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PROLOGUE


I’m a bad loser, that’s not something I can hide. Most competitive people are. Bad days can come close to poisoning you.


There have been occasions when I’ve taken defeat too personally and, maybe, it’s left me looking petty and ungracious. I couldn’t allow that happen in Cork in July 2018. I wouldn’t. Not against my own people, my own family even. So, as our All-Ireland quarter-final slipped into injury-time, I turned to Seoirse Bulfin on the line.


‘Hard place to be, Seoirse,’ I said. ‘But how we carry ourselves is important here.’


He knew what I was getting at. Mike Corry knew. Michael ‘Gazzy’ Collins knew. They’d all been with me on that five-year roller-coaster ride with Clare, through the good days and the not-so-good. There for the All-Ireland win and, three years later, the slow realisation of a journey coming to the end.


This was uncomfortable for every one of us.


I’d gone to Gaz especially, just before throw-in, and gave him a big hug. I don’t think it’s possible to know this man without loving him. And, if I’d had a knot in my stomach all week leading into this game, I knew it was probably nothing to what he was feeling. Gaz, you see, was a fixture in the Clare backroom for seven different management teams before being dispensed with in late 2016.


Why they didn’t ask him back, I’ll never know. Maybe the new management just wanted a completely new broom after my five years there, but Gaz never got a phone call.




When I asked him to come to Wexford with me, maybe I was being selfish in a sense. Gaz is in his seventies, after all. But his personality lifts everybody around him, whether he’s banding hurleys, doing the water or just keeping the dressing-room light with his stories.


In March, Gaz and his wife, Patsy, suffered a bombshell with the tragic loss of their son, Ronan. As a group, we were heartbroken for them and I know it meant a lot when Conor McDonald drove down to Gaz’s house on behalf of the Wexford players. In the months after, maybe the hurling was a godsend for him and Patsy. I don’t know, but I hope so.


They’d come and stay the night before home games, whether in the house in Kilmuckridge or Whites Hotel in Wexford town, and we’d all play cards into the early hours.


I suppose our embrace in Cork was about everything and nothing then. Just something I wanted to do.


‘This’ll be a tough day, Gaz’, I said. ‘Just want to say I appreciate everything that you’ve done for me!’


Make no mistake, I wanted to beat Clare. But I wanted to respect them too. I wanted to be civil and dignified and, maybe above all, adult in how I conducted myself that day in Páirc Ui Chaoimh. I’m a Clare man. I was born in Clare. I live in Clare. I will die in Clare.


So, I did something that day I’ve never done before.


I went down to the opposition dug-out before throw-in, wishing everybody the best of luck. Shook the hand of John Fall, one of my best friends and an officer of the Clare county board. Then I encountered my dad. We’d been avoiding each other all week and, even now, the circumstance of the day felt incredibly awkward. I held my out hand and, at first, he hesitated.


‘Put out your fucking hand,’ I said, laughing.


I shook Doc Quinn’s hand, before joking, as I turned away, ‘Come down this line today Doc and I’ll fucking kill ya!’




That was the air of it, the tone. Making light of the discomfort. I shook the hands of Donal Moloney and Gerry O’Connor. ‘Best of luck lads!’ Out on the field? The two Clare goalkeepers, Pa Kelly and Andy Fahy. Anyone from Clare I came upon, the same smile, the same words.


‘Best of luck to ya!’


And when it was over, that couldn’t change. The bad loser in me couldn’t be allowed to find expression. I made a point of shaking as many Clare hands as I could get to. Some faces, I could see, were a little reluctant. Some, I’d say, were still uncomfortable about how things ended in 2016.


But others were genuinely warm.


Conor Cleary, I knew, had been getting a bit of stick in Clare. ‘Stay honest and there’ll be no fear of you!’ I told him.


Big embraces too with John Conlon and Pat O’Connor. Then a few clowns in Clare jerseys came in and started dancing around me, trying to rub it in. I just looked through them, kept my cool and walked away.


Back in the dressing-room, you’d have heard a pin drop. One thing to lose, another to not perform. I could see the pain in everyone now and felt gutted for them. Mattie Rice came down with me to the Clare room and I broke the ice by joking, ‘I’d normally be coming in here to give out!’


Those who were in the showers came out to pay me the respect of a full audience and I appreciated that. So, I said my few words, then back across the corridor to hear Moloney reciprocate on Clare’s behalf. He was decent and kind with what he said about my contribution to their story.


We ate back in the Glanmire school where we’d made our base for the day before heading home. No declarations, no big announcements. Just a lot of firm handshakes and bear hugs.


It was near midnight when I got back to Sixmilebridge and I fell asleep to the relentless reel of Sky Sports News. Woke the



following morning knowing immediately that Clare probably wasn’t the place for me to be that day.


Said it to Sharon. ‘C’mon, bring the dogs and let’s get out of here!’


◀◇▶


I don’t know what Brian Cody thinks of me, probably not much. Actually, I doubt he thinks much about me at all.


But he’s set the bar for every county hurling manager these past two decades and it’s no secret that I’ve got huge respect for what he has achieved. Wexford got the better of his Kilkenny team twice in massive games in 2017, so I suppose it was no surprise to us that a payback of sorts was coming.


Put it this way, when we won the Walsh Cup final at Nowlan Park in January 2018, it registered as our third consecutive victory against Kilkenny on their own field. You didn’t need to be a mind reader to understand how that would hurt them, hurt Brian especially, given that he spent the conclusion of that game banished to the stand.


Little moments shine a light inside even the most private of minds when a game is on the line and I saw a few of them from Kilkenny in 2018. The first was that bitingly cold January Saturday when Cody reacted so fiercely to Richie Reid’s dismissal for interfering with Matthew O’Hanlon’s helmet. The two players were doing a bit of jostling directly in front of our dug-out when Richie pulled Matthew’s helmet clean off. I had sympathy for him, but it was a clear red-card offence, one that the linesman called immediately.


I could see Brian, bull-faced, marching down the whitewash to complain, so I sent Seoirse out with the message, ‘Might be important to defend the linesman here, re-assure him he made the right decision!’




As Seoirse began telling the man with the flag not to be ‘listening to that shite’, I could see that Brian – even on a January Saturday – was now almost fit to be tied. I admire that in him, that competitive dog.


We’d play Kilkenny three more times in 2018, losing every one of them.


The first defeat, in March, signified nothing. We’d already qualified for the National League quarter-finals, so I rested maybe half a dozen players, something I’d imagine few Wexford teams have ever done going to Kilkenny.


But the other two defeats effectively killed our season. In other words, I suppose Cody reset the balance again.


He does that better than anyone I know but, in Wexford, we were left feeling that we hadn’t helped ourselves. Because the first truly flat performance of our season arrived on April Fool’s Day, when we surrendered a two-year unbeaten record in Wexford Park to a Kilkenny team that just walked through us.


That League semi-final came just a week after we’d squeezed out All-Ireland champions Galway in the quarters and, I suppose, the popular consensus became that the team was simply tired.


