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Pádraic Maher is a Tipperary hurler who has won three All-Ireland titles, five Munster championships and six All-Star awards, as well as seven Tipperary county senior hurling titles with his beloved Thurles Sarsfields. He announced his retirement from hurling in 2022 having appeared over 130 times in the blue and gold of Tipperary in league and championship as a first-choice defender for the county for 13 years. A garda based in Limerick, Pádraic also co-owns Heyday Coffee House in Thurles with Tipperary team-mate Seamus Callanan.
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Prologue
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‘I think I’m done.’


This is how a career ends. Not at the end of an All-Ireland final with the Liam MacCarthy Cup in your hands. Not with a realisation in the dressing room after club training.


No, my career came to an end in an office in Limerick on an ordinary street, in the middle of an ordinary afternoon, on the way to my engagement party with Claire, my fiancée. I was seeing a specialist in an attempt to get to the bottom of some dizzy spells and blurred vision which affected me at the tail end of the 2021 club season, and he laid it on the line: I’d damaged a neck artery and that was giving me mini-strokes. A serious collision or impact on the field of play … He couldn’t tell me to stop playing but that if I were his son or his brother, that would be his advice.


I went outside and rang my mother, and that was my opening line: ‘I think I’m done.’ I rang Claire and told her the same. Tough phone calls on a tough day.


After the shock wore off I got a second opinion, and a third, and they were consistent. After a whole life revolving around hurling, it was over.


That’s not how I wanted it to end. I felt I had a couple of good years in me with Tipperary and Thurles Sarsfields, was feeling as fit and hungry as ever, and I was keen to support my brother Ronan as he captained the county, but it wasn’t to be.


As time has passed I’ve tried to make my peace with retirement. It’s not always easy. People looking at me might think that life is good: I’m engaged to be married, I’ve got the coffee shop and a great job, but a huge part of my life was taken away suddenly and I’ve found it, mentally, very hard. At times it’s a struggle, and I hope to make my peace with it sooner rather than later, but at least I am able to look back and enjoy my career, and to appreciate the memories and the friendships I have made in my club and county. I can acknowledge the absolute privilege it has been to wear the blue and gold jersey of Tipperary and Thurles Sarsfields’ blue and white – and the challenge of fitting a life in around those commitments.


This is my story. And just like on those big days in Semple Stadium or Croke Park, I hope I have left it all out there.
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Early days
in Tonagha


[image: image]


We’re all Thurles people. My father’s side of the family all come from Mullaunbrack, out by Killinan, the hill near the graveyard as you drive into Thurles past the racecourse. That’s where they were all reared. His uncle was the great John Maher – my granduncle – from the bottom of Killinan Hill. My mother’s family is McCormack, they’re all from Archestown, you go out the Dublin road and make a right turn and it’s two or three miles down that road. They’re bordering the parish of Moycarkey-Borris, so over the years my uncles on Mam’s side, Paddy and Maurice McCormack, would have wondered if they should have played with Moycarkey-Borris, but that was never going to happen. Or at least they didn’t wonder too hard, put it that way, but we’re still maybe 500 yards from Moycarkey territory.


Having said all that, I put down a few years in Loughmore-Castleiney when I was very small. My parents got married in 1987 and – why, I don’t know – they bought a house out in Clondoty in Loughmore, a mile from the village. I was born in 1989 so I gave the first five years of my life out there; they didn’t come back straight away either. There’s a yarn they tell about the local parish priest approaching my father while I was still a baby, and saying I’d have to get baptised in Loughmore.


‘That young lad will be baptised in Thurles,’ said my father, pointing down at me in the pram.


No more conversation about baptisms in Loughmore. There was a bit of a backstory involving my father having some disagreements with the priest, but not on matters of doctrine – on the hurling field.


They built a house in Tonagha which is in the countryside outside Thurles, and that’s where I grew up. It was a country upbringing, really; if I looked to go into town as a small child my parents would be looking at me: ‘What do you want to go into town for?’ would be the reaction.


We grew up in green fields, surrounded by farms, my grandmother Josie a couple of hundred yards down the road, and that was our world. My cousins Patrick and Barry, on my mother’s side, lived nearby, and we all hung around together, Barry and I are roughly the same age. The only reason to go to town was for school Monday to Friday and hurling in Dúrlas Óg on a Saturday morning. All things considered, I wouldn’t class myself as a townie, even though I live in town myself now and love it there.


