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‘One of the greatest things is walking back in after winning a test match to see his face, and how proud and happy he is – it’s like a window into how the nation feels … Rala’s room is a safe haven from coaches and management. It’s like going to your granny’s where you can be yourself instead of a professional rugby player’

Donncha O’Callaghan

‘He’s one of my favourite people’

Keith Wood

‘An institution in his own right’

Peter Clohessy

‘What a guy, what a legend, what a servant to Irish rugby, what a friend’

Paddy Johns

‘The ritual of going to Rala’s room before an international to polish boots, have a chat and a cup of tea was always something to look forward to’

Rob Henderson

‘When he does retire, I think the Irish team might fall apart. He’s a legend’ Tommy Bowe
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To Dixie

And rugby lovers everywhere


Foreword
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I got the call from Rala about fifteen years ago. He asked me if I would sing for the Irish rugby squad and I jumped in like a ferret. The then Ireland team manager, Brian O’Brien, gave the nod and I showed up in Greystones with my guitar in one hand and jockstrap in the other.

Rala welcomed me to the fold and Malcolm O’Kelly offered to be my minder for the night. Some of the squad were well up for the gig, whilst others were a bit perplexed by this baldy ex-prop in their midst. That first night, Trevor Brennan joined me for a full-on version of ‘Ordinary Man’. This got the session rightly revved up. Then Keith Wood had a go at ‘Clare to Here’, but the Claw soon put an end to that racket.

This was to be the start of a series of gigs that has continued on and off ever since. Over the years, many of our great rugby players have displayed hidden talents with some fine singing performances.

Rala himself turned in a few good shimmies, ROG a tuneful ‘Ride On’, Big Donncha might have strayed slightly offside on ‘Joxer’, but who’s going to argue with him? Denis Leamy excelled one year with a great version of ‘The Contender’ too.

I always knew who to call on as Rala would have me well primed beforehand – he always knew who might be rehearsing ‘on the sly’. Those who have joined me on stage over the years include Luke Fitzgerald, Peter Stringer, Drico, Reggie Corrigan, Felix Jones, Gert Smal, Mick Kearney, Frankie Sheahan, Fergus McFadden and Damien Varley.

Thanks to Rala, I have some great rugby memories. I have been following the Irish rugby team since my boyhood and I’ve even got to sit near the bench on a few occasions. I remember David Humphreys coming off the field, shaking my hand, saying, ‘It’s good to see you here.’

This (then) sixty-year-old man was like a schoolboy once again. I was there for Paulie’s first cap against Wales, when he came off concussed. I remember the inspiring words that Declan Kidney offered after Declan Sinnott and I played for the squad in Maynooth.

I also recall the night in Citywest when my brother, Luka Bloom, sang ‘A Song for John Hayes’, the lyrics suggesting that The Bull might play on the wing. And I fondly recall the night that I brought Paul McGrath to Killiney Castle and witnessed the Irish rugby squad give him a hero’s welcome.

All of this came about as a result of Rala inviting me to sing for the squad. I look forward to reading of Rala’s exploits and I am delighted to write these few words of introduction. Ride on, Rala …

Christy Moore

(ex-prop for Bective Rangers, Cashel and Galway Corinthians)


Introduction
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My name is Patrick O’Reilly, or at least I thought it was but that’s a story for another time. Most people know me as Rala. I’ve been the bagman to the Ireland rugby team for the past nineteen years (and still counting), and have also been fortunate enough to fulfil that role on two Lions tours, to South Africa in 2009 and Australia in 2013.

People are curious about what I do for a living, the minutiae of it. ‘Fascinated’ would be too strong a word. It’s not rocket science – but, then again, there is only one job that is. In broad terms, my responsibility is to ensure that the Ireland players and coaches have everything they need to train and play the game.

I am responsible for, amongst others things, all the playing paraphernalia, like jerseys, socks, shorts, spare studs, laces, gumshields, rugby balls, kicking tees, cones, body shields, communication headsets for the coaches, and other items, like toiletries, tea, coffee, sugar, milk, drinking chocolate, biscuits, water, protein shakes, recovery drinks and music, to give you a short long list of the spectrum in my remit.

I’m first to a training venue and last to leave it, ditto for test matches. I am the man in the white van, arriving at a training session about three-quarters of an hour before the team bus. For internationals, I’d be in the ground seven to eight hours before kick-off.

Being there so far in advance is not mandatory – I have come across several of my peers who could get their preparations done in a couple of hours – but I like to work at my own pace, to take time for casual conversations with old friends and new, the security men, ground staff and those whose responsibility it is to look after the dressing room area.

When the team arrives about an hour and a half before kick-off, I’ll have their jerseys hanging and their kit neatly folded, along with their anthem tops, towels and programmes. There are some players who I know like specific bits and pieces – for example, I’d always have put a red apple with John Hayes’ kit, George North and Stephen Jones likes a small tub of wine gums. Apart from all the gear, I’d have cones, footies and tackle shields for the warm-up in the corridor.

I’ve come a long way, literally and metaphorically, from the clapped-out player propping up the bar in Terenure RFC, who, when asked if he’d take on the role of bagman to the first team for the 1983–1984 season, shrugged and said, ‘Why not?’ I blame the pints.