I didn’t buy it then and I still don’t now. We just hit a wall and, I suspect, it was more a psychological one than physical.


Anyway, those little moments?


With about a minute to go in that semi-final and the Cats nine points up, one of our players went down with cramp. Kilkenny defender, Paddy Deegan, stopped to help him ease the lactic acid out of his leg when a member of Kilkenny’s backroom staff came running in and roared at Deegan to get up the field.


Nine points up, cruising and still programmed only for the kill.


I’d never seen Cody more animated than he was that day, something that confirmed to me we’d got under Kilkenny’s skin. I loved that. But I also knew that to stay there we’d need a level playing field. And that was going to be denied to us.




As we shook hands at the end of the game, I just said to him, ‘Well done Brian, but I can assure you that the next time we meet, we’ll be a different story!’


He smiled that familiar smile. ‘I’m sure ye will,’ he said.


From the very announcement of the new championship structures, I’d questioned the fairness of some teams having to play four weeks in succession. The new system was a godsend, but it came spoiled by that one glaring inequity.


Not alone were Wexford one of the teams burdened with that compressed schedule: our last two games would be against Galway and Kilkenny.


To me, that always looked too much to ask. I’ve heard people arguing there’s no reason why, given modern fitness standards, players should have any difficulty playing on four successive weekends. But it isn’t about physical fitness. It’s the challenge of rebooting the mind.


I’ll always remember playing one of my best ever games when Clare drew with Tipperary in the ’99 Munster Championship. In the dressing-room afterwards, Ger Loughnane warned me that, psychologically, I’d find the replay a huge challenge six days later.


I thought Ger was raving. I mean, I felt on top of the world, having converted the late penalty that got Clare out of jail. But you know something? Six days later, I felt unbelievably flat in Cork.


Our fourth game of the year against Kilkenny came when, mentally, the lads were operating on fumes. We’d beaten Dublin, devoured Offaly, then run into a brick wall against Galway on successive Championship weekends. It was asking more of us than was fair to ask.


That fourth week became all about tricking the mind in a sense, because self-pity would get us nowhere. The non-performance against Galway had rattled us all to the core. 17,000 people in Wexford Park and we hadn’t laid a glove on them.




Ordinarily, the morning after a championship game, the players do a hyperbaric recovery session just across the road from our training centre in Ferns. This involves the players spending maybe an hour and ten minutes wearing oxygen masks in a decompression chamber where the inhalation of 100 per cent oxygen enhances the body’s natural healing process.


But after the Galway defeat, we all knew that bodies weren’t the problem now.


The players just met up at Curracloe Strand and talked things through amongst themselves. They were hurting bad and just needed to process that hurt in a private session now.


In Wexford Park, we use the weights room to have more space on match days, lining up two rows of chairs facing one another so that people are always looking into one another’s faces. There’s no hiding place, no quiet corner to steer clear of any hard talking.


But we were ten minutes back in that room after losing to Galway before anyone said a word. The feeling was sickening.


Honestly, I could’ve taken off any of eight players that day and they’d have had no grounds for complaint. They knew it, I knew it. We just turned up flat and, against Galway, of all teams, a team without manic energy is a team that’s going to struggle.


Everybody goes on about their size, but our middle eight are fairly big men themselves. Size shouldn’t have been a problem for us. And we knew they were coming down with a score to settle, given two of the three games they’d lost under Micheál Donoghue’s management in the last year had been to us. We honestly felt we were ready for that.


But we weren’t.


We never attacked the ball. We were passive in contact. We didn’t win a single 50/50 contest all day. We never broke a tackle.


Galway got an early goal from a ball that should have been cleared after Mark Fanning’s save and, after that, I don’t know



why, but we pretty much rolled over. It was my job to stop that happening and, clearly, I’d failed to do that.


But the same third-week dip was evident elsewhere too. We weren’t on our own here. Tipperary, Waterford and Limerick would all struggle when out for a third successive weekend. The schedule was, as I suspected it would, beginning to squeeze.


It took me ages to say anything in the dressing-room but, eventually, I just went down the line, asking lads individually what they’d thought of their own performance, asked them to be honest in front of everyone. Honest about us in management, honest about themselves. And I asked if there was anything different they felt we needed to be doing in training.


The broad consensus was that they had to figure this out for themselves: this tendency to flat-spot, to leave a performance behind in the dressing-room.


Jack O’Connor’s contribution pretty much summed up the mood of the collective.


‘Listen, this isn’t about tactics,’ he said. ‘That’s not the problem. The problem is us and we need to get to the bottom of it.’


The whole way home, I rang individual players, getting much the same response. They were furious with themselves – sickened – and they were desperate to put things right against Kilkenny.


The following Wednesday night in Ferns, I asked the players to take ownership of the team meeting. Éanna Martin, Kevin Foley and Paul Morris took charge, picking out their own clips, having their own notes prepared.


Éanna encapsulates the honesty of the Wexford dressing-room. He’d seen very little championship action the previous two years, yet remained an incredibly important figure within the group.


I love the bones of men like Éanna because they’re not always thinking about themselves. Here’s a guy who was on the



Wexford team before I arrived, yet never slackened an inch in his commitment despite not making my starting fifteen. First in every evening, always working himself like a dog.


He just wants Wexford to win, it’s that simple.


People can see that. They recognise that honesty, so Éanna has great standing in the dressing room. Same as, say, Paddy Donnellan had in Clare, or Stephen Molumphy in Waterford.


Just men everybody knows can be trusted.


That night’s meeting ran for more than an hour, hitting most of the notes I’d hoped it would hit. It would be reflected in the performance against Kilkenny too. In fact, for 40 minutes that Saturday evening, Wexford hurled as well as any team I’ve managed.


We had Kilkenny on the ropes, and if it had not been for a couple of poor decisions by referee James McGrath, we’d have been well clear.


I’d get lambasted in some quarters for saying that afterwards, one Sunday newspaper journalist pointing out how the official match stats recorded us being awarded more frees that day than Kilkenny.


This is something that wrecks my head, journalists commenting on what you’ve said when they’ve not actually taken the trouble to listen.


My comments about McGrath concerned the fact that he’d done our League semi-final meeting too and, over the two games, Kilkenny had been awarded 17 frees inside our 65-yard line, while we’d been awarded just five inside theirs. That’s an extraordinary imbalance.


I subsequently got an independent referee to go through tapes of the two games and that imbalance was inexplicable to him. I could show him shirt tugs, helmet pulls, a moment when Rory O’Connor was thrown to the ground right beside McGrath and zero action was taken.




Bear in mind this was a game we’d end up losing by a single point. A game in which even a draw would have been good enough to put us in the Leinster final. But, having been nine points up at one stage and playing absolutely out of their skins, the players just ran into a wall.


And that wall was psychological.


I mean, though we were seven up at half-time, I was worried going out for the second half. I remember saying as much to my selectors, JJ Doyle and Páraic Fanning, who were sitting in the dug-out. ‘Guys, we’re going to run out of gas here. It’s only a matter of when!’


