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FOREWORD


Jarlath Burns, GAA President


Is cúis mhór áthais dom fáilte a chur roimh fhoilsiú an leabhair ghalánta seo agus Cumann Lúthchleas Gael ag ceiliúradh 140 ar an bhfód i mbliana.


For many of us, it is hard to imagine an Ireland with no GAA and no Gaelic games.


The games provide a rhythm to our lives, a sense of order and a cycle that far outstrips the presentation of cups and the passing of seasons.


One hundred and forty years ago, in Hayes Hotel in Thurles, people of vision – and no doubt some degree of uncertainty – helped the GAA to take its first steps, hardly for one moment dreaming about what it was they were about to unfurl on Irish society.


The emergence of an institution followed – not in a predictable, straightforward manner, but one that, in its early years, ebbed and flowed, mirroring the story and fortunes of the nation.


At its core was something of real substance, something that enabled it to navigate early turbulence to ensure a safe passage for the establishment of codified versions of our native games.


In so doing, they gave the exponents of those same games a sense of identity and a pride in place that, combined, would enable the fledgling organisation to put down roots – roots that permeate Irish society to this day and that are detectable everywhere Irish people are found globally.


To that end, it is right and proper that we laud the landmark year that is 140 and welcome the publication of Pulse of the Nation to mark it.


Martin Breheny and Donal Keenan, two of the most experienced GAA journalists to cover the beat, cast an eye back over the best players to play our games in both codes and highlight the great days enjoyed on a county-by-county basis.


They examine the phenomenon that was the inter-county dual player and the role of the manager, and they chart the changes to our championship structures of recent years after so many years of straight knockout games based on the provincial system.


In addition to charting the rise and fortunes of both LGFA and camogie, they also look at the global growth of the games, the big stories – some of which they covered – from GAA congresses and, of course, the headline generators for the organisation down through the years.


In many ways, this is an invaluable reference point for followers of our games and activities, a catch-all, whistle-stop tour down through the decades, connecting young and old alike through the prism of our games.


It will serve as a useful reference guide evoking memories and introducing younger readers to tales of the past for the first time.


I wish Donal, Martin and everyone involved with the project every success and look forward to digesting its contents in the weeks and months ahead.


Rath Dé ar an obair
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Iarlaith Ó Broin


Uachtarán, Cumann Lúthchleas Gael









INTRODUCTION


When Maurice Davin, an athlete of international renown, strode into the billiard room in Hayes Hotel in Thurles shortly after 1p.m. on Saturday, 1 November 1884, he was taken aback. Just six other men, including Michael Cusack, who had organised the meeting of like-minded sports enthusiasts, were present.


‘He must have felt some disappointment that so few had come,’ his biographer and former GAA president Séamus O’Riain observed.


Davin and Cusack hid their disappointment well and proceeded with the meeting to organise what they called the Gaelic Athletic Association. The other five men in the room, according to O’Riain and based on research by the early-twentieth-century historian Thomas F. O’Sullivan, were John Wyse Power, John McKay, James K. Bracken, Joseph O’Ryan and Thomas St George McCarthy.


Davin, who became first GAA president, was a man renowned for his passion and optimism but had many reasons to worry about the future of the new association in the early days as internal wrangling, opposition from political leaders, the police and even some elements of the clergy threatened to derail his plans.


He could not have imagined that the games, for which he devised the first official sets of playing rules, and the association that he founded would, 140 years later, be such a massive movement, its tentacles spreading across the world.


Surviving early obstacles – the Civil War, War of Independence, the growing pains of a new Republic, financial strife and mass emigration – the GAA grew to become the biggest sporting and cultural movement on the island of Ireland.


Davin’s vision for the new association in 1884 was outlined by Séamus O’Riain. ‘He saw it as the instrument to revive and encourage the sports and pastimes characteristic of the Irish people, including athletics, hurling and Irish football.’


The GAA became the beating heart of every parish. It provided an outlet for the people to express themselves; it developed facilities in which communities could come together for sport and recreation.


And it provided the games and the championships that engaged the people like nothing else. It found heroes in the players who became the inspiration for future generations.


To celebrate the 140th anniversary of the GAA, we have focused on those heroes and, for the first time, ranked the top ten footballers and hurlers in each of the fifteen positions, going back to the beginning of the championships. Our judgement is based on almost half a century watching the games in stadiums all over the country, while relying on reportage and various histories of the games and players for earlier times.


The question may arise as to why there are no similar rankings for ladies football and camogie. The answer is simple.


We have covered very little of either sport and so didn’t feel we could make credible assessments on players’ merits. Nor is there much historical material to work from, given that media coverage of ladies football and camogie was, up to fairly recently, quite limited. It was different for hurling and football, which have enjoyed extensive reportage and analysis from their earliest days. In addition, there are detailed records, player profiles, award schemes and other data to work from. All of these, plus our personal opinions, made the football and hurling rankings possible – even if, no doubt, many will disagree with various choices.


This book is based essentially on 2024 being the 140th anniversary of the founding of the GAA. Though the Camogie Association and Ladies Gaelic Football Association have always had a good relationship with the GAA, the three organisations are independent of one another. Of course, this may not be the case for much longer as detailed work is underway for full integration, with 2027 as the target date for completion of the process.


That will change the landscape considerably for the better as the three organisations work together more closely to provide a streamlined operation for the entire community. With coverage of ladies football and camogie increasing rapidly year by year, a ranking exercise will, no doubt, be possible at some point in the future.


We would have liked to delve into camogie and ladies football – and handball and rounders, the other sports championed by the GAA – to the same degree as hurling and football, but it wasn’t just possible, not only from a knowledge perspective, but also because there was so much to cover in the many facets of the GAA’s 140-year story.


We have examined all the major developments that have made the GAA what it is today, including the changes, the controversies, the threats and challenges, the developments in competitive structures, the evolution of the role of team manager, the increasing role of women in the games and the association as a whole, and the GAA’s growth internationally.


We have also chosen the greatest highlights in the 140 years on the field of play for all thirty-two counties, as well as London and New York. And there’s more too in an extensive work that provides a fascinating insight into how the GAA has become such a massive movement at home and abroad.


This book will provoke discussion, debate and also attract criticism – all essential elements in the enduring story of an association created by a visionary group who dreamed a dream and invited others to share in it.
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FOOTBALL’S GREATEST 
POSITION BY POSITION














Never underestimate the power of dreams and the influence of the human spirit. We are all the same in this notion. The potential for greatness lives within each of us.


Wilma Rudolph, who in Rome in 1960 became the first American female athlete to win three gold medals in a single Olympic Games.





Who is the greatest? It’s a question that has intrigued sports fans down through the ages, with opinions as varied as the numbers answering.


Whether adjudicating on current or past players, or a mixture of both, answering is a highly subjective matter, especially when teams are involved. Even in an individual sport, like athletics where performances are measurable, it’s impossible to be definitive when comparing athletes from different eras.


World records continue to tumble, but are the athletes individually better than their predecessors?


Roger Bannister’s achievement in breaking the four-minute barrier for the mile in 1954 will always be feted, but a similar run now would leave an athlete a long way behind the winner.


At face value, that puts the modern generation of athletes – and indeed all those who improved on that sub-four-minute over the past seventy years – ahead of Bannister, but it’s not that straightforward.


Professionalism, better training methods and equipment, improved body conditioning and nutrition, more friendly-running tracks, psychological advances, plus other aids have all combined to help athletes run faster. What if those advantages could be superimposed on Bannister’s natural talent? Would he be quicker than all the rest right up to today? The same applies to other sports, including Gaelic games.


Assessing players from different generations creates two camps. A younger generation tends to look at the past as largely crude and unsophisticated by comparison with modern times. Whereas an older generation assert that there was more substance – certainly in Gaelic football – to games in the past and that it has been replaced by a robotic structure, high on organisation and imitation, and low on individualism, head-to-head contests, risk-raking and excitement.


In all probability, the truth rests in between the two.


Requirements for players have certainly changed over the years, but the basic texture of football and hurling has remained the same. It’s still about goals and points – scoring as many as possible and conceding as few as possible.


The means of achieving both objectives have evolved and changed, but top players would be good in any era. So how to compare and evaluate them?


For the purpose of this exercise, we drew on our own experiences of watching games for over half a century. Of course, that wasn’t enough in an organisation that is 140 years old.


In order to bring players from as far back as possible into the mix, we also drew on the opinions of the media correspondents who covered the games.


Given that media coverage of Gaelic games was sketchy and haphazard for many years, it’s all but impossible to find reliable guides to player prowess for the association’s earlier years. However, as coverage expanded, more emphasis was placed on highlighting individual excellence.


