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New Edition Author Foreword


‘The past’, as L.P. Hartley said, ‘is a foreign country’.


Looking back 21 years on from first publication, in ways this book now seems to me less non-fiction than science-fiction, a message from some alternate universe. One where Laois footballers can beat Dublin, where Limerick are better at football than they are at hurling, where provincial hurling round robins, two-tier football systems and Hawk Eye are unknown.


Yet the more things change, the more they stay the same. The last four teams standing in the 2003 Football Championship were Tyrone, Armagh, Kerry and Donegal. 21 years later when I wrote a belated follow-up, The Last Ditch, three of those teams reached the semi-finals.


The 2003 Hurling Championship saw a surprise run to the All-Ireland final by a Cork team spurred on by passionate supporters. A similar journey illuminated the 2024 competition with Clare rather than Kilkenny proving to be the Rebel nemesis this time round.


The Road to Croker captures a moment in time for both the GAA and the country at large. It was a time marked by a certain giddy exuberance. The games had never been more popular or the fans more enthusiastic. 


In 2003, some of the football crowds were extraordinary. 61,786 for a Leinster Football final between Laois and Kildare, 76,195 for an All-Ireland quarter-final double bill of Tyrone–Fermanagh and Armagh–Laois and 76,321 for an All-Ireland semi-final between Armagh and Donegal.


Such attendances would be unlikely a decade later and now, two decades on, are unthinkable. Back then, the new optimistic spirit of the GAA mirrored that of the country. It was the heyday of the Celtic Tiger, and the general belief was that this newfound prosperity would last forever.


A rude awakening was just half a decade away and, although the economy would pick up eventually after the crash of 2008, the devil may care atmosphere of those years has not since returned. Never again such innocence.


This is a book about a happier country that was written by an unhappier man. There’s too much drinking in it because there was too much drinking in my life – the reasons for this I talk more about in The Last Ditch (2025).


Yet I still remember summer 2003 with great affection. There was always something wonderful about being out on the road in the heart of the championships. Every Sunday brought something different. People from Down to Kerry and Tyrone to Waterford shared their stories with me. As always with the GAA, there were lots of decent and interesting people to meet along the way.


The idea of writing about the GAA through the prism of a single championship season had been a pet project of mine for years before it came to fruition. GAA books were much rarer then than they’ve become since. I remember being told by one publisher that ‘GAA fans don’t read books’. That’s been proven wrong, but it summed up a certain condescension which fortunately has gone by the wayside.


2003 was the summer of Tyrone making history and Kilkenny’s greatest ever team getting into their stride, of Laois breaking through for an unlikely provincial title and Limerick footballers going gallantly close to an even more unlikely one, of memorable runs by Cork and Armagh which came up just short.


It was the same as every other championship season. Which is to say it was different from every other championship season. I’d probably negotiate it a bit differently these days, but if someone in a time machine offered me a lift back to 2003, I’d take it in a shot.


Time machines being unavailable at the moment, The Road to Croker might be the next best thing. Come fly with me back to the glory days when Canavan, McDonnell and the Gooch, Shefflin, Deane and Mullane were ripping it up and we hadn’t heard of Trump, Musk or Brexit.


It was blissful to be alive that summer but to be a GAA fan it was heavenly. Isn’t it always?


Eamonn Sweeney, May 2025









Introduction


Tipp Crossdressers, Down Geezers and Nervous Corkmen


Back in 1988 myself, my best friend and my brother set off for Croke Park to see the All-Ireland hurling final between Galway and Tipperary. My best friend was from Galway and the affection me and my brother had for the Tribesmen could be accounted for by the parentage rule. With Sligo completely in the doldrums, having a Galway mother and a Kilkenny father was a boon to a young GAA fan who might otherwise never have had any real partisan interest in what transpired in Croke Park.


Our trips to Dublin in those days, for matches, for concerts, for the pure hell of it, were supremely disorganised. Never did we do anything as prosaic as book a B & B or even ring someone to tell them that we might be coming up and would appreciate a berth on their floor. Instead, we just presumed that, at some stage, we would meet an acquaintance who’d dig us out. This meant that we often spent the early hours of the morning wandering around the centre of Dublin and working out how many hours it was until somewhere serving breakfast opened its doors. Strangely enough, this didn’t bother us.


That particular Saturday night ran true to form. Somewhere along the way, we had met two women but neither of them was in a position to provide lodgings. One of them was up from Kerry and the other lived at home with her parents. An enterprising young man from Dublin did try to sell us drugs but he couldn’t help out with accommodation. There was nothing for it but to kill a couple more hours in a nightclub.


