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PROLOGUE


EAMON DUNPHY got me into television. By 1986, I had finished in football management and I had no plans for the future. Eamon, who had been a part of RTÉ’s coverage of the major championships for eight years, believed I could be an asset to the panel for that year’s World Cup in Mexico. So over a few drinks he urged RTÉ producer Mike Horgan to approach me. But Mike was reluctant, and with good reason.

When I was manager of the Republic of Ireland, and I had to deal with the media, I felt that the less I told them, the better I had done my job. Ideally, I would have told them nothing, but some form of communication was necessary, so when I did the pre-match and post-match interviews, I always erred on the side of caution. I now realise that I was over-cautious, but, at the time, I thought it was justified. As a manager, I felt that my primary duty was to the players, not to the journalists. If a journalist suggested that we were a bit loose at the back, I would reply in a non-committal way, because if I agreed with him, I felt that my defenders might regard it as a criticism of them – and I needed them to trust me, more than I needed the journalist to think I was a great guy.

I had seen the bond between the manager and the players destroyed by careless criticism in post-match interviews, and I didn’t want to make that mistake. Which, as far as the media was concerned, made me a nightmare.

So I can understand why RTÉ might have thought, What’s the point in getting John? He’s not going to say anything.

But Eamon persevered with Mike Horgan and, at the last minute, RTÉ decided to take a chance. However, their reticence made me reluctant to travel to Dublin from my home in Birmingham. I had dreamed since I was a small boy of becoming a professional footballer, but I had never had any ambition to be a television pundit. But Eamon persevered with me too. I had a very casual approach to it all and saw it as a one-off assignment. I played golf on the day of a match and came into the studio at the last minute, with little or no preparation. I treated it more as a holiday than work, and I certainly didn’t see it as a long-term career.

Indeed from that day to this, I have never felt nervous on the RTÉ panel. I just regard it as talking football, and I am comfortable with that. I didn’t fully appreciate at first, that I had already done most of the preparation and training I would need on the football fields of Dublin and Manchester and Leeds and beyond.

In the 1980s, RTÉ wasn’t a serious rival to the much more popular coverage put out by the BBC or ITV, and the station’s viewing figures for the Mexico World Cup were as modest as before. Apparently, I had made no real impact.

But the RTÉ people were surprised that I had been so forthcoming in my contributions. Despite my relaxed approach, I had still felt an obligation to give an honest opinion. Having watched football coverage over the years as a player and as a manager, I had found it mostly bland, mostly dishonest, mostly, in fact, ridiculous.

I’d hear the pundits saying that a team ‘scored too early’, which implies that the manager should have warned his team not to score until a more appropriate time. ‘They’ll have to keep it tight for the first fifteen minutes’, was another favourite – as if you don’t have to keep it tight for the last fifteen minutes. And 2–0 could be ‘a dangerous lead’. To which I could suggest only one solution – don’t score the second goal.

They were always talking about ‘tactics’ – in fact, they still are. Even in 2010, Gary Lineker was attributing England’s failure in the World Cup to Capello getting his ‘tactics’ all wrong, because, apparently, nobody plays four-four-two these days. Frankly, if you’re going to play Emile Heskey up front, if you leave your goalkeepers wondering if they are playing until the last minute, if Gerrard and Lampard are playing badly, and everyone else is passing the ball badly, your tactics fade into insignificance.

The best tactic there has ever been, is to find really good, honest players, who will train hard and look after themselves. If the manager plays the best players in their best positions, he is then in the happy position of only needing to employ the oldest and most successful of all tactics since the game was invented – when his team has the ball, every player is obliged to use it as constructively as possible and when his team doesn’t have the ball, every player makes an honest effort to get it back.

Sometimes, this means that the big centre-half has to clear the danger if he is under pressure. That is as positive as he can be in that particular situation. In almost every other situation, players have a responsibility to use the ball constructively.

It sounds sensible enough, yet when the television pundits get going, ‘tactics’ can have all sorts of meanings. If a team was losing 3–0 at half-time, the panellists would be reluctant to attribute the score to silly individual errors, preferring to talk about tactics and formations – about four-four-two and four-three-three and all that stuff. They can still be heard holding forth about the losing manager needing ‘to get more players in the box’. But how can you get more players in the box if the opposition has the ball? And if the right-back has the ball in a deep position, you can get plenty of players into your opponent’s box, but is it the correct thing to do? The full-back might need someone to pass the ball to, but he can’t if they’re all in the box.

Alternatively, the manager ‘will have to push the full-backs forward’. Again, where is the ball? Do they still go forward when the opposition has the ball or do they go forward at times when the correct thing to do, is to come deep and get possession of the ball?

‘Getting more players in the box’, or ‘pushing the full-backs forward’, or ‘putting an extra player in midfield’ might make the pundits sound knowledgeable, but the fact remains that the ball is the most important thing on the pitch, that good players will take up correct positions in relation to it, while bad players will continue to take up poor positions, regardless of tactics or formations.

Apart from the lack of real analysis, there had rarely been any effort to differentiate between the good players and the bad players. Let alone between the good players and the great players. Which not only did a disservice to the viewers, it did a disservice to the good players and the great players.

Having felt so strongly about this from way back, I started to think that there might be more in this television work than just a bit of fun every four years on World Cup assignments. I had no definite plans to do anything else and I had a young family to support – football had certainly not left me in any position to retire. I was aware that RTÉ were doing live matches in England, and they didn’t have a co-commentator. So I went to see Tim O’Connor, then Head of Sport in RTÉ, and who was also a good friend of mine. Tim took a gamble on me as a co-commentator, giving me one piece of advice, which I have cherished over the years, ‘Don’t talk unless you’ve got something worthwhile to say.’ Even if it means nothing is said for five or six minutes of a game, it is the right thing to do.

