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Introduction


Everyone’s rock bottom is different.


For me, that time came in early 2010. I’d given up inter-county football. I was going to work and coming home from work, going to club training and coming home from training: a continuous routine without enjoyment. I wasn’t happy; a constant feeling of being down and not finding happiness in anything can be a heavy burden.


I felt alone and my mind was on severe overdrive. I couldn’t get any peace and I wasn’t myself. That was clear to me.


I was at home the morning I began the journey to change that. While I wouldn’t have seen my parents cry too often, my father in particular, they cried that morning. That was difficult for them, and difficult for me. They were seeing their son, almost 30 years of age, in a broken state and wondering how things had reached that stage.


I was losing the person I’d grown up to be: all my family wanted was what was best for me.


I got into the car outside my home with my eldest sister, Nora, someone who’s always been there for me and was very close to me, and we set off.


It was probably a tough journey for her. There wasn’t much conversation. I spent the drive looking out the window as the miles reeled by.


Looking back now, I’d always felt I was a person who didn’t need help – I didn’t need counselling, coaching, support or advice from anyone. That conformed to the surface impression people had of me: teak-tough on the pitch, someone up for the physical and mental challenge of sport.


But off the field?


Things had been building up inside me for years, dating all the way back to the time I was diagnosed with asthma as a very young child. I didn’t discuss that at any point in life, or how I felt about it, and that was the template I followed ever afterwards; that was also the template that led to that trip in the car.


It was a dark day and the sky was filled with greyness, which suited the mood. I felt as though I had a physical weight on me. I wasn’t worried about what lay ahead of me on that journey: I was questioning myself, whether I’d made the right decision and whether my destination was what I really needed to exit the dark place I was in.


Nora was attempting to make conversation with me, but I barely opened my mouth. She was probably hoping that the experience ahead of me would change my outlook given how negative I was at that time, feeling there was nothing good in my life.


I couldn’t see the positive in work, family or football, and I was the one who’d allowed things get to that state. People are more forthcoming now about their challenges, and how they speak about those challenges, but I wasn’t. I was a closed book.


That’s not a loose description. I wasn’t an open person and didn’t discuss my feelings.


We pulled up to the big black gates of our destination and once we passed through I saw the gardens – the flowers and manicured lawns – and immediately it was therapeutic. There was some solace in the surroundings, in feeling I’d done the right thing in taking that initial step.


I walked through the doors of the Aiséirí centre. Aiséirí is known as a centre for the treatment of addictions but they also take people without addiction issues who just need counselling and some time out, and as soon as I entered the building I knew I’d made the right decision.


My attitude then was that I needed to step away from the real world. I didn’t feel one-to-one counselling would be enough, a scenario where you have a counselling session and then back to work or off to training.


If I had been more open all along maybe I wouldn’t have had to go into Aiséirí, but the other side of that is that the experience there changed my life. I found myself again during my six weeks in there and I will never forget that feeling.


There’s no contact with the outside world – one of the reasons I chose to go there in the first place – no phones, no social media. It’s just about you and getting yourself right.


When I walked through the doors that day I felt a release, and while there I reflected on my challenges and found solutions to my problems. People often refer to the road less travelled, and taking that road changed my life.


I’m more open than I was because of those six weeks. Lockdown throughout the pandemic has taught us all what’s important – that human contact with family and friends is crucial for all of us. Talking is therapy!


I learned that lesson in Aiséirí and I’ve never forgotten it. There’s no sport in the centre, but there was a big field at the back of the facility. That space was a huge outlet for me.


I’d go for a run/sprint up and down the hills three times a day. Do my 100-plus press-ups and 100-plus situps at six o’clock in the morning when I got up, the same at night before going to bed.


As soon as my head hit the pillow then at 10 p.m. I switched off and slept deeply. Removing myself from the sports world was an important part of the process: in the preceding couple of years I’d had the controversy of both the Donncha O’Connor incident and the positive drugs test (relating to inhaler use for my asthma), and removing myself from those dramatic events helped me as well.


What the process helped me to do specifically was to find the young person I was and the pathway that gave me peace. I was able to tease out what it was I enjoyed in life and to rediscover that.


On the last day there’s a ceremony where you burn papers which have your negative thoughts. After that I walked out the gate to be collected by my other sister, Linda. I was a different person. My shoulders were back, my chest out: I’d found myself and was proud of what I’d done.


It’s not the answer for everyone. If everyone’s rock bottom is different then everyone’s way out of that can be different as well. I don’t claim to be an expert on mental health: I can only speak about what’s helped me. I was on the floor and the experience was a huge help to me.