This was not as easy as it sounds. Dublin in the eighties was not the orgiastic late-night temple of arcane delights that it is today. All pubs closed well before midnight and there were no more than a dozen nightclubs near the city centre. Hardly any of them served beer and you were forced to splash out on warm bottles of wine while a bouncer hovered over you to make sure it was being drunk quickly. Had Copper Face Jacks been open back then, it would have been regarded as the classiest club in town. OK, there was the Pink Elephant but that prided itself on an elitist door policy. We had more chance of spending the night on Charlie Haughey’s couch than getting in to the Pink.


Having been turned away from both the Mont Clare Hotel, where we thought we might be able to sneak in for a drink in the residents’ bar, and the truly horrible Club Nasty on Nassau Street, we stumbled across a newly opened club called Sides.


One of the great current hobbies of my generation is false nostalgia. The problem we have is that our time was on the cusp of the old, repressive Ireland and the new anything-goes model that exists today. So the country’s thirty-somethings suffered the agony of knowing they should be cool and liberated while being born just too early to carry it off. We compensate for this by lying about our past, spoofing on about the last days of disco, the punk explosion, teenage sexual adventures and recreational drug use as though we’d been brought up in Greenwich Village or somewhere else these things actually happened. In reality, we were more like characters from a John McGahern short story than a Brett Easton Ellis novel.


So myself, my brother and my best friend were awed by the immense coolness of Sides. Instead of bouncers, it had trendy youngsters in MA 1 flying jackets and colourful scarves doing the door; instead of chart music, it played the kind of tunes you heard during the club scenes in Shaft’s Big Score and, shocker, some of the clientele were obviously gay, something as exotic to us at the time as the Amazonian anteater. Of course, we knew there were probably gays in the West of Ireland. We just never imagined that they’d venture out in public.


Most impressive of all was a long-haired gent of androgynous mien who didn’t look dissimilar to Pete Burns of Dead or Alive. He wore, shock two, make-up, had painted fingernails and, to top it all, wore a long dress. In the right light, you could have mistaken him for a good-looking woman. Not that any of us admitted this for a long time afterwards.


Near the end of the night, myself and my friend found ourselves siphoning the python at the Sides stalls. In came the Pete Burns lookalike, hiked up his dress and began to relieve himself. There was that stolid silence which usually attends men pissing in unison. Pete broke the ice.


‘Are ye up for the match, lads?’


‘We are.’


‘I don’t think there’s any way Conor Hayes will hold Nicky English. And Tipp will be too strong at midfield as well. I’m from Tipp.’


So commenced ten minutes of hurling speculation. Two country lads put the case for Galway, a neophyte drag queen argued for Tipperary. The GAA, you see, affects almost everybody in Ireland and there’s no such thing as a typical follower.


It was only when we’d left the club that we decided there was something terribly wrong with our cross-dressing friend.


Conor Hayes was well able for Nicky English and anyone could see that Galway had the stronger midfield duo.


Galway won that final and it was the last game I’d see live for a while. The year after, I hit for London and, for a couple of years, just about the only time I saw the championship was when I came home on holidays. Just about because the All-Ireland semi-finals and finals were shown in a cinema in Hammersmith. It was something else to see Corkmen and Meathmen abusing each other in a West London Tube station after the 1990 football decider.


My most memorable GAA year in London was 1991. That was when an intrepid satellite broadcasting company started beaming matches to Irish pubs in the city. You didn’t have to trek to Hammersmith anymore, the games were down the road in your local. And they didn’t just show the later stages of the championship, we got The Sunday Game every week so you could follow the ebb and flow as though you were at home.


The pub I drank in wasn’t particularly Irish but the landlord was from Galway and there were enough Paddies there to ensure that no one complained about The Sunday Game being turned up full blast in the public bar every Sunday night. But there was one very unlikely supporter. The guy was known as Chelsea Mick. He was a fanatical Chelsea fan whose arms were emblazoned with tattoos proclaiming his loyalty to that club and to England. He was never short of stories about his involvement in terrace mayhem and, during the 1990 World Cup, rarely left the pub without singing ‘Rule Britannia’. He seemed like the embodiment of the Bulldog Spirit that laid continental city centres to waste.


On the opening night of the 1991 championship, Chelsea Mick strolled into the pub, looked at the television and said confidently, ‘Daaan’s gonna win that.’


‘What did you say, Mick?’