And the truth is it happened too soon. Our last score from play would be a 37th-minute Lee Chin point, after which Kilkenny just began coming – rolling off seven scores in a row – to leave us fighting for our lives.


The players were magnificent, digging in, hanging tough, just trying to get over the line. But, in a hugely intense game, we couldn’t buy a free inside the Kilkenny 65.


That’s what exasperated me: the sense that a foul at one end of the field didn’t seem to be a foul at the other.


I kicked a bin over when I reached the dressing-room after. Kilkenny had got us again, but I remained adamant that my players simply hadn’t been given a fair crack. It was my conviction then and it’s still my conviction now.


Between our schedule and the frees that never came, the life had just been squeezed out of us.


◀◇▶


I like good people and two of the best I’ve met in hurling are Wexford’s joint captains, Matthew O’Hanlon and Lee Chin.


Solid men, decent, absolutely trustworthy. And I needed them when we went back training last winter as I ran into a blizzard of



excuses from different lads now slow to get back into the beat of an inter-county lifestyle. It came to a head one November Sunday morning in Ferns when two lads turned up to train a little the worse for wear.


Páraic Fanning and I could smell the drink on their breaths immediately, but I decided not to go to war with them in front of the group. Our numbers were already low for a variety of reasons and I couldn’t really do with further depletion.


But once I’d got both to confirm that they’d been on the beer the night before, I called the group into a circle, declaring to no-one in particular, ‘If anyone ever turns up here again with a few pints on them, trust me, it’ll be the last time they’ll come through that gate!’


Afterwards, I rang Lee, told him I wasn’t happy.


He immediately sent out a WhatsApp message, describing the lack of commitment as ‘a load of bollocks’. Lee sets a serious example, living his life like a professional athlete. Almost instantly the attitude of the group improved. But that morning was a warning to me that ‘Second Season Syndrome’ might become a problem here.


Both Matt and Lee travelled to Singapore with the All-Stars in December 2017 and, much as I’d have preferred them to be at home, I was never going to deny them the trip, given how few Wexford men had got the honour in recent years.


Everything back then was a process of building for a decent crack at the National League and, to that end, beating Kilkenny in that Walsh Cup final – the game uniquely settled by a free-taking competition in the end – re-assured me that we were on the right road.


Our subsequent survival in Division 1A meant the league campaign had to be deemed a success too. But did we put too much into it?


Well, life in 1A is worth a hell of a lot more to the county board than would be the case if Wexford dropped back into 1B.



So winning three of our first four games and, then, that quarter-final against Galway certainly helped GAA matters in Wexford financially.


That said, the Galway game was played at almost championship intensity, and I do believe the lads were drained psychologically by the effort required to win.


And so, for the second year running, our season pretty much ran out of gas.


It hit a brick wall.


The morning after our loss to Galway in the Leinster Championship, I woke to that familiar sick feeling, and decided to be on the golf course around the time the Waterford v Tipperary game was throwing in at the Gaelic Grounds. I pitched up at Dromoland with two friends but, halfway through our round, I got the game up on my phone in the buggy and the three of us ended up watching it.


Tipp were steeped to get the draw and were, clearly, struggling with their schedule. But you had to admire their fight too. For the second game in a row, they’d got up off their knees to dig out a result.


It reiterated to me the need for teams to stay honest, even when it seems the whole world might be against them. And, no question, there would have been times in 2018 when some of our players felt that.


The Friday after our championship defeat by Clare, Jackie Tyrrell dedicated his Irish Times column to Lee’s struggle to replicate the form of 2017, particularly the kind of display he summoned during Wexford’s first championship victory against Kilkenny in 13 seasons.


Jackie hurled for me at LIT and, I suppose, will forever stand as the human embodiment of commitment on a hurling field. His theory on Lee seemed to be that, as a ‘full-time hurler’, he might simply have too much time on his hands and not enough



distractions. That, maybe, a normal day job would actually complement the training load rather than run in conflict with it.


Now I’d say Lee regrets the day that term ‘full-time hurler’ ever came into his life because it conveys that very idea of someone with nothing to do but go to the gym and maybe watch Jeremy Kyle for the afternoon.


Trust me, nothing could be further from the truth. Trouble is, Lee is such an innately straight guy he cannot help but give straight answers. And, sometimes, those answers put him under pressure.


He’s become a magnet for attention and that attention brings its own pressures too. Sometimes, I think that means – if anything – he ends up trying too hard. Almost forcing things when the wiser approach is just to go with the flow of a game.


After the Galway defeat, I invited him over to Sixmilebridge for a couple of days. I just wanted to take him away from the pressure-cooker of Wexford, to unwind. He’d spoken brilliantly in the dressing-room, was shirking absolutely nothing and, yet, just couldn’t find his form.


We played pool. We played golf. We ate good food. We talked about anything and everything.


And you know something? For those 40 minutes we had wind in our sails the following Saturday against Kilkenny. No man stood taller for us than Lee Chin. He was magnificent.


Chin epitomises so much that is good about Wexford men and women, so much that is appealing about them as people.


I’ve encountered all sorts in my career as hurler and manager. I’ve had every insult imaginable thrown at me. The day we played Offaly in May 2018, a couple of clowns positioned themselves directly behind our dug-out and began giving me their best shot.


For the whole of the first half, the bullshit was unrelenting.


‘Ah you’re always whinging over something Davy?’




‘Still sore over ’98 Davy?’


They were so determined to draw a response from me, they seemed completely oblivious to the fact that their team was getting absolutely destroyed by some of the best hurling this Wexford team has produced.


Honestly, I couldn’t believe that adults could behave so sadly. At one stage, I turned around to the bench, and said, ‘Aren’t they some fucking clowns?’


That drew an explosion of laughter from our subs and seemed, finally, to get the message across. The fools were long gone before the final whistle.


◀◇▶


The 2018 Kilkenny defeat bought us time that we didn’t entirely welcome.


The only thing we did over the next ten days was two yoga sessions with Treasa, a teacher from Wexford town. The players arrived both nights with their hurleys, mad for road, but I wouldn’t let them near the field. I wanted them manically hungry.


Then we did a two-week block of proper training before meeting the defeated Joe McDonagh finalists, Westmeath, in Mullingar. That game was always going to be a relative formality, meaning I now knew I was on another collision course with my own.


We’d played Clare in the League in February, winning by four points and I’d found that experience uncomfortable too. Largely, I left the dressing-room to the players beforehand.


There was a moment in the game when Donal Moloney actually stepped across the line, colliding heavily with our mid-fielder, Kevin Foley. The linesman went absolutely apoplectic, lecturing him about his conduct.




And me?


I just stood there with my arms apart, as if to say, ‘Lord Jesus, catch yourself on Donal!’


If it had been a manager of any other county against us, I know I’d have gone to war at that moment. But not against Clare. I wasn’t looking for trouble against my own. Not that day. Not any day.