I’m a more positive, caring person because of that. Travelling home in the car with Linda that day we had a full conversation about how everyone was getting on: it wasn’t a superficial chat, but real, honest communication. My sister Linda is an expert communicator and has established a very successful business based on this skill. She has an extremely positive outlook and I learn a lot from her approach to life. My two sisters always offered me support and guidance during this time.


My parents were thrilled to see me when we arrived home that day; they recognised the change in me immediately.


The benefits weren’t limited to my social skills. Shortly after I was back playing football, I fell in with my club, Rathmore, for a game against Laune Rangers and I had a top performance.


Flying, but not infallible! After that game there was a photograph in the newspaper of me having been planted on my backside by one of the Rangers players. The caption? ‘Fallen Idol’.


I asked myself whether that was how I wanted to be remembered, but there was a difference in my motivation. I was more driven than I’d ever been but now the drive was unbelievably positive, not negative.
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Inspiration All Around Me


Growing Up in Rathmore


I’m from Mounthorgan, just under the Pap mountains, on the Killarney side of Rathmore. The terrain around the house is rugged: our back garden is made up of glens and mountains. Our farm is in Glenflesk, a neighbouring parish, and sits in the middle of the mountains, with a long narrow winding road leading up to some of the most breathtaking views in the county – and to some of the hardest and longest climbs you take as a farmer.


Stepping out our back door, straight across the yard is a stone house that’s now a cowshed. It used to be a home – home to a family of eight. These days it shelters four cattle but serves as a reminder of what my father grew up in.


That wasn’t on my radar when I was young, an appreciation for that, but looking back now I can see where a lot of my traits came from. Around our house that reminder of hard work never left: there was a constant buzz of activity, a tractor travelling the road and machinery buzzing. Mounthorgan is a strong farming area.


My mom is still with us but sadly my dad passed away in 2012. My mom was a housewife and my dad worked in the Cadbury’s chocolate factory in Rathmore, while we had a farm as well – sheep and cattle.


Dad was a Rathmore native and Mom is from Glenflesk. She went to America for a number of years but came back to marry my dad, so I grew up in Rathmore rather than Long Island. I have a lot of family still out in Long Island, as my aunts went to America with my mom.


My father, Thade, was a factory worker who tended his land, cattle and sheep in all hours outside of his ‘normal’ work shift – sitting idle wasn’t the norm in our house and even my relatives, those coming to us for a holiday, were given jobs. This graft has transitioned to all my siblings, as they are all grafters in different professions, from law to entrepreneurship, to IT and engineering. My four brothers and two sisters are all inspirational to me; being the youngest, their leadership was always something I admired.


We credit the habit of not sitting still to our father, who was constantly on the move, always keeping busy. Coming in the door from a shift in the factory, he’d head straight back out again. That was the norm – nothing said, just went about his work.


That attitude is actually common throughout our local area, like on the summer days in the bog when you could never get enough help – any help you got was welcome – and then the sense of relief seeing your neighbours coming to give a hand was like no other.


Although it soon wore off once you realised you’d have to return the favour down the line.


A lot of the clichés about kids growing up in rural Ireland weren’t clichés for us: they were true. There were just four kids in my class in Shrone national school and only two classrooms in the school – one for a teacher and the other for the principal, Dan Vincent O’Connor, who lived up the road. He played a huge part in my development and in fostering a love for Gaelic football. It was a very small community and a very small school.


Our summers consisted of cutting hay or getting on the bike and heading out to explore the hills that surrounded Rathmore – outdoor adventures with neighbours were really the height of entertainment. I might leave the house at 9 a.m. and come back at 11 p.m. when it got dark – meeting up with your pals, going to different houses, but mostly just cycling around the area or climbing the endless trees.


One of the big highlights for me growing up was getting a licence to drive the tractor in my teens. That meant I could go up and down the road where I lived, embrace a little freedom, and go off and cut hay to make a contribution to the household.


There wasn’t a nightlife scene for teens in Rathmore. The nearest disco was the Hiland in Newmarket – a real disco, as in a venue for adults – but that wasn’t even a distant spot on the horizon for me as a kid.


For the first 15 or 16 years of my life farming was what I did and farming was what I wanted to do.


It’s a particular type of farming in our part of the world. You have grassland in the area, but then you also have hills and mountains divided up between different people – miles upon miles of terrain to cover.


Our particular mountain backed onto the Pap mountains, and there’s a drop between the two, and I would spend weekends with my brothers walking over hills and mountains for miles from morning to night, checking up on our sheep to make sure they were safe.


Anyone who has sheep will know the feeling – you’re out for hours and you find 10 of them, but there’s still one missing. So back out you go to find it; you’d never leave one of them behind. The steps were definitely through the roof back then: I didn’t need a Garmin or Apple Watch to tell me when I’d done over 10,000 for the day.