‘Daaan’s gonna win that coz Daaan’s got the best footballers in Ireland. Sean O’Neill, Paddy Doherty, Jim McCartan, they all come from Daaan. So the geezers from Daaan’s gonna win that. Up Daaan.’


It turned out that Chelsea Mick’s father came from Down and that he’d been brought up on tales of the county’s invincible sides of the sixties. He joined us every Sunday and we decided to break the news to him that, though the geezers from Daaan had once been a powerful force, those days were long gone. Meath, Cork, Kerry, Dublin, counties like that were on top now. It would be a cold week in hell before Down, or any Ulster team, made an impression on the big sides from Munster and Leinster.


‘Naaah, mate. Daaan’s gonna win that.’


Even when Down only scraped a draw with a far from mighty Derry in their first game, Chelsea Mick was not discouraged. And he became ever more certain of the correctness of his beliefs when Down, complete outsiders at the start of the season, beat Donegal to win the Ulster title. Still, there wasn’t much chance of them beating a resurgent Kerry team in the All-Ireland semi.


‘You don’t know wot you’re talkin abaaht, mate. Daan ain’t never lost to Kerry.’


This was true and, to the amazement of all but one of the pub audience, Down duly hammered the Kingdom to reach the All-Ireland final against Meath.


When I walked in to the pub on the last Sunday in September, it looked like the terrace at a county ground. Chelsea Mick was there, with his father, his mother, his brother, nephews, nieces and grandchildren. They were wearing Down colours, waving Down flags, roaring encouragement as the Down team came out onto the field. The only pity was that their team hadn’t a hope. Meath had been heroic in disposing of Dublin after four games and must have been one of the hottest favourites to ever play in a football final. We prepared Mick for the inevitable, tried to let him down gently.


‘That’s bollocks mate. Daaan doesn’t lose finals. Everyone knows that.’


Chelsea Mick was right and we were wrong. And as he and his family did a jog of joy round the public bar there were tears in his eyes.


‘You see that bloke with the cup, the Sam Maguire, innit? That’s Paddy O’Rourke. He’s from my old man’s manor.’


Up Daaan.


In 1999, I was writing about the GAA for the Irish Examiner. One Tuesday night, I fetched up in Killeagh, a small East Cork village near Youghal, which would have been totally unremarkable had it not produced Mark Landers (captain) and Joe Deane (top scorer) of the Cork team that was to play Kilkenny in the following Sunday’s All-Ireland hurling final. What made this all the more remarkable was that the Killeagh club had not in its entire history ever had a player in a senior final.


When I arrived in the village, most people were in the village hall at the draw for final tickets. I ducked into a pub called Kennedys, one of those thousands all over the country with GAA photos on the wall and club colours behind the bar. Two worn-looking gents were silent when I came in and then one of them turned to the other and said with considerable fervour, ‘Wouldn’t it be great all the same? Wouldn’t it be unbelievable?’


His voice was full of the enormity of what was happening to the little village. In it was the realisation that, this time next week, Killeagh might be the centre of the hurling universe but also the knowledge that the dream might well not come true. He sounded like a man who had just heard five of his Lotto numbers come up and was waiting for the sixth to be announced. He’d either know joy beyond his wildest dreams or horror at coming so close but falling short.


A hundred yards away, Crowley’s pub was packed with people who’d been at the draw. The premises was humming the way rural bars do only at Christmastime and on St Patrick’s Day. One man told me it had been like this every night since the semi-final.


‘I tell myself I’ll stay home tonight but then I start thinking about the match and I have to go out and talk to someone about it.’


Everyone else seemed to have the same idea. Killeagh had been totally taken over by the thought of the final. Nothing else mattered. I met Deane’s brother, the man who’d brought Landers to Croke Park for the first time, Deane’s father and mother, Landers’ brother-in-law, the man who’d travelled to matches with the captain’s late father, the man who’d trained Deane at U-12 level and a hundred other people who felt intimately connected with Cork’s fortunes in the final because they’d known the two local players before they’d ever picked up a hurl.


Cork won that final and the night the Liam McCarthy Cup came to Killeagh, the celebrations attained a South American level of passion. There was such a crowd that Cork captain Brian Corcoran had to be rescued from the crush by guards and took shelter in the back room of a local pub. There mustn’t have been any place better to be in Ireland that night. The entire village had won the Lotto.


One of the greatest strengths of the GAA is that it can make ordinary places extraordinary. If you’d passed through Killeagh any other week of the year, it wouldn’t have looked any different from a hundred other hamlets. But the achievements of Landers and Deane mean that, from now on, whenever Killeagh is mentioned, GAA fans will nod their heads knowingly and say, ‘Ah yeah. Joe Deane and Mark Landers’ homeplace.’