The commentating led to some work in the newspapers. I started writing a column for Vincent Browne in the Sunday Tribune, and Eamon again paved the way for me to do a column in the Evening Herald, one that continues to this day. I was also recommended to the Daily Express by the outstanding sports journalist Jim Lawton, with whom I had become friendly when I was managing in Vancouver. Jim and I would have a successful partnership doing a column over a twenty-year period, before parting company a couple of years ago.

As I was now officially becoming a pundit on television and in the papers, I felt the time had come to make a big confession. In the eyes of the general public, I had the image of being a creative player, which was true. But because I was rarely in trouble with referees, and was sent off only once in my entire career, I also had the image of being a lot more innocent of wrongdoing than I actually was. In the game, I had a darker reputation, not as one of the clichéd ‘hard men’, but as a more dangerous type. I could look after myself in a very professional way, as they say.

I took the decision that if I was to embark on a career in which honest comment was essential, in which I might have to condemn bad tackles, for example, then I would have to come clean about my well-earned reputation among my fellow professionals. It was pretty embarrassing, having to tarnish my own image in the Daily Express. Some of my friends thought I was mad to do it and warned me that, in future, I would be known only for the bad tackles, that the creative play would be forgotten. To a large extent, this has happened, but I still think it was the right thing to do, and it meant that I could never be accused of double standards when I was passing comment on others.

If I wanted to get into punditry properly, I would also have to cut any links with the dressing room, so that I wouldn’t be protecting players or managers who were pals of mine. Even today, I can still see this malaise in a lot of television punditry, with ex-players going to great lengths to keep the viewer in the dark about any unique insights they might have. Not only are they not doing what they’re supposed to be doing, they are doing the direct opposite.

So when Jack Charlton became manager of the Republic of Ireland in 1986, I found myself in the strange position of commenting on someone who had been both an old pal from the dressing room at Leeds United, and a rival candidate for the Ireland job. To some, Jack was my friend; to others, my enemy. You could get yourself really tangled up there, which again demonstrates that, in this game, you’re better off just giving it straight.

Of course I knew Jack.

One cold Monday morning in Yorkshire, a long time ago, the Leeds lads were sitting around after a hard training session when Jack picked up his newspaper, wrapped a towel around himself and announced that he was ‘off for a crap’. The toilets were outside, opposite the dressing rooms, and were open-topped. When we knew that Jack was settled in across the way, Allan Clarke and I went outside, found the big drum used for gathering the kit, emptied it and filled it with freezing-cold water. There was a skip outside the open-topped toilet where Jack was ensconced and we quietly lifted the drum onto it, and then got up there ourselves. Peering down into the toilet, we could see that Jack was totally engrossed in his newspaper. We couldn’t miss him. We lifted the drum and let him have it. I can still hear his gasp of shock as the cold water lashed over him. We ran back to the dressing room and began to look as innocent as we could. Jack burst in, angrier than we’d ever seen him. He picked me out and said, ‘You fucking little Irish bastard, I know it was you.’

He was right, but he couldn’t know for sure – and he never got an admission from me, until now.

‘Jack it wasn’t me,’ I said in injured tones. ‘You don’t know who did that and still you’re blaming me.’

Allan Clarke, who wasn’t Jack’s favourite person, began to say something, perhaps the start of a confession. But Jack was too angry now, and he interrupted, ‘Don’t you start, you skinny bastard.’ And as he stood there, his wet hair stuck to his head, his towel dripping, and the newspaper in his hand soaking wet, Jack declared defiantly, ‘I wouldn’t mind, but you missed me anyway.’

Then he slammed the wet newspaper on the dressing-room table and, looking around the room, gave us this warning, ‘No one . . . and I mean no one . . . will have a crap in peace again as long as I’ve anything to do with this club.’

Yes, I knew Jack.

He could be a grumpy bugger, but he had qualities of honesty and decency which outweighed that. He was also the best centre-half in England between 1963 and 1972, and I am always delighted to see him at our Leeds reunions. We did have basic differences about how the game should be played. So when Jack was managing the Republic in his way, and I was starting to criticise him in my way, really it was just like old times.

Jack’s main emphasis in the game was to ‘put them under pressure’ when the opposition had the ball. Football is about time and space, and clearly the less time and space you give the opposition, the more chance you have of getting the ball back. I agreed with that. But I totally disagreed with Jack’s lack of emphasis on using the ball constructively when his team was in possession. The way I see it, the more you keep the ball, the less you need to be winning it back in the first place.

When Ireland qualified for Euro ’88 and then Italia ’90, this basic philosophical difference between myself and Jack was being aired on RTÉ at a time when a lot of people just wanted to celebrate the Republic’s success – and it was worth celebrating. That success could partly be attributed to Jack’s leadership, his absolute belief in what he was doing, and his ability to communicate that to the players. But if we were to do our job properly on the RTÉ panel, we also needed to point out that we now had an outstanding collection of players – better than England’s at that time – and that this tabloid notion that Jack was taking a bunch of journeymen and somehow enabling them to compete at the highest level, was just not right.