The trail to find sheep meant walking for hours over hills and mountains, climbing steep edges and endless rocks, the kind of exercise that would definitely stand to me later in my sporting career.


At one stage I remember we got a gift of binoculars sent from relatives in America, and it was like having a GPS device parachuted in from the future. You could pick out the JH brand in blue painted on the side of the sheep wool. Every farmer has a different brand or colour to distinguish their flock, so it was easier to pick them out in the distance – but you had to go after them if they’d strayed away too far.


The work was still very physical all round. If you wanted to feed sheep, then all of the hay and nuts would have to be brought up through the fields across your shoulders, as no tractors could travel up the mountains. No shortcuts.


It was a fair test of my strength, but it was also the ideal weight programme for a young boy. I can honestly say that I loved the whole experience, especially the turn of the seasons.


In the summer I used to go to the bog. Anyone from the country will know the work involved: all the neighbours’ kids would come along and everyone pitched in to create a real sense of community.


I know there are those who might think that such physical work wasn’t suitable for children, but we genuinely didn’t feel like that. We grew up with it and enjoyed it, and in terms of fitness for sport it certainly helped me later on as I knew what it felt like to work physically hard.


I’m not sure how many kids nowadays would do that, which isn’t a criticism. Children are protected a lot more now and are not subjected to strenuous or physical work. If a child has football training or dancing or some other commitment, they’re driven there and picked up, while we were encouraged to cycle for miles for any extracurricular activities.


Times have changed very quickly: my childhood was far less complex than the average child’s experience nowadays. We had milk from our own cows, meat from our own sheep and cows, fruit and vegetables from our garden. Very simple.


Growing up, I always thought I’d be a farmer. I can even remember buying my first sheep at 15 or 16 and thinking there’d be plenty more.


Education was very important to my parents, something that my siblings and I are very thankful for now. We would never have been allowed to miss school. I grew up in an academic house where we were encouraged to do homework and work to the best of our ability.


At the weekends and during school holidays I used to go to fairs with my eldest brother, Noel. We’d come home at nightfall with new sheep, and we’d put our brand on them – the JH – and the neighbours would come in to see what we’d bought. And of course the following day the sheep would have scattered all over the place and you’d spend days looking for them around the mountains.


During the summers we’d also dip sheep – immersing them in a concrete tank full of water and insecticide to kill off any parasites – and again, that was very exciting for a kid like me, because there was a huge commotion and bustle about it. After school I used to get the homework done as quickly as possible so I could head off out to the farm in Glenflesk.


Farming’s a hard life, and you get used to the rhythm of it. In the winter you’re out in terrible weather, cold and wet, looking for sheep.


You have to bring in the cows for the winter, usually November, depending on the weather, which is another big job, trying to tie cows to a wall in a shed, and every day you’ve to feed them.


The sheep are different. They’re out on the grass until October or November, then they’re put up on the mountain, and you don’t have much more to do with them until January or February – though you’ve to bring them nuts and hay daily, and if there was a bad winter you might bring them down to the fields during January.


Then there’s lambing season in March, which is a big part of the year. Every evening around that time that’s all I wanted to do, to go back up around Glenflesk to see if there were new lambs there.


This young farmer here wasn’t always that professional either. Come time for the fair, there might be 100 lambs down by the house and I’d try to hide some of them so they wouldn’t be taken away to the fair.


My dad and Noel would go through them and assess them all. ‘That’s a fine ewe,’ they might say. ‘It’ll survive on the mountain so we’ll keep on to it.’


And I’d say, ‘We’ll keep on to this one too.’


But they’d disagree, and those ones would go into the trailer.


Growing up, I probably spent most of my childhood with Noel. Following his lead, always trying to impress him with my farming ability.


The area was small, safe and remote. As a kid you were protected – but the other side of that was your social skills might not have been at the same level as someone who was in a big school in a town.


Again, that’s not a complaint. Looking back, it was a good childhood, great to keep you grounded, but I was very much an introverted kid. Our area was built on teamwork: summers were fine, winters were tough, but you could always be sure that a neighbour was there to offer that helping hand. In our small townland of Shrone we have a church overlooking the valley; built and funded by the community, it highlights the importance of solidarity.


The only downside was that very remoteness from the outside world. Looking back, between the sheer physical isolation, and being in a primary school class of four kids, your skills in social situations wouldn’t be the most sophisticated. As a result, I definitely felt my personality development suffered.


I wouldn’t be someone to come into a roomful of strangers and be the loudest in the room. That’s part shyness and part my upbringing, which was a very happy one, without necessarily involving a lot of socialising.