So, my stomach was in a knot for the whole week before our All-Ireland quarter-final. Just this heavy, sickly feeling. As always, the people I’m closest to were the ones who suffered most. I was hugely irritable at home, just willing the week away.


Apparently, some sections of the media took to billing the game as ‘The Davy Derby’, but I honestly didn’t know that. I’d shut myself away from media, even side-stepping a question about the game the evening we beat Westmeath.


I wasn’t trying to be difficult. I just felt anything I might say could become the story. And, hand on heart, I really didn’t want to be the story that week.


The couple of times I slipped down to Crowe’s Centra for bread or milk, the slagging was all light-hearted. People actually wishing me well. ‘Can’t say I hope you win, but …’ That sort of thing.


In our preparation, I made a point of not talking about any specific Clare players. My approach was that, if one of the Wexford lads wanted specific information, they could come to me individually. But no way was I going to be bad-mouthing men I had been through so much with.


Yes, of course, we targeted certain things and my big frustration was that we never really implemented those things.


Why that happened, I honestly cannot say.


But I remain adamant that physical freshness wasn’t a problem. We always monitor tiredness and all of the readings were where we needed them to be. My suspicion is that, maybe, the panel wasn’t deep enough for the intensity of our schedule.




Like, I probably used the same 19 to 20 players most of the time in a season that brought us maybe 14 games played at championship or near championship intensity. I mean, from the Walsh Cup game against Dublin, we were pretty much on a war footing in every game, bar Westmeath, right up to that All-Ireland quarter-final.


During their time in 1B, and under the old championship structures, Wexford might have been used to four, maximum five, games of that ilk in a season.


Maybe that drained lads emotionally. Maybe it meant we went to the well too often and, somewhere along the way, lost that necessary mental edge. Wexford need to turn up every day to be competitive. They need to be aggressive.


And the simple reason I didn’t use more of the extended panel is I didn’t think that they were ready. It’s a call you have to make. And I’m sure some of the lads who didn’t play would tell you it’s one I got wrong.


The morning of the quarter-final I was up before dawn to do a 5 kilometre walk to raise funds for a young Sixmilebridge girl, Aoife Sage, I’d read about some months back in the Clare Champion.


Aoife suffers from a rare illness causing the partial dislocation of her joints, as well as that dreadful condition, chronic pain syndrome. I’d read in the Champion how her family were trying to raise funds for a vital operation that would help and, so, decided to organise this walk.


If anything, it became the perfect distraction for me.


Maybe 150 of us met at 6 a.m. in the Shannon Industrial Estate, starting the walk from Starbucks, which had a Wexford flag flying outside courtesy of the manager.


It was slagging the whole way around and, honestly, I loved every minute of it. When you hear a story like Aoife’s, you quickly



realise how irrational sport can make us become. The plain silliness of being a bad loser.


I suppose I’m learning that all the time. And, still, this game of hurling puts life in us too that I hope I never lose. I’ll admit straight up that I’m a dreamer. I believe nothing is impossible. My view is that every last one of us can make our own history.


And you know something? I’m a long way from finished making mine.


Davy Fitzgerald, July 2018
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‘TRY NOT TO GET TOO WOUND UP!’


Within a few weeks of taking the Wexford job I was diagnosed with sleep apnoea.


It was just the latest in what felt like a succession of psychological kicks to take. The diagnosis meant wearing a mask in bed at night connected to a small mobile ventilator. I must have looked like Darth Vader with it on and, to begin with, struggled to get even a couple of hours’ proper sleep, between the noise of the machine and the discomfort of the mask.


The diagnosis pitched me into a serious depression.


My heart issues were well known by now, but this was an unexpected complication. To be honest, I’d been feeling dreadful for some time, and, after two days of extensive tests in the Galway Clinic Dr Bláithín Murtagh confirmed the need for a mask and gum-shield to be worn at night.


I was shattered. Essentially, your breathing repeatedly stops and starts because of, in my case, a relaxation of the throat muscles. In extreme cases the brain and other organs can become deprived of oxygen, with, naturally, grave consequences.


So just when I needed to be coming at the Wexford job with huge energy, I was on the floor. Honestly, it felt as if I’d made a terrible mistake. There were days I’d feel so jaded I could hardly lift my hands. The round trip to Wexford was always going to



be an ordeal, but now I was arriving into Ferns just feigning enthusiasm, if I’m honest.


I had absolutely zero energy. Worse, I had zero morale.


Here I was at 45, feeling as if my body was slowly but surely giving up on me. I felt in turmoil, forcing myself into the car for the three-hour drive to training, taking these deep breaths then on arrival, just to summon some kind of artificial energy. Forcing everything.


I felt incredibly down and remember sitting up in bed one night and bursting into tears.


All I could think was, ‘Where the fuck is all this heading?’


Sharon, my partner, was brilliant. She just kept reassuring me that things would improve and that this was just a temporary setback. Likewise my family, particularly my mother, Nuala, and sister, Helen. But they were absolutely united in their conviction too that, above all, I needed a break now. To be honest, they’d all been against me taking the Wexford job in the first place, given that my body now needed everything that that commitment would deny me. Rest. Relaxation. Time to myself.


Energy-wise, I’d say I was a two out of ten when I accepted the job and, looking back, it was probably nuts to do so. And yet, in a strange way, I recognised too just how much I needed the hurling now. I’m not good sitting around the house, over-thinking things. I need a project to keep me going. I need people around me.


Trouble was, the week of my final game as Clare manager, an All-Ireland quarter-final defeat to Galway, I’d spent two days in St Vincent’s Private Hospital, getting a couple of stents inserted to clear a blockage in an artery.


So every dark thought imaginable was coming into my head now.


You see, I’ve got lucky with my heart twice. Hugely lucky.




My first incident was while in charge of Waterford in ’09. Just a week or so after our All-Ireland semi-final defeat by Kilkenny and I felt something wasn’t quite right with me. No pain as such. No obvious telltale signs of any trouble. Just an ongoing feeling of tightness in my chest that I knew I couldn’t afford to ignore.


Why?


Because there’s a pretty bleak medical history on my mother, Nuala’s, side. One of her brothers, Pat, died from a heart attack at 27. Another, John, went in his early forties, then Conor was gone, like their father, in his early fifties.


Like them, I have heart disease. I try not to think about that too deeply, because there’s nothing to be gained from it. But I’m not ashamed to say that I’m afraid of dying. I think most people are. And it does come into my head that, with my medical history now, anything could happen at any moment.


In ’09 I went up to Dublin, where they found a 95 per cent blockage in one artery. For some reason it was decided to send me home for a week before inserting stents. I’d say that was honestly the longest week of my life. I was so worried I couldn’t sleep a wink, and Sharon would wake to find me walking around the house at two or three in the morning.


Basically, I was almost afraid to close my eyes.


That sensation returned in August of 2016 when, just three days before we played Galway, I found myself in a Dublin hospital bed with what felt like a concrete block pressing down on my chest.