There were plenty of kids around the place older than us and younger than us, and we knocked around together. Sometimes we’d have a ‘war’ with another group, two tribes taking each other on in the woods by throwing stones or some other messing, which got hairy enough until we were old enough to have sense.


My father was working for Telecom Éireann then. He’d be working above in Naas or Kildare, gone at six in the morning and not back until seven at night (no motorways to shorten the journey that time) and my mother was working in Moloughney’s, a TV shop in Thurles, so she was in and out of town, but we weren’t. We were happy enough out in Tonagha having our battles in the woods, our nanny, Josie, looking after us. And playing hurling.


As soon as we could walk we got a hurley, so it was always in my hand. Walking around at home, going over the fields to visit people, I always had the hurley, pucking a sliotar ahead of me or hitting it off a wall.


On top of that my father was still playing for Thurles Sarsfields at the time, when I was four or five. He’d have been going into training with the club so I’d jump into the car, and while they were playing backs and forwards or running their laps, I’d be flying around the field myself. Even when my father called it a day I still ended up going to see the Sarsfields train. My uncle Paddy was over the team and he lived right next door to us, so every Friday evening I’d head in with him, myself and a couple of cousins: ‘Go on, get into the van, there’s training.’


And there was a financial incentive as well. After training we’d be given five quid to collect every hurling ball that had gone behind the goals. That was the pitch outside Semple Stadium, which people will know from going through it to get to big games there. I got to know every inch of that field hunting out balls for Paddy. My cousins and I loved it – the trip in, the training, pucking around and hitting the ball back in from behind the goal.


Brendan Carroll was playing with the Sarsfields that time and he’d often take the old grip off his hurley and roll it into a ball and throw it to me or one of the other lads, and we’d be delighted. Heaven. Bring the grip home and put it on my own hurley, which was so small then that it was mostly grip I ended up playing with because I was wrapping the entire hurley in it.


Because of all that, we’d be upset if we missed a session. If my mother brought me out somewhere on a Friday evening and we got back late, and Paddy’s van wasn’t there … disaster. I’d be thinking, ‘He didn’t wait for me.’ Most of the time he’d hang on, though. Tuesday nights could be touch and go for us, with school the following morning there was no guarantee you’d be allowed go, but most Fridays we were there. The other side of it was that if he and the selectors had a meeting, you had to wait around until he was finished. But sometimes that meant you were there when they were picking the team for a game. You ended up knowing the team before the players did.


I started going up to Dúrlas Óg for under-6 training, the parents dropping me in. Naturally enough, there were a few Saturday mornings at nine o’clock when I needed to be convinced to get into the car; there might have been a cartoon on the television I was more interested in and I’d kick up a fuss, but once we got going I was grand. (People may be confused by the fact that I played for Dúrlas Óg as a kid but Thurles Sarsfields later. In the late 1970s, Dúrlas Óg was established as a separate underage club which practically every youngster in the town went to up to the age of 16. Most kids would go from Dúrlas Óg on to the Sarsfields from minor up, as I did.)
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Setbacks and
surprises: a hurling
apprenticeship
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Hurling went to another level when I started in primary school in Scoil Ailbhe, which is by the railway tracks on the way up to Semple Stadium. In terms of the game I had it quick enough anyway, I suppose, but in the school hurling was taken very seriously. There were ‘yard leagues’, and I’d often be made captain of one of the school teams in fourth and fifth class, so I knew I had something to offer.


And that in turn made me more interested in Dúrlas Óg. I’d be pucking around in school during the week, then when I fell in with Dúrlas Óg on a Saturday morning I was looking forward to it and getting the benefit of it. So as I got a bit older I took it more seriously because I was enjoying it.


The school had teams at under-11 and under-13 (in football and hurling), playing in the A grade in Cumann na mBunscoil, the primary schools’ competition, and we reached county finals a few times.


The county final was an occasion. We were up against a school from Carrick-on-Suir at under-11s one year, and we also had great battles with St Peter and Paul’s of Clonmel – two big towns. The Carrick final was played in Semple Stadium, but the build-up started at the school.