I loved being on the farm, but away from the farm I was quiet. Going to secondary school was a big change. It is for anyone, but I was coming from a class of four children I’d known my entire life to a school with hundreds of kids.


The only major shadow over my childhood was severe asthma. As far back as I can remember, even though I was physically strong, I’d always notice a tightness in my chest on the cold mornings – I still do – and in the summer when turning hay. I knew that something was not right; I’d regularly find myself short of breath but thought it was part of the hard work so I’d battle through, eventually having to take a rest.


Still, the days outdoors pushing the lungs to their limit would catch up with me at night time.


Once my head hit the pillow the uncontrollable coughing and wheezing would start, ending up with me struggling for breath and eventually being put into the backseat of Mom and Dad’s car heading for the local doctor.


When people ask me about asthma now I tell them it’s like putting a bag over your head, trying to breathe, and that shortness of breath – and then trying to carry on with life as well.


I was eventually diagnosed with asthma when I was eight, because I was constantly having breathing problems up to that age. In bed at night, I’d be trying to catch my breath … thinking about it now, the memory is vivid, that shortness of breath, gasping for air.


Back then we didn’t have the same facilities that are available now to kids who are asthmatic. Nowadays you can talk to someone about living with asthma; back then you just got on with it, really.


I felt like a burden at home, more than anything else, because of it. I missed a lot of school as a result of my sickness, and the local GP was probably up in our house more than any other house in the parish.


I can remember all the details: going into his house and getting up on a green bed there to take the nebuliser. That freed up my breathing temporarily and I could relax again for a little while.


If I close my eyes I can hear the nebuliser, the sound of it whirring. I had to get a number of injections growing up and I’ve a fear of needles ever since – I still hate them to this day, no matter how small. After the treatment the doctor would say, ‘How do you feel now?’ But after another look at me he might decide, ‘No, we’ll have to hospitalise him.’ You look back and you think, What a massive pain in the butt it must have been for my parents.


When I say I felt like a burden, it’s with good reason: my parents would regularly also have to drive me to hospital in Tralee, an hour away, and most of those trips were late at night.


I was very conscious of it, of being the one in the house who was sick a lot of the time – any time I got a cold it would trigger the asthma. I’d be the only one who’d be missing school regularly, the only one who had to be minded if I wanted to go out and about. I used to keep my family awake so many nights due to the asthma.


When I did play football, particularly as a small kid, the asthma held me back. I’d only get 10 or 15 minutes on the field from the coaches, as they knew I wouldn’t last any longer. Because of that I didn’t have the interest in football or sport and I wasn’t developing as a player.


This should not intimidate kids who have asthma now. Treatments have advanced greatly since I was a child, while the support systems around the condition, from online forums to personal counselling, are so much better.


Back then it was a Ventolin inhaler which you used if you felt an attack coming on. If that happened morning, noon or night, then so be it; a preventative measure, pure and simple.


Eventually the asthma became a barrier that I couldn’t cross. If I was running as part of training in school, for instance, I’d give in to it every time – as soon as I started to struggle. The irony is that nowadays if I’m talking to kids with asthma I tell them not to let the asthma define them mentally; back then it certainly defined me.


I didn’t want it to, absolutely not. I didn’t want to be getting out of bed at three in the morning to tell my parents I couldn’t breathe, with the result that the doctor had to come to the house or we had to set out in the car for the hospital in Tralee.


While it was great to be out and about all summer, I was also out and about with hay everywhere, which led to hay fever – and this triggered my asthma.


In winter, particularly playing sport, my breathing was always affected. Nowadays you’d often hear coaches and managers telling players to get their second wind: an asthmatic might need a third or fourth wind to kick in before they’re comfortable.


At underage level in particular it’s a lot easier not to get involved rather than challenge your lungs to work that hard. There were plenty of examples: I remember one time in secondary school we had a run to do as part of PE – it was 5K and I remember thinking, I’m not going to finish this.


The real irony is that it took me so long to recognise that exercise actually helped me deal with it. The more I exercised, the better I felt. I don’t presume to speak for anyone else’s condition, but I know myself that the more exercise I got, the less severe my asthma got, and exercise became more of a benefit to me than a trigger for asthma.


Because of the asthma, sport wasn’t a burning obsession for me as a young kid. I played a bit of badminton with my brother Anthony, and he was also involved in Old Chapel Rovers soccer team so I started playing with them at a young age, under his guidance. This was my first experience of watching an athlete so driven and determined no matter what sport he played. You could see he was the ultimate competitor, a team player, and more importantly he was respected by all his team-mates.