Two thousand and three was the summer of Cork and Kilkenny, Armagh and Tyrone, and it was also the summer of The Thrills who’ll probably become the biggest Irish rock band since U2. Everywhere I went, I seemed to be followed by the group’s soft harmonies and jangly guitars, their take-off of a West Coast American-style that seemed peculiarly appropriate for the hottest summer in memory. And there was one line from a song that stuck with me. ‘Hanging around in a one-horse town does nothing for your state of mind.’


And it probably doesn’t. I should know, I was born in a one-horse town and I live just outside another one. But what makes the one-horse towns of Ireland bearable is the GAA.


It thrives in small places that have never had a lot going for them, places where there is nothing happening but the GAA. Hurling and football keep the one-horse towns alive, practically give them a reason to be. That’s why our attachment to the games is so profound and so different from the way other sports are followed.


That’s my theory anyway, but I’m not going to start clattering you over the head with sociological observation so here are two stories that illustrate the notion that, unless you know what the GAA means in this country, your knowledge of Ireland is seriously deficient.


The first is taken from Breandán Ó hEithir’s Over the Bar, the finest book ever written about the GAA. It tells of how the great Connemara writer Máirtín Ó Cadhain, a neighbour of my mother’s in An Spidéal, travelled to an IRA convention on the morning of an All-Ireland football final between Galway and Kerry in the forties. Seán MacBride, later to become a renowned jurist and peacenik, was head of the IRA at the time and, when a debate on some aspect or other of republican policy began to drag on, the delegates began to become restless. Ó Cadhain caught MacBride’s attention and explained to him that it was getting near match time and the volunteers wanted to head for Croke Park. MacBride was furious and started haranguing the delegates about their notion that some football match was more important than the sacred republican struggle.


‘It was then,’ said Ó Cadhain, ‘that I knew the IRA would never get anywhere because our leader had no understanding of the Irish people.’


In the eighties, a leader of a different hue, Garret FitzGerald, was travelling the country during a general-election campaign. He arrived in Cork as the natives were celebrating victory in some big match or other and, puzzled, asked one of his aides why there were so many red-and-white flags being waved.


‘Is it a tribute to the Solidarity movement in Poland?’ Garret wondered.


Since then, my attitude to Fine Gael has been something akin to Máirtín Ó Cadhain’s view of the Seán MacBride IRA. Like I said, not knowing the GAA means you don’t fully know this country.


One more thing before we set off on our championship journey. On the Friday before Kilkenny met Tipperary in last year’s eagerly awaited All-Ireland hurling semi-final, I got several text messages from my father, the gist of which was that his nerves were destroyed waiting for Sunday’s game.


These would have been unremarkable sentiments had it not been for the fact that the man was battling cancer. Several months of strenuous radiotherapy having failed to eradicate the unwelcome guest from his body, he was embarking on a course of chemotherapy. My father was being fed through a bag attached to his stomach, his speech was almost incomprehensible because of tubes inserted in his throat and he had to take a bewildering and seriously debilitating amount of drugs every day. You might imagine he wouldn’t have been particularly worried about how his home county did against Tipperary. Yet he was genuinely bothered about the possibility that Kilkenny’s long lay-off since the Leinster final would leave them susceptible to an ambush from their old rivals.


Sport isn’t a matter of life and death but it does enable us to forget the harsher realities of existence. A great championship match can make every member of the crowd believe for those seventy minutes that nothing is more immediately important. Like art, sport takes us out of ourselves, helps us soar momentarily. To dismiss an All-Ireland hurling or football final as 30 men chasing a bag of wind around the place is as foolishly reductive as to describe Hamlet as just a load of old paper and ink, the Mona Lisa as a bit of paint thrown on some cloth. Sport matters to people not because they’re deluded but because it appeals to a part of their soul that would otherwise remain dormant.


Anyway, this is the story of what happened when I decided to follow the 2003 All-Ireland championships, getting to at least one game every week, talking to people who were centrally, or peripherally, involved, trying to capture the essence of what makes the GAA summer so special. En route, I think I learned things about the GAA I hadn’t known before, I definitely saw lots of fine hurling and football, I met some incredibly nice people without whose acquaintance I’d be a poorer man and, above all, I had a lot of fun. If this book is half as much fun to read as it was to research, we’re flying it.