Amidst the growing euphoria of Italia ’90, Ireland played a dire, scoreless draw with Egypt in Palermo, after which Eamon was seen to throw his pen across the table in frustration, declaring, ‘I am ashamed of Irish football today.’ The press mischievously turned this into Eamon declaring that he was ashamed to be Irish and, for a while, he became a scapegoat – they couldn’t turn on Jack or the players, so they turned on Eamon, whose car was surrounded by an angry mob at the airport as he arrived back from Italy. Mercifully, the guards arrived, and advised him to get out of there quickly, to take the long way home via Portmarnock. Yet despite all the ructions – and maybe because of them – Italia ’90 was probably the making of the RTÉ panel.

While I would not agree with some of Jack’s philosophy, I was delighted at his success in popularising the game in a way that had never been seen before in Ireland. We were getting huge audiences and even amid all the madness of that time, I think viewers could see that we weren’t like the others on the BBC or ITV, who just said what everyone wanted to hear.

Today, we have a pool of about ten panellists and presenters for the World Cup, back then there was just Eamon, Bill O’Herlihy and myself broadcasting from a tiny studio in Montrose, covering all the games. Our life was studio to bed to studio, eating on the run. We had no time to read the papers and had no real contact with the outside world, so we weren’t aware of our growing popularity. We went a bit mad with the scratchpad when Frank Rijkaard spat at Rudi Völler, and Eamon traced the trajectory of the spit from the Dutchman’s mouth to the German’s head, a special moment.

Then, as now, Bill had to hold it all together. Eamon and I had to know our own minds, but Bill had to know the minds of the viewers, and the questions they’d want him to raise, a job he has always done brilliantly.

We found out people were out there impersonating us. We used to say, ‘Hold it there’, when we were using the scratchpad, and that became a catchphrase for comedians. The scratchpad itself was an innovation I had seen first in Canada, used by an ex-player called John Madden to illustrate the finer points of American football. I told Tim O’Connor about it and he brought one in for Euro ’88. It is a cliché that football is a simple game. In fact it is very complex, and, like most things in life, it only appears simple when it is done properly. The scratchpad helped to simplify some of the complexities for viewers, just as John Madden’s scratchpad had taught me about the moves leading to a touchdown.

Long before I arrived, Eamon’s contribution had been immense. When he began in 1978, the ground rules for this sort of programme were already established. The producers were the bosses and the panellists had little or no influence in deciding what segments of a game should be analysed. But Eamon changed that. He felt that the former players were the professionals, which, of course, in matters of football, they were. And his judgement was backed by Tim O’Connor and Mike Horgan, all of which meant that our programmes were ‘driven from the floor’, a phrase that is now synonymous with Eamon in RTÉ.

Eamon and I have had one horrible and well-known dispute, during the Saipan fiasco. Eamon supported Roy Keane. I tended to side with Mick McCarthy. I think Eamon felt that this was the same old FAI nonsense that we’d both been fighting against all our lives and, as a result, he may have expected me to support Keane.

And, of course, there were elements of the old FAI nonsense in it. But I still felt Keane himself was in a bad place at the time, that he was probably being oversensitive, that he should have waited until after the World Cup and then created a storm. Eamon and I had a fundamental difference of opinion which mirrored the split in the nation, and it damaged our relationship at the time. Millions of Irish people were caught up in the fever of Saipan, and we were feeling it too.

It was difficult for us, trying to do the programmes when we weren’t on speaking terms, either off-air or on-air, but it was even more difficult for Bill O’Herlihy and others who worked around us, trying to make the best of it. The rapport we used to have just wasn’t there for a while, which affected the programme as a whole, quite apart from what it was doing to Eamon and myself. We had known one another since we were kids, and now it had come to this, over something that happened between other people, on another continent.

It took us a while to make up, but we did, and it’s all right now.

There was no dramatic summit meeting between us. I think that time just healed it, as it does for most people. And things were happening that confirmed the absurdity of it all. Keane accepted employment at Sunderland from Niall Quinn, one of his former arch-enemies. Keane and McCarthy shook hands as rival managers. And Keane has been quoted as saying that he now realises he wasn’t playing for Mick McCarthy but for Ireland.

Eamon and I were actually together in RTÉ when we heard the stunning news that Keane was joining Quinn – or ‘Mother Teresa’ as he had called him – as Sunderland’s new manager.

‘Imagine we fell out over those guys,’ I said.

We are also well-known for making that distinction between good players and great players. I feel it is important to draw that line for a few reasons. First of all, it is just better to be accurate in the words you use. If you’re saying that everything is great, it all becomes meaningless. After all, if everything is great, ultimately nothing is great.

And in my view, football is entitled to the same set of standards as books or films or the theatre. In all these areas, serious efforts are made to try to establish who the true greats are, the ones whose work will stand the test of time.

Football has its own men of genius, as important in their own way as any of the great writers or painters – arguably, they are more important because their genius is accessible to everyone. Basically, football makes more people happy than almost anything else out there. So it should be taken seriously, and its great practitioners should be honoured in the right way.

I was lucky enough to play with and against some of the great players of the game, and to watch some of them as a pundit. Players like Pelé, Garrincha, Beckenbauer, Jairzinho, Carlos Alberto, Cruyff, Zidane, Bobby Charlton, van Basten, Gullit, John Robertson, Kenny Dalglish, Roy Keane and Paul McGrath. They set the standards by which great players should be judged.

So when it comes to assessing Eric Cantona or Cristiano Ronaldo, I would say that they have done some of the things that great players do, but they have also done some things that the great players would never do. For example, Ronaldo does not always work for the benefit of the team, but for his own glorification. He remonstrates with his team-mates, even when he is at fault and he seldom, if ever, makes the effort to chase back and to regain possession of the ball when his team has lost it.