I had no idea what the job entailed, but at that point I did realise that as a thirty-five-year-old hooker-cum-second-row with high mileage, my best days, such as they were, were barely visible in the rear-view mirror.

My education as a bagman began with instruction from some of the best in the business and continued with the practical experience gleaned from ten years of travelling the highways and byways of the Irish club scene.

Opportunities knocked and I was there to answer the door. I got an invitation to work with the Leinster under-20s, moved to the senior Leinster side and then, in 1994, Ireland. For a brief moment in time, I was bagman to the Terenure, Leinster and Ireland teams while holding down a day job – rugby didn’t turn professional for another year. I took a gamble and discovered I’d got the winning docket.

People say that I am very fortunate, and you certainly won’t get any argument from me. I’m privileged to have travelled the world and met some wonderful people. Some are players, some aren’t – I’m not too fussed whether you’re a pauper or a prince. I’ve been granted a ringside seat to some of the greatest moments in Irish and Lions rugby – the Grand Slam in 2009 and the Lions test series victory in 2013 to name but two.

While I want the players to achieve their hearts’ desire, I don’t become overly fixated on the match results. When I look at a player, I see the person first and the player second. Rugby for me is about people, places and experiences. Winning and losing are the core elements of sport but if they are the only things that shape your mood, sport becomes a pretty soulless experience.

Every time the team takes to the pitch, I have the same thought. I watch twenty-three players run out and I want twenty-three to come back in under their own steam. That’s more important than anything to me. I have witnessed shattered limbs and ligaments ripped from the bone, and seen careers threatened by injury where the pain goes far deeper than the physical wound.

Maybe I can afford to hold that view because my position is not determined by winning or losing – or at least I don’t think it is. I have shed a tear or two but not simply because Ireland have lost, but for the impact on the people involved. I see the dedication, the desire, the work ethic and the sacrifices. I know what it means to the players to wear the green jersey and how much they invest emotionally and physically to try to make the country proud.

Players talk about great matches or venues, whereas I refer to wonderful hotels and their staff, great liaison officers and van drivers without whose help I would be floundering. My father gave me one bit of advice that I have always held dear: ‘It doesn’t matter what job you do, all that matters is you do it to the best of your ability.’ I’ve tried.

This book isn’t a series of match reports – I’ll leave it up to others, better qualified, to examine the victories and defeats – it’s about incidents and accidents, tall tales and short stories about people, some of whom happen to be very good rugby players. It’s a story about a boy from Inchicore who won life’s lottery.


NOTE ON THE TEXT

When we’re in camp before a match, part of my job is to write up the daily itinerary sheets, which are given to each member of the team (players, management and backroom staff) so that everyone knows where they need to be and what they need to do the following day.

On the bottom of these sheets, I always add a quotation or saying to help motivate everyone – or just to make them smile. One of my favourites is: ‘Even a cat can look at a king.’ They’re only mine occasionally, though, mostly they’re plagiarised from other sources. Donncha O’Callaghan comes up with a few, so did Mark Tainton – sometimes the hotel receptionists come up with them. There are lot of contributors, but even if Einstein unwittingly provided one, it would still be pencilled in under ‘Rala’s quote of the day’.

I thought it only right that these should be included here too, and so I’ve used them to title the chapters.

The publisher also thought it would be a good idea to include a few words from the players – to give them a chance to tell a few stories, and their contributions are in between the chapters.




Preface
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The Electric Light Orchestra (ELO) sang ‘Hold on Tight to Your Dreams’, a tune that sprang to mind following a phone call I received towards the end of January 2009. Gary O’Driscoll, the current Arsenal and former Lions team doctor, phoned to give me a tip-off that I’d be getting a call to interview for the position of bagman to the British and Irish Lions for their tour to South Africa later that year.

I was pretty sceptical about my chances. Looking back, I realise it was because I desperately wanted the gig and was afraid to invest too much hope in it for fear of being disappointed. I’m pretty sure no child dreams of being a bagman, but having embarked on that career path, my ideal world was now shaped a little differently to how it had been in my youth.

The prospect of travelling to the southern hemisphere with the Lions had huge personal appeal, but I considered it a bit of a pipe dream until I took a phone call a week later from Guy Richardson, the logistics manager for the tour to South Africa.

We had a very pleasant chat without getting into any specifics and he finished the conversation by saying he’d be in touch. He rang back two days later and invited me to meet him at Murrayfield – he was Scotland team manager at the time – on what I presumed would be a more formal footing. When I arrived at the ground, Guy came down to the gate and whisked me away to a wee hotel nearby where we had ‘the interview’.

I’d done a little research into his background. As he had spent twenty years in the army with the Royal Scots Regiment, reaching the rank of major, I anticipated a certain type of process. I couldn’t have been more wrong. Guy immediately put me at ease to a point where I suspect I might have blurred the line between an interview and a chat. On the journey home to Dublin, I thought about all the things I should have said.

The interview took place on a Tuesday and Guy promised to ring me no later than Friday with the news – good or bad. The Irish first XV had a camp in Limerick that weekend and, as is my wont in those circumstances, I headed down early. Dixie, my better half in every respect and the person whose support makes it possible for me to immerse myself in the world of rugby, came down too.