We absorbed as much of the earlier coverage as we could and mixed it with the ever-increasing analysis from the 1930s onwards – we rely on our own opinions for the past fifty years. Pulling all the strands together, we have come up with a one-to-ten ranking across each position in football and hurling.


Given that we have watched all the players for the past half-century, there may be a leaning towards that timespan but, in as far as was possible, we have been mindful of what went before – we have not neglected the early years.


The manner in which football in particular has changed made comparisons from different eras very difficult. For instance, prior to 1960, goalkeepers fouled the ball if they touched it on the ground in the square. It called for a different skillset to what followed when that rule was abolished.


The requirements for outfield players have changed over the years too. The demands on a modern-day full-back are completely different to what it was even twenty years ago. Back then – and previously too – a player needed to be big, strong and assertive. Aerial bombardments were frequent so the full-back needed to have an imposing presence, capable of making high, spectacular catches, while also repelling ground offensives.


Right throughout the field, individual battles waged. It was largely fourteen versus fourteen outfield contests, unlike today when, to a large degree, systems and structures supersede individual expertise. We have tried to take all that into account when compiling our rankings.


Another factor, which added to the challenge, involved versatility and the ability of players to excel in a variety of areas.


Many played in several positions in defence or attack; others switched from defence to attack, or vice versa, during their careers, while midfielders have always had a wide range of qualities.


The most versatile performer is at a disadvantage in positional rankings. It’s a tribute to their adaptability, but they tend to lose out when compared with those whose entire careers were spent in one position.


But then, this is not an exact science. It is an attempt to put the comparative talents of players in some order. Restricting it to ten in each position made it all the more difficult – suffice to say, many great exponents of football and hurling have been omitted.


As for those who made the lists, their status as players whose standards reached incredible heights is unquestionable.
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1. Stephen Cluxton (Dublin)


Who would have thought when he made his senior championship debut against Longford in the 2001 Leinster quarter-final that Cluxton would become one of the most enduring and inspiring players in GAA history? His influence goes way beyond basic goalkeeping techniques, which he took to a new level, and extends to preparation, leadership, application and mental toughness. Add to all that a longevity that few achieve in any sport, local or international.


2. Dan O’Keeffe (Kerry)


Born in Cork, it was Kerry’s good fortune that the O’Keeffe family moved to Tralee while Dan was still a child. ‘Danno’ went on to become one of the best goalkeepers in GAA history during a career that saw him win seven All-Ireland senior titles between 1931 and 1946, and fifteen Munster titles between 1931 and 1948. He was chosen on the GAA’s Team of the Century in 1984 and the Team of the Millennium in 2000.


3. Martin Furlong (Offaly)


An All-Ireland minor winner in 1964, Furlong’s talents took him through a remarkable career, highlighted by winning All-Ireland titles in 1971, 1972 and 1982. It leaves him with the distinction of being the only Offaly footballer with three All-Ireland senior medals as a member of the starting fifteen. A superb shot-stopper, he was also expert at timing runs off his line to avert danger. He won the first of four All-Star awards in 1972 and added three more in 1981, 1982 and 1983, and was Footballer of the Year in 1982.


4. John O’Leary (Dublin)


At the age of nineteen, John O’Leary was promoted to the Dublin team for the 1980 Leinster final, despite not having been on the panel earlier in the campaign. He went on to play seventy successive championship games over the next seventeen years, at the end of which he had won two All-Ireland titles, one as captain in 1995. He won five All-Star awards, a goalkeeping achievement surpassed only by Stephen Cluxton. His average goal concession rate in the championship was an impressive 0.7 per game.


5. Johnny Geraghty (Galway)


An inspiring figure in Galway’s All-Ireland three-in-a-row success of 1964, 1965 and 1966, Geraghty’s agility and athleticism launched an evolutionary period in goalkeeping. Inspired by Gordon Banks, England’s legendary keeper, Geraghty was a keen student of how soccer goalkeepers went about their business. Indeed, his excellence drew the attention of three soccer clubs – Manchester United, Fulham and Leicester – but the Kilkerrin man wasn’t tempted by the approaches.


6. Billy Morgan (Cork)


Morgan’s remarkable consistency in a career that spanned three decades – from 1966 to 1981 – was underlined by being nominated for an All-Star award ten times in eleven seasons. Rather surprisingly, he won only one award, in 1973 – a year in which he captained Cork to their first All-Ireland title since 1945 and was the Texaco Footballer of the Year, the first goalkeeper to win the award in a scheme introduced in 1958.


7. Paddy Cullen (Dublin)


Did Cullen’s penalty save from Galway’s Liam Sammon in the 1974 All-Ireland final change the course of Dublin football history? They went on to win the game, a success that led to a whole new era for the county, which also won two of the next three All-Ireland titles. Cullen, whose career extended from 1967 to 1979, was a pivotal figure in the dramatic change of fortunes. He won four All-Star awards and was nominated six times.


8. Aidan Brady (Roscommon)


Brady’s status as a special talent was emphasised in 1984 – the GAA’s centenary year – when he was chosen on a team drawn from players who hadn’t won All-Ireland senior medals. His only real opportunity to achieve that huge ambition came in 1962 when Roscommon reached the final for the first time since 1946, but they lost to Kerry. He won four Connacht championship medals and featured regularly on the provincial team between 1954 and 1963.


9. David Clarke (Mayo)


Like so many other top Mayo players of his era, Clarke’s career ended without an All-Ireland senior medal, but he can still look back with huge satisfaction on his efforts to end the county’s long drought. Gifted with superb reflexes, his shot-stopping ability changed the course of many games in Mayo’s favour. He beat off strong opposition to win All-Star awards in 2016 and 2017 and was nominated for the Footballer of the Year award in 2017.


10. Brian McAlinden (Armagh)


McAlinden won no All-Ireland titles and no All-Star awards (despite being nominated four times) but that in no way detracts from his stature in a fifteen-year career that started in the mid-1970s. He was remarkably consistent, even at times when Armagh weren’t going particularly well, a fact recognised by his selection on a 1980s team comprised of players who hadn’t won All-Star awards.
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1. Enda Colleran (Galway)


Colleran’s star quality was first spotted in 1960 as a member of a minor team that won that year’s All-Ireland title. Several of the team went on to feature in Galway’s triple senior success in 1964, 1965 and 1966. Colleran was captain for the 1965 and 1966 seasons when his leadership qualities were very much in evidence. His excellence was recognised in 1984 when he was chosen on the Team of the Century and, in 2000, when he was selected on the Team of the Millennium.



2. Robbie O’Malley (Meath)


Given their role as security experts, rather than flashy, front-of-house performers, corner-backs rarely win the Footballer of the Year award, but so impressive was O’Malley in 1988 that he was rewarded with the ultimate individual honour. It was well-deserved. He delivered some powerful performances in Meath’s drive to the All-Ireland two-in-a-row (1987 and 1988), especially in the drawn and replayed final against Cork in 1988. He won three All-Star awards in 1987, 1988 and 1990, and captained the Irish International Rules team in 1990.


3. Páidí Ó Sé (Kerry)


Where to place Ó Sé? Right half-back, where he played for several years, or right full-back where he moved at the start of 1983? He was equally effective in both positions in a glorious Kingdom era from 1975 to 1986 when they won eight All-Ireland titles. He played in all eight finals, as well as two which Kerry lost in 1976 and 1982. His five All-Star awards were split three to two in favour of the right full-back position.


4. Marc Ó Sé (Kerry)


Hugely versatile – similar to his uncle Páidí – it was at right-corner back that Marc Ó Sé enjoyed his best days, topped in 2007 when he won Footballer of the Year. He won five All-Ireland medals, ten Munster titles and All-Star awards in 2006, 2007 and 2011. He was often tasked with marking the best forward on opposing teams, a challenge to which he invariably rose. His intelligent reading of the game was important in solidifying Kerry’s resistance. The bigger the occasion, the more he thrived.


5. Harry Keegan (Roscommon)


Harry Keegan holds the record as the Roscommon player with the most All-Star awards, having been selected three times in 1978, 1980 and 1986. This was quite an achievement as Roscommon won no All-Ireland titles during his lengthy career, which started in 1972 and, as history shows, most All-Star awards go to All-Ireland winners. He played in one final when Roscommon lost to Kerry in 1980. Strong, powerful and ultra-determined, he ticked all the boxes in the corner-back requirement manual.


6. Donie O’Sullivan (Kerry)


It takes a lot to be recognised as one of Kerry’s finest, but Donie O’Sullivan achieved this in 2000 when he was chosen on the best Kingdom team of the previous fifty years. He was also named on the Munster Team of the Millennium. It was worthy recognition for excellence in a thirteen-year career – the high point of which came in 1970 when he captained Kerry to All-Ireland success, one of his four All-Ireland medals. A year later, he was chosen as the county’s first All-Star, a feat he repeated in 1972.