Like Cantona he is an extraordinarily talented lad. He is a star – and the game needs stars. A player may have great ability, but there are five other criteria for someone to be what I would regard as a great player.

1. Whatever abilities the player possesses must be used for the benefit of the team. This requires honesty of effort.

2. Moral courage is needed to take responsibility in accepting the ball, no matter how important the game and regardless of the score.

3. An honest effort must be made to regain possession when the other team has the ball.

4. There must be no public remonstration with team-mates.

5. A player must have the intelligence and humility to play the simple pass when that is the right thing to do.

Broadly speaking, all the great players have all of these virtues. And it diminishes their achievements when they are placed in the same bracket as players who are just extremely gifted. Television and television pundits are mainly responsible for raising a certain type of player who shouldn’t really be there, to the very highest rank. My own father, Dickie, who had a real knowledge of the game, towards the end of his life was watching Match of the Day with me. ‘That Glenn Hoddle . . . great player,’ he said with an air of certainty.

Dickie was always totally convinced of his own rightness in football matters, to the extent that he was once sitting in the company of my Leeds team-mate Norman Hunter, and Norman was holding forth on the game, only to be told by Dickie, ‘Norman, son, you don’t know what you’re talking about.’

Now, as we watched Match of the Day, in his eyes Glenn Hoddle had suddenly become a great player. Growing up, I had always deferred to my father’s knowledge of the game, but now I had had my own career, and had developed my own knowledge, so when he started on the greatness of Glenn Hoddle, I felt it was time to pull rank on him.

‘I played against Glenn Hoddle loads of times. And I can tell you he’s not a great player,’ I said. I explained that Hoddle had excellent technique and was a wonderful distributor of the ball, but that he never really delivered in a way that the great players did. I felt this was because he lacked the real sharpness and aggression which top midfielders possess. When he had the time and space, he could have a series of matches in which he was outstanding. But this would lead to closer marking and because of this lack of sharpness in tight situations, he couldn’t lose his marker. So he would become anonymous for a few games, at which point opponents relaxed a bit, giving him the freedom and space to show his class. And so it went, which helps to explain why Hoddle could have fifty caps for England, and was still widely regarded as ‘promising’.

‘And another thing you’re forgetting,’ I said to my father. ‘Match of the Day is a highlights programme.’

Even Dickie Giles, who had seen countless thousands of football matches, was tending to ignore the fact that Match of the Day was leaving out a lot of things. That the camera, in this case, was lying.

I never thought I’d end up in front of those cameras one day. But I’m very glad that I did.

I have been so lucky in life. My mother said I was ‘born with the caul’, which is a sort of hood that covers some newborns, and is said to be a sign of good luck. In fact, she insisted that one of the nurses made off with the caul, and perhaps even sold it – ships’ captains would keep a caul on board, and it was generally regarded as something of great value. Many things have happened to me, which would confirm that I was ‘born with the caul’, and very high up there is the fact that I had the privilege to know some of the greatest footballers of the past fifty years.

I hope that we will always be able to name the great players, and to revere them. I hope that this book brings back a lot of memories for people who love football. And I hope it’s of interest to younger people who see this grey-haired old man on television, and who may not be aware that I used to play this game.

John Giles

September 2010
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THE GIFT


RIGHT FROM the start, I could kick a ball correctly.

I was not aware of this in any abstract or technical way, I could just feel the joy of it.

From the time I was about three years of age, I knew that I was kicking it the right way because of the enormous satisfaction it gave me. I would be kicking it around with my grandfather, known as ‘Darkie’, who would play football with me for as long as I wanted, which was for ever. After I had started to feel this joy, just from kicking a ball, and kicking it the way it’s supposed to be kicked, every hour that passed without a ball at my feet was an hour wasted.

I realise it was a gift. And I also realise that I had done nothing to deserve this gift – I’d made no great sacrifices to feel this satisfaction.

I had not worked hard to develop it, I just had it.

I can no more take the credit for it than I can take the credit for receiving a present on my birthday. But, as I got older, I would also be lucky enough to have the awareness that I needed to do everything I possibly could to honour this gift. To make it my life, not just a pastime or a job. I knew I had an obligation to use this gift in the right way and to be as good a professional as I could. To get the respect of my colleagues, not just to appeal to the crowd. To be selfish in getting the most out of what I’d been given, and unselfish in doing it for the team.

But as a very small boy I hadn’t developed that awareness and whatever I put into it, at the age of three, I would get back just by kicking that ball, again and again.

I’m sure a golfer feels the same way, when he swings a club for the first time and realises that he’s able to do it properly, for no apparent reason except that it’s meant to be. People marvel at the way that the amateur golfer hardly ever bothers to practise, while the professional, with so much more natural ability, never seems to stop practising.

In one way it’s all a mystery and in another way really there’s no mystery to it. The player who can kick a ball correctly just loves kicking it. Whatever it is – timing, co-ordination, just some raw instinct – he can make the ball do what he wants.

I know that feeling because it flowed through me even when I was kicking a ‘bouncer’, which wasn’t even a proper football, but a rubber ball about twice the size of a tennis ball and which cost around a shilling – not that I was concerned about that as I kicked it around Ormond Square with Darkie, my old pal. I guess he got a kick out of it too. He could see what it meant to me to have this gift, he could see that I was lucky.