Even though Peter and Anna Clohessy were away, we were staying chez Claw with their children, Harry, Jane and Luke, my erstwhile helper, as our hosts.

Geraldine, a friend who worked with Claw, brought us to his Crokers pub, where we met up with a crowd from Claw’s other watering hole, the Sin Bin, on a night out.

I was sipping and chatting away when I noticed my phone light up and dance a little jig across the table – I nearly upset a pint or three in my panic to get to it. I hurried outside to the children’s play area at the back of the pub. I can still remember Guy’s exact words: ‘Me and you, big fella, are going to South Africa.’

Dreams do come true.

On returning to the fireside in that part of the pub known as ‘Johnny’s cottage’, I wore a big, sloppy grin, so Dixie knew instantly that the news was good. Sworn to secrecy by Guy, I couldn’t tell anyone else for a while, but news eventually filtered out and the slagging started. Marcus Horan would tell anyone who’d listen not to bother asking me for a lace or a stud unless they had at least fifty caps and were a former Lion.

But the Lions tour was four months away, and I had to park all thoughts of it because Ireland were about to embrace the Six Nations Championship. It was a wonderful year to be involved in Irish rugby, with a team that gave birth to a Six Nations title, a Triple Crown and a Grand Slam. Then there was a Heineken Cup for Leinster and Munster’s ultimate triumph in the Magners League. Declan Kidney took an Ireland A side to the Churchill Cup that summer and returned with the trophy. They were heady days.

On a personal note, one other image sticks in my mind from that late spring. Terenure College hosted their neighbour and fiercest rival St Mary’s College for the Dublin 6 bragging rights, which were almost as important as the league points. They erected a marquee for the day and about 500 people attended the pre-match lunch. I was charged with bringing along the ‘guests of honour’, aka most of the trophies listed above. Young and old clambered to have their pictures taken and get their own private snapshot of rugby history.

By the end of March 2009, with the Six Nations over and a Grand Slam won, I could start to think about going to South Africa.

The orientation process for the tour involved the odd day in London during April for various meetings and incorporated a little required reading, kindly provided by Lions CEO John Feehan and Communications Officer Christine Connolly. My homework was to read a couple of books on the history of the Lions and they gave me an insight into the ethos of the red-clad troubadours.

The Lions pre-tour base was the magnificent Pennyhill Park and Spa Hotel in Bagshot, Surrey. It’s where the England team prepares for matches, and it’s easy to understand why. It’s picture-postcard perfect. The accommodation is luxurious, the food Michelin-star quality and a real threat to the waistline – added to that, the facilities include a rugby pitch less than 100 metres from the front door of the hotel.

I remember the first training session. I was pitch-side about an hour and a half before the players were due to arrive. I’d laid out three trestle tables, complete with white linen cloths. Two contained food and drink – tea, coffee, drinking chocolate, milk, cups, spoons, sugar, recently baked biscuits (not my work, I hasten to add), serviettes and sweets – while the third, which I referred to as the ‘healthy table’, was choc-full of water, protein shakes, other supplement drinks and Viper belts (a bungee-style rope used in training that promotes the development of speed, balance and power).

Then, on an adjoining table, I had my iPod and Bose speakers, spare training jerseys (three colours), along with spare training socks, shorts (two colours), laces, shin guards, scrum caps, various other bits and pieces of Adidas kit and my trusty stud box, which contains studs of varying sizes and a tool to affix same.

Dotted around the pitch were two different brands of ball (for commercial reasons), tackle shields, cylindrical tackle shields, belly shields, cones and bibs (six different colours, three sizes). A marquee beside the pitch housed weights and a machine that replicated the effects of playing at high altitude.

It was my first day in the new job, so to speak. I was nervous.

I had my back to the entrance from where the players and coaches would come, preoccupying myself with a smoke, a cup of coffee and listening to music. I just happened to turn around as they approached, this human sea of green (unexpectedly for they Lions, they were training in green that day).

Immediately flustered, I simultaneously tried to put out the coffee and drink the cigarette. I turned off the music.

I was promptly told to turn it back on. I was playing a sixties compilation album and England’s New Zealand-born centre Riki Flutey proved to be a big fan of the genre. I’d put the music on for the training warm-up and after the session had finished, in fact during the seven weeks of the camp, the only time it was switched off was when the players were out training. We’d also crank it up in the team room or bring it to where the lads were doing weights.

I have about 7,000 songs on the one iPod and it’s fair to say it’s an eclectic mix from traditional Irish to the more modern stuff – garage, house, techno and all that noise – it’s not my cup of tea, but it’s not about me. In fairness to the players, they were pretty easygoing when it came to the tunes.

For me, that first training session brought back memories of the insecurity and uncertainty of my first day at primary school.

Obviously I knew the Irish players and they knew me, but there were plenty of others, household names and some of the best players in northern-hemisphere rugby, who I was meeting for the first time. Keith Wood had given me a bit of advice – ‘Be yourself, Rala. No fancy stuff’ – and that was the formula by which I worked.