The day of the game, the school basically shut down. Everyone was dressed up in the school colours, black and red, and there were songs all morning, the atmosphere getting hotter until the players got called out of the classrooms. Then, because the school is so close to the stadium, we all walked up together to Semple, still chanting, still singing – like a tribe going to war, marching up to battle.


We won the Carrick final which was fantastic, not only for the sense of elation at the time, but because it also gave us a taste of what it’s like to win a game in Semple Stadium. The stands were echoing and the terraces empty, but you can feel the power of the place, the history that gives it an aura. That was a special moment for me and, young as I was, I knew it.


We had a good team. Michael Gleeson, one of my best friends, would go on to hurl for the Sarsfields for years and win an All-Ireland minor with Tipp, was on it as well. We also won the under-13 final a couple of years later.


There were other little touches that impressed the importance of the game on us. For instance, the school principal, Flan Quigney, got the hurleys for school from Delaneys down in Kilkenny, and he kept them in a big bin in his office. If you broke your hurley playing a match then it was like Christmas heading into school the morning afterwards. My mother would give me the price of the hurley and in class I’d say to the teacher I had to get a new hurley – the first order of business, before she even had her coat off. Then down to the principal’s office, waiting outside for him to arrive in, and when he came he’d show you the bin: ‘Take whatever suits you.’


I can remember sitting outside the office, knocking on the door … there was a nervousness involved, going in to pick out the hurley I would use for the next few months. Then back to the classroom with it, happy as Larry, looking at it all day, mad to get home and try it out. It’s the small things that keep us happy, after all.


The teachers in Scoil Ailbhe were a huge influence on all of us. Fergal O’Reilly was one, an Arravale Rovers man from Tipperary Town, while Donal Ryan and Denis McCullagh from Holycross-Ballycahill were other teachers who drove it. None of them involved in Thurles clubs, incidentally, but they did a lot for Gaelic games in the town. They would have played a big part in keeping us going to Dúrlas Óg, for instance, where we were able to show the benefit of the coaching and preparation with the school – all the basics, including rising the ball, striking, hooking, blocking. Dúrlas Óg ran street leagues, dividing the town into teams: ‘Tipperary’, ‘Cork’, ‘Clare’ and so on, and you got a sense of how you were going from those street league games.


I play left hand on top – always did, from the day I picked up a hurley. I’m naturally left-handed and write with my left hand, so when a priest in school tried to get me to switch to right hand on top it didn’t work out for either of us and I went back to what I knew.


My father was coming to the end of his career when I started going along to the games. I was pretty young – around six or seven years of age – and probably didn’t take it in. I can remember one game when he was in the half-forward line and my uncles Maurice (on my mother’s side) and Connie (on my father’s side) were in the half-forward line with him. The Sarsfields’ supporters called that line ‘the iron curtain’ because the ball wouldn’t get past them into the full-forward line, they’d stop it every time.


Although I have a memory of the three of them playing – and Paddy, another uncle, in goal – not many details of those games come to mind, though I’ve seen videos since then. The games I do remember include four county finals in a row they played in with the Sarsfields, my uncle and godfather Connie featuring, but they lost the four of them. For a couple of those I was a water boy, so there are clearer memories of those ones in particular, and of them winning divisional titles like the Mid-Tipp finals, which was a major deal then for the club. Nowadays you’d ask lads how many county medals they have, but then it was a matter of fellas having four ‘Mid’ medals while a county championship was out of reach.


Losing those county finals was heartbreaking. I can remember crying at the final whistle a couple of times, walking out onto the field and seeing the likes of my father or my uncle Connie, devastated.


Connie’s last ever match was one of those county finals. I have a distinct memory of seeing him walk up to my uncle Paddy, as I was in tears out on the field.


After losing four finals in a row they were shattered, and the usual rigmarole followed those games. They’d be on the beer for a couple of days drowning their sorrows (something I paid no heed to until ten years later when I was doing it myself). They came very, very close a couple of times. In the 2002 final they were up against a good Mullinahone side, with John Leahy and the two Kellys, Eoin and Paul. I was on water-boy duty again, blue and white colours around my head as I went up and down the sideline, and I can remember kneeling down to watch Leahy take a free to level the game.