And now, the last notes of the national anthem have died away and it’s time for the ball to be thrown in.
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I’m a Loser Baby, So Why Don’t You Kill Me?




25 May: Munster Football Championship First Round Walsh Park,Waterford Tipperary 0–18;Waterford 1–12





The journey is the essence of the All-Ireland championships. A team starts in its own backyard and sets its eyes on Croke Park. The counties are Dick Whittingtons, dreaming about arriving in the big city to make their name.


GAA fans are prone to read the championships in teleological fashion. Whoever wins the Sam Maguire or the Liam McCarthy was destined to win it from Day One. As James Joyce, writing about geniuses in Ulysses, said, ‘even their errors are volitional’. The eventual champions have done everything right; everyone else has lost the plot at some stage. Even a team that loses the final by a point is considered to be miles behind its conquerors.


The championship picks up a fearsome momentum as it goes on. By September, the happenings of May seem impossibly distant and trivial, not part of the campaign at all. Even losing provincial finalists, unless they’ve redeemed themselves in the back-door section, can be written off quickly enough. The season ends on, is defined by and was always heading towards those two fateful September Sundays.


But, back in May, I decided to start my journey in Waterford, home of a team who are the antithesis of success. The Waterford footballers weren’t dreaming of Croke Park glory in front of 80,000 spectators, they were just hoping to beat Tipperary in the first round of the Munster championship. That, in itself, would be an achievement of enormous magnitude for the team because the county has not won a single championship match since 1988. Not a single one. The Waterford footballers cannot win one game when it really matters. Because the championship is all that really matters in the GAA season. It would be unthinkable for a player to go through his career without experiencing victory at least once in the competition. Except that this is precisely what happened to Waterford’s Liam Dalton who played 13 years for his county without ever knowing what it felt like to win a meaningful game – trapped in a nightmare from which there was no waking.


This book will end at the very pinnacle of GAA success, but it begins at the bottom, which was definitely where Waterford were situated before the 2003 championship got underway. When the years didn’t bring merciless maulings by the big two of Cork and Kerry, they brought beatings by fellow minnows Clare, Tipperary and Limerick, confirming that Waterford are, literally, the lowest of the low – losers of a quite spectacular stripe.


This wasn’t the first championship weekend, but there’s a nice symmetry – from the very bottom to the top – which appealed to me, so it was where I decided to start. There’d already been three eye-catching results in the first couple of weeks. All-Ireland football champions Armagh had, unbelievably, been beaten by Monaghan and saddled with the indignity of having to negotiate the back-door system; a Tipperary hurling side, which had been many people’s choice as potential champions, had been humiliated by Clare; and Limerick had made a historic breakthrough by knocking Cork out of the Munster football championship. Though Limerick would never regain anything like the form they showed that day, it was still an achievement of some magnitude. The other two results, however, proved to be absolutely meaningless.


My championship odyssey started inauspiciously. I’d chosen Dungarvan as my base for the weekend and, after walking the town, discovered there wasn’t a spare bed in it. This wasn’t the first time this had happened to me. In 2001, I’d travelled on spec to the All-Ireland football quarter-final between Roscommon and Galway in Castlebar. After the match, I discovered that every hotel, B & B, and room over the pub in the home of Pee Flynn had been booked out. Weeks ago. A friendly taxi driver volunteered to drive me around the outer suburbs of Castlebar but the story was the same there and I began to realise how Joseph and Mary felt when they were trying to get their heads down in Bethlehem. One hotelier did reveal the reason for the accommodation famine, Pierce Brosnan was getting married locally so the world’s press had decided to kip in the Castlebar area.


‘Not to worry,’ said the driver. ‘We’ll go as far as Claremorris.’


We drove into the Mayo night, through Manulla and Balla, into Claremorris. It was like being in a Paul Durcan poem. All Claremorris had to offer us though was a big no. Through Brickeens and Bekan into Ballyhaunis. By this stage, we’d been travelling for nearly an hour but there was no more sympathy in Ballyhaunis than anywhere else. I pictured happy paparazzi snug in their rooms listening to the death notices and Big Tom records on Midwest Radio. If I’d been the driver, I’d have slung me out to take my chances on the mean Ballyhaunis streets. But he kept going and, just outside Knock, we found a place where I had the most grateful sleep of my life.


As you can see, the experience marked me deeply and I had no wish to go hunting for hospitality with some West Waterford Travis Bickle. My horror at such a prospect was obviously written all over my face because the landlady at my final port of call, after informing me that she, too, was booked out, mentioned that she did have a bed made up in a converted garage out the back. This suited me fine and I booked in before heading to the hotel to find out what it was like to play for the biggest losers in Gaelic football.