It took me a while to put names to all the faces of the players, management, commercial team and the media – I was never good at remembering names at the best of times – but I’d like to think I established a rapport. I also remember the induction meeting for the backroom team. Everyone sat in a room one evening and one by one offered a little bit of information about themselves. I was furiously trying to think about what I would say. When Guy Richardson had tried to introduce me before that meeting, he’d called me ‘the Lions’ baggage master’. I had corrected him, ‘I’m a bagman. The day I become a master is the day I’ll stop.’

I didn’t have to speak that evening, much to my relief. Guy stood up and said, ‘Also on board my team is Rala, who hopes one day to become a bag master.’

The players would probably say that I still have a long way to go to get that badge.

Injuries are the bane of a sportsperson’s career. There’s never a good time to sustain one but sometimes the timing can be particularly cruel. That was certainly the case for Tomás O’Leary, Jerry Flannery and Tom Shanklin, who were all ruled out of the tour having been originally selected. Jerry sustained his elbow injury during a training session at Pennyhill Park. There is very little you can say in those circumstances – you offer your condolences, but it doesn’t even scratch the surface.

Alan Quinlan was slightly different. There’s no point in rehashing the events surrounding his suspension but, on a personal level, I felt sorry for him and his kitbag seemed to haunt every leg of the trip, offering a constant reminder of his absence.

We were due to fly to South Africa less than a week after the training camp finished. I couldn’t help but be amazed by how far I’d come in a career that I was already in the middle of before I even realised it was my career.


Chapter 1
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‘The mind is a parachute – it doesn’t work unless it’s opened.’

I was born on 15 April 1948 – the same year as Ireland’s first rugby Grand Slam – at 18 Woodfield Cottages, Inchicore, one of Paddy and Helen O’Reilly’s nine children. It was a little row of Coronation Street-style houses up a hill from the Model School, with the railway cottages behind us. We lived in a cosy, three-bedroom house, always piping hot thanks to my father, who was a central heating and plumbing contractor. An incredibly hard worker, he built up a very successful business employing many people.

Looking back, I realise how blissfully happy my childhood in the company of my siblings was. I have four sisters, June, Pauline, Jeanette and Geraldine, and four brothers, Brendan, David, Brian and Christopher – or Rasher as he was known because of his fondness for bacon, but he wasn’t born until after we moved to Templeogue.

My earliest memories include visits to Granny O’Reilly in Mount Brown where we would be treated to custard tarts and tea by her fireside. My granny was never seen without a black shawl draped across her shoulders. She would later join us in Templeogue.

Woodfield was a place where neighbours looked after one another. The front-door key was left in the lock day and night, and someone’s arrival was heralded by a brief knock before they pushed open the door.

Children played on the street and there was a community care attitude to their welfare. It didn’t matter who belonged to who when it came to meals. Mothers just fed whoever sat at a table. Every now and then Travellers would arrive to mend pots, colourful balloons attached to their carts and long red scarves billowing from their necks.

The first dead person I saw was Mr Gibney. We were marched military fashion to his house, two doors down, to pay our respects.

Our street was quiet, a secluded playground, as you had to go down a cobble-stoned hill to get to the main street. If you went up the main street, you came to an area called ‘the Ranch’. After that was Ballyfermot. Heading the other way, you would be going to James Street and Kilmainham. There were people living up the road from us called the O’Briens. Paddy O’Brien bought our house from my dad when we left for Templeogue. Paddy used to drive the Pacific Showband around the country, but then he got a job with my da.

Some years ago, I went back and knocked at his door. There was no answer and I was just on the point of leaving when I heard the door opening. Paddy was old and frail, but he looked at me and said, ‘Paddy Reilly.’

I replied, ‘It is.’

He brought me in. Because of his age, he’d moved downstairs. He immediately started speaking about my parents, which made me a bit weepy. He recalled the day I was born, pointing to a corner of the room where my mother gave birth. He recounted a story about another neighbour, Mrs Keegan. She had a son who made his Confirmation on the day I was born. He went into showbusiness, joining a group called the Four Ambassadors. His daughter Beverley went on to marry a former All Black Mike Brewer, and their son Harrison went on to be a standout player for Terenure on both the junior and senior cup teams.

I made my Communion in St Michael’s Church in Inchicore, and one of the highlights of the day was buying a Crunchie. It’s been my favourite since. Someone once asked me in an interview what my favourite bar was and so I said, ‘Crunchie.’ Yer man looked at me like I had two heads. He thought I was going to say Kehoe’s or some other pub.

Another cherished memory is of going to the cinema – we called it ‘the pictures’ – and to this day Westerns are my favourite.

We were a tight-knit family, but you had to be able to give and take a bit of slagging. I suppose we got our sense of humour from our parents. I remember a row between my father and mother. Leaving for work, he turned to her and said, ‘Goodbye, mother of nine.’

Quick as a flash she replied, ‘Goodbye, father of four.’

My father did a great deal of country work in those days and on a Friday night men would converge on number 18 Woodfield Cottages to collect their wages. They would usually end up in Cleary’s pub. They’d return later with brown bags bearing bottles of Guinness. Then the singsong would start and I would creep from my bed to the top of the stairs to listen. To this day, I like to have background noise when I am drifting off to Lala land.