7. Jimmy Deenihan (Kerry)


Kerry supporters still believe that if Jimmy Deenihan hadn’t picked up a serious leg injury during the summer of 1982, the All-Ireland five-in-a-row would have been completed. Instead, Kerry lost the final by a point to Offaly. Before his injury, Deenihan had been a defiant presence in the Kingdom defence for nine years. As well as winning five All-Ireland medals, he also won one All-Star award and was nominated six times.


8. Willie Casey (Mayo)


A sub on the Mayo team in 1951 – when the county won a second consecutive All-Ireland title – Willie Casey went on to have a brilliant career before departing the scene after the defeat to Galway in the 1964 Connacht final. Mayo endured many lean years during his time, but he remained a consistent driving force, invariably rising to the challenge against top-ranked opponents.


9. Paddy McCormack (Offaly)


The ‘Iron Man From Rhode’ was an imposing figure at full-back when Offaly won the All-Ireland title for the first time in 1971 and when they won again a year later – his experience from a lengthy career played a crucial role in both successes. He won an All-Star award in 1972. He had spent much of his earlier career at right full-back, including in 1961 and 1969 when Offaly reached the All-Ireland final, losing to Down and Kerry respectively.


10. Gabriel Kelly (Cavan)


One influencing factor in assessing a player’s quality over the past fifty years has been the number of All-Star awards he has won. The scheme was launched in 1971 but an unofficial version ran for part of the 1960s, during which Gabriel Kelly was selected at right full-back three times. He never got to play in an All-Ireland final, but won four Ulster championships with Cavan in 1962, 1964, 1967 and 1969. He was a regular on Ulster’s Railway Cup teams in the 1960s, winning four titles.
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1. John O’Keeffe (Kerry)


It said much about his maturity that, aged nineteen, John O’Keeffe was at centre-back when Kerry won the All-Ireland title in 1970. Two years later, he was at midfield when they lost to Offaly in a replayed final. These experiences broadened his knowledge, and he adapted well when he relocated to full-back as Kerry embarked on a history-making run under Mick O’Dwyer in 1975. O’Keeffe brought style and guile to the many demands of the position at a time when its role was evolving. He won four All-Star awards at full-back and one at midfield.


2. Paddy O’Brien (Meath)


Meath’s capacity to produce superb full-backs started in the late 1940s when Paddy O’Brien launched himself into the public consciousness. He developed into one of the best in GAA history and was chosen on the GAA’s Team of the Century in 1984. Affectionately known as ‘Hands’, he was an exceptionally high fielder, a talent that played a huge part in Meath’s All-Ireland wins in 1949 and 1954.


3. Joe Keohane (Kerry)


In choosing Joe Keohane on the GAA’s Team of the Millennium, the selection panel paid tribute to his excellence in a senior inter-county career that started as an eighteen-year-old in 1937. His debut season was crowned with the first of his five All-Ireland titles, which included a three-in-a-row in 1939, 1940 and 1941. Apart from being high fielders, full-backs of his era also had to be exceptionally strong and, in addition to their own duties, were expected to protect their goalkeepers from marauding attackers. Keohane excelled on all fronts.


4. Noel Tierney (Galway)


Tierney’s high fielding and driving runs away from goal as he repelled another opposition challenge were consistent features of Galway’s greatest championship era when the county won successive All-Ireland titles in 1964, 1965 and 1966. The solidity of their defensive line was brought home by their conceding only one goal in three All-Ireland semi-finals and three finals, games in which they beat Kerry and Meath twice each, Down and Cork. Tierney, a major influence in them all, was chosen as Footballer of the Year in 1964.


5. Jack Quinn (Meath)


Jack Quinn’s name has always been synonymous with heroic full-back exploits – but then, he was a gifted performer, with a wide range of talents that enabled him to play in a number of different positions. The high point of a senior career that extended from 1963 to 1976 came in 1967 when Meath won the All-Ireland title. Later that year, he was named at full-back on an unofficial All-Star team, an honour he had also gained in 1966.



6. Darren Fay (Meath)


As part of his team-building in a period of transition, manager Seán Boylan took a major leap of faith in 1996 by promoting a twenty-year-old to the demanding full-back position. He need not have worried. Darren Fay, whose potential had been well flagged, settled in quickly and, as the season progressed, it became apparent that he was a special talent. By September, he was an All-Ireland medal winner, and he added a second in 1999. He won All-Star awards in 1996, 1999 and 2001.


7. Paddy Prendergast (Mayo)


The Ballintubber man’s inter-county career started with Donegal, where he was based as a garda, before he returned to Mayo in 1948. This coincided with the start of a glorious era, during which the county won two All-Irelands (1950 and 1951) and four Connacht titles in a row (1948–1951), as well as a fifth Connacht title in 1955. Paddy Prendergast’s powerful presence at full-back played a big part in all those successes.


8. Mick Lyons (Meath)


Lyons experienced good and bad times with Meath, having started out in the late 1970s at a time when they were struggling, something that continued well into the 1980s. Gradually, the county’s fortunes improved, with Lyons a dominant figure in a surge that saw them win successive All-Ireland titles in 1987, when he was captain, and 1988. An uncompromising sentry in front of goal, there was much more to his game than power and he also possessed a sharp football intellect.



9. Steven O’Brien (Cork)


Hugely versatile, Steven O’Brien was comfortable in any defensive position – as underlined by an All-Star haul which saw him win awards at full-back in 1990, centre half-back in 1994 and left half-back in 1995. He won two All-Ireland medals at full-back in 1989 and 1990 when Cork won successive All-Irelands for the first time. His commanding presence in front of goal was an important element in that achievement.


10. Eddie Boyle (Louth)


Regarded as one of Louth’s greatest footballers, Eddie Boyle’s two Leinster titles in 1943 and 1948 were the highest peaks of his senior inter-county career. These titles helped build a glowing reputation, which was enhanced by his exploits with Leinster in the Railway Cup, a competition that enjoyed real status during his time. He won five titles with Leinster in 1935, 1939, 1940, 1944 and 1945. As part of the GAA’s centenary celebrations in 1984, he was named at full-back on a team comprised of players who hadn’t won All-Ireland medals.
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1. Seán Flanagan (Mayo)


Chosen at left full-back on the GAA’s Team of the Century in 1984 and on the Team of the Millennium in 2000, Seán Flanagan’s reputation as a defender of outstanding ability was based on a career that saw him captain Mayo to successive All-Ireland titles in 1950 and 1951. His influence on team affairs extended beyond playing, having also taken a significant role in training the squad and match-day tactics. Clearly, he was a man ahead of his time.


2. Keith Higgins (Mayo)


The only gap on Higgins’ football CV is an All-Ireland senior title, a target he did more than most to try to hit during a sixteen-year career that began in 2005. He played in six All-Ireland finals, losing five (three by a point) and drawing one. The absence of an All-Ireland title from his long list of achievements in no way lowers his status, as his consistency during all those years was quite remarkable. He won four All-Star awards in 2012, 2013, 2014 and 2017, and was nominated seven times.


3. Robbie Kelleher (Dublin)


In four seasons (1970–1973), Dublin played only seven championship games, recording just two wins. In the six subsequent seasons (1974–1979), they played thirty-two championship games, losing only three – all to Kerry. Robbie Kelleher and several others were aboard for the bad and good times. It was a remarkable transformation, yielding three All-Ireland and six successive Leinster titles. Kelleher won four All-Star awards in that period, one more than any other Dublin player.


4. Michael Fitzsimons (Dublin)


Michael Fitzsimons’ arrival on the scene in 2010 came a year before Dublin ended a sixteen-year wait for an All-Ireland title. He represented a new breed, one that cared little for the past and were determined to build a new empire. He was at left full-back on the team that won the 2011 All-Ireland title and went on to become one of the best man-markers in a number of positions as part of a record-breaking Dublin squad.


5. Tony Scullion (Derry)


The essence of versatility, Tony Scullion could play in most defensive positions, although left full-back was his best. He was a leading driver in the Derry surge in the early 1990s – first when they won the National League in 1992 and, even more crucially, when they were crowned All-Ireland champions for the first time the following year. He won four All-Star awards and also enjoyed great success with Ulster teams, winning six Railway Cup titles.


6. Graham Canty (Cork)


The ultimate in versatility, Canty played in most defensive positions, as well as midfield, in a long career that peaked in 2010 when he captained Cork to their first All-Ireland title for twenty years. He was highly effective wherever he lined out, providing real leadership. He was a triple All-Star winner, having been selected at left full-back in 2007 and centre-back in 2009 and 2010. He was nominated six times.


