of his day – but the Crown eluded him too.


And Donal Lenihan, one of his successors in the heart of the scrum, enjoyed that glory in his first season in the green. C’est la vie.


Paul Dean and Michael Kiernan are also in their first season – and for the two young centres the grey windy stadium at Lansdowne Road must at a quarter to five have seemed like the headquarters of the Promised Land.


Andy Irvine saw the same field and the same stands and terraces and the same sky – but to him the homely stadium in Dublin’s most affluent inner suburb must have seemed like a torture chamber left over since the Inquisition.


For Scotland’s most glamorous hero since Rob Roy MacGregor tormented the king’s men on the slopes and in the valleys by Loch Katrine and Lock Lomond, this was the most harrowing day in a career outrageously inconsistent even by Scottish standards.


Most full-backs have good days and indifferent days – Andy Irvine trades in a dicier market: he is either brilliant or appalling. In his happy mood he can field and find touch with the best, can set up fruitful attacks from the most unlikely situations – and kick goals that seem to defy the accepted laws of physics and geometry.


But when he is under the moon he puts you in mind of a stowaway whom an eccentric captain has made work his passage by taking his turn at the wheel.


His talents seem much more suited to the three-quarter line – yet the Scottish selectors insist on placing him at full-back. It would be as sensible to give a job as fire-prevention officer to a pyromaniac.


Such players as Andy (that is, if there are any others) need an early injection of that potent drug called confidence if they are to bring out their best. On Saturday he didn’t get his fix: he fumbled the first high ball that came his way – and Scottish hearts feared the worst. From that moment one felt that a Scots win was almost impossible – they resembled a boxer with a glass chin.


And Ollie Campbell was well equipped to exploit that flaw. To say that this was his day wouldn’t be an exaggeration – indeed to date it has been his season. And it was little consolation for the Scots that, if surnames mean anything, he is their kinsman.


The king over the water placed dart after dart into the royal blue – do not blame a jubilant Irishman if in the aftermath he said to a Scots friend: ‘Ask not for whom Campbell tolled – he tolled for thee.’


The records will show that he put over six penalties and a drop goal – but even if the place-kicking had been allotted to someone else, his contributions would still have been enormous.


That may be illogical: his general play may have owed much to the confidence generated by his early success with penalties – but it is doubtful – he is in such form this year that he hardly needed a fix. On Saturday in his own quiet way he put his name on the ballot paper for the election of the greatest-ever out-half.


If there is a flaw in his make-up, it is part of his genius that he is able to conceal it. On Saturday he did every thing that one can expect from an out-half – and a good deal more: he was both artist and artisan, architect and maintenance man. And yet he did little that stamped itself indelibly on the memory.


The mention of great out-halves summons up images of Jack Kyle’s outrageous curving breaks and Mike Gibson’s brainwaves that left friend and foe wondering what had happened and Phil Bennett’s runs that seemed made on a sinuous magic carpet while his opponents floundered on land.


Compared to their poetry, Ollie Campbell’s play is prose – but prose so strong and sensitive that it blurs the distinction. And more than ever on Saturday you felt that his brain had a different clock from that granted to the generality, a clock in which a tenth of a second is ample time for weighing all the factors and making a decision. In that he resembles Franz Beckenbauer – and they also have in common the absence of fuss that is the mark of high intelligence.


Ireland’s other especial hero on Saturday was Hugo MacNeill, a young man who plays as if he had read every schoolboy story ever written and believed every word. The contrast with Campbell could hardly be greater: the out-half can go through a game as unobtrusively as a pickpocket – our full-back is the romantic hero forever ready to dash off and rescue the maiden in distress. But enthusiasm, as Hemingway used to say, is not enough – and Hugo has the talents to make his fantasies into solid reality.


On Saturday he may have been at fault for the try – but otherwise, apart from one uncostly fumble, he was as unflinching as Horatius when he held the bridge against Lars Porsena’s army.


And he lost no chance of wounding the enemy with lofted kicks that the Scottish backs welcomed as a mother hen does a hawk.


The difference between the full-backs and the out-halves was the key to this game. Between Andy Irvine and Hugo MacNeill, it was so vast that you wouldn’t blame any Scot who said: ‘Swap full-backs – and we’ll play you again.’


Between John Rutherford and Ollie Campbell it wasn’t so obvious that a Scot couldn’t deny that it was there at all – the big young man from Selkirk scored the kind of try that might be beyond our out-half. But in launching the lofted ball and putting the little teaser behind the mid-field backs, Campbell was utterly superior; in football wisdom he was the professor contrasted with the student.


Probably the fairest verdict on the three-quarter lines would be ‘not proven’: one suspected flaws in both – but they were so under-employed that the evidence was inconclusive.


There was an abundance of evidence on which to judge the scrum-halves – and Roy Laidlaw was one of Scotland’s heroes. His passing was quick and accurate: he made one glorious break – and his only fault was a tendency to play as a ninth forward.