My introduction to the plumbing and heating game was more by accident than design. My dad had to go back into overalls to do a job in a school assembly hall that involved welding radiators. My brothers would have been more proficient, but were possibly too young at the time, so I was chosen to assist him. Now, I know some might consider me pedantic when it comes to compiling lists and completing tasks in a regimented manner, but there is no doubting that it wasn’t from the stones I licked it. The auld fella was fastidious in his preparation. I had to help him lay out the rods in a proper fashion, find him something to kneel on and ensure that the two bottles for the acetylene torch were on hand along with his goggles. Everything had to be in the right place. I definitely wasn’t made for the heating business, but we completed the job on time.

Dad was generous, on one occasion loaning some money to a friend to buy a motorcycle after the bank had turned down the friend’s loan application. My dad was a member of Newlands Golf Club and liked to squeeze in eighteen holes from time to time, but he wasn’t consumed by the sport – or any sport for that matter. To my knowledge, he only ever came to watch me play rugby once – a league final between Terenure and Wanderers at Templeville Road. It was freezing and I found out a few weeks later that he’d left after half an hour.

One Friday night, when I was about eight years old, we kids were told to pack up our bits and pieces and assemble on the street outside the house. We were moving to Templeogue. We’d spent the odd Sunday out there looking at a house being built, but I hadn’t twigged that a change of address was on the cards. Templeogue was a proper village in those days with a lot fewer houses. I love the place, always will. In my mind’s eye, I can still see it all as it was when we moved there – the Troys’ (post office), the Hollingsworths’ (bicycle shop), the Ryans’ (pub, now known as the Morgue), McDermotts’, McCanns’, Byrnes’, Grahams’, Bradys’, Mick and Rusty Egan, who I used to hunt rabbits with, and Templeogue Tennis Club, where I also learned the difference between chasing and catching girls.

Rasher arrived to swell our family numbers. A Sunday dinner of roast chicken was quite an event, considering there were eleven mouths to feed, and my only concern was how I could get more of the bird. I don’t know how Ma managed it, but we all got enough.

It reminds me of a story. My parents went away on holidays when I was on the junior cup team in Terenure, and left my sister Pauline in charge under instruction to feed me with steak every day. Now Pauline had other ideas and decided that my lack of knowledge would enable her to choose a less expensive part of the cow. She opted for hearts and pocketed the difference. The plan worked without a hitch until she fell out with one of my other sisters, who spilled the beans. A war of sorts broke out for several days but eventually I had to accept defeat. My sister had driven a heart through my steak.

My ma was very funny, a real comedian with a great turn of phrase, although getting on her wrong side would earn you a filleting. Once the phone rang and I could hear her saying, ‘I’m sorry but there’s no one here by that name.’ She came back in and said, ‘A lot of people keep ringing here looking for a Raja.’

I couldn’t suppress a giggle. ‘Rala is it? That’s what they call me.’

She didn’t understand why.

Soon after moving to Templeogue, my schooling took me to Terenure College under the educational baton of the Carmelites. I loved my time there and made friendships that have endured a lifetime.

I wouldn’t say that I was the brightest bulb in the factory, but I tried to be diligent. Then again, they voted me past-pupil of the year in 2000, so I must have done something right. To say I was surprised to be asked to be past-pupil of the year (especially in the millennium year) would be something of an understatement. Over the years, many of the school’s illustrious former students have held the title, including Donal McCann, Mike Murphy, Niall Hogan, Lorcan Cranitch and Girvan Demsey, and I was hugely honoured to take on that mantel.

Our geography teacher, who we called ‘Johnny Bear’, used to single me out occasionally for praise. He was big into his colours when it came to drawing maps, and I played up on that – marking rivers in blue and mountains in brown, although not always with great accuracy. I remember him saying to me one day, ‘That’s lovely work, Rala – top notch – but you might want to move the Mississippi out of Alaska.’ Thankfully my attention to detail has improved slightly since then.

Being Terenure, there wasn’t much choice about what sport you played and rugby has been a passion and the central tenet in my life from the day I walked through the gates of the college as a boy. The first team I played for was the under-9s in 1956. I was chosen as a second row but the following year was moved to hooker, a position I principally occupied for the remainder of my career.

In those days, there were four houses in Terenure College – St Patrick’s, St Simon’s, St Columcille’s and St Elisa’s. Fr Hegarty decided which house you joined and I wore the blue jersey of St Pat’s. ‘Hego’, as we referred to him, was to have a profound effect on us, instilling a love of rugby that endured long after we walked out of the school gates for the final time.

By the age of fifteen, a team began to take shape. The lads – Michael Mahony, Michael Smyth, Colm Jenkinson, John Gleeson, Pat Tormey, Paddy Devlin and Dominic Fusco, who were later joined by the likes of Shay Ruane – played a huge part in my life. Pat Tormey is still my dentist, Michael Mahony was my bank manager until he retired and the late Michael Smyth was my doctor.

One day many years after we left school, I arrived at the AIB in Dundrum to meet Mick Mahony, who I knew as ‘Slick’. The bank was closed, but Slick had told me to just knock on the door. When a guy opened it I asked him if he would mind telling Slick that Rala was here to see him. He replied, ‘I am sorry, sir, but we don’t use names like that. Give me your real name and the person you are looking for.’ I had to think about it for a few minutes before I remembered.