7. Kevin Kehilly (Cork)


Players like Kevin Kehilly must envy the modern generation of players where opportunities for extended championship runs are plentiful. It wasn’t like that in Kehilly’s time in the 1970s and 1980s when one defeat ended that year’s campaign – and since Cork were up against an exceptional Kerry team, they rarely got out of Munster. None of that takes away from Kehilly’s status as a highly intelligent and effective defender. He won All-Star awards at full-back and left full-back.


8. Tom O’Hare (Down)


Down’s first All-Ireland title success in 1960, followed by a second a year later, ensured that all the players from that team became part of GAA folklore. Tom O’Hare, who arrived on the scene a few years later, had to wait until 1968 for an All-Ireland win. By then, he was established as a tenacious and ultra-reliable defender, a status he retained up to his departure five years later. He was a regular on Ulster teams for several years.


9. Conor Gormley (Tyrone)


An ability to adapt to whichever position the tactical demands of a game required was a top priority for Tyrone players under Mickey Harte after he took over as manager at the end of 2002. That was especially demanding on defenders but many of them managed it very well, including Conor Gormley, who was effective in a variety of areas. That included left full-back, where he won an All-Star award in 2008. He also won All-Stars at right half-back and centre half-back.


10. John McKnight (Armagh)


An All-Ireland minor championship winner in 1949, McKnight was aboard the senior team that reached the All-Ireland in 1953. Unfortunately for him and Armagh, the dream of a first All-Ireland title was dashed by Kerry. McKnight remained a consistent presence on Armagh and Ulster teams, winning a Railway Cup medal in 1956. In 1984, he was named at left full-back on a selection that comprised the best players not to win an All-Ireland medal.
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1. Tomás Ó Sé (Kerry)


There wasn’t a more encouraging sight for Kerry supporters than Tomás Ó Sé powering upfield from right half-back, soloing the ball with a controlled technique few of his peers could match. Quite often, it ended with him kicking a point. His capacity to make those breaks when his side needed them most was invaluable. He was equally efficient in defensive duties during a career that yielded five All-Ireland senior titles and five All-Star awards between 2000 and 2009.


2. James McCarthy (Dublin)


Many players are position specialists, most comfortable in a defined role where they build a career around the particular requirements needed. Not James McCarthy, whose game has much wider parameters. From the start of his Dublin career in February 2010, he has shown athleticism and adventure, combined with a smart football brain that has left him equally effective as a half-back or midfielder. Add in his driving forward runs and he became a real powerhouse.



3. Lee Keegan (Mayo)


One of Mayo’s best players, Lee Keegan brought so much to his game that it was unfortunate his career ended without an All-Ireland senior medal. He played in seven finals (including a replay) between 2012 and 2021, but ultimate glory eluded him. His scoring rate was exceptionally high for a defender but then he was expert at timing his forward runs. He was Footballer of the Year in 2016 and won five All-Star awards.


4. Séamus Moynihan (Kerry)


Séamus Moynihan played at midfield in his debut year (1992), but it was as a defender that he established a deserved reputation as one of the finest talents of his generation. Equally comfortable in all defensive positions, his ability to adapt to whatever challenge confronted him was invaluable for Kerry in a career that lasted fourteen years. It yielded four All-Ireland medals, three All-Stars and a Footballer of the Year award in 2000.


5. Seán Murphy (Kerry)


From 1953 into the early 1960s, Seán Murphy was a formidable presence in the Kerry defence, winning All-Ireland titles in his debut year and again in 1955 and 1959. His excellence in 1959 earned him the Footballer of the Year award in a scheme that had been introduced a year earlier. He was chosen at right half-back on the GAA’s Team of the Century in 1984 and Team of the Millennium in 2000.



6. Tommy Drumm (Dublin)


Tommy Drumm’s performance as captain and centre-back in Dublin’s 1983 All-Ireland final win was one of the highlights of his career. Despite being reduced to twelve men for much of the second half, they beat Galway by two points. Drumm’s career started at right half-back where he won three successive All-Stars in 1977, 1978 and 1979 before he moved to number six. He was equally impressive there, winning a fourth All-Star, as well as Footballer of the Year in 1983.


7. Niall Cahalane (Cork)


The epitome of versatility, Cahalane was effective in a variety of defensive positions, a talent that owed much to his athleticism and an ability to read play intelligently. It stood him and Cork well for many years. An influential figure in the most successful period in Cork football history, when, after losing the 1987 and 1988 All-Ireland finals, they won the next two. He won All-Star awards in 1987 and 1988.


8. Paul Curran (Dublin)


Following in the footsteps of his father, Noel, who had won an All-Ireland medal with Meath in 1967, Paul Curran excelled as a defender for Dublin, though he also played at midfield and attack at different stages of his thirteen-year career. He won an All-Ireland senior title in 1995 and All-Star awards in 1992, 1995 and 1996. He was chosen as Footballer of the Year in 1995. His all-round adaptability made him one of the stars of his generation.



9. Brian McEniff (Donegal)


Brian McEniff’s central role in managing Donegal when they won the All-Ireland title for the first time in 1992 tends to overshadow his long career as a player. It shouldn’t. He was hugely influential in 1972 when Donegal won the Ulster title for the first time, filling the demanding role of player-manager as they broke new frontiers. Later that year, he became Donegal’s first All-Star. He was player-manager again when Donegal won the 1974 Ulster title.


10. Eugene Mulligan (Offaly)


The year 1971 was special for Offaly, as they won the All-Ireland title for the first time. It was extra exciting for Eugene Mulligan, whose excellence not only saw him recognised as Footballer of the Year but also as the automatic choice at right half-back on the inaugural All-Stars team – the only position with a single nominee. He won a second All-Ireland title in 1972 and went on to excel until his retirement in 1980.
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1. John Joe O’Reilly (Cavan)


Revered in song and story, John Joe O’Reilly’s name has an iconic ring – and not just in Cavan, with whom he won two All-Ireland titles in 1947 and 1948 (both as captain). A noted sprinter and basketballer, he brought many of the requirements from those disciplines into his football. His approach to the number-six role was ahead of its time, especially the expertise he brought to tackling. He was chosen on the Teams of the Century (1984) and Team of the Millennium (2000). Sadly, he died in 1952 at the age of thirty-four.


2. Kieran McGeeney (Armagh)


A natural leader, it was appropriate that Kieran McGeeney was captain when Armagh won the All-Ireland title for the first time in 2002. Through his dedication and determination, he was influential in driving the culture that enabled Armagh to emerge as a powerful force at the start of the new millennium before landing the biggest prize of all. His contribution to the 2002 success earned him the Footballer of the Year award. He won All-Star awards in 1999, 2000 and 2002.


3. Gerry O’Malley (Roscommon)


Gerry O’Malley’s career spanned three decades (1940s–1960s), underlining his dedication and durability. Unfortunately for him, and despite reaching the final in 1962, it didn’t yield an All-Ireland senior medal, but his determined attempts to make it happen took his status nationally to great heights. In 1984, the GAA’s centenary year, he was chosen at centre-back on a team comprised of players who hadn’t won All-Ireland titles. He was also an accomplished hurler.


4. Glenn Ryan (Kildare)


Mick O’Dwyer, who managed Kildare from 1991 to 1994 and again from 1997 to 2002, described Glenn Ryan as ‘the rock, the anchor, the captain and the inspiration’ of the team that reached the 1998 All-Ireland final, which they lost to Galway. Earlier that year, Ryan had led Kildare to a first Leinster title for forty-two years, and won another in 2000. The essence of solidity during a sixteen-season career with the Lilywhites, he won All-Star awards in 1997 and 1998.


5. Tim Kennelly (Kerry)


Tim Kennelly made his senior debut in 1974 at the age of twenty, at a time when a new and exciting group of Kerry players were beginning to emerge as special talents. He went on to win five All-Ireland senior titles between 1975 and 1981, a period in which he was twice an All-Star (1979 and 1980). A centre-back of immense stature, ‘Horse’, as he was affectionately known, revelled in the most demanding physical exchanges.


6. Dan McCartan (Down)


One of four Down players who won All-Ireland medals in 1960, 1961 and 1968, Dan McCartan was at centre-back in 1960 and 1961 and at full-back in 1968. He also won eight Ulster titles and three National League titles. The ease with which he made the transfer from number six to number three highlighted his natural football instinct and it was that, allied to a fiercely competitive nature, that made him a player of immense stature.


7. Karl Lacey (Donegal)


Footballer of the Year in 2012, the year Donegal won their second All-Ireland title, Karl Lacey was a pivotal figure in the rebuild launched by manager Jim McGuinness in 2011. Lacey won All-Star awards at centre-back in 2011 and 2012. He had spent much of the earlier part of his career in the full-back line, where he won All-Star awards on the left in 2006 and on the right in 2009.