The landlord of the B & B handed me a copy of the local paper, which laid out in gruesome detail the various failures by Waterford to break their duck over the last decade and a half. Then he told me that they had actually beaten tomorrow’s opposition in the league.


‘So, they have a great chance tomorrow then?’


‘Not at all. What happened was that Declan Browne injured himself in the warm-up. I know a man who was at the match and the minute he saw Browne go down, he raced to the bookies and put a rake of money on, got there just before the start.’


Declan Browne is arguably the best forward in Ireland. Though stranded by geographical misfortune in Tipperary, he has nevertheless managed to terrify the defences of Cork and Kerry. What he might possibly do against Waterford didn’t bear thinking about, something with which the bookies seemed to agree. The landlord told me Waterford were 5/2 to win the following day. He didn’t think anyone would be having any of that.


I waited for Gary Hurney, who I’d been informed was the best footballer in Waterford and a player, like Browne, who could have shone for a major county. It was Communion Day in Dungarvan and the bar was packed. What struck me was that no one was actually passing much heed on the Communion kids. Instead, and this was two in the day, the bar was lined with soused adults in states of edgy drunkenness. Men in their fifties who still sported earrings and tattooes would beckon youngsters over, clap them on the back, point at an equally drunk acquaintance and slur, ‘You see this man, this man here, this man is a gennelman, so he is. Don’t forget that now, this man is a gennelman.’


It was a pretty dispiriting sight. The bar rang with the shouts of mothers and grannies trying to control kids who were tearing round the place out of sheer boredom while their elders got stuck into the booze.


One kid hurtled into a barman who was transporting a plate of sandwiches to a table. The mite’s mother got hold of him.


‘Mind the man.’


‘Mind the man? Fuck the man.’


It was at this point that Gary Hurney arrived. There are young men who, even if you happened to see them loping towards you across the Gobi Desert, are immediately identifiable as Gaelic footballers. They are the ideal shape and build for the game, between six-one and six-three, weighing in at around a trim 14 stone, loose limbed and agile. Every decent club in the country has a lad like this playing midfield. Gary Hurney was one of these and he smiled as we sat down amid the chaos of Communion Day in Dungarvan.


‘Is there much excitement around about tomorrow’s game?’


‘No. People are more bothered about going to see Matrix Reloaded.’


Gary didn’t have many illusions about the grip of Waterford football on his fellow townspeople (he plays with Dungarvan club Ballinacourty) but he seemed absurdly hopeful about the county’s chances against Tipperary.


‘I definitely think we have a realistic chance. Like we do a savage lot of work and it has to pay off sometime. We’re on the go since last November, we had six hard weeks trying to get fit. Since January, we’ve been training two nights a week with a game at the weekends, sometimes it’s been three nights. We do put it in, the same as any other county.’


But why do it for Waterford football?


‘That’s a hard question to answer. I just know for myself that I love to play football and I love training. There will never be a transfer system in the GAA because everyone wants to play for their own county. It would be hard to look back at the end of your career and have no medals to show it, but we’re trying to make a difference. I live and die for the game, I really love it. And we’ve had some good days too.’


The most famous of all Waterford football’s good days came in 1957 when they defeated a Kerry team that had been All-Ireland champions only two years previously. Kerry had, perhaps understandably, gone into the game in a somewhat over-confident frame of mind and travelled without several players. They completed their team by dragging a couple of supporters out of the crowd. Waterford played the game of their lives and won by 2–5 to 0–10. But they lost the Munster final against Cork by 11 points and haven’t reached one since. Still, there had been signs of recovery in recent years. The county junior team won the All-Ireland in 1999 and, a year later, the U-21s dumped Kerry out of the Munster championship before losing narrowly to Limerick in the provincial final. The thought of those games was keeping Hurney going.


‘There were 8,000 people from Waterford at that junior final. Waterford people love the GAA but we only get a few hundred people at our games. I suppose we haven’t given them much encouragement. If we could win tomorrow, we could make a start. It’s our All-Ireland because it would make such a difference. I know we’ve been written off already but we’ve been written off all our lives.’