I was playing Gaelic football with Rathmore as well, and by the time I got to 16 or so I began to take notice of other players around my own age. Players I knew at school who weren’t just playing minor but under-21, maybe, and I started thinking, Why am I not playing at that level? Why am I not playing minor at 16?


I could reason my way through to the answer: I felt I had the footballing talent but I was nervous about pushing myself because of the asthma, and I felt the asthma meant coaches and managers didn’t trust me to last longer than 20 minutes in a game.


But coming into March, April, the days were getting brighter and longer, and the asthma was improving. It’s amazing how the mind works – in January, February, the start of March I’d be thinking, I’m not able for training in this, because of the cold and frost, but once April hit and the temperatures picked up, things started to improve.


It became a trigger point for me, finishing those laps while training with Rathmore. I started to view it as though the asthma was there but it was a barrier to push past – and once I got past it, it was gone.


Instead of thinking in a match, I’ve made five runs now, there’s no way I’ll manage another one because the asthma will come on, I was beginning to realise that the asthma wasn’t being triggered. I started to train myself mentally to deal with it.


That became a template for me as life went on, an early lesson in resilience. To see an obstacle or a problem – on the playing field or off – and to recognise it for what it was, to break it down, to look into myself for a solution or a strategy to get past it or resolve it.


Learning to do that with asthma and football in particular was crucial, because it tied a lot of different strands together for me: confidence and football, competitiveness and self-reliance. It was a road map for what was to come.


I came to accept that I didn’t choose asthma – it chose me, I told myself, and I have to live with that. My brother John, who is also asthmatic, would have given me plenty of tips and reassurance on living with asthma and not letting it define me. I took his advice, and throughout my career John would play a massive part in my sporting achievements, from those little phone calls to putting a roof over my head as I started my garda career in Limerick, something for which I’m forever grateful to John and his wife Thrish.


Eventually, though, I got the breakthrough that started my sporting career. I got a phone call one morning that Rathmore senior football team were short and needed a corner-back. I was due to play a soccer game but fell in with Rathmore instead.




There seems to be a trend nowadays for people to look externally for motivation or inspiration – whether it’s that ‘guest speaker’ for a function or just scrolling through social media for quotes or short videos.


A lesson I learned is that you don’t have to look that far from your own surroundings for motivation or inspiration.


The small accomplishments are every bit as important as the big ones. Hard work was shown to me from day one – I could list a thousand examples, but take my father, who would work a farm around a factory shift during the day and still be the first one into the car to bring me to a game.


Consistency, hard work, no excuses, there are no special quotes needed: just look around you, take notice and use your own story to fuel yourself.
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Confronting My Doubts


Making Strides with the Minors


Playing for the Kerry minors hadn’t really been a target for me. It might have been something that occurred to other promising players in the county, lads who’d be thinking, I’m going well here at under-15, under-16, I’m in with a shout. But not for me.


I was knocking more fun out of the soccer at the time. I loved playing with my brother Anthony every weekend, there was no pressure and I was playing well as a centre-half who didn’t believe in messing around on the ball. Mick McCarthy would have warmed to my style of play, I’d say. But coming to 1998, I was just turning 18. Seamus Cooper took over the Rathmore senior team, and one morning I ended up filling a gap for the footballers at corner-back.


Straightaway it was different to playing soccer. I noticed that immediately. It’s more embedded in the community. There was a bigger crowd at the game to keep an eye on what was going on. People were taking it more seriously. For all that, the job of a corner-back was very straightforward. Mark your man, pure and simple. If he isn’t seen and you aren’t seen, it’s a win for you as a defender.


I did okay that day, and a few weeks into that season we went on a long trip to Gallarus on the Dingle peninsula to take on An Gaeltacht. They had a massive team (Ó Cinnéide, Mac Gearailt, all the Ó Sés), and the pitch itself in Gallarus was almost as big a challenge. You’d nearly want to go over the weather forecast in detail to know what to expect when you landed there, to get an idea of which way the wind might be blowing – and the Gaeltacht lads knew to a T how to play that wind.


It’s a full day’s travel from Rathmore out to Gallarus. We stopped at a pub outside Dingle for sandwiches and a cup of tea on the way before getting all the way out to the edge of the Atlantic for the game. I ended up marking Dara Ó Cinnéide for a spell that day and I did alright.


He kicked two or three points, but that was reasonable enough, and I was happy in how I did – he was a top, top forward at the time, after all.


On the way back we broke the journey as well. Lads had a couple of pints and a bite to eat, and I can remember, despite having lost the game, the sense of enjoyment, the feeling of fulfilment and accomplishment – whatever you want to call it. Looking back, it was a matter of the entire community – or near enough to it – packing up en masse and heading back to west Kerry.