It was in Terenure that I was given the name to which I answer to this day. It came about in pretty innocuous circumstances. I was trying to spell my name in Irish on the blackboard, I think I was about ten at the time. I managed R-A-L-A and then stopped, stumped. Dominic Fusco, whose family owned a chipper in Crumlin, started laughing, ‘Good old, Rala.’ The name stuck.

There is a slightly bizarre sequel to the tale. I thought I had been christened Paddy because that’s what I’m called by my family and it’s also on my passport. Then, one day a couple of years ago, I had to go in to collect my birth certificate and gave the lady at the counter my name, Paddy O’Reilly, and birth details. She came back a few minutes later and said, ‘Your name is not Paddy, it’s John.’

I told her there must be some mistake, but then got to thinking that my father had been called Patrick John (P.J.) O’Reilly, so maybe my parents had christened me John Patrick and decided to call me Paddy because my father was always known as ‘P.J.’. The lady behind the counter quickly exploded that theory. ‘No,’ she said, ‘you were christened John O’Reilly. There’s no mention of the name Patrick.’ So I have been operating under an alias all my life.

Rugby dominated my childhood by design and possibly because other activities had a short shelf life. I joined the Scouts but was expelled after a couple of weeks following an incident on a trip – we were asked to light a fire to cook a stew and rather than collect firewood, I set fire to a bush, which got a bit out of hand. My next vocation was as an altar boy but I received my marching orders after an episode at mass. My FCA experience lasted slightly longer, but asking for a lift home in a general’s staff car when we were on manoeuvres in the Dublin Mountains because I didn’t fancy walking sealed my fate. When I volunteered for the Christmas play, I usually ended up stuck at the back of the choir, the front-of-stage action being left to Donal McCann (though he did go on to become one of Ireland’s most famous actors).

There was very little festive cheer when a handful of us were caught out late on an rugby away trip just outside Reading in England when I was about eighteen.

We were trying to sneak back into the dormitory when the lights went on and Fr McCuaig, all six foot six inches of him, stopped us in our tracks. He told us that we were all dropped for the following day’s game. At the time, it didn’t occur to us that we would have to play because there wouldn’t be sufficient numbers otherwise. We spent a sleepless night and apologised in the morning.

Fr Mc coached us at junior cup level but we suffered the heartbreak of a semi-final defeat to Castleknock after three replays. In my first year on the senior cup team, I didn’t fare much better as we went out to Blackrock College, a Mick Kelly drop goal sealing our fate. We bulldozed our way through the friendly matches the following year and there were great expectations when it came to the cup, but we went out 5–3 to a Shay Deering-led St Mary’s College in a match everyone considered to be the final. The actual final saw Mary’s beat a Newbridge College side captained by Tom Grace. I shared a pint or two with Shay over the years. I was very fond of him, probably dating back to our time on the Leinster Schools side.

Time passed so quickly in Terenure but those easy, fun-filled days had to come to an end. From an academic perspective, sixth year was a bit of an eye opener. There was no mollycoddling any more and we were expected to work on our own initiative.

I’ll never forget the words of our history teacher – his name was Tom, but we all called him ‘Beatnik’ – on my last day as he gazed out the window, ‘Well, Rala, it’s over. Out there is a big world, which you have to join. Good luck, as you’ll certainly need it.’

He was right. I lacked focus and that’s probably why I jumped at the opportunity to accompany a friend, Richie, to London – his sister had offered us temporary lodgings. My first place of employment was a shampoo factory but I quickly got shown the gates because of my inability to concentrate on the task in hand. My job was putting caps on the bottles, but I was too easily distracted by the excellent piped music in the background. I was called over by my supervisor who pointed out that I had missed a few bottles. When it happened twice more, I was fired.

Then Richie got us work with a builder from Tipperary who was constructing an outdoor swimming pool in the shape of Africa for a wealthy client. Payday was Friday and I rambled up to Mr Jones. The boys were sitting around obviously aware that all was not well. He handed me an envelope and then a second one, saying, ‘Son, I am going to be very generous to you here. There are your wages. I’m giving you a second one with your fare home. Take my advice and go home because you are not going to make it here.’

I did what he suggeseted.

I remember telling that story to Brian O’Driscoll, Denis Hickie and Shane Horgan – or the ‘Golden Triangle’ as I call these three amigos – and it was all very solemn until I let slip that my emigration to England had lasted the full two weeks and not the ten years they’d anticipated. The convulsions of laughter lasted quite a while.

Richie stayed on in Romford and after a while took an assisted passage to Australia, settling in Brisbane. I met him for a few beers when we were touring there with Ireland.

The prodigal son’s speedy return forced my dad, who had branched out into a few different businesses, to give me a job. I then worked with the Bear’s brother Noel, travelling the roads of Ireland as a sales rep, selling hair-care products to pharmacies. After a year, I switched to Colet Products, headed up by Brendan Murphy and his aide-de-camp the Prince, aka Niall Sweeney, who is still a great mate.

My rugby education also continued as I made the short journey from the school pitches across the far side of the lake to Lakelands, home of Terenure College RFC. It seemed a natural progression and it was undertaken alongside many of the boys who I had started playing with at under-9 level. We were welcomed into the bosom of the club under the watchful eye of the late Joe Milroy, Paddy Lyons, Ronnie Marsh, Ted Holt and Paddy Murphy – stalwarts one and all, and guardians of Terenure’s traditions. I was occasionally given a clip on the ear and a dressing down by one of these gentlemen, being a bit younger and wilder in those days.