Yet Waterford were struggling against a considerable handicap. Three of the best forwards in the county – Shane Walsh, Michael Walsh and Conan Watt – had left the panel. The reason? They were wanted by the county hurling panel. None of them were likely to make a significant contribution in the championship but hurling trumps football in Waterford and it always will. Tipperary has the same problem, so does Wexford and Limerick while Kilkenny has jacked in football altogether. Even in Cork, which had a great football tradition, it is hard not to feel sometimes that hurling people run the county board and wilfully disrespect the big-ball game. There is a tinge of hurling snobbery about this attitude and it means that footballers rarely get a fair shake in those counties. What makes this maddening for the players involved is that the football areas are usually distinct from the hurling areas. In West Cork, South Limerick, South Tipperary and West Waterford, football is the number one game, but the GAA people from those areas are doomed to forever hear outsiders tell them they come from a hurling county.


There were other withdrawals from the team. Niall Geary, an outstanding defender, had decided to throw in his lot with Cork. And Niall Curran, the Player of the Year for the previous two seasons, had opted to drop to junior level. Gary Hurney’s enthusiasm notwithstanding, it looked as though the 15-year losing run was beginning to drive players away from the team. Even Gary admitted that the losses were having a further detrimental effect that threatened to perpetuate the run.


‘When the other teams are playing against Waterford, they have great confidence because they look down on us. They feel good about themselves from the start and if they go ahead they can relax completely.’


I headed back to my garage and watched Tyrone grind out a 0–17 to 1–5 victory against Derry in what was probably the most bad-tempered game of the entire championship. There would be games that would attract more opprobrium but none that would give off that marvellous sense of personal animosity that the Tyrone–Derry matches are so rich in. Perhaps, as the cliché goes, the players from either side are the best of friends off the pitch, let bygones be bygones and get together for a few chummy pints. It’s just that, if they are, a marvellous job is done of camouflaging it. That evening in Casement Park it looked as though every player felt about his opposite number the same way Martin Keown feels about Ruud van Nistelrooy. It would have been enough to make a man feel mildly discouraged had Ger Canning not appeared on my screen to conduct his usual magnificent post-match interview, the highlight of which came when he informed the Tyrone manager, Mickey Harte.


‘There’s another Mickey Harte in action tonight.’


The real Mickey Harte looked puzzled for a second before twigging what he was supposed to say and mumbling a brief message of good luck to the Irish contestant in that night’s Eurovision Song Contest. It seemed important to Ger and the Tyrone manager was too nice of a guy to let him down.


‘Another Mickey Harte in action.’ I knew immediately what Ger was on about because I felt like that other MH had been stalking me all week. There wasn’t a media outlet that hadn’t given Mickey Joe Harte the kind of saturation coverage not seen since 9/11. He’d won RTÉ’s You’re a Star and now he was about to win the Eurovision and, if you were allergic to him, well, you’d have to emigrate because he was everywhere.


I’d hoped for some relief in The Irish Times but no. Inside the magazine, he was answering that most difficult of questions, ‘What’s in your fridge Mickey Joe?’


‘A human head taken from one of my female victims. I’ve stripped the skin off with a hunting knife and will be making it into a table lamp later on this evening.’


Except Mickey Joe didn’t say that because he is a compendium of every kind of lovely-young-fella quality imaginable. Plaster saints have more obvious faults than this Donegal man who seems to have been created by a computer fed with a program entitled ‘How to win reality-television show votes’.


Never mind the man, what about the song. For weeks it had been following me. ‘We’ve got the World Tonight (Dass ryat)’.


It seemed as though I was the only person who didn’t love the song and the only one who noticed that the backing singers sounded exactly like one of the codgers in D’Unbelievables.


‘Dass ryat.’


But really it wasn’t Mickey Joe who was irritating me as I lay in the Dungarvan garage, it was Ger and his yoking together of the Eurovision Song Contest and the All-Ireland championship as if they were being contested by figures of equal talent and import. In reality, You’re a Star and everything that surrounded it bespoke all that was worst in contemporary Ireland, the primacy of bottom-line merchants like Louis Walsh, the frenzied hyping of something that wasn’t in the least interesting to begin with, the presumption that winning the vote in a reality-television programme indicated real substance. There didn’t seem to be a local festival that wasn’t headlined by someone whose sole claim to fame was having appeared on You’re a Star. Singers of real talent and experience appeared down the bill. It appeared that if the media said you were a star, you were one.


So it goes. But one of the most refreshing attributes of the championship is that it cannot be falsified. Players can be hyped all right, but that won’t make them able to catch a single extra ball, score any more points, win any more games. It doesn’t matter who the papers and the public want to win the All-Ireland, the best team will win in the end. And I think that’s one reason why public affection for sportsmen is currently at an all-time high. In a world where achievement can be faked, GAA stars might soon be the only Irish people famous for being genuinely good at something.