8. Bill Casey (Kerry)


A powerhouse defender, Bill Casey was one of the main Kingdom anchors in the latter part of the 1930s and most of the 1940s. His first All-Ireland final ended in disappointment when Kerry lost to Galway in 1938, but he went on to win four titles in 1939, 1940, 1941 and 1946. Bill, whose nephew Brian Mullins enjoyed a great career with Dublin in the 1970s and 1980s, was the centre-back choice on the Munster Team of the Millennium in 2000.


9. Paddy Moriarty (Armagh)


Armagh’s first All-Star recipient in 1972, the honour coming at left full-forward, Moriarty was a classy attacker before switching to defence where he developed into an outstanding number six. He and his Armagh colleagues got one shot at All-Ireland glory in 1977 but were beaten by a Dublin team at the peak of its powers. Moriarty was the All-Star centre-back that year. One of football’s top all-round performers.


10. Cian O’Sullivan (Dublin)


Cian O’Sullivan’s promotion to the Dublin team in 2010 coincided with the beginning of the most remarkable period in the county’s history. He won his first All-Ireland medal at right full-back in 2011, but was at his best in the centre half-back area, where his sense of calmness, authority and good judgement resonated with colleagues around him. He was a leading figure in Dublin’s glory period and was an All-Star number six in 2013, 2015 and 2017.
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1. Martin O’Connell (Meath)


Martin O’Connell’s career may have featured him in attack at times, but it was at left half-back that he made the biggest impression over many years, including in 1987 and 1988 when Meath won the All-Ireland two-in-a-row. Chosen at number seven on the Team of the Millennium in 2000, O’Connell won All-Star awards in that position in 1988, 1990 and 1991, before adding a fourth at left full-back in 1996, when he was also chosen as Footballer of the Year, having won a third All-Ireland medal.


2. Jack McCaffrey (Dublin)


From the day Jack McCaffrey made his senior debut as a twenty-year-old in 2013, it was obvious that he was a remarkable talent. He arrived on the scene at a time when Dublin had the deepest talent pool in the county’s history and he quickly developed into one of the most exciting half-backs the game has seen, with ball-carrying sprints that carried him into opposition territory, often yielding crucial scores. By 2015, he was Footballer of the Year.


3. Philip Jordan (Tyrone)


Peter Canavan (six) and Seán Cavanagh (five) are the only Tyrone men to have more All-Star awards than Philip Jordan (four), which shows the exalted circles in which he moved during his nine-year career. Relatively few half-backs have won four All-Stars but Jordan’s consistent excellence saw him achieve it between 2003 and 2010, a period in which he also won three All-Ireland titles in the most successful era in Tyrone history.


4. Paudie Lynch (Kerry)


Paudie Lynch’s long career saw him play in defence, attack and midfield, but then he was such a competent footballer that slotting in wherever management felt he was required came easily to him. It started in the half-forward line, moved to midfield but it was as a defender that he really hit the heights, winning five All-Ireland titles between 1975 and 1981. He won All-Star awards at midfield in 1974, left half-back in 1978 and left full-back in 1981.


5. Stephen White (Louth)


Stephen White was selected on the GAA’s Team of the Century in 1984, but lost out to Meath’s Martin O’Connell on the Team of the Millennium. He won the first of three Leinster championships in 1948, adding a second in 1950 and a third in 1957, the year in which Louth won the All-Ireland title for the first time since 1912. He won four Railway Cup medals with Leinster – two in attack, one in midfield and one in defence.


6. Colm Boyle (Mayo)


Between 2008 and 2021, Colm Boyle played 120 times for Mayo, testament to his dedication and durability. Unfortunately for him, his career ended without an All-Ireland senior medal, but he will still be remembered as an exceptionally efficient half-back. Indeed, he holds the unusual distinction of having won All-Stars in all three positions, two on the left (2013 and 2014), one in the centre (2016) and one on the right (2017).


7. Jim McDonnell (Cavan)


From the mid-1950s to the mid-1960s, Jim McDonnell was a major presence in Cavan football, primarily at half-back, although he also played at midfield on occasions. Cavan won three Ulster titles in that period (they also lost three finals) but failed to reach an All-Ireland final. That was certainly no fault of McDonnell’s, who remained the essence of reliability. He enjoyed many great days with Ulster, playing on teams that won four Railway Cup titles in 1956, 1960, 1963 and 1964.


8. Pat Reynolds (Meath)


From 1964, when he was promoted to the senior team as an eighteen-year-old, to the mid-1970s, Pat Reynolds was a formidable presence on a Meath team that experienced contrasting fortunes – winning an All-Ireland title in 1967, having lost to Galway a year earlier. They also lost to Kerry in the 1970 final. Reynolds was chosen on the Team of the Year in 1967 and was the first Meath man to be selected on the official All-Stars in 1971.


9. Seán Óg de Paor (Galway)


Seán Óg de Paor knew bad and good times with Galway, having done more than most to turn the former into the latter as the Tribesmen powered their way to All-Ireland glory for the first time in thirty-two years in 1998. He added a second title in 2001. An intelligent reader of the game, his ability to judge accurately when to stay as part of the defensive shape and when to go forward as an attacker made him an invaluable asset. He won two All-Star awards.


10. Jim Reilly (Cavan)


Jim Reilly won no All-Ireland senior medals, no provincial titles and no All-Star awards, but that should not mislead anyone into thinking that he wasn’t as good as many of those who accumulated some – or indeed all three – of those big prizes. In truth, he was, but Cavan weren’t when his career was at its peak in the 1980s. He enjoyed more success with Ulster, where he had an important input into three Railway Cup successes.
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1. Jack O’Shea (Kerry)


Jack O’Shea was the complete package: seven All-Ireland senior medals, four Footballer of the Year awards in six seasons, six successive All-Star awards, eleven All-Star nominations and chosen on the GAA’s Team of the Century in 1984. That’s quite a haul for a man whose inter-county career ran from 1976 to 1992. A superb fielder, an accurate kicker and a smart reader of the game, he also had limitless energy, which he used effectively all over the pitch.



2. Mick O’Connell (Kerry)


It’s unfortunate that more footage of Mick O’Connell’s exploits aren’t available in the archives but since his career ran from the 1950s to the 1970s, there’s little enough around. Despite that, he was known everywhere as a real superstar, due mainly to his exceptional fielding skills and accurate kicking. Footballer of the Year in 1962, he won an All-Star award in 1972 and was chosen on both the GAA Team of the Century (1984) and Team of the Millennium (2000).


3. Brian Fenton (Dublin)


Making his debut in 2015, Brian Fenton didn’t experience defeat in a championship game until the 2021 All-Ireland semi-final when Dublin lost to Mayo. In between, they won six successive All-Ireland titles. Fenton played a huge role in that record-breaking run, establishing himself as one of the best players in football history as a fielder, distributor and in getting forward to snatch crucial scores.


4. Brian Mullins (Dublin)


The flowing hair … the high fielding … the powerful runs … the sheer determination. They combined to make nineteen-year-old Brian Mullins quite a star in his debut year (1974) as Dublin defied the odds to win the All-Ireland title. Mullins went on to become one of the all-time great midfielders. His career was interrupted by injuries sustained in a car accident but, typical of his commitment, he battled back to full fitness. He won two All-Stars and was nominated six times.



5. Darragh Ó Sé (Kerry)


The Kingdom have always had the knack of producing excellent midfielders and Darragh Ó Sé certainly lived up to the standard. A wonderful fielder and a ferocious competitor, he was a solid anchor in a fifteen-year career that began in the mid-1990s at a time when Kerry were emerging from a slump. The bigger the challenge, the more he revelled in it, a quality that inspired his team-mates. He won six All-Ireland senior titles and was an All-Star midfielder four times.


6. Tommy Murphy (Laois)


Known as the ‘Boy Wonder’ after making his senior inter-county debut at the age of sixteen, Tommy Murphy arrived on the scene at a time when Laois were doing well in the 1930s. He progressed rapidly and built a career that drew recognition all over the country. Naturally gifted in all the key components required to make a top-class midfielder, he made such a lasting impression that he was named on the GAA’s Team of the Millennium in 2000.


7. Seán Cavanagh (Tyrone)


The 2008 Footballer of the Year was a superb midfielder but he could also take his game in other directions too, making him equally comfortable in the half-forward line, where he won two All-Star awards. His other three came at midfield. It all points to a wide array of skills, which he possessed in abundance. His ball-carrying technique made him very difficult to dispossess while his ‘dummy’ action, prior to lining up a shot, repeatedly confused even the most seasoned defenders.