In that instance I’d been directing cars into a field for the wake of a dear neighbour in Sixmilebridge, Geraldine Crehan, when suddenly I felt this tightness in my throat. My dad was standing beside me as it happened and I just said to him, ‘Not feeling great, might go in and eat a bit.’


Whatever way I looked, he insisted on driving me the 200 yards in from the front gate.




I’d been out on the bike that morning, pushing myself really hard at times over maybe a 40 km spin, so it was in the back of my mind that maybe I’d overdone it. I suppose it’s ironic when I think about it now. Geraldine had died of a heart attack, and while organising the parking a few of us got to talking about the importance of regular heart checks.


Now I was about to have an incident of my own.


I ate a bit, still didn’t feel right, so rang Doc Quinn. He wanted me to drop down to his surgery, but I was pretty sure I needed to head straight to Galway. ‘Will you sort something for me?’ I asked.


So he rang John Clarke in the Galway Clinic and, stupidly I suppose, I insisted on driving myself, my son, Colm, in the passenger seat and James ‘Bomber’ Hickey in the back. Looking back, that was madness. Dad, Sharon and Helen were all offering to drive, but I had it in my head that concentrating on the road would stop me over-thinking what exactly was now happening to me.


That wasn’t fair to the two lads; I realise that now. Colm was under instructions to grab the wheel and slip the car out of gear if anything happened. I can still see their faces to this day. Terrified.


On arrival in Galway, Mr Clarke wanted me to do a stress test (a monitored run on a treadmill) but I refused. Deep down, I knew I wasn’t capable. So I was brought down to A&E, where they checked my bloods, did an ECG, everything coming back normal.


In a perverse way, this wasn’t what I wanted to hear. My body was telling me something was wrong, and the last thing I needed now was to be given some kind of notional all-clear.


‘Honestly, I’m not right …’ I kept protesting.


It was then they did the angiogram. I’ve had eight or nine of these over the years and dislike them hugely. It involves injecting dye into an artery, and sometimes the doctor will put a pressure wire in to check the blood flow, which is horrible. I really struggle to breathe when that’s being done.




Anyway, the angiogram soon identified the problem. A 98 per cent blockage.


Soon as I heard that I requested a transfer to Dublin, where I could be put under the care of my regular consultant, Niall Mulvihill. Galway had been brilliant, but Niall is a man I’ve literally come to trust with my life.


And so, in the week of what would prove my final game as Clare manager, I ended up travelling alone in the back of an ambulance to Vincent’s Private.


It would take about an hour and a half of extreme discomfort to insert the stents this time (the job had been done in maybe 20 minutes in ’09) and I was pretty uncomfortable afterwards. Niall had to work hard to open things up, leaving the artery walls really sore.


He couldn’t give me any definitive answer on why the new blockage had occurred but thought it possible that my blood pressure shot up so high during that bike ride at home that the plaque simply caved in. The theory being then that I’d simply pushed myself too hard.


Again, I felt low after the procedure. The discomfort in my chest made the instinct to question everything unavoidable. Mid-forties in a hospital bed and almost afraid to go asleep again.


Wondering to myself, ‘Jesus Christ, is there any real tomorrow for me?’


As I was being released the following day I checked with Niall that it’d be okay for me to be on the line that Sunday in Thurles. ‘Yes, but just try not to get too wound up!’ he told me.


Now that would be easier said than done.


◀◇▶


There’s a contradiction in how people who don’t actually know me choose to see me.




It seems I’m either a lunatic on the sideline who never shuts up or someone who nearly over-thinks his hurling. In other words, I’m guilty in some eyes of being all heat and no light, in others of being too analytical.


On some level, TV hasn’t helped me. I can be absolutely calm and reserved on the line for 70 minutes of a big game, but if I have a 30-second eruption, that becomes the defining image of my day. There’s an element of giving a dog a bad name to this, because, trust me, some other managers have far worse tongues than mine.


Most of my players will probably tell you that the public persona isn’t accurate, that at times of the highest stress I have a capacity to be even-tempered and clear-cut in delivering instructions.


But I suppose a cartoon tends to entertain people more than flesh and bone.


Like, a YouTube video went almost viral in 2018 when I got into a shouting match with the opposition manager after Limerick Institute of Technology’s Fitzgibbon Cup defeat to DCU. And the reaction to that was pretty typical. I was lacerated on Twitter. It was ‘Davy making a show of himself again.’


The truth?


We’d been beaten by a single point, and as I was walking off the field this fella started accusing me of running his Wexford players into the ground. He’d been at the same thing weeks earlier when we played them in a League quarter-final, basically suggesting that I’d been abusing the players in my care.


That was his style all through. Full of aggression. Constantly looking to get a rise.


You know, I could nearly accept that when the game was on. But after it? When you’ve just won by the narrowest margin? This clown was intent on winding me up and, unfortunately, I took the bait.




His accusation was completely bogus.


I had two of his starting players, Aaron Maddock and Paudie Foley, in Wexford. Plus two of his subs, Joe O’Connor and Darren Byrne. Our Fitzgibbon game is on a Monday, so the Tuesday before that the lads ring me looking to be excused from Wexford training because of exam pressure. I agree immediately.


They have a challenge game with DCU the following night, and again I’ve no problem with them playing that, suggesting they try to limit their involvement to half an hour. They come down that Thursday, when we just do a light session, because we’ve the Walsh Cup final against Kilkenny coming on the Saturday. That final, of course, goes to extra time.


I use Maddock for the first 70 minutes of it and a small bit of extra time. I use Paudie for maybe 20 minutes in total. The following day I’ve a challenge organised against Na Piarsaigh, which, because of the weather, is restricted to just 20-minute halves. I use Paudie for one of those halves, meaning he’s played 40 minutes of hurling over the whole weekend. I don’t use Maddock at all.


That was their entire loading.


So to then get accused of doing something I categorically did not do, at a moment you’re fairly raw – well, the DCU manager got exactly the response he was looking to get. And wouldn’t you know, someone was there to get it on camera.


But I’ve only myself to blame for giving them the reaction they wanted. I regret that reaction, if only because it gave them a respect I don’t believe they deserved.


That evening I texted Paudie to congratulate him on the win, telling him I found their manager’s abuse a little hard to fathom, given the facts. Paudie reassured me that there’d been absolutely no griping from them.


Which, of course, confirmed my suspicion. I’d been set up. And, sadly, gave them exactly what they wanted.




It was around this time too that Darach Honan came out with criticism of his treatment during my time as Clare manager, specifically the county board’s refusal to pay a €6,000 bill for an operation he needed on his hip.


Darach chose to imply that the hip issues, which brought about his retirement at just 27, had been down to ‘poor load management’ and a need for there to be ‘more responsibility taken by the people in charge’.


I was hugely disappointed by those comments, because anybody involved in that Clare regime would tell you that Darach would have trained the least amount of anyone in that group. We were always incredibly careful with him, and the county board would have facilitated that care.


To that end, a huge amount of money was spent on different procedures, everybody doing their damnedest to get Darach to full fitness.