He stuck it. Mullinahone won the replay.


I was getting a feel for the club and its history then. There might be 12,000 to 15,000 people at a county final, which drilled home how important the club was within the county. It’s natural enough. Both sides of the family were interested in the game and both were blue and white to the core. I can remember my mother bringing me to club games in Littleton and other places, I’d stroll off down the sideline pucking a ball. I remember nothing about those games, but you’re steeped in it all the time. You’re at games, watching games, watching players.


There was a routine and a rhythm to many of our Sundays that a lot of people can probably remember. We’d all go to mass, and then my father might have a pint or two afterwards in the Sarsfields centre, with me alongside having a bottle of orange; it was a time when people could do that and still drive home for the dinner, which would usually be a roast. Then we’d head out to find a match in The Ragg or Borrisoleigh or wherever.


Sometimes we’d go a bit further. I can remember hopping in the car and heading off with my father to inter-county matches, in Cork in particular. It was a time when Tipp seemed to be playing Clare a lot in the Munster championship, so a lot of those games were playing in the old Páirc Uí Chaoimh. Those were days that would tell you there was something special about the game, starting with the journey. Before the motorway you could end up seeing a lot more of places like Fermoy than you really wanted to, with the traffic jams. It always seemed to be roasting hot, and sitting in the old uncovered stand in the Páirc you’d be looking out for the lad selling the ice cream out of the cardboard box.


Tipp would come out and the whole place – a full house, 40,000 people – would go mental. Then Clare would come out and they’d go mental all over again, and Davy Fitzgerald would sprint out across the field and wear the hurley off the crossbar … the match itself didn’t make as much of an impact as the surrounding spectacle, it was so full-on. I can remember being maybe seven years old, and the whole experience was nearly too much for me – the noise, the heat, the excitement, the stadium bouncing, almost. I had to burrow into my father to calm down, it was so overwhelming.


Not all of it was overwhelming, of course. My father would have parked the car on the Marina near one of the rowing clubs with the car facing for home for the quick getaway. And we’d always leave with a couple of minutes to go in order to beat the crowd. Win, lose or draw – an early exit.


In 1999 Clare were playing Tipperary and he gave me the elbow near the end of the game.


‘Come on, we’ll get going and beat the crowd.’


Tipp were leading by a couple of points, so he felt confident. We were heading down the river to get the car and we heard the roar.


‘That’s it now,’ he said, ‘They’ve won.’


Into the car. On with the radio: Davy Fitzgerald’s penalty has made this a dramatic draw … Silence in the car until we stopped for chips in Fermoy.


By the age of 13 or 14 I was becoming more aware of the game. Aware that I was getting on the ball a good bit, playing centre-back or in some other central position. I was getting bigger and stronger, and I began to see the benefit of that in training and matches. My confidence too was building bit by bit, and by the time I started secondary school in Thurles CBS I felt I could hold my own in hurling.


Thurles CBS has a great hurling tradition, and the Harty Cup is the focus, as it is for all of the hurling schools in Munster. The last time Thurles won the Harty was back in 1956 with Jimmy Doyle, so that’s the heritage. We started off with the Rice Cup, a schools’ competition for under-14s (first and second years) and again, that was good for the confidence. The CBS wouldn’t just have players in from the Sarsfields, there were also lads who played for Holycross-Ballycahill, for Moycarkey-Borris, for Moyne-Templetuohy, so there was a good pool of talent there. I made the team in 2002 as a 13-year-old in First Year, which was another indication that I was improving. We got to the Rice Cup final that year, against Callan CBS. The game was in Templemore, and there was an exciting build-up to it – a final, Kilkenny opposition, all of that – but we lost by a point. Devastation.


The whole approach to the game changes in secondary school. You’re sitting next to fellas from different clubs and you get friendly with them, or you end up playing for the school with them. Then the summer holidays come and you’re back playing against them for the club in the championship and trying to get one over on them.


The Dúrlas Óg team at that age group was good enough. We’d have won Mid-Tipp finals, divisional finals, but a good team from Nenagh used to beat us regularly in county finals. They had lads like Michael Heffernan and Paddy Murphy who would go on to play for Tipperary. They were our main rivals at underage level, and they beat us in an under-12 county final in Semple Stadium one year and did the same two years later in the under-14 county final, beating us that time by a point.