8. Dermot Earley (Roscommon)


From 1965, when he made his senior debut as a seventeen-year-old, to the day he retired twenty years later, Dermot Earley was central to Roscommon’s efforts to land the main prizes. They won most of them but the biggest of all – the All-Ireland – eluded them. His fielding skills, smooth running style, boundless energy and general appreciation of what was required around the middle third made him an exceptional performer. He won two All-Star awards in 1974 and 1979.


9. Paddy Kennedy (Kerry)


Paddy Kennedy attributed his high-fielding skills to long walks and ballroom dancing, two pursuits he enjoyed. Whatever the origins, his leaping ability topped an extensive list of talents that he displayed consistently during a highly successful career. He played in ten All-Ireland senior finals (including replays) between 1937 and 1947 in a historic period for Kerry, who won the three-in-arow for the second time in 1939, 1940 and 1941.


10. Willie Bryan (Offaly)


There was no more elegant sight in football than Willie Bryan timing his runs to perfection before soaring high to make a spectacular catch. He was a joy to behold for Offaly supporters in the memorable 1971 season, when the county won the All-Ireland title for the first time. Offaly completed the two-in-a-row a year later, in a campaign where Bryan played even better. Later that year, he secured the Footballer of the Year award and picked up a second All-Star.



11. Anthony Tohill (Derry)


After winning an All-Ireland minor medal in 1989, Anthony Tohill went to play for Australian Rules club Melbourne Demons. He came back to Ireland in 1991 after breaking his leg – and became one of the sparks that ignited Derry, who won the 1992 National League title before reaching an even higher peak by winning the All-Ireland title for the first time in 1993. Tohill’s powerhouse career continued for another decade, during which he gave outstanding service to Derry and Ireland’s International Rules team. He is a four-time All-Star.


12. Pádraig Carney (Mayo)


‘The Flying Doctor’, as Pádraig Carney was affectionately known after Mayo flew him back from America for the National League semi-final and final in 1954, had an outstanding career, albeit one that ended at the age of twenty-six because of his medical studies in the US. By then, he had established quite a reputation, having played a major part in Mayo’s All-Ireland successes in 1950 and 1951. He was equally efficient in midfield or attack.


13. John McDermott (Meath)


John McDermott’s introduction to senior championship football in 1991 during Meath’s epic four-match encounter with Dublin helped prepare him for the demands of the big time. He learned quickly and went on to become a towering presence. He was central to Seán Boylan’s rebuild post-1995, which yielded All-Ireland wins in 1996 and 1999. A superb fielder, strong runner and a reliable finisher, McDermott ticked all the midfield boxes. He was a three-time All-Star in 1996, 1998 and 1999.



14. Jim McKeever (Derry)


Regarded as one of the greatest fielders, Jim McKeever’s versatility meant that he played in a number of positions during his long career. But it was as a midfielder that he did best of all, highlighted in 1958 by his performance as captain against Dublin in the All-Ireland final. Derry lost, but McKeever played so well, as indeed he had all season, that he was named as Footballer of the Year in the scheme’s inaugural year.


15. Joe Kernan (Armagh)


All-Ireland titles eluded Joe Kernan as a player (he would later achieve them with Crossmaglen Rangers and Armagh as manager), but there’s no doubt that he was a real warrior in his seventeen-year inter-county career, during which he won three Ulster championships. He scored two superb goals against Dublin in the 1977 All-Ireland final but Armagh were well beaten by the reigning champions. His performances throughout the season earned him an All-Star award and he won a second in 1982.


16. Gerry McEntee (Meath)


Gerry McEntee was an experienced performer when Seán Boylan took over as Meath manager in 1982 and set about reigniting the Royal fire. It was a slow burn at first, but everything changed in 1986 when they won the Leinster title for the first time since 1970. Successive All-Ireland titles followed in 1987 and 1988. McEntee’s forceful personality and relentless determination were crucial features on a team known for its resilience.



17. Kevin Walsh (Galway)


Kevin Walsh enjoyed a spectacular start to life as a Galway footballer, winning an All-Ireland minor medal in 1976. By the time he won his first senior medal twelve years later, he had long established himself as one of the most intelligent midfielders in the game. His basketball experience boosted his skill range, while his ability to read the play was invaluable. He added a second All-Ireland title in 2001 and was a three-time All-Star.


18. Colm McAlarney (Down)


Colm McAlarney holds the distinction of having won Railway Cup medals with Ulster in three decades. He was a rookie in 1968 when he won the first of four medals and won further honours in 1971, 1979 and 1980. In 1968, he produced one of the great All-Ireland performances against Kerry on a day when Down won their third All-Ireland title. He won four Ulster championships, a National League and was All-Star midfielder in 1975 and 1978.


19. Peter McGinnity (Fermanagh)


Peter McGinnity played in only one Ulster senior final and never won a major competition but was rightly recognised as a player of immense talent. He was only sixteen years old when part of the Fermanagh Under-21 team that reached the All-Ireland final in 1970, losing to Cork. He won four Railway Cup medals with Ulster and was Fermanagh’s first All-Star in 1982.



20. John Galvin (Limerick)


When he ended his fifteen-year inter-county career in 2015, the Limerick Leader described John Galvin as ‘the greatest Limerick footballer of all time’. It’s a view held by many in the county. He was highly regarded elsewhere too as a midfielder of real substance, who regularly out-played better-known opposition. Major honours eluded him at senior level, the closest call coming in 2004 when Limerick drew with Kerry in the Munster final before losing the replay.
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1. Seán O’Neill (Down)


During a sixteen-year inter-county career, Seán O’Neill displayed speed, a remarkable range of skills and on-field intelligence that were central to Down’s successes. He was right half-forward on the first Down team to win an All-Ireland senior title in 1960 and when they retained it in 1961. They won a third title in 1968, with O’Neill at full-forward, a performance that contributed to his Footballer of the Year award. In addition, he won eight Ulster titles, three National Leagues, eight Railway Cups, plus two All-Star awards.


2. Maurice Fitzgerald (Kerry)


In 1988, at the age of eighteen, Maurice Fitzgerald was thrust into the limelight when he was selected for the Munster final, where he kicked ten points against Cork. It wasn’t enough to win the game, but it earned him the first of three All-Star awards. Much of his career coincided with a fallow period for Kerry and he had to wait until 1997 for his first All-Ireland medal; he added a second in 2000. Gifted with sublime skills, he was Footballer of the Year in 1997.


3. Trevor Giles (Meath)


Trevor Giles first came to prominence on the All-Ireland-winning Meath minor team of 1992. It earned him a quick promotion to the senior ranks, and he became a central figure in Seán Boylan’s second generation of All-Ireland winners, winning titles in 1996 and 1999. Giles was an All-Star on three occasions and took the Footballer of the Year honour in 1999.


4. Anton O’Toole (Dublin)


Fondly nicknamed the ‘Blue Panther’, Anton O’Toole was part of Dublin’s ‘Blue Revolution’ of the 1970s that had such an impact on football. A quiet man of enormous influence, he won four All-Ireland senior titles in a career that stretched from 1972 to 1984, during which he played 105 league and championship games, scoring a total of 13–101. A three-time All-Star, he was nominated seven times.


5. Ger Power (Kerry)


Such was Ger Power’s versatility as a footballer and athlete that he played in numerous positions in both defence and attack with both club and county. He won eight All-Ireland titles during the Kingdom’s golden years between 1975 and 1986, and was captain in 1980. He won six All-Star awards – two at left half-back and three at right half-forward, and a sixth, in 1986, at left full-forward.


6. Ja Fallon (Galway)


Ja Fallon was a mere youngster when shrewd observers, having watched him with his club Tuam Stars and St Jarlath’s College, first predicted that he would be a star in the future. They were right, as he quickly developed into one of Galway’s best forwards. He was especially effective throughout 1998, when the Tribesmen ended a thirty-two-year wait for All-Ireland success. They won a ninth title in 2001. He was a two-time All-Star in 1995 and 1998.


7. Paul Mannion (Dublin)


With his career still in full swing, Paul Mannion is one of the youngest players on these lists. He enjoyed a brilliant underage career, winning two All-Ireland Under-21 championships. He graduated to senior status in early 2013 and won his first title the following September at the start of a remarkable Dublin era. He missed the 2015 season due to overseas studies in China, but returned to play a big part in Dublin’s history-making six-in-a-row run.


8. Brian Dooher (Tyrone)


From 1996 to 2011, Brian Dooher was one of the most recognisable figures in the game. His incredible workrate was invaluable as Tyrone enjoyed unprecedented success, which included the county’s first All-Ireland senior title in 2003. He was appointed captain following the untimely death of Cormac McAnallen in 2004 and led Tyrone to two more All-Ireland successes in 2005 and 2008. He was joint team manager, with Fergal Logan, when Tyrone won the 2021 All-Ireland.