In 2013, for example, he would have spent a lot of time with Gerard Hartmann when we were at county training. Who paid for that? Darach got absolutely the best of treatment, and I can assure you it wasn’t exactly cheap.


My understanding of the issue over the €6,000 is that he was able to play with his club at the time this supposed overload was occurring, yet it was the county board that got billed.


It’s funny, I was routinely criticised in Clare for giving Darach too many chances. I always considered him an exceptional talent, and his size (6’7") made him almost un-markable on the good days. I have to say I always found him a gentleman to deal with too and was delighted that he ended up playing a key role in us winning the 2013 All-Ireland.


I will always have a special bond with those players, and I’d like to think that, to this day, most of them would feel comfortable ringing me if they had a problem. Maybe, in the end, not all showed me the loyalty I might have expected, but



we did something extraordinary together. Nobody can take that from us.


And I found it interesting that not one other player came out at the time of Darach’s interview to back up what he was saying. The truth is they’d all become too familiar with the sight of him walking around the field, rubbing his leg, while they were training.


In my view, he was hugely unfair with what he said in January 2018. And, deep down, I suspect he knows that.


◀◇▶


The bullying of my childhood certainly informed the way I behaved as a player and, if I’m honest, as a manager now. I’ve always refused to be intimidated in hurling. It’s in my DNA to front up, to challenge, to fight if need be.


You see, I know what real bravery is and, honestly, I don’t measure it in how hard a man behaves on the hurling field. Some of the toughest opponents I’ve come across actually showed themselves, at different times, to have damn-all moral courage. There’s a distinction between trying to cut the hand off an opponent and real manliness.


I should know.


So the people who inspire me are often physically the weakest you could come across. People cursed by fate to address their own mortality long before it feels either fair or reasonable that they should. One of those people was a young Clareman called Jack Lynch.


Jack lies in Tulla Cemetery today, lost to leukaemia at just 20. I only got to know him during my last year as Clare manager, and I’m not exaggerating when I say I’ve never encountered a more remarkable human being. The first time we met was at a pub gathering for him in late 2015, myself, David McInerney and Conor Cooney invited along to offer support.




Jack and I got talking and I ended up telling him we’d love to have him along with us for a game in 2016.


And so he was in the dressing-room the day we played Limerick in that year’s National League, and a few months later he was there again when we won the Cup itself.


I’d have texted him on and off after that, this lovely, warm, polite young man who – outwardly at least – was forever philosophical about his struggles with a disease that would kill him.


But I’ll never forget his call in the late autumn of 2017 telling me that his leukaemia had returned and, basically, that he’d been told he was going to die. I could hardly speak as he told me, and it ended up him almost comforting me on the phone.


‘It’s okay, Davy, I’ll fight away!’


I’ve often wondered how I’d be in that predicament. Imagine getting that message! Sorry, nothing more we can do for you! Condition terminal! At 20?


I wouldn’t want to be told, I can say that categorically. I just think if you tell somebody they’re going to die, the natural inclination is to give up. To become resigned to your fate.


Jack, I suppose, challenged that theory.


His positivity was extraordinary. I brought him for lunch in Dromoland one day not long after that call, and I can honestly say we laughed our way through it from start to finish. And only a few weeks before he died there was a fund-raiser for him in Sixmilebridge, a ‘waxathon’ that I suspected might end badly for me if I hung around too long.


Anyway, Jack and I sat into his car outside Gleeson’s pub and we had one of the most open conversations I’ve had with anybody in my life.


Hand on heart, I told him things I’ve never told anyone. His openness just had that effect on me. Here he was, gravely ill yet absolutely free of hurt or self-pity.


At least any that I could see.




The day before he died I drove up to the family house in Liscullane, Tulla, with his uncle, John. Jack was lying on the couch, and it was obvious just how weak he had become. But he still made the effort to get up, have some dinner, chat to us for a while.


We exchanged a high five as I was leaving, but 24 hours later everything had become much starker.


His mother, Noeleen, and other family members were around the bed where Jack, now unconscious, was connected to a morphine machine. Noeleen suggested I whispered any last message I had for Jack in his ear.


To begin with, I couldn’t get the words out. Honestly, I just felt heartbroken for him, heartbroken for his family, heartbroken for this bright, optimistic boy who was being taken from the people he loved.


Eventually I said a few things and left the family to their privacy, Jack passing away about an hour and a half later.


I remember going to Wexford the following evening and spending maybe the first half hour of training telling my players the story of young Jack Lynch from Tulla. How hard he’d fought for life and how dignified he’d remained throughout that fight.


‘There’s no pressure in hurling,’ I said that night. And I meant every word.


Jack meant a huge amount to an awful lot of people. You could see at his funeral that he was adored, and to this day he comes into my mind a lot. I mean, how do you rationalise what happened him and the devastation it brought to his family? When you have faith, how do you square that with there being a God?


I honestly don’t have the answer to that. And I’ve yet to meet somebody who has.


◀◇▶


In February 2018 I finally got around to doing something I probably should have done a long time ago.




With Sixmilebridge under a heavy white blanket, I invited Sharon out to the front of the house, where I’d written a marriage proposal in the snow. We’ve been together eleven years now and, though we can fight like cats and dogs, I’d be lost without her.


Sharon is the sister of Ger ‘Sparrow’ O’Loughlin who I hurled with for Clare over more than a decade. I’d known her for years before we became an item, and maybe the great, untold story (until now) of my first summer as Waterford manager in ’08 was the effort I put in to getting her to come home from Australia.


Basically, she left two days before I was due to make my debut on The Sunday Game, and it’s fair to say I was devastated to see her go. It was proving a rotten summer all round for me, having been dropped by Clare, almost losing a finger in a club match, and now seeing the woman I loved head to the far side of the planet.


To begin with, her plan was just to go for two months, but then word came back that she’d decided to stay longer.


And, of course, by now I was in the middle of an adventure with Waterford hurlers that would take us all the way to their first All-Ireland final since 1963. I’d been hoping she’d make it home for that showdown with Kilkenny and was gutted to hear she wouldn’t make it.


So the night before the final, staying with the team in Ashbourne’s Marriott Hotel, I must have spent four hours on the phone to Brisbane. Just talking over and back, getting nowhere. On the eve of one of the biggest hurling days I’ve known, my private life was on the floor.


It’s history now what happened us against Kilkenny, and it’s fair to say I wasn’t great company for anyone in the weeks immediately after. I was endlessly replaying the final build-up in my mind, trying to figure out the things I’d got wrong, the lessons I needed to learn. But, if I’m honest, I was brooding a lot about Sharon too. Trying to work out a way of getting her back.




Then around 2 a.m. one Saturday, having just come home from a night out in Ennis, I rang Australia and – inevitably – the conversation ended in an argument.


But Sharon’s parting line stayed with me. ‘Knowing my luck,’ she said in exasperation, ‘I’ll probably end up with you!’


Soon as I put the phone down I knew exactly what I needed to do. Rang Seán Power the following morning, a great friend of Waterford hurling, who happens to own a travel agency.