There wasn’t a lot of luck going around in 1940, the year I was born. Looking back, it seems that I’d got most of it around our way. But that’s only looking back.

We don’t live our lives like that, we live them day by day, and we look forward. We have the reality and we have the dream. The reality, in my case, was a corporation building at Ormond Square, near the fruit markets and the fish markets, just down from Christchurch, between Capel Street Bridge and Merchant’s Quay Bridge, and around the corner from the Four Courts in the heart of the city. The reality was number 7A, which had just two rooms and a pantry where nine of us lived. The dream was football.

The eight people apart from myself who shared our home were my two grandparents on my mother’s side, the aforementioned ‘Darkie’ and Mary-Ann; my older sister Anna, my younger sisters Kay and Pauline and my brother Christy who was the youngest in the family; my father who was also called Christy, but who was known as ‘Dickie’, and my mother Kate.

There were times when I saw my mother crying, reduced to a state of absolute despair by the constant struggle to put food on the table. But mostly I didn’t pay much attention to the hard facts of life in Dublin of the 1940s. Nor did I lose sleep about whatever Hitler was doing to the wider world outside Ormond Square and outside Ireland, in which the Second World War was known simply as ‘The Emergency’. I shared a bed with my grandparents and my brother, and actually I can’t recall a time in my life when I slept better. The Germans dropped bombs on the North Strand when I was about six months old, and that wasn’t far away from us, but I slept through it. And when I was old enough to play football, I continued to sleep soundly at night, exhausted after playing till dark.

The realities of war and poverty didn’t keep me awake at night, probably because the dream was far more powerful than any reality. The dream was happening every day in games of five, six, or seven-a-side that would go on for hours, in all weathers, on the ‘pitch’ that was Ormond Square. And at its most perfect, I would play in Ormond Square and dream of playing for Manchester United, which was my team. I had pictures of United players like Jack Rowley and Stan Pearson all over my bedroom wall. I would cut pictures of United players out of the paper and put them into a United scrapbook, and dream.

It was the same dream that most of the kids had at that time. What I didn’t realise was that my dream would come true.

My father always gave the appearance of being bigger than he actually was. And it wasn’t just the trilby that he wore, which seemed to give him a few extra inches. It was the fact that he had a large personality, that he was, as they say, a character.

He was much more of a character than I was, or would ever be. I was shy and sensitive, more like my mother, who couldn’t read or write but who was a pretty good judge of people. My father wasn’t too strong in that department, at any stage of his life, but there is no doubt that he was an exceptionally good judge of football.

Dickie was a football man.

By this I don’t mean that he was a man who loved football the way that a lot of other men love football, I mean that football, to him, was a complete obsession, it was the meaning of life.

He had played for Bohemians and Shelbourne in the League of Ireland, and for Distillery, then a well-known Leinster League team. He was a midfielder, an inside-forward as they called it back then. When his playing career was cut short by a knee injury at the age of twenty-seven, he moved into management with some success at Distillery and Drumcondra. And when he realised that I could play the game, my father was able to nurture whatever abilities I had, because of that deep knowledge of his.

I don’t know where he got it from. There were other footballers in our extended family such as my cousin Christy, who had played for Doncaster Rovers and Ireland, but playing the game and knowing the game can be two different things. To know the game is an innate thing, an instinct in itself. José Mourinho or Arsène Wenger have become great football men, in their different ways, even though neither of them played the game with any distinction. So it’s a mysterious ability to have, and, apparently, it can come from anywhere. But wherever it came from, my father had it.

Throughout my career both as a player and as a pundit, I have been able to draw on aspects of that knowledge. And it gave me a confidence, a belief in my own judgement, that I mightn’t otherwise have had. I never doubted his wisdom when it came to football.

In fact, he probably knew the game better than he knew himself, and better than he knew me or my mother, or anyone else for that matter. He was eccentric in ways that he didn’t realise. When I look back through the years, I can remember times when this highly intelligent man – my mother called him, among other things, the mad professor – seemed to be completely lacking in what you might call basic common sense.

But I wasn’t complaining about that the day he gave me my first pair of football boots.

I was eight years old and it remains one of the happiest days of my life.

And Dickie being Dickie, these were no ordinary football boots. He was on a trip to Belfast and was window-shopping in the city when he saw this specially made pair of boots, for display purposes only. They were miniatures and not for sale. Except Dickie somehow managed to persuade the shop assistant to take the little boots out of the window and to sell them to him.

So it was that he brought back these beautiful boots for me. In the 1940s, they didn’t actually make football boots for young kids – you had to wait until you were nearly in your teens before you could wear a proper pair of football boots. There wasn’t the choice between Adidas or Nike either. There was basically one type of boot, in one colour, with a toe-cap that would now be regarded as a deadly weapon. Maybe that was part of the reason why eight-year olds couldn’t have them. When I put them on, it was a magical moment. I was able to try them out immediately on the grass area of Ormond Square and get used to them.

They fitted me perfectly.

If you set out to create the ideal circumstances in which to develop a young footballer, you could not come up with anything better than Ormond Square as I knew it. With so little room in the flats, the parents would send their children out to play as much as possible, and had no anxiety about doing this, as parents would today. They were happy to get us out there, because there was nothing for us to do indoors anyway, and no books apart from school books, which I hated.

In fact, I hated everything about school. Even today, I hate having to bring up the subject and I would like to pretend that it didn’t happen at all. But then I must accept that school was another of those realities – probably the harshest one – that makes the dream all the sweeter.