During my time as a rep for Colet, I used to call into O’Sullivan’s pharmacy in Ballymount. Mr and Mrs O’Sullivan were very good to me, providing a bite to eat, a mug of tea and, perhaps most importantly, an order for products. They had three sons – Declan and Knick Knack, both living at home at the time, were the two that I got to know best.

I was playing with the firsts for Terenure and Knick Knack, who had just left school, was called in to play for that team. He was a talented, brave full-back but not the biggest in stature. We were playing a Blackrock side that included the Ireland and Lions colossus Willie Duggan. Mrs O was a little concerned about her pride and joy, so I undertook to reassure her that I would let nothing happen to KK. She seemed mollified by my commitment.

As I mentioned, KK wasn’t the biggest and there were times during the match when I struggled to see him tending his lonely outpost. Everything went according to plan until a moment near the end of the game when I found myself way too close to a huge up-and-under that was coming down in our twenty-two. I spotted Knick Knack in my peripheral vision, and a quick reconnaissance told me that Willie Duggan would be arriving at the same time as the ball. I shouted ‘your ball’ to KK and slipped away from what I knew could end up as a crime scene.

KK caught the ball, Duggan and half the Blackrock pack, and my only contribution after the whistle went was to pull bodies from the top of the wreckage to try and find KK. Dazed, he just looked up at me and tried to smile, but that soon turned into a grimace. Needless to say, I steered clear of the shop for a while until the heat had died down a little. KK is involved in the airline business in London now, and we relive that story every time we meet.

My debut for the Terenure first team saw me come up against the Ireland and Lions legend Ken Kennedy. My abiding memory is of the last scrum when I got twisted badly and damaged some ribs and was out for six weeks. I didn’t fare much better when I came up against another Irish hooker, that son of Limerick, Pa Whelan. We would subsequently be reunited as manager and bagman for the Ireland team and I’m surprised how good Pa was to me on the strength of what I did to him that day in Lakelands. It was a wet and windy afternoon, Terenure had a lineout and the obvious thing in those conditions was to throw the ball to the front, or the number two position to use rugby parlance. Sure enough our coach, Eddie Thornton, ran up and whispered, ‘Low and hard at number two.’ Now Pa was standing with his back to me, the number two on his jersey, so I threw the ball at him, striking him squarely on the back of the head.

He turned to me and said, ‘What the f*** did I do to you?’

I spent the rest of the afternoon trying to avoid him, a difficult task when you consider we were cheek-by-jowl for every scrum. At the post-match meal, Eddie was sitting in our company and at one stage he turned to me – my steak was obscured by the mountain of mashed potato – and said, ‘That’s the difference between you and Pa, about four stone of potatoes.’

Paddy Murphy was a great character who captained Terenure in the 1948–1949 season to a Leinster junior league and cup double. Joe Milroy, a founding member, was another club captain and the esteem in which he was held can be gleaned from the fact that he was twice president, on the latter occasion in the club’s Golden Jubilee year (1990–1991). These men would be the first to drive you to or collect you from the train station for away matches. Other names from my club rugby days come to mind, like the great scrum-half Frankie Crossan, full-back Gimper O’Donovan, Jerry, McFriendly O’Sullivan, Johnny Connolly, who emigrated to Skerries, and another second row, Kevin, forever known as Gilly and sadly no longer with us. He was a premier league messer.

On one occasion, I found myself sitting alongside Gilly in the dressing room at 2.30 p.m. for a J1 league match against Edenderry. Kick-off was at 3 p.m. and he leaned over and whispered, ‘If anyone asks, tell them I’m in the toilet. I forgot to back a sure thing in the 3.15’ – I can’t remember the race meeting – ‘and I’m just going to nip down the town and put a few quid on it.’

He slipped away in his gear and boots, borrowed a car and headed off, to return about five minutes before the match was due to start.

There were others like Sean Crossan, who formed a half-back pairing with his brother Frankie, Nicky Moore, Johnny Thornton, Mike ‘Flower Power’ Barrett, Fangio, Niall ‘Flash’ Morrissey, Aidan ‘7–6’ Neill (so called because he scored all the points in a J1 league final victory over Blackrock College at Donnybrook), Willie Flynn, Ronan ‘My Left Foot’ Browne, Terry Doyle and Shay ‘the Bear’ Ruane.

I first met the Bear in 1965 when his parents decided to send him to Terenure to finish his schooling. He was incredibly strong and, in those days, fast – unfortunately, wine, women and song might have sapped a little speed. Mick O’Carroll, who dedicated his life to rugby on and off the pitch and went on to be President of the IRFU in 1985, a Triple Crown year, presided over the rabble that we were in a coaching capacity. The Doyles were a famous Terenure family and Terry, a prop, was a terrier and not afraid of confrontation – how he managed to hold up my eighteen-stone frame is the eighth wonder of the world.