The way everyone fell in together and stopped in the one place for sandwiches and a drink on the way home … these were people who’d coached and nurtured me as a kid, and here they were again supporting me and the others in the club’s senior team.


It really left an impression on me – that people would give up their time and effort when you were a kid and then would drop everything to give over a whole Sunday to following the team. It’s a really organic connection, and the other reason it left that impression on me was that I hadn’t been that interested in Gaelic games as a small kid, so when I saw that link, the bond between the community and the club, up close it made an even bigger mark on me.


It’s a day out, and it’s enjoyable for people, but it’s still a powerful bond that builds between everyone.


At the time I’d finished school and had a summer job plastering – hard work, which I never minded. Up and into a van at 6 a.m. to travel to Cork, back by teatime, but I had a few quid in my pocket and the lads were good company. All was right with the world.


When we went back training after the Gaeltacht game, on the Tuesday evening, Seamus Cooper said to me, ‘Look, I’ve been onto Charlie Nelligan [the Kerry minor manager] and I told him you should be inside with the Kerry minors.’ This was an extraordinary leap of faith as I was never a standout player underage, never mind standing out for the Rathmore team, but he saw something in me that I couldn’t see myself. Charlie agreed to Seamus’s request and I went in for a few trial games with the Kerry minors and it’s interesting now to look back at the attitude I brought into those games.


Derry Crowley – father of Johnny, who I would later play with in the Kerry senior team – would pick us up in The Reeks petrol station in Killarney and I’d start looking around at the lads in the car, and thinking about the others waiting at training. I’d pick a first 15 out of all of them, then pick the five or six subs, and try to work out if I could slip myself in among the subs: was I worth a place there?


That was my attitude. I didn’t back myself. To be fair, though, there was a lot of quality in that particular Kerry team. I didn’t know a lot of the players personally but there’s a bush telegraph in every county. Everyone knows well who the stars in their age groups are.


For instance, on that minor team there were three Ronan O’Connors – from Kilcummin, Ballyduff and Foilmore – Stephen O’Sullivan was in his second year playing minor and was a senior two years after that, Marc Ó Sé was in from the Gaeltacht, Tadhg Kennelly, Seán O’Sullivan, Eoin Brosnan, Kevin Lynch …


It was a very good crop, and that time I used to read The Kingdom newspaper every week – looking out for my own name in the match reports, obviously, but these guys’ names were popping up everywhere. They were the future of Kerry football, earmarked for bigger things already. Playing under-21 for Kerry. Playing senior.


We would head in to minor training, do our 10 or 15 laps of the pitch, then fall in for a game. I’d be on the B team, full- or centre-back.


The standard was very good. I could end up marking a savage athlete like Tadhg Kennelly, someone I might be able to hold for 40 minutes of the game … and then bang! He’d hit me for 1–2 in five minutes.


Or else it was Seán O’Sullivan or Eoin Brosnan, two lads with unbelievable engines, who’d run all day – and run direct and hard, more to the point.


There was no gym culture for underage players back then, so I wouldn’t have been considered a big hitter by any means, but it began to dawn on me gradually that my day job was benefiting me. That was rewarding in itself. Spending weeks working with plasterers was having an effect.


If you spent eight hours a day drawing five-gallon drums of sand and cement up four flights of stairs, Monday to Friday, it was bound to make you stronger.


I learned from the sessions as well. One evening in with Kerry, someone brought up the elements of tackling and gobbling up the player in possession, so I started to put all of those pieces together – the strength I was building with the manual work alongside the technique I was picking up. I was improving as the sessions wore on. I could see that in my physique and in my tackling.


The running, though, was something to survive, a period of the session where I just about hung in there and got through.


It wasn’t a physical test so much as a mental challenge. Charlie Nelligan and the other selectors were trying to work out if they could depend on lads in the last 10 minutes of an All-Ireland final or semi-final, when the chips were down, so they were putting you under that physical pressure. Could you cope with that and still be able to produce the goods?


And some of us felt that more than others. Brosnan, Kennelly, Ó Sé – they were phenomenal athletes on those runs. Going home you’d know exactly what they were wearing, down to the patterns on the soles of their boots or their runners, because they were ahead of you all evening.


For me it was all about breaking that initial barrier, because I hadn’t been used to that extreme level of training that you experience at inter-county level.


When I began to play sport, at seven or eight years of age, as soon as the asthma was triggered by running, I’d stop. That’s what I was taught: stop, don’t push it.


But you get to inter-county level and you’re exposed to something you haven’t met before. And yet when the going gets tough and the breathing gets harder, your first thought is still the same – just stop.