But we had the upper hand in the Féile na nGael, the national under-14 competition. I was on the age for our team. Michael Cahill, who hurled for Tipp for years, was on the team as well, and we won the ‘Mid’ final before beating Nenagh by six points in the county final. That was a big deal, and we knew it. The Féile is a highlight for thousands of kids, it’s a big tournament and people take it very seriously. You end up representing your county, like in the All-Ireland club championships, and you’d often hear about some superstar or other that first caught people’s eye in the Féile.


We went on to the All-Ireland series in Mullingar in 2003, and we’d heard about the last Dúrlas Óg team to win it back in 1990 with the likes of Johnny Enright and my cousin Mark King on the team. There was a group of four teams, with two to qualify for the latter stages. We lost to James Stephens of Kilkenny but still qualified to get out of the group. We rolled on through the quarter-final and the semi-final to get to the final, in the stadium in Mullingar. Again, there was the sense of a big occasion. We heard that busloads of supporters were coming up from Thurles for the game. They were to be disappointed, however, because we ended up getting beaten by James Stephens again. More heartbreak.


Between the Rice Cup, the county finals against Nenagh and that Féile na nGael final, there was plenty of disappointment to go around for me but, looking back now, I was learning my trade. The primary and secondary schools, and the club, were very good at building up those occasions. I’d have been very nervous going out to play in those matches, naturally enough, but like anything else, the more big games you play, the more you learn to deal with the anticipation and the pressure that goes with them. I was getting good experience with the school and the club, the games building gradually in intensity and importance.


Later on in my career I learned more about dealing with those pressures, though you always have some sense of nervousness before a big game, no matter how experienced you are. But those finals were very important in exposing me, and other players, to the build-up to a big game and learning to perform in those games.


In school, for instance, even the photographs hanging on the walls of the corridors, of past teams, made you aware of the heritage. In conversation a teacher might say, ‘Jimmy Doyle has a Rice Cup medal,’ or ‘Jimmy Doyle has a Dean Ryan Cup medal,’ so that lesson was seeping in all the time. The irony, of course, was that Jimmy was also someone I saw at matches or even around the town. He was an icon, an immortal of the game, and also someone who could be sitting next to you in the Thurles Sarsfields Centre. Even if we were training later on as Sarsfields minors you could glance over and he’d be strolling past with his dog, so he was someone who was always around. A great, great player, but also someone who was part of the place.


The same with Mickey ‘Rattler’ Byrne. We used to take part in the St Patrick’s Day parade with Dúrlas Óg, all of us in our gear parading behind the club banner. Mickey would hold one end of the banner and be roaring and talking to everyone in the town as we went along, telling jokes, knowing everyone, running the show basically.


That’s part of the GAA. Until I was in my late teens I didn’t realise who the man was I saw every weekend in Dúrlas Óg. ‘Pat’ was the fella at the front gate every Saturday morning, meeting kids and making them feel welcome. When I got older I learned he was Pat Stakelum, one of the greatest names in Tipperary hurling, who won All-Irelands with the county back in the 1950s.


I made good progress in school in hurling, and academically I was going … very ordinary to be honest. But first year with the Rice Cup, losing in the final by a point. Second year in the Rice Cup we played Charleville in the final down in Tipp Town and they beat us in extra time by a point. Their star was Ryan Clifford, and that was the name we heard all the time: ‘Mind Clifford, don’t let Clifford get the ball.’ But that was still two finals lost by a point.


We won the Croke Cup, which is a Tipperary-only schools competition, but we were also competing in the White Cup, a Munster schools competition, and eventually I made it to the Dean Ryan Cup team, another Munster schools competition. Serious stuff. That’s an under-16-and-a-half competition – the Harty is under-19 – and you start coming up against the big powers, Flannan’s and Colman’s. One year Séamus Hickey, who had a great career with Limerick, was on the Flannan’s Dean Ryan team, and we heard he was on their Harty Cup team as well, which was a measure of a good player.