‘Seán, I need to go to Australia,’ I told him.


‘When are you thinking of, Davy?’ he asked.


‘Today.’


‘Sorry?’


The following day I was on a red-eye to Frankfurt and from there a Singapore Airlines flight to Brisbane. I booked a round trip of just four days (two of which would be spent in the sky), as I had been invited to Eoin Kelly’s wedding the following Friday in the Tower Hotel in Waterford.


On arrival in Australia, the customs people smelt a rat immediately on seeing my arrangements. Nobody flew that distance for a two-day turnaround. So they grilled me about my intentions before letting me through with laughter and good wishes on realising the mission I was on.


Sharon knew nothing of my plans. I’d texted her that Saturday to say there’d be ‘something delivered’ to her that Monday. She presumed I was sending flowers.


Next thing, I’m standing outside this house in Brisbane that she’s sharing with friends, wondering have I made the biggest mistake of my life. So I rang. ‘Did you get that thing?’


‘No.’


‘Well go down and check the front door, I think it’s been left there.’


When she saw me, her face lit up with the most brilliant smile.


So we spent two fantastic days together, without, if I’m honest,



really resolving anything. And the day I was leaving I decided to bring things to a head. ‘Do you want us to get back together?’ I asked.


And her reply nearly cut me in two. ‘I don’t know,’ she said.


Here I was after flying from the far side of the world and she was equivocal about whether or not we had a future. I responded, naturally, as you might expect. Threw my clothes into the suitcase and stormed out of the house.


Sharon came after me, telling me one of her friends would give me a lift to the airport, and all she’s getting back is ‘I don’t fucking need a lift!’ In my temper, I ended up at Brisbane Airport six hours before my flight!


For me, that was the end of us. I said as much in a text from Singapore Airport on the way home, only to get a call from her three weeks later. ‘I’m getting back in a few weeks. Do you still want to try to make a go of this?’


And that’s what we did, eventually.


We have our ups and downs, and you know, if you think I’m fiery, Sharon’s temper would put me in the shade. I don’t know, but maybe that’s why it works between us. She’s a straight shooter, but a hugely loyal and decent person.


And I know I’m not the easiest person to live with. One day I can be high, the next day very low. Maybe I take too many things to heart. We broke up temporarily about three years ago, and I can honestly say I was miserable while that lasted.


My first marriage, to Ciara Flynn, didn’t work out, yet the two of us remain on perfectly civil terms, and it’s fair to say we don’t have any regrets, given it gave us our son, Colm.


But Sharon’s become a massive part of my life now and someone I care about deeply. More than care about, to be honest. So, eleven years on, I finally got around to writing a long-overdue question in the snow.


And, thank God, I got the right answer!




Maybe my public image encourages people to make certain assumptions about me. It’s one of the reasons I agreed, against almost all advice, to have the TV presenter Lucy Kennedy come and live with us for a couple of days in 2017 for an episode of Living with Lucy.


It happened to coincide with my time suspended for that pitch incursion during the National League semi-final against Tipperary. So Lucy was actually with me heading to Portlaoise for our opening Leinster Championship game against Laois. I’ve a pretty decent grasp of how television works, through my involvement with Ireland’s Fittest Family, so I know how a convenient edit can hugely influence a viewer’s perception of someone.


So my one request was that they’d be honest and fair in how they edited the footage. If they did that and I came out of the programme badly, then I’d have nobody to blame but myself.


Maybe trusting them to do so was a gamble on my part, but, in fairness, they proved true to their word. And Sharon and I actually enjoyed having Lucy around. She was so down to earth and funny throughout, you could almost forget everything was being filmed, if it wasn’t for the two camera people, the producer and a runner following us everywhere.


Why did I do it?


Largely because of the way I’m perceived as a bit of a lunatic. Because of the one-dimensional way so many people see me.


I’ll give you an example.


In September of 2017 I attended a fund-raiser for a young Kildare man, Adam Burke, in Twomilehouse. Adam’s the 21-year-old whose family were told he might never walk, talk or even recognise them again after suffering a near-catastrophic stroke during a GAA match.


He’s fought back incredibly to do all those things but still needs hugely costly therapy if he is to reclaim full speech and mobility. Now, one of the first people I bumped into at that function was



Michael Duignan, someone I’d had a very public run-in with during the summer.


After our All-Ireland quarter-final defeat by Waterford I’d been asked a question about pundits criticising our use of a sweeper system. And I suppose my fairly strong response centred, specifically, on the Sunday Game analysts Duignan and Henry Shefflin.


Anyway, Michael took exception to what I said and went on Morning Ireland a couple of days later implying that I seemed to be trying to deprive him of a livelihood.


This was our first time meeting since and, fair play to him, he couldn’t have been more decent. We actually had a really good conversation and I was glad about that. That criticism of him and Henry goes back to my absolute conviction that a lot of pundits don’t quite get the system being deployed either by me or by Derek McGrath for Waterford.


In both our cases we’d been trying to compete on behalf of teams who didn’t have a modern tradition of winning. Yet the populist view seems to be that we must always just go toe-to-toe with the Kilkennys and Tipperarys of this world in the interests of entertainment.


Honestly!


Keep trying to meet the traditional giants at their own game and my view is a lot of teams haven’t a hope. It’s actually beyond stupid to even try.


You know, during the summer of 2017 Wexford were getting an average of between 38 and 40 shots away per game, yet Michael wanted our system outlawed! Meanwhile, a lot of teams that weren’t, technically, deploying sweepers routinely operated with no more than two players inside the opposition 65 at any given time.


If you watch most teams out there that don’t play a so-called sweeper, their number 6 especially will sit back on the 45-metre



line always. Nine times out of ten you won’t see him cross the 65. He’ll just sit there.


In fact if you look at Kilkenny’s great team, Tommy Walsh, JJ Delaney and, say, Brian Hogan would always drop back rather than go forward.


So the minute the ball went in behind you’d have six guys gone back to mind the house. What then happened, their two wing-forwards dropped back. Look at Henry Shefflin. He spent so much of his time back around midfield and his own half-back line to cover precisely that situation.


Kilkenny’s midfield would drop back too. So the whole team was effectively adjusting so they could crowd the danger zone.


My view was that I really didn’t need that many bodies back. Admittedly, I did that with Waterford in 2010 when we won the Munster final. The minute the ball went in over the half-backs they had to retreat. Likewise the two midfielders, wing-forwards and corner-forwards. Everybody back.


But, over time, my thinking was put just one guy in front of numbers 2, 3 and 4. Because that’s the area people are worried about, the danger of conceding goals. Now this guy’s not a sweeper. A sweeper is the wrong terminology. What he’s actually doing is he’s doubling up every time with 2, 3 and 4.


Those three players can now attack the ball with freedom, because they know if they miss it there’ll be cover there.


That means that 5, 6 and 7 don’t have to be coming back. They’re not needed, and, because of that, there’s less confusion back there. In fact they’re allowed to go the other way, and that means we can often end up with eight attacking players.