My grandfather Darkie, when he wasn’t kicking a ball around with me, had the unhappy task of bringing me to school at Halsen Street, or George’s Hill as we called it. I was scared stiff of the nuns and most of the other teachers too, not necessarily for anything they did to me, just for their general crankiness. I was at George’s Hill from the age of four to the age of seven, when we made our First Holy Communion, and Darkie brought me there every morning, despite my tears and protestations, and collected me in the afternoon.

But when that ordeal was over for another day, it was all football for me, and for all the other kids on the Square. There would always be enough lads – including my younger brother Christy, and my cousins Jimmy Redmond and Georgie Waller – to start a game, with a lamp-post and a coat serving as the goals.

I was part of the gang, but I hadn’t always been. I had had to earn my place.

I lived on the side of the Square known as The Flats. The other side was known as The Cottages, and was regarded as being slightly more posh than the flats. But the hard part for me, when I was about five years old, was the fact that I had no kids to play with on my side. And there were loads of kids on the other side, such as Eamon O’Brien, Mickey Farrelly, Johnno Quinlan and Shay O’Brien, who was the leader of the gang.

So I would be playing on my own and my mother would be telling me to go over and join the other kids and, while I desperately wanted to be part of the gang, I was also tormented by shyness. The more my mother would force me to go over, the worse the torment. I wasn’t afraid of them physically because we were all roughly the same size, which was generally on the small side, but I just couldn’t bring myself to make friends with them properly. So I’d be looking at them playing football and the ball would come to me, a tennis ball or maybe a bouncer, and I would kick it back to them. But I wouldn’t be part of their game.

Still my mother made me go over. And so it went until the day that Mickey Farrelly started to bully me, pushing me a few times, knocking me over onto the kerb and giving me a bang on the elbow. Blinded with rage, I lashed out at him, giving him a right good whack on the nose, which caused his nose to bleed. His mother came out and was flying into a rage against me when Shay O’Brien, like a hero, said his piece, ‘That’s not right,’ he said to Mrs Farrelly. ‘It was Mickey’s fault.’

Shay had stuck up for me. I was in the gang now. I could play ball with them for life after that. And in this case, life meant life. Shay moved to New York in 1959, but I kept in touch with him until the day he died in 2007.

We gang members may have been a danger to ourselves from time to time, but we were safe in the sense that there was no traffic. Though there were threats of a different kind hanging over us. The Square was surrounded by railings with spiked tops which would burst our bouncer. And while that would be hugely disappointing for us, we could at least accept that it was an accident. By contrast, there was an old woman whose home was right behind one of the goals, who would burst the bouncer just for spite. In fact, she would leave her door ajar in the hope that it would fall into her clutches, and she could ruin our sport.

I remember the madness of it, the excitement and the noise of all those kids, but I also remember those quiet times when I would be alone and I would kick the ball around, feeling that satisfaction of kicking it the right way, time after time trying to hit the number 7 outside our house.

Because the bouncer was smaller and harder to control than a normal football, it helped me to develop skills, such as ball control, balance, spatial awareness and correct positioning, something for which I would be grateful later in my football life. Even the way it bounced off the kerb helped me develop a sense of anticipation.

When my father was manager of Drumcondra, we would occasionally get a proper ball which had been discarded by the club, and one of the lads would somehow sew it up so we could play with it. But a new one would have been far too expensive for us, at a time when we would be stealing apples and pears from the market stalls, or raising a half-penny or a penny by collecting and returning jam jars and lemonade bottles to a shop. Another way we had of getting the odd penny or half-penny was selling pig feed to a woman who reared pigs for slaughter in a yard nearby. We would arrive with bags of potato skins and other waste food, knock on the window and show her what we had, sometimes with paper stuffed underneath it to bulk it up, praying she wouldn’t check it out. But when we had got enough pennies together, we might go to the pictures.

Dubliners often reminisce fondly about these old picture houses, the Maro, the Tivo and the Pheno, but I remember them as complete dumps. And I have the distinction of being thrown out of all three of them for making too much noise and messing about in general. I remember during a film in the Maro one day, a big block fell from the roof and crashed down into the aisle. No one paid any attention to it, they just kept watching the film. But if the block had fallen in the wrong place, at least six to eight kids would certainly have been killed.

I especially loved the movies Samson and Delilah and Shane.

I also heard a lot of good music because my mother always had the radio on in the kitchen. She had had a battered old thing until she got a new one on the never-never from a guy who came to the door. And it meant so much to her, to be able to hear these beautiful sounds drifting into the room from England and America. We all had our favourites – my mother loved Frank Sinatra, my father was a big fan of Bing Crosby, and Flanagan and Allen. My grandfather loved the songs of Gracie Fields, especially ‘Sally’, which had helped the Allied troops through the war – and helped at least some of the Irish through the Emergency. I listened to all that stuff, but I was particularly taken by the voice of Nat King Cole. In fact ‘Nature Boy’ by Nat King Cole was the first record I ever bought.

We had hoolies in the house at Christmas and other times of the year too, at which the elders would do their party pieces. My mother would sing ‘How Are Things In Glocca Morra?’ from ‘Finian’s Rainbow’, and ‘Don’t Laugh At Me Cos I’m A Fool’ by Norman Wisdom. My father would do ‘Underneath the Arches’.