9. Barney Rock (Dublin)


Barney Rock was one of the greatest marksmen the game has ever seen, from play and from frees. He first came to prominence on the Dublin 1979 minor team and was promoted to the senior side a year later. An All-Ireland medal winner in 1983, he was a three-time All-Star during an eleven-year career in which he scored 30–360 in ninety-nine games. His son Dean, who announced his retirement in early 2024, was also an exceptional talent, winning eight All-Ireland medals between 2013 and 2023.


10. Seán O’Connell (Derry)


Seán O’Connell’s club career began in 1953 and continued until 1978. During that time, he became one of the most feared forwards in the game. He won his first Ulster title with Derry in 1958 – their first provincial success – and went on to add three more in 1970, 1975 and 1976. A prolific finisher, he was a regular on Ulster Railway Cup teams for many years, winning four Railway Cup medals.
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1. Seán Purcell (Galway)


When people debate who the greatest footballer of all time is, Seán Purcell’s name is always prominent. He was certainly one of the most versatile players. The ‘Master’, as he was known in Galway, was an outstanding full-back, midfielder and centre half-forward, the position he played when he won his only All-Ireland senior medal in 1956. He won six Connacht championships, a National League in 1957 and three Railway Cup medals with Connacht. He was chosen on both the Team of the Century (1984) and the Team of the Millennium (2000).


2. Larry Tompkins (Kildare and Cork)


Larry Tompkins was just sixteen years old when he played minor, Under-21 and senior football for Kildare in 1980. Lean years followed for the Lilywhites, and he might have been lost to football after heading to New York in 1985, following a falling-out with officials in his native county. However, he returned to play for Cork in 1987 and enjoyed an outstanding career in Rebel colours, which yielded All-Ireland titles in 1989 and 1990 (the latter as captain), six Munster titles and a National League title, plus three All-Star awards.


3. Michael Murphy (Donegal)


Michael Murphy was a seventeen-year-old schoolboy at St Eunan’s College in Letterkenny when he first played senior football for Donegal in 2007. Four years later, he was appointed Donegal captain by manager Jim McGuinness, and, in 2012, became only the second player from the county to lift the Sam Maguire Cup after Donegal beat Mayo in the All-Ireland final. A three-time All-Star in three different positions, it underlined his versatility in a career that lasted until 2022.



4. Mattie McDonagh (Galway)


Mattie McDonagh is the only Connacht footballer to hold four All-Ireland senior championship medals. He won his first as a nineteen-year-old in 1956 when he played at midfield against Cork. He later switched to centre half-forward and it was in that position that he helped Galway win three successive All-Ireland titles in 1964, 1965 and 1966 (and he was named Footballer of the Year in 1966). He also played inter-county hurling for Roscommon, the county in which his club was affiliated for hurling.


5. Jimmy ‘Jamesie’ Murray (Roscommon)


Roscommon was not a fashionable football county in the late 1930s and early 1940s but that did not quell the passion Jimmy Murray had for the game. His determination was evident from an early age and his leadership qualities made him a natural captain. His appointment at the start of 1943 prompted a golden era for Roscommon and he led them to glorious back-to-back All-Irelands in 1943 and 1944. He was joined on that team by his brother Phelim.


6. Eugene McKenna (Tyrone)


Tyrone led the 1986 All-Ireland final against Kerry by 1–8 to 0–4 just after half-time. Nobody in the stadium or watching on television could believe their eyes. Then Eugene McKenna got injured, left the field and everything changed. Tyrone lost their way and Kerry won comfortably. McKenna’s career ended without a senior All-Ireland medal, but he was honoured with three All-Star awards in 1984, 1996 and 1989 and he is regarded as one of the greatest Tyrone and Ulster players of all time.



7. Martin McHugh (Donegal)


Relatively small in stature, Martin McHugh was still capable of exerting a massive influence on games, as he did during a long and successful career that included 138 senior games with Donegal. An All-Ireland Under-21 title winner in 1982, he and many of his team-mates graduated to senior level and brought the All-Ireland senior title to Donegal for the first time in 1992. Twice an All-Star (1983 and 1992), he was Footballer of the Year in 1992. He also managed Cavan to Ulster success in 1997.


8. Greg Blaney (Down)


At the age of just sixteen, Greg Blaney was left half-forward on the Down Under-21 team that captured the All-Ireland title in 1979. He also won an Ulster minor medal that year. It was the start of a glorious career, which also included considerable success as a hurler. A centre-forward with vision, strength, passing precision and scoring prowess, he won two All-Ireland senior medals in 1991 and 1994, was an All-Star on three occasions and regularly represented Ireland in the International Rules series.


9. Tony Hanahoe (Dublin)


Tony Hanahoe had the unique distinction of being player, manager and captain of the All-Ireland-winning Dublin team in 1977. It was quite a hat-trick for a man who, prior to 1974, had experienced lean times in a senior career that had started in 1965. That he was able to combine the three roles so successfully in 1977 underlined the deep knowledge and understanding he brought to the game. His different approach to centre-forward play was an important part of Dublin All-Ireland successes in 1974, 1976 and 1977.


10. Declan O’Sullivan (Kerry)


Declan O’Sullivan is one of only eight players in football history to captain his county to back-to-back All-Ireland senior titles. That was achieved in 2006 and 2007 when Kerry beat Mayo and Cork respectively in the finals. In a senior career that began in 2003, he won three other All-Ireland titles, the last as a sub in 2014. Having been troubled by injury for some time, he announced his retirement late in 2014. He was an All-Star in 2007, 2008 and 2009.
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1. Pat Spillane (Kerry)


The Spillanes and their extended family were football royalty in Kerry. Pat was ‘The King’. Possessed of wonderful natural ability, he had a huge work ethic in games, on the training ground and in the gym. He won the first of eight All-Ireland medals in 1975; the last three were consecutive from 1984 to 1986, and came after he recovered from a career-threatening knee injury. Twice Footballer of the Year in 1978 and 1986, his career as a pundit has been equally successful.


2. Matt Connor (Offaly)


Matt Connor was only twenty-five years old when injuries he sustained in a car accident on Christmas morning in 1984 left him in a wheelchair, but he had already achieved legendary status as one of football’s most gifted exponents. In the 1980 All-Ireland semi-final, which Offaly lost to Kerry, he kicked 2–9 – 2–3 from play. Two years later, he scored 0–7 as Offaly won the All-Ireland title. He was an All-Star three times in 1980, 1982 and 1983.


3. Mickey Kearins (Sligo)


It’s a testament to his abilities that Mickey Kearins earned national esteem when Sligo operated mostly outside football’s upper echelons for much of his career. Through the Railway Cup competition, he found a role on a bigger stage with Connacht, winning interprovincial titles in 1967 and 1969. He was selected on the first All-Star team in 1971 and, four years later, won his only Connacht senior championship medal. He later became a highly respected referee and coach.


4. Michael Donnellan (Galway)


Maintaining a tradition begun by his grandfather, also Michael, in the 1920s and 1930s, and carried on by his father John and Uncle Pat, Michael Donnellan won the first of two All-Ireland senior titles in 1998. He produced some slaloming runs, incisive passes and general play-making that mesmerised his opponents, Kildare. A product of the famed nursery of St Jarlath’s College, he added his second championship in 2001. He was a three-time All-Star, in 1998, 2000 and 2001.


5. Ciarán Kilkenny (Dublin)


As gifted a hurler as he is a footballer, Ciarán Kilkenny could also have chosen a career in Australian Rules football (he was on the rookie list with the Hawthorn club). But he chose to return to his native city and concentrate on Gaelic football. It brought spectacular success. His strength and athleticism, allied with scoring power, made him an integral part of the most successful squads in football history.


6. Paddy Doherty (Down)


In 1957, homesickness brought Paddy Doherty back from a potential soccer career in England and ensured he would be part of the emergence of the ground-breaking Down team of the 1960s. He was top scorer as Down won the Sam Maguire for the first time in 1960, won a second title the following year and was still at the peak of his powers when a third title was landed in 1968.


7. Tony McTague (Offaly)


Twice honoured as an All-Star in 1971 and 1972, Tony McTague was one of the greatest free-takers of his, or any, generation, and was equally prolific from play. He emerged as an exceptional talent on the Offaly minor team that won the All-Ireland championship in 1964. He made his senior debut the following year and had an unbroken ten-year career, winning two All-Ireland titles, one as captain in 1972.


8. Séamus Leydon (Galway)


A winner of an All-Ireland Colleges medal with St Jarlath’s, Tuam, and an All-Ireland minor medal with Galway in 1960, Séamus Leydon’s path to stardom was laid out early. He became one of the permanent figures in the Galway senior team that dominated football in the mid-1960s, winning three consecutive championships. He also won a National League medal in 1965, two Railway Cup medals and was selected on the first All-Star team in 1971.