In my second year on the Dean Ryan, 2005, I made the Harty Cup team. I was 16, playing full-back. We beat Colman’s in the semi-final, which was a big deal given their reputation. And a big deal given how long Thurles CBS had been without the Harty – going back to Jimmy Doyle’s time in the fifties, as we often heard in the school. The final was against Flannan’s, in Nenagh, and was built up like an All-Ireland.


They had a good team too. James McInerney and Colin Ryan, who played for Clare later, Séamus Hickey … I was marking Bernard Gaffney, who would go on to play for Clare and win a couple of Fitzgibbon Cups. That was the first time I remember thinking the opposition were a serious, serious team. Gaffney would have been close to the age limit, a big man – a year makes a difference when you’re playing that level. Nowadays a Harty player might have two or three years of gym work behind him, but not us. Not back then.


Flannan’s beat us by five points, but we went through to the All-Ireland series, meeting St Kieran’s College, Kilkenny. I ended up marking Richie Hogan, a man I met a good few times afterwards. They also had T.J. Reid and Paddy Hogan on the team. They beat us well, and that match really showed the level you had to reach, and what really good players were capable of. I had to remind myself that I was 16 and had a bit to go yet, and in fact I saw a lot of those Kilkenny lads again 12 months later in the All-Ireland minor semi-final, but that year really stood to me in terms of development. With Tipperary, that is. Not so much with the school competitions.


Looking forward to the 2006 Harty Cup campaign, we were confident. There were a good few who’d played in the previous year’s final, and we had six or seven players in and around the Tipperary minor team – it was all looking good. We cruised through the group stages and were in good shape heading to Fermoy for the semi-final. We were playing Midleton CBS, who had future Cork seniors Paudie O’Sullivan at centre-back and Luke O’Farrell at full-forward, marked by yours truly.


It didn’t go too well, however, for either Thurles or myself. Luke got three goals, which was bad enough, but his third came with the last puck of the game to win it. The ball came across, he caught it, turned, and bang – back of the net. That was end-of-the-world stuff, but somehow it got worse. Liam Sheedy was the Tipperary minor manager and he’d gone to the game to have a good look at the prospects coming through. Not a great day to have the player you were marking get a hat-trick, including the match-winner.


Midleton went on to win the competition. They had a good team, but we’d been confident going up against them in the semi. And I couldn’t help thinking, Is this ever going to happen? Losing a Féile final, losing a Harty final (even if we weren’t fancied), losing in the All-Ireland series and feeling we were miles off the standard, losing a Harty semi-final when we expected to win. At that point after losing a few games, I was thinking that maybe club was my level.


Sheedy picked the minor panel and I made it as a sub. I’d made the Tony Forrestal Tipperary team (under-14) with the likes of Séamus Hennessy, Brendan Maher and Mikey Cahill, and I made the Arrabawn team (under-16). But I wouldn’t have stood out on those sides, in all honesty. Someone like Brendan Maher was standing out, he was one of the main lads, while I was just about making the team.


After that Harty semi-final defeat against Midleton we all went out in Thurles, even the couple of 17-year-olds like me, sneaking in to the pub. The following morning there was a Tipp minor trial, a game against Limerick up in Newport that was the last trial before finalising the squad. It probably sounds a bit harsh, hauling a few lads who’d lost a Harty semi-final out to play minor for the county the following day, but with players of 17 or 18 years of age, management probably felt they didn’t have to contend with hangovers. They didn’t either, apart from one or two geniuses.


That time I wouldn’t have had any interest in a drink but after the night out in Thurles one of the lads stayed in my house. We got back around 1 a.m. and didn’t want the night to end, so I got out two eggcups and a bottle of whiskey and suggested a shot each as a nightcap.


We had a couple of shots and stayed up chatting until three, which wasn’t ideal preparation for dragging myself out of bed at eight to catch a bus to Newport.


I was a sub, which was grand, but I got sent in for the second half, which wasn’t. I ended up running over the ball. Missing it. Useless. Eventually I was shoved into full-forward just to keep me out of harm’s way. On the way home from that game I thought it was all over for me before it had even begun. Liam and the lads knew we’d been out, and if they hadn’t before, they were in no doubt once they saw how I performed.