Asthma never leaves you. It’s something you have to learn to live with, and learn how to control. In my case, cold weather is the biggest trigger, or dust in the summer time. But I know now that if I’m training in cold weather, my asthma’s going to be worse, and I talk to coaches and trainers about that.


And we know a lot more about it now. Back then in the minors, there wasn’t the same awareness, and it was just a matter of getting through it. But now that’s all changed completely.


It was a great lesson for me. Going into the dressing room first, I doubted myself. I’d be quite open about that. I doubted myself from day one instead of saying to myself, Hang on a second – with Rathmore you’re marking lads who play senior inter-county football, and the manager obviously trusts you to do that job, so what is there to be afraid of with lads your own age?


And Rathmore were a driven club that time as well. We were trying to win a junior championship for the first time in 29 years, so I knew the standard was good there. Like every club, you know of the characters before you train with them, players who would give you the tools to mould you into the player you would become – the O’Keeffes, the Dohertys, the Murphys, the Clarkes, the O’Sullivans.


I didn’t think of it in those terms, though, that I was playing alongside great players with the club, the likes of Declan O’Keeffe, Tom O’Sullivan, Gerry Murphy, Michael D. Cahill. These guys were heroes in the club, playing in a hard grade, and I was learning from them all the time.


I started to bring the quality of training with those lads into my Kerry minor training. I began to believe in myself, and the club training was strengthening that belief. I might have Kerry minor training on Sunday, Rathmore training on Tuesday and Thursday, Kerry training on Friday. I committed to all and never missed a session. There was no talk of training load that time, as you might guess from that timetable – it was a case of the more sessions, the merrier.


But it all combined to change my mindset, and that’s what would help me get the better of the asthma. I wasn’t the type to go to Charlie Nelligan and say, ‘Look, I can’t train tonight, my asthma was bad all day’ – I just went and trained and got through it, and as the weather improved, the asthma became less of an issue, and I was getting fitter and stronger and more confident.


By the time the first Munster championship game came into view, against Limerick, I knew I was in with a chance of making the panel anyway. I was still doing my thing of picking the first 15 and I didn’t see myself starting the match, but at that stage I could see that a spot on the bench was a real possibility.


We had a final trial game in Austin Stack Park in Tralee to settle on the panel for the Limerick match, and I was centre-back on one team.


Austin Stack Park! For me this was like the Colosseum. It was where generations of Kerry footballers had played and trained, and having this game in the stadium made it all the more real: there was a Kerry jersey close enough to be won.


They were a lot closer than I expected, in fact. Going into the dressing room that night there were jerseys given out for the trial game, the old Kerry senior jerseys. The green and gold jerseys were for one side, the blue jerseys for the other, and I remember thinking about the number 6 that I got: Did Tim Kennelly wear this one time?


The teams were called out, went out and warmed up, and then got straight into the game. I did something that evening that always stood to me after, though it was easier to do that night as we all warmed up together.


I watched the man I’d be marking, to see what leg he kicked from, how he hand-passed the ball, how he soloed, all of that, to get an idea of what to expect when the game itself began. My predictive skills on the pitch always benefited me.


I started well, winning the first two or three balls and getting possession. There was no great tactical approach involved, no great linking the play or dropping off as a sweeper – mark your man, one-on-one. Traditional stuff.


Everything seemed to be coming together for me. The club was going well and I felt an onus on me to back up Seamus’s judgement – he was the one ringing Charlie Nelligan to bring me in and here I was, near enough to the panel.


I was feeling strong, feeling fit, winning ball in the last trial game for a place on the Kerry team. Playing Munster or All-Ireland finals was nowhere near the radar, but the prospect of a Kerry jersey – the number didn’t matter – was close enough to drive me on.


About 15 minutes into the game I got in a block down, but the ball bounced straight back up again. I reached my hand across to get it and got an unmerciful bang into the face. Down I went.


My eyes were closed, and I remember thinking, This isn’t good anyway, but I was able to get up.


I looked down and saw that the front of my jersey was covered in blood. One or two players came over but turned away saying, ‘Jesus Christ’, which wasn’t encouraging.


Charlie and Derry came over to have a look and one of them said, ‘It’s not too bad, I’d say,’ which wasn’t that encouraging either.


At that stage I didn’t know where I got the hit, whether it was my eye or my nose or my jaw – looking back, I was definitely concussed – but none of the commentary I was hearing made me feel any better. I was brought into the dressing room and Derry sent me in to wash myself in the shower.


I came out and he examined my face – I still didn’t know what had happened – and eventually I found a mirror in the dressing room. I saw my nose had gone over to my ear, almost, with a fine mark across the top where a stud had caught me.