We may have had the music and the movies but, for me, the truly great stars were English footballers, such as Wilf Mannion, Raich Carter and Peter Doherty. They lived in my imagination, in another country, but I could actually see my Irish heroes for real. My father would bring me to international matches in Dalymount Park in the years after the war, which meant that I could see Jackie Carey, Bud Ahearne, Tommy Eglington, Peter Farrell, Con Martin, Davy Walsh, Alf Ringstead, Arthur Fitzsimons and Paddy Coad.

I have vivid memories of waiting outside St Peter’s Church in Phibsboro for my father, with the match about to start and still no sign of him. Carey and Eglington and Coad would all be playing, but I never got to see them playing a full match, because Dickie was always late. Always.

Usually, the matches would be on a Wednesday, which meant that as well as seeing the stars, there was the indescribable joy of getting a half-day off school. I still have a deep emotional attachment to Dalymount Park, and I can still feel the excitement that I felt back then, standing outside St Peter’s, seeing my father rushing towards me at about 3 o’clock.

‘How many?’

My grandmother would greet me with this same question every Sunday, when I came home from playing for our team in the Sodality League.

‘How many?’ she would insist when I was slow to oblige her with a response.

Because she wasn’t asking me the number of goals we had scored, or the extent of our winning margin. Quite the opposite, in fact. I think we lost every single game we played for a year. And yet the fact that we were actually playing in this league, every week, meant that we were in an almost constant state of elation.

We called our team St Columbus. It’s not that the lads in the Square had any particular devotion to that saint, but the Sodality League was run by the Catholic Church and we must have thought it would do us no harm to have a name with a religious ring to it.

There were other conditions attached to playing in the Sodality League. We had to go to Church devotions on Thursdays, and to mass on Sunday morning in Dominic Street. If we didn’t, we weren’t allowed to take part – the term ‘pray to play’ comes to mind.

But the rewards were great.

We would be playing every Sunday on a proper pitch, in a team strip, in an organised league. This was the next stage of the dream for me, and I was mad with excitement at the prospect. I had devised my own personal fitness programme, which involved jumping off the high wall at the back of our house, thinking it would strengthen my legs for the glorious football career which I was certain now stretched ahead of me. We were managed by Joe O’Brien, who was a bit older and therefore a natural authority figure. A lot of my pals were on the team, including Tony Guy, the aforementioned Shay O’Brien and his younger brother Eamon. Shay was our most enthusiastic player, without being good. Eamon was a classical sort of player, but gentle. The other lads on the team came to the Square from across the river, around Winetavern Street. They included Paddy McManus, a tricky little midfielder, and our best player Joe McMahon, or ‘Joe Boy’, a bigger lad who played left-back. We also had the Byrne brothers Joe, Johnny and Tony, all of whom were excellent players. Joe was a midfielder, a good tackler, always captain of the team, Johnny was a very good centre-forward, and Tony, who was a year younger than me and very keen, would come out with us every Sunday, though he would only get to play one match that year. The three brothers would all eventually play for Shamrock Rovers, with Tony getting an FAI Cup winners medal when he replaced Frank O’Neill in a final replay. Johnny also became a top player with Transport and collected numerous honours. Joe’s promising career was, I believe, hampered by knee problems.

So we seemed to have a decent enough side, in theory. But there were two slight complications. First we had to get a set of jerseys, which we couldn’t afford. We held several collections to raise the money but we never got enough, so we went for second-hand jerseys instead. They had once been red, but had now faded to pink because they’d been washed so much. We consoled ourselves with the thought that whatever colour they were, they were all the same colour, so we were still a proper team.

I was the other slight complication. I would have qualified to play for an under-8 team, but the youngest level of organised football at the time was under-14. So I was playing against boys who were nearly twice my age, which, without boasting, is probably a measure of the potential I was showing in those days. In fact, the whole team was too young, which is probably the main reason we got beaten all the time, given the fact that a few of us were pretty useful. And I was easily the smallest, smaller even than most kids of my own age. But out on the pitch, I was still able to do my stuff.

My mother could not be convinced, and had this terrible fear that one of the older, stronger boys would break my leg. In her mind, that was the worst thing that could ever happen – a broken leg. In fact she could never bring herself to watch me playing even when I became an established professional, still fearing that one day, my leg would be broken.

She did all she could to protect me, by feeding me even when I didn’t want to be fed.

And she really was a terrific cook, which I didn’t appreciate at the time. I would be playing a lot at the weekend, so Sunday dinner would usually be a roast with cabbage and potatoes. I’d tell her I didn’t want any dinner, that I just wanted the ball, to go out and play, but she wouldn’t let me, because I hadn’t eaten enough.

Eventually, she took me to the doctor, even though there wasn’t much wrong with me in any obvious way, and he asked her what I was eating.

‘Chips, bread and butter, bread and butter and jam, beans, eggs, dripping on bread, and tomato on bread,’ she said.

‘That’s fine,’ he said.

She was amazed, but she accepted what he said, and it helped her to cope.

My mother was like many women of that time, completely tied to the home to a degree that now seems almost unbelievable. I started to realise this before I went to England, to accept that I had been very cheeky to her when I was younger, unable to understand how hard she had had to work, how hard everything had been for her. Apart from us children, she was looking after my grandmother Mary-Ann who was bedridden for several years, and who passed away in the house. My grandfather Darkie too was in poor health after suffering a stroke, which meant she was constantly visiting him in St James’s Hospital, or ‘The Union’ as it was known. Like many who went into it, he died up there, and never knew how much I would reap the benefit of his early influence on my football career. So I was determined, if and when I became a professional footballer, to look after my mother as best I could and, in fact, the only regret I have about not getting paid the vast Premiership salaries of today is that I could have looked after her better if I had been a lot richer.