That was a Sunday morning. The following Tuesday I was walking down from the school for a maths grind and the phone rang: Martin Gleeson from Gortnahoe-Glengoole who was a minor selector with Liam Sheedy. Shit, this is it, I thought. Martin said they’d picked the panel and they were giving me a chance: ‘The carry-on last weekend, you know that’s not the way to go. Show us what you’re made of.’ I was 17 years old then. Years later, Liam Sheedy would often jokingly remind me of that time when he gave me the chance.


Back then, I knew I’d got a break, and I was determined to make the most of it.
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Advanced placement:
learning in a hurry
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Underage teams are fine (by which I mean Tony Forrestal tournaments and so on) but at that time there were no development squads. We weren’t being brought in a couple of times a week to Dr Morris Park (the training grounds in Thurles), say, with the aim of improving and developing us as players, with a competitive game as a county team at under-14 at the weekend. The system wasn’t set up like that back then.


And because of that, minor was the focus. You realised soon enough the level of seriousness with which it was treated, something that filtered through to you as a kid, even. If you were walking around Thurles, one of the pals might nudge you and say, ‘Look at your man over there, he’s playing minor for Tipp,’ and that made an impression.


My main asset that time wasn’t so much physical strength as an ability to read the play. Even early on in my senior career there were teams like Kilkenny who’d play the ball long, so you could anticipate deliveries and take a chance, and that was definitely the case when I was playing minor. That comes from playing centrally all the way up with the school and the club. You get used to moving left, moving right. At times I played up front at underage, which gave me some appreciation of what a forward wants, but I was always a more natural back. It was easier facing the ball, anticipating where the opposing defence planned to deliver it.


I also got stronger as I got older, even without hitting the gym, which was a help. Training was very much focused on skills and laps and sprints, but weight training wasn’t really an option at minor level. That strength and anticipation complemented being good in the air. I’m left-handed, which I believe is a help if you’re on a right-hander – you come in around the opponent, if you like. I don’t think it was an accident that J.J. Delaney played left hand on top, as well as T.J. Reid, Larry Corbett and John O’Brien, who were excellent hurlers. And something many of those left-handers had in common was an ability to arrive late under a dropping ball, drive across the players already there, and then win the ball. It can be hard for opponents to judge where players like that are coming from, but it stood to me. It might look awkward to spectators, but it definitely helped players.


I had a close connection as well with Paddy McCormack, my uncle, who was Tipperary minor manager until 2004, so I had a good idea of what went on at that age group. The likes of Paddy Stapleton, Kieran Bergin and Darragh Egan were on that team, as well as Shane Long, who went on to impress playing professional football. Tipp won a couple of Munster minor titles in Paddy’s time. His first year as manager I remember tagging along to a tournament in Kildare (I was around 12, brought along for my skills as a water-boy again) and that made an impression on me, seeing these fellas representing the county. Serious players operating at a serious level.


So when I got the call-up to the minor squad in 2006, I knew it was the big show. Personally I would have felt I was slightly off the level in some ways. I might have survived at Harty level but I was still only 16, and some lads were right on the age, the full 18 years. My realistic goal was getting a spot on the panel as opposed to making the first 15. Taking a step back and looking coldly at my Harty experience, I’d been solid, I’d done my job most of the time, but I hadn’t been standing out in games, which I felt you had to do to make the county minor team.


Looking around the dressing room when the full minor panel was togging out, I’d have estimated there were seven or eight players who were more highly thought of than myself and more likely to make the team. That wasn’t all bad, either. My thinking was, if I made the panel in 2006 then I’d surely be close to starting the following year, when I’d be on the age and have more experience.


On that team, Joey McLoughney from Toomevara was the captain and playing minor for the third year, so to me he was light years ahead. Brendan Maher was a key player, the likes of Timmy Dalton, John O’Keeffe and Séamus Hennessy were big names. To show the difference, Séamus Callanan was on that Tipperary minor selection, for instance, and the previous year, 2005, he had played in the county senior final for Drom and Inch against Thurles Sarsfields. We knew about him because we’re in the same division, and at under-12, under-14 level and so on he was a player you had to watch, he was so good. Every time you played them, you had to make a plan to stop him.