In mentioning that J1 final victory over Blackrock, I couldn’t leave out a tale about our illustrious captain Barry Roche, whose nickname was Rover. His family lived behind mine in Templeogue village and included a brother Mick, who went on to do well for himself in the newspaper business. Anyway, Rover lived up to his name in scouring the pubs on the eve of a match to make sure no players were around – but he’d end up having several himself along the way.

I used to do some additional training with the Leinster squash club on Tuesdays and Thursdays in Rathmines. Ben Cranwell was one of the internationals in that sport who I trainded with, so I had to have been pretty lively to try and keep up. Gerry Martina was the training coach and didn’t suffer fools or late-comers gladly. He would be standing there waiting for the clock on the street to sound six bells and he’d start the training even if it meant talking to invisible people. He’d wrestled for Ireland at the 1956 and 1960 Olympics.

My personality on the pitch was easygoing, although I suspect others would say I lacked a bit of focus given that I was dropped more times than I care to admit – the primary reason was that I spent too much time hanging out on the wing. It wasn’t really a good look for a hooker in those days. Maybe I was a little bit ahead of my time. I wouldn’t shy away from the physical and if someone threw a punch, I would reciprocate. I once lost a tooth following a row just before a match ended. After the whistle blew, I put my arm around my opponent, we shook hands and then got locked in the clubhouse in the time-honoured tradition.

It was only after I’d visited the dentist a few times for him to fill in gaps that I realised I needed to duck more often or I wouldn’t be having too many steak dinners in the future.

There was an obligation to attend training and several times I received a phone call to ascertain my whereabouts. One of those was from Liam O’Dea. I told him I was watching Emmerdale Farm and from that night on, he referred to me as Amos. Liam was a good friend and I remember ringing him in hospital not long before he died – I couldn’t bring myself to go there. His phone went to voicemail and to be honest I was a little bit relieved because I didn’t know what to say or whether I could hold it together. I was just walking past Brian O’Driscoll’s room in the Killiney Castle when my phone went. It was Liam. ‘Amos, don’t be worried, just make sure the lads beat Scotland on Saturday.’

He was buried on the day of the game, something I didn’t tell Girvan Dempsey, who was full-back that day, before the match because I knew how upset he’d be. Terenure is family.

Rewinding a little, while I’m talking about my younger days, it would be remiss of me not to say more about the Doyle family or recall the role that they played in claiming the 1968 Winters Cup with a 7–3 victory over noisy neighbours St Mary’s in the final. Mick McKenna led a team that included my good self and one Marty ‘Party’ Doyle, or Noddy as his mum used to call him. We happened upon a pre-match routine and we stuck to it rigidly in the belief that it was central to our run of success.

For a 6 p.m. kick-off, I would arrive down to Mrs Doyle’s house at 1 p.m., just in time to share dinner with Marty Party. We had the works, finishing off with apple tart and ice-cream. A short siesta would be required. The next port of call was down in Dartry, where Flower Power, one of my props, lived. His mum would provide several thick slices of fruitcake washed down with a mug of steaming tea. Another nap was part of the regimen before heading down to the ground for about 5 p.m. I firmly believe that these kind ladies thought that we might have ambitions of playing for Ireland. After the match, Marty Party and I would slowly make our way to the cinema in Grafton Street to watch a few cartoons and close our eyes for a little while. The night would conclude at the Imperial Chinese restaurant. There was no drink taken on the assumption that we didn’t have medals in our pockets. We did not deviate from that match-day routine for many years.

I played in nine finals for Terenure, at a variety of levels, winning six and losing three. The defeats are etched in the forefront of my mind. We lost to Wanderers in the Leinster Senior League final and Lansdowne in the Leinster Senior Cup final, both in 1978. They were the only defeats that season under the captaincy of the late and much loved Dr Mick Smyth. There was never a dull moment when the doc was in charge – I remember turning to Dixie one night proclaiming that a finger was killing me and that I was off to see Mick in the army barracks where he happened to be on duty. Mick insisted that the consultation should take place at the bar. One pint led to ten, by which time the room had become misty and my vision fuzzy. I was drinking with my left hand to emphasise my poor finger, but that fact got lost in the maelstrom of drink. A cohort of the good doctor’s army buddies came up to tell stories and I felt obliged to listen to every single one of them. It was 3 a.m. when I begged to take my leave and order a taxi. No taxi could be found, so I went home in an ambulance that happened to be going in the general direction of where I lived. I woke the following morning with a throbbing headache and a finger that had swelled to twice its original size.

That defeat by Wanderers was the day my old fella came to watch and left after half an hour because of the freezing conditions.

Mick blamed me for losing the Lansdowne match. We were leading at the time and I had a bit of a foot rush going towards their line. Lansdowne’s scrum-half Donal Canniffe picked up the ball behind his own line, sold me a dummy and thirty seconds later, we were standing behind our own posts. Dr Mick mentioned that dummy over a pint or two down through the years.

My third losing final saw me up against another Irish hooker in Harry Harbison, whose UCD team hammered us in a J2 decider.

I managed to amass six winners’ medals over the years, but was only trotting after the likes of Terenure legends Willie Flynn and Frankie Crossan, who had twenty plus, as did others like Tojo and Frank Kennedy in St Mary’s and the Wesley prop who was known to all and sundry as Twenty Major and a Box of Matches.
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