‘It’s not that bad,’ Derry kept telling me.


‘Derry, what are you looking at?’ was my response.


The blood wouldn’t stop pouring out but Derry drove me down to the hospital, where eventually they stopped the bleeding by inserting cotton and matchsticks.


The doctor told me to come back two weeks later to have it reset.


Rathmore were training two nights later but I wasn’t allowed to take part – I had a severe fracture of the nose, the bridge was damaged, there was internal bleeding, all of that.


I wasn’t disappointed, though, and I was ready to come back soon enough, but the county board told me I’d have to be written off for a month from playing football or I wouldn’t be covered by insurance. And as eager as I was to get back, I missed the Munster semi-final and final.


It was tough. I didn’t go to the games, either. At that time if you were out injured you wouldn’t be brought along as part of the group, but I wasn’t a great man to go to watch Kerry games anyway. (It might surprise people, but the first Kerry senior game I ever saw in the flesh was the 1996 All-Ireland semi-final against Mayo.)


I fell back in with the club, though, and trained very hard – and loved it. It was as though the shackles were taken off. I was back with the lads I knew and everything was coming together. The asthma was under control, the fitness was built up, the characters in the club were great – we had the likes of Donie O’Connor and Tim Cronin in midfield, whose approach in training toughened you up no matter what age you were, put it that way.


Donal Dineen, Dermie Fitz and Padraig Murphy would give you a run for your money every night you had to mark them at training – I was learning the meaning of the club from all these guys.


It was a virtuous circle. Tough training with Rathmore got me right to train with the Kerry minors, and tough training with Kerry had me well primed when I fell back in with Rathmore, and I kept those standards up.


As a result, I was called back into the Kerry minor panel after the Munster final in July. Kerry were in an All-Ireland semi-final and I remember thinking there was a chance of action, and that I’d do everything I could for the few weeks’ run-in to that match to make the panel.


The improvement was visible when I went back in with the minors. I could see it myself. In the running I was closer to the man ahead of me. At the start of the year there might be 20 yards between us, but now I was right up with the rest of them. I was enjoying it, I was believing in myself, and Charlie had a few chats with me which encouraged and motivated me as well.


After one of the last training sessions before the game, Derry dropped me to Killarney, to where my parents would pick me up at The Reeks, and as I got out of the car he gave me the word: ‘You’re on the panel for the All-Ireland semi-final.’


I can remember thinking, Control yourself here, as I got into my parents’ car. They asked how I’d got on and I told them. I was on the panel for the weekend.


In all my time playing for Kerry I have two great memories of my parents, and one was that night in particular, telling them the news as I got into the car.


It was huge for me, huge for my parents – they had become more interested in football as a result of me getting more involved, but that night I could see the pure pride in them. Their posture straightened up immediately, they were so proud, and that also made me proud.


I owe a lot of my playing achievements to my parents and family, because they’re the ones who put the time in with me for years. They were well entitled to get a kick out of any success or recognition that I got, and I’ve never forgotten the delight they got out of that news that evening.


I was chuffed with myself when I got the official Kerry gear. A tracksuit and top that I valued greatly.


The hype around it was terrific. That Thursday morning my mom went over the road to get the papers, and there it was, the name in black and white: Aidan O’Mahony (Rathmore).


I went over to training one evening that week in Rathmore to say thanks to Seamus Cooper and the lads for believing in me. Everyone in life needs someone to show that kind of faith in them, and by doing so Seamus made a huge difference to my career.


As a panellist your attitude is always going to be a bit different. Nowadays if I were talking to players I’d be pointing out to substitutes that they need to be tuned in, that they need to believe they’re as good as the lads starting – because a point in the game will come when some of them have to come into the action and they’ll need to get involved immediately when they do.


But back then, I took the old advice of ‘taking it all in’ to heart. I made sure I appreciated the whole experience, start to finish, of being involved in an All-Ireland semi-final.


I finished the manual work on the Thursday – they paid me for the Friday as well, which was a bonus – and I spent a lot of the Friday sporting the Kerry gear: that short-sleeved top stretched almost all the way down to the knuckles.


I met up with the rest of the panel in Killarney on the Saturday and it started to sink in: I’m one of the 24 here.


That feeling continued when we got on the bus, because I was worried about where to sit and who to sit with, of course.


Now it’d be great to call to mind who I sat with, but the strongest memory of that trip was the destination, the Tara Towers hotel, because I was like a small child on his summer holidays when I got there.


On the way up, though, I remember thinking that I’d been sitting in the stands watching Kerry in the 1996 All-Ireland and now, two years later, I was going to get out onto the Croke Park pitch. The difference in two years was what filled my head, not who I was sitting next to.
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