Robbie McGrath was not the masterly playmaker we saw at Twickenham – but he is a long time in the game and didn’t let his mistakes upset him, and all in all he served his out-half well.


In comparing the forwards one must bear in mind an oft-neglected truth: their mental health is bound up with the play of the men behind them – and in Campbell the Irish pack had a conductor who could bring glorious music from a scratch band.


The more confident you are that possession will be well used, the more eagerly you seek it.


On Saturday the Irish forwards saw even the crumbs put to good use – while their counterparts often saw the cleanly won ball kicked so ineptly that it gave Ireland possession.


You could hardly blame them if they felt more and more like election workers taking down the posters of their beaten party.


Technically the Irish pack were better only in driving forward with the ball in the set scrums: they used this ploy expertly – and it paid handsome dividends.


If they looked better in the loose scrums, it was mainly due to Campbell’s crafty kicking – they could drive straight in while their counterparts had to run back and turn and thus lose time and impetus.


The Scots were better at getting first touch in the line-out – but what Donal Lenihan won was generally tidier. The line-outs in general were a mess – though in the early stages Iain Paxton and Alan Thomas and Bill Cuthbertson looked likely to achieve command.


Iain Paxton was Scotland’s outstanding performer but obviously they missed David Leslie: Eric Paxton, his replacement, was brave and industrious – but his inexperience was evident. No Irish forward was as prominent as Big Ian – and one is tempted to give our pack a blanket approval. But obviously the solidity of the scrummaging owed something to Phil Orr and Gerry McLoughlin.


Donal Lenihan looks our best line-out man since Terry Moore. And though the claims for Ciaran Fitzgerald’s captaincy may be exaggerated, one suspects that he has exorcised his pack of exhibitionism. Fergus Slattery and Willie Duggan and John O’Driscoll and Moss Keane have often been more prominent – but possibly not as effective.


The Irish forwards’ brief was to win the ball or force their counterparts to yield penalties – they carried it out well.


They were helped by the fact that whenever Mr Nurling seemed in doubt about whose put-in it was in the scrum, he gave Ireland the benefit – and for once not even the most chauvinistic Irish follower could complain.


They were helped too by Scottish indiscipline – they gave away penalties as if afflicted with an urge toward self-destruction. Ireland gave away their share too – but while Campbell missed few goal-chances, Irvine’s unhappiness affected his place-kicking.


It is customary to wax sentimental in wedding speeches – but on this occasion it is perhaps better to tell it as it was: the occasion was far more memorable than the match.


Ireland’s pragmatic approach had much to do with the colourless textures of the game. But they could not be blamed – the stakes were too high. Oscar Wilde in his trial outshone Edward Carson in epigram and repartee – but Carson got the verdict.




*





Ireland kicked off towards the Havelock End with a lively wind behind them. It was a cold wind too – but at least it lessened the stink of after-shave lotion from the twice-a-year mob in the West Stand.


The Scots were penalised in the first line-out – and Campbell started his scoring spree. After a similar offence in the twelfth minute, he scored from fifty-six yards.


A few minutes later came the game’s most memorable happening. From a line-out on Scotland’s left and near halfway, Laidlaw ran laterally infield and seemed to be going nowhere until he suddenly did a ninety-degree change of direction and sent a lovely pass to Rutherford. The out-half strode majestically through the middle and dived over near the posts. Irvine converted. But soon, from a difficult angle on the right, Campbell made it 9–6.


And then in the twenty-fourth minute came Ireland’s only score from play. On Ireland’s right and fifteen yards inside Scotland’s half, Lenihan won a line-out. The ball was passed across the field – and Campbell looped around his centres and threw a difficult ball to Crossan.


He held it but was tackled. Slattery and Duggan spearheaded the maul. The ball came back nicely to McGrath, who fed Campbell – the deadly right foot hooked over a drop goal.


And with a penalty four minutes later he made the half-time score 15–6.


The second half was mainly a story of solid Irish for ward play and steady kicking by Campbell. Scotland could not recapture the attacking brilliance they had shown in flashes in the first half.


Ten minutes after the restart, Campbell defied the wind with a long penalty – now it was 18–6. Jim Renwick replied in the twenty-third minute – but Scotland were now only trying to save face.


In a quiet last chapter Campbell and he put over penalties – but the crowd long before had bestowed the crown on Fitzgerald and his men. And the windfall of revenue from the celebrations will help the next Taoiseach to bridge his budget deficit.


While all this was going on, Tom Kiernan sat in the stand wondering at the strange workings of the fates: last year they tormented him – this year he was their darling. This game was not a romantic climax to the battle for the Triple Crown – but life seldom obliges in that fashion.


One thinks of the heroine in Liam O’Flaherty’s novel Famine who for so long had been dreaming of the ship on which she was to be smuggled to America. In her mind it had snow-white sails. When she reached Galway docks, she saw that the sails were old and brown – but it got her away all the same.
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‘The tumult that greeted him as he galloped away from the last fence warmed the cockles and the mussels of the heart’
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