Admittedly, I was considered by my sisters Anna, Kay, and Pauline, and probably my younger brother Christy, to be the pet, though they never held this against me, and we’ve always been on the best of terms. They might well have been right too, but I wasn’t aware of it. I know my sisters found our mother a bit cranky in later life, but I’d put it like this: I will always appreciate what my father did for me in my football life, but it was my mother that I loved.

She never went on a holiday, unless you count the time that my Uncle Jem was doing some work on the football pitch at Seafield Road in Clontarf, and we were able to stay in the pavilion while the work was going on. It wasn’t exactly Paris but, as they said, it got her out of the Square for a while. Any other journey she went on was in the company of Frank Sinatra.

Yet she still had that ability to judge a person’s character – something my father never had, even though, like many men of that time, he saw a bit more of life. It was regarded as normal for married men to continue to live like bachelors, in the sense that they spent a lot of time out of the house drinking socially, partly because there was nothing in the house for them to do, or at least nothing that they considered worth doing. There was nothing for them to fix, it was mostly four walls and a lot of noisy children.

I don’t remember my father being at home at night. He would be off at the races or the dogs, or at a game of cards up at the distillery on a Sunday morning after the match on Saturday, slipping my mother a fiver a week whether that was enough or not. He was ‘a great drinker’ as they used to say, one of those men who could drink an awful lot of Jameson Ten without showing any obvious signs of being drunk – except to close family.

Occasionally he’d come home early, maybe with a few jars on him, and he’d see me doing my homework. He expected me to be as good at sums as I was at kicking a ball, so he’d be looking over my shoulder and getting cranky when he saw me struggling with the work. Then my mother would get cranky with him for getting cranky with me, and there would be a row.

He thought he knew how the world worked – and he really did know how football worked – but he was gullible. My grandfather, who was a practical joker, set up an April Fool’s joke that shows this side of him. Early in the morning, I climbed out the back window, over the wall, and came back to our front door. I knocked at the door, which was answered by my mother, according to plan.

‘Jock McCosh is at the door,’ Kate called to my father.

Jock McCosh sounds like a Scottish comic-strip character but he was actually a real person who was the manager of Drumcondra at the time and, to my father, Jock McCosh was God. Everything was Jock McCosh – Jock McCosh said this, Jock McCosh did that. It was only about eight in the morning so there was great panic as my father tried to absorb the news that Jack McCosh had actually called to our house, looking for him.

‘Jock McCosh is round at the pub for you,’ he was told, as he got himself ready for what could only be something very important.

His mood, when he returned, was not good.

He couldn’t laugh at himself in this situation, all dressed up and nowhere to go.

‘Fuck off, you fucking oul’ eejit’, was the best Dickie could do, as my grandfather savoured his April Fool triumph, ably assisted by the rest of us.

But Dickie had genuinely bright ideas, if only he had the business acumen to see them through. He had somehow acquired the recipe for making a high-quality pine disinfectant. And as he knew so many people in working-class Dublin, particularly in the pubs, he had plenty of customers. This also gave him a really good excuse to go to the pubs at any time of day or night to have his few drinks, and still show a profit.

He had a variety of jobs. He was a coffee taster and a tea taster for a while, but he lost that job, maybe due to the effects of alcohol on his taste buds. He used to drive around the schools delivering sandwiches. He built the low wall that still stands around the pitch at Tolka Park. I think he worked for a while as a clerk.

Perhaps his most brilliant scheme was a thing called Football Promotions, which involved junior and schoolboy clubs selling coupons, for which they would receive sets of gear, nets and footballs, depending on the number of coupons they sold. There would also be prize money, of course, which could be as much as £60. So on Monday mornings in our house, all the coupons that hadn’t been sold would be thrown on the bed, and he would start opening them up. There was high drama in this, because if the number came up, it would mean that he wouldn’t have to pay out the £60 for that week.

There would be a great shout of delight if he got the right result, but if he went through every coupon without finding the magic number, ‘Oh fuck!’

Dickie had little luck in business. But in football, I think he could sense that our number was about to come up.

When a working-class family realised that they had a gifted child, the parents tended to feel that they ‘owned’ the child, that he was their ticket to a better life.

I think my father ‘owned’ me in that way, but, back then, I didn’t mind in the slightest. When he realised that I had a serious chance of making it as professional footballer, he put all his best efforts into me. He would even start his own schoolboy football team called The Leprechauns, and I believe he did this to spend more time and have more influence with me. And to make sure that others didn’t influence me the wrong way.

But long before it got to such an organised level, and all the time he was providing me with a football education of the best type – the type you don’t realise you’re getting.

St Columbus had folded after that one season of glorious defeats, because our manager Joe O’Brien had other commitments. Soon afterwards, a notice appeared in the evening papers that Dublin City were holding trials in the Phoenix Park, and even though the youngest category of schoolboy football at the time was still under-14, and I was still only nine years old, my father sent me up there along with all the other lads from the Square.

Dublin City – later called Munster Victoria – was run by an elderly gent called Tom Tunney, a well-known and highly respected football man. He bought the gear, picked the team and sent the kids out to play. Mr Tunney was pale, grey-haired, wore glasses and walked with a limp, but even if he’d been a lot younger and fitter, it just wasn’t in his nature to be carrying on like some of the coaches of junior teams today, shouting and roaring at the kids, pressuring them to win the game – mostly for the glory of the coach himself. Whether the team won or lost, Mr Tunney would be quiet.
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