9. Kevin O’Brien (Wicklow)


The spotlight rarely shines on Wicklow football but when it did, in 1990, Kevin O’Brien took full advantage. The year began with his club, Baltinglass, winning the All-Ireland club championship. Later in the year he also toured Australia with the successful International Rules team. At the end of the year, he became Wicklow’s first All-Star and remained one of the most impressive footballers in the country for another decade. A highpoint of his Wicklow career was captaining them to an All-Ireland B title in 1992.


10. Declan Browne (Tipperary)


When Declan Browne made his senior football championship debut in 1996, football was hardly a priority. He was also a member of the Tipperary minor hurling team that won the All-Ireland title that year. Football management persuaded him to stick with the big ball and he won the first of two All-Star awards in 1998. The second came in 2003 when he was also selected for the International Rules team.
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1. David Clifford (Kerry)


The rise of a superstar: in 2016, David Clifford scored 2–5 for St Brendan’s, Killarney, in the All-Ireland Colleges final; in 2017, he scored 4–4 for Kerry in the All-Ireland minor final, winning his second medal in the grade. He then moved to the senior grade where he has got better with each passing year. His range of skills seems never-ending and some of his exploits have been breathtaking. He won his fifth All-Star in 2023, at the age of just twenty-four.


2. Mikey Sheehy (Kerry)


As an example of Mikey Sheehy’s scoring prowess, take a look at the stats from the 1979 All-Ireland championship. He scored an average of 0–7 in every game, including an incredible 3–5 in the All-Ireland semi-final against Monaghan and 2–6 against Dublin in the final. He scored the most famous goal of all in the 1978 final against Dublin, chipping a free over the stricken keeper, Paddy Cullen, to change the course of the game. He won eight All-Ireland titles, is a seven-time All-Star and was Footballer of the Year in 1979.


3. Colm Cooper (Kerry)


Another Kerryman completes the top three right full-forwards. Colm ‘Gooch’ Cooper scored twenty-three goals (and 283 points) in an eighty-five-game championship career between 2002 and 2016, the most memorable of which came in the 2004 All-Ireland final against Mayo. A high ball sent in by Eamon Fitzmaurice was fielded by Cooper, who turned and twisted, leaving defenders floundering, before he slipped the ball to the net. He continued to bamboozle defenders for the rest of his career – a career that yielded five All-Ireland titles, eight All-Stars and the Footballer of the Year award in 2004.



4. Colm O’Rourke (Meath)


Colm O’Rourke’s career ran from 1976 to 1995, with much of the early part played out at a time when Meath made little impression on the championship. Despite that, he managed to build quite a reputation, which rose to a different level as Meath surged forward in the mid-1980s. By the end of his career, in which he scored 16– 105 in the championship, he had won two All-Ireland titles, three All-Stars and a Footballer of the Year award.


5. Alan Brogan (Dublin)


Alan Brogan began his senior inter-county career in 2002 and, over the next thirteen years, he gained a deserved reputation as a forward of immense quality. He won the first of eleven Leinster championships in 2002, an All-Ireland Under-21 title in 2003 and was the recipient of three All-Star awards in 2006, 2007 and 2011, when he shared the stage with his brother Bernard. He won three All-Ireland senior medals, the last in 2015, after which he announced his inter-county retirement. He was Footballer of the Year in 2011.


6. Steven McDonnell (Armagh)


Strength and a natural scoring instinct were the key features of a player who was an essential part of the Armagh team that became one of the best in the country at the start of the new millennium. From play and frees, Steven McDonnell contributed hugely to the All-Ireland breakthrough in 2002. Although Armagh did not retain their title, McDonnell was honoured as Footballer of the Year by his fellow-players in 2003. He was a regular selection on the International Rules teams.


7. Eugene ‘Nudie’ Hughes (Monaghan)


A winner of three All-Star awards, one of them at corner-back and the other two at corner-forward, ‘Nudie’ Hughes was an inspirational figure on the Monaghan team of the late 1970s and 1980s. In 1979, Monaghan won the Ulster title for the first time in forty-one years, and added two more titles in 1985 and 1988. He won Railway Cup medals with Ulster in defence and attack.


8. Charlie Gallagher (Cavan)


Charlie Gallagher was still eligible for the minor grade when he made his senior debut for Cavan in 1955. He had to wait until 1964 to win the first of three Ulster championships but, by then, he was regarded nationally as one of the great marksmen, regularly topping the scoring charts. A regular for Ulster in the Railway Cup series, he was a winner on four occasions.


9. Mickey Linden (Down)


With silky skills, great speed, a sharp footballing brain and an eye for a score, Mickey Linden was central to Down’s return to the top of the football summit in the 1990s, when they won two All-Ireland titles (1991 and 1994). His senior career spanned the entire decades of the 1980s and 1990s and continued into the early 2000s. He continued to play with his club, Mayobridge, making his last competitive appearance at the age of fifty-six.



10. Dessie Dolan (Westmeath)


Dessie Dolan’s father – Dessie senior – had an excellent career with Westmeath in the 1960s and 1970s, and it was evident from his son’s early days that he would be just as good. Dessie junior first experienced the spotlight when Westmeath won the All-Ireland Under-21 title in 1999. He thrived on the public stage and was the star attacker on the team that won the Leinster senior title for the first time in 2004, a year in which he won an All-Star award.
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1. Peter Canavan (Tyrone)


Possessed of all the skills, accompanied by a vision that enabled him to pick out passes most others would not see, and with a natural instinct for scores, Peter Canavan enjoyed a trophy-filled career that lasted fifteen years. He captained Tyrone to two All-Ireland Under-21 titles in 1991 and 1992, and won the first of six All-Star awards in 1994. Despite injury, he was an inspirational figure when captaining Tyrone to their first All-Ireland senior title in 2003 and added a second two years later.


2. Tom Langan (Mayo)


When the Team of the Millennium was selected in 2000, the hottest competition for a place was probably at full-forward. That Tom Langan was chosen, even though it was not always his starting position, says everything about his influence on Gaelic football for more than a decade from the mid-1940s to the mid-1950s. A noted goal-scorer, he won two All-Irelands (1950 and 1951), five Connacht championships, two National Leagues and a Railway Cup title.


3. Pádraic Joyce (Galway)


A product of St Jarlath’s College, Tuam, with whom he won an All-Ireland Colleges title in 1994, Pádraic Joyce was later part of a new wave of young players who were central to Galway’s march to All-Ireland glory in 1998. They added another title in 2001, beating Meath, when Joyce’s second-half performance is regarded as one of the great individual displays in a final. A triple All-Star, he captained Ireland to International Rules success against Australia in 2004.


4. Eoin ‘Bomber’ Liston (Kerry)


When Mick O’Dwyer, the famed Kerry manager, was planning for the 1978 championship, with an emphasis on matching Dublin, he turned to a big, strong six-foot-five full-forward – ‘Bomber’ Liston. An All-Ireland Under-21 medal winner in 1977, Liston made an immediate impact at senior level, none more crucial than in 1978 when he scored 3–2 against Dublin in the All-Ireland final. By the time he retired, he had won seven All-Ireland titles and four All-Star awards.


5. Frank Stockwell (Galway)


Amongst his many claims to fame, Frank Stockwell holds the record for the highest-scoring tally in a sixty-minute All-Ireland final. He kicked 2–5 against Cork in 1956 as Galway won by 2–13 to 3–7. Always renowned for his partnership in attack with Seán Purcell, Stockwell was an outstanding individual performer who also won six Connacht championships, a National League and two Railway Cups.


6. Jimmy Keaveney (Dublin)


After a first spell with Dublin (1964–1972) Jimmy Keaveney retired. He had won a Leinster title in 1965, but did not expect to add another. However, he was coaxed back by Kevin Heffernan in 1974 and thoroughly enjoyed his renaissance in a glory period for Dublin, during which they won three All-Ireland titles. Accurate from frees and play, he scored 30–402 in 104 games between 1964 and 1979. He was Footballer of the Year in 1976 and 1977, and an All-Star three times.


7. Con O’Callaghan (Dublin)


A talented hurler who chose to concentrate on football, Con O’Callaghan was a precociously talented underage player who slotted comfortably into the Dublin squad in 2016 when he won his first All-Ireland title. A year later, he was an automatic choice in the starting fifteen and marked his first All-Ireland final appearance when he scored a goal after ninety seconds against Mayo. A new Dublin star had arrived. He was a key figure in Dublin’s All-Ireland six-in-a-row run, completed with the 2020 success, and remains one of their main men.
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