In 2005 I played a county final as well, but at under-16 level. Séamus was playing in a county senior final against county players and seasoned men while I was playing against 15-year-olds, so I felt there was a huge gap between him and me. Pa Bourke, a relation of mine and a good friend, was involved with the Thurles Sarsfields senior team Séamus played against, so he was up at that standard as well. In time he was brought in by Babs Keating for the Tipp senior team at 18, so he was another player doing well at a very young age.


My aim was to get on the panel with those players and hope for a starting jersey in 2007. Liam Sheedy would have seen me up close for the whole of 2006 as well, which would help me the following season. Liam Sheedy was to be a significant part of my career, but at that stage I didn’t know him that well. He was minor manager and I knew he had hurled for Tipperary but he hadn’t had a long career. When I thought of the players of that era the likes of Tommy Dunne or Declan Ryan came to mind, they were the big names.


He had been the minor manager in 2005 as well, and I knew of him because Pa Bourke was on that minor team and mentioned him the odd time. Liam had a good way about him, he could have a laugh with the players but you were always aware there was a line and you didn’t go beyond that line. To be fair to him, in my memory he wasn’t as strict as you might imagine with us as minors, though that might have been him reading the room and adjusting to a group of 17- and 18-year-olds, feeling he couldn’t be too harsh with us.


To illustrate how differently things were done even then compared to now, Liam would have taken a lot of the training himself as well as being manager. That was different when he became the senior manager and he had to delegate work to the coaches, but when he was with the minors he was still only in his mid-thirties, so he wasn’t long out of the playing scene himself. The sessions were very much skills- and drills-orientated, while the physical stuff would have been sprints and laps. Strength and conditioning was still a distance away for us.


I felt I was hanging on by my fingernails in training, in all honesty. The forwards I was up against were good and I was just trying to break even with them, and sure enough I didn’t start the first couple of games in the Munster minor championship. I felt like the lad who’d be wearing number 24 or number 26. We beat Limerick in Thurles in the semi-final and I didn’t even come on in that game. We were training on the Thursday night before the Munster minor final, which was to be played before the senior game, pucking the ball over and back across the field, and Liam was walking around, having a quiet word with the players as he went. Eventually he came to me.


‘Well, how are you feeling?’


‘Grand altogether.’


‘You’re getting the nod on Sunday. Enjoy it, you deserve it.’


Christ.


I went home and told the mother, and she said, ‘Grand.’ She wouldn’t have made a big issue out of it. The next two or three nights … you’re shitting bricks, basically. I would have been on holidays from school and not that busy anyway, and maybe that didn’t help. I ended up thinking and thinking about the game.


The Saturday night was an example of how not to prepare. I was struggling to sleep and ended up making a big deal out of it, looking at the clock and thinking, If I get to sleep now I’ll get seven good hours. The fact that Tipp were playing Cork meant there’d be a big crowd there, the biggest by far I’d ever played in front of. That was in my mind. So was the player I’d be on, a chap called Patrick Horgan. ‘Hoggie’ was known to us back then. He was one of those players whose name drifts out of his own county and into other places. He was playing full-forward and I’d be picking him up.


It was Cork–Tipperary in the senior final as well. That had an impact because more of the crowd tends to come in for the minor game if the same two counties are playing in the senior. Naturally enough they have more of an interest in the curtain-raiser. I was nervous. Not only was it a Munster final, I hadn’t played in any of the preceding games. And I hadn’t played full-back that much either. When I started playing Harty with the school I was moved to full-back, and the county minor management were looking around for a full-back, but with the Sarsfields I usually played centre-back, centre-field or centre-forward.


Between making my debut, making my debut on Patrick Horgan in a Munster final, making my debut in Semple Stadium … there was plenty of material going around my head. The crowd was certainly a factor. In the previous game against Limerick the attendance was the players’ families and a couple of diehards; you’d be lucky to have 2,000 people there. For the final Semple was full, with nearly 50,000 in attendance. And when you haven’t had previous games to draw on, that builds up in your head, that the crowd will be unbelievable, that you can’t make a mistake, that everyone will be staring at you. From that point of view, it was a great learning experience in terms of training myself about how to blot out the crowd. Instead of thinking, I can’t let this ball drop or If he gets another point they’ll all be looking at me, the game became the focus.
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