The way I see hurling, I don’t want my players tied to a 30 square metre piece of ground. I want them to have the licence to go express themselves and play. Honestly, our full-back could end up on the opposition’s 65. If he does, what I’ve told him to do is



stay there for a few minutes. Everybody then drops back one, all aware of their role.


I’m constantly telling my players, ‘Don’t be afraid to express yourselves!’ If that’s a 20-yard hand-pass, a cross-field ball, whatever, I want them to try everything that this great game allows. To use their imaginations more, their skills more. Of course there’ll be times you’ll have to fight like dogs to get the ball too, but just use your head when you do get it.


Because you’re going to have runners coming.


A wing-forward might have to play wing-back for five minutes, and I don’t see anything wrong with that. It just takes work. Like, it’s second nature to the Wexford lads now. Paul Morris, for example against Offaly in 2018, spent a period of the game at corner-back. My corner-forward at corner-back! But you know what? He did it perfectly for those two minutes, and a Wexford goal came from our corner-back, Simon Donohue, being 90 to 100 yards up from his normal position.


The point is, Simon then needed time to filter back. You can’t look to have him charging back down the field straight away. That shouldn’t be a problem.


I honestly think this type of stuff has made hurling more exciting. And yet you hear people talking about me or Derek ruining the game. People see the so-called sweeper system as seven backs. But look at other systems that supposedly more attacking teams deploy: they can have nine or ten defenders back at any given time.


Bottom line: I don’t camp my wing-forwards back in our half-back line. I want them to stay up the field. I don’t want them to come any further back than midfield, unless someone else has gone bombing forward.


Once players get used to our system you can actually hurl with way more freedom. I don’t mind if they go short or long, they can



make up their own minds. If they want to horse the ball up the field, fine, so long as it works. Some people just seem too blinkered to see that.


As it happens, I’ve always liked Duignan and Shefflin on a personal level, but a lot of people take what TV pundits say as gospel. It can actually turn a crowd against you, and sometimes I just think it’s important to challenge that assumption.


That was honestly the beginning and end of the message I was trying to get across that day in Cork, so I was glad of the opportunity now to shake hands with Michael and put it all behind us.


But that same evening in Twomilehouse I had a very different experience with another TV pundit.


I’d never particularly liked Joe Brolly’s style in front of a camera, because it always struck me as attention-seeking. That said, I like to keep an open mind about people if I’ve never met them.


And Brolly, I know, has done some really decent things in his time, not least that donation of a kidney to someone he didn’t even know.


But he was late to that function in Twomilehouse, and I can honestly say I’ve never been treated more rudely by anyone in my life. I got the impression he just radiated sarcasm from beginning to end.


Maybe Joe just thinks that kind of stuff is a bit of fun. Maybe he assumes that people will be so impressed by his cleverness with words that they’ll overlook his rudeness. Not the first time he’d have been wrong.


◀◇▶


There’s a perception out there that any kind of involvement in TV is a guarantee of wealth in Ireland, but, trust me, it’s a myth.


The concept for Ireland’s Fittest Family came from a morning coffee I had in the Oakwood in Shannon six years ago with a



good friend, James Sexton. James is a brilliant entertainer, one of those people who could put his mind to anything and someone who’s well known locally for an uncannily good Neil Diamond tribute act.


We’d been talking about the old RTÉ Superstars programme from a few decades back that some people might best remember for Pat Spillane’s ‘farmer’s tan’.


I’ve always nurtured the idea of GAA teams as extended families, because I don’t think there’s any more powerful human emotion than the desire to fight for and protect your own. And this morning it was as if a light bulb went on inside my head.


‘Jesus, imagine a Superstars-type competition designed around families – the most important unit in your life!’


There and then the two of us started working on a potential format and within weeks had a meeting arranged with the then RTÉ Commissioning Editor, Bill Malone, through Paul Byrnes, who was producing The Sunday Game.


Looking back, we had some gall striding into Malone’s office a few weeks later, neither of us having any real idea how this process worked but both absolute in our conviction that a reality show built around families would be a winner.


Malone was grinning at the end of our presentation. ‘Ordinarily, this never really works, but …’


He told us to find a production company, and after meeting with three we chose one called Animo. Why? No real reason, other than the fact that I took an instant liking to their representative, Adrian Lynch, who now works in RTÉ.


And within a year we were making the programme.


Everybody thinks James and I must be minting it when they see our names now in the end-of-programme credits, but the truth is that we only get a small percentage. The dream would be if it ever became a global TV programme because – well, a lot of small percentages might accumulate into something substantial.




I’ve loved being one of the coaches, starting off with Eddie O’Sullivan, Nicky Symmonds and Kenneth Egan in 2013, right up to today, with Derval O’Rourke, Anna Geary and Donncha O’Callaghan. And it always gets genuinely competitive.


I had war one day in 2017 with Derval in Kilruddery when I accidentally crossed into the path of her team. Honestly, she went through me for a short-cut and, naturally, my instinct was to give it back with interest. It was vicious between us, but I think the more we’ve competed against one another the more we’ve realised just how much we have in common.


Suffice to say, Derval’s a fighter. I got the impression she hated my guts during her first year on the show and, if I’m honest, I wasn’t exactly mad about her either. But we see one another as kindred spirits now.


The work can be intense on filming days, but we have incredible fun too. And, sometimes, we all end up laughing so hard it almost physically hurts. We were on Spike Island one day, just finished filming, and I challenged Egan and programme presenter Mairead Ronan to try to run up the ramp. Kenneth went first, reaching the top no problem. I turned to Mairead, ‘You go next and I’ll try last.’


So, she takes off up the ramp and Kenneth barely catches her. He’s got hold of one of her hands, but his other hand has Mairead grabbed in a compromising position. Trouble is, he can’t let go or she’ll go tumbling.


Next thing, the two of them get this fit of laughter, realising they can’t actually move now. This laughter spreads like wildfire until every last person on set, including Mairead’s husband, Louis, is doubled over.


I don’t think I’ve seen so many people, literally, unable to speak because they were laughing so hard. Even now, years later, the very thought of that day on Spike Island gives us all a fit of giggles.




I think because I own the format for the show there’s an assumption that I’m always forewarned about what’s coming next. Hand on heart, that’s simply not the case. The production company decides, and trying to get any advance information out of them is absolutely futile.


That said, I’m really proud of the success of the programme. Everything I thought it could become it has. There’s something really special about seeing a family achieve something together. It’s as if it taps in to a deeper emotion. Something really intimate and personal.


The programme is hard work, given we’re routinely on set from 7 a.m. to 8 p.m. And, trust me, it isn’t exactly Hollywood. Nobody has their own trailer or access to fine dining. There can be anything up to thirty people working on set at any given time, be they production staff or people building the course.


Everybody is under pressure of one sort or another. It started out as just six broadcast hours but runs to nearly double that now and has been retained for another season. It crosses generations and seems to have touched a nerve with families.


I just wish it proved the cash cow so many seem to imagine.
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