Hence the totally unfair set I took on Mickey Joe Harte back in May. He might be a genuinely lovely young fella but he didn’t belong in the same breath as Mickey Harte. And when ‘We’ve got the World Tonight’ dawdled home in 12th place out in Riga, I presumed that would be the last I’d hear of the singer and the song. Presumption is a dangerous thing.


Leaving Dungarvan on Sunday morning, I noticed that admission to the Communion Disco in Davitts Bar was by ticket only and wondered if this would cut much ice with the young lad in the bar.


‘Have you got your ticket there, son?’


‘Ticket? Fuck the ticket.’


The sound of sporting anticipation is both a strange and a comforting one. There’s no fan whose step and pulse don’t quicken when they hear in the distance the buzz of thousands of voices wondering exactly what’s going to transpire over the next couple of hours. Even a visitor from another planet would know that something special was going on when they heard that pregnant murmur behind the high walls of a Gaelic ground. There’s excitement in it and speculation and prediction, but above all there is tension. The sound you hear at championship time is one you don’t hear during the National League.


And it was totally absent from Walsh Park. The home fans seemed resigned rather than worried. Other supporters had delusions of grandeur; the Waterford football supporters had delusions of adequacy. They’d be pleased if the team won but, after 14 straight first-round defeats, they weren’t going to indulge in anything as foolish as expectation.


Another fact I’d picked up that morning underlined the enormity of Waterford’s task. When they’d won their last championship game, one Eddie Rockett had been playing in their defence. (I checked but there had been no R. McDonald or A. Kebabara among his team-mates.) Today, his son Edmund was lining out for the team. It was reminiscent of some horror-movie family curse that passes down through the generations.


And then they arrived at Walsh Park with the unmistakable air of big-time county players, laughing nervously, chewing gum, looking out at the pitch with grim determination. They were team-mates, they were completely focused on the task in hand – they were a bunch of 11- and 12-year-old girls. The National Schools teams from Waterford and Tipperary had arrived to play the curtain-raiser to the senior match.


Flann O’Brien used to include in his list of Great Bores the man who would always say, ‘It could only happen in Ireland’, no matter what trivial incident befell him. It’s easy to fall into this trap when writing about the GAA. All kinds of commonplace occurrences are frequently adduced as being unique to the association when, in fact, they’ve got many equivalents in the world of sport. But presenting schoolkids with the chance to share the big championship stage is something that isn’t repeated in many other sports. There are things about the GAA that would drive anyone but the most partisan central-council delegate mad. But there are far more things that are wonderful whatever way you look at them. And the National Schools games are one of them. The fact that some of today’s inter-county stars have played in those games is interesting but irrelevant. What matters is giving kids the opportunity to be part of the big days in their county’s calendar. One look at the seriousness with which the girls of Tipperary and Waterford warmed up and checked their boots told you how much it was appreciated.


As Waterford set about taking control of the girls game, I fell into conversation with a woman from Solohead in Tipperary whose daughter, Rebecca, wasn’t playing badly at all. Annette Cummins was the epitome of motherly pride.


‘It’s her second year in the National Schools game. There’s a lot of training and travel to the sessions, then I wait around for an hour till she’s finished. There’s no team in Solohead so they play with Cappawhite. Her sister plays Under-12 too. We have four girls and they’re mad for football.’


‘Do their brothers play?’


‘Oh, they don’t have any brothers. They got into the football themselves, they never stop kicking around between themselves.’


‘They’re playing the full length of the pitch.’


‘They’re well able for it. Come on Rebecca, mark your woman.’


Solohead, of course, was the site of the ambush by Dan Breen and his cohorts widely regarded as beginning the War of Independence. You could extrapolate a moral from this, to do with the vigorous state of distinctively Irish games in the Republic that eventually resulted. But then you’d have to think about the attitude of the State’s founding fathers towards women – barely consenting to let them out of the kitchen, never mind having them play football in front of a large crowd.


Despite the best urgings of Cummins mère and the best efforts of Cummins fille, the young Waterford women won well. This would be no surprise to anyone aware of the balance of power in Waterford football. There is a bitter irony in the fact that, while Waterford’s male footballers were bottom of the heap, their women won several All-Irelands in the 1990s and players, such as Áine Wall, Geraldine O’Ryan and Mary O’Donnell were far bigger names than anyone playing for the supposedly stronger sex. I didn’t know the effect of such success on the Waterford men but, at times, it must have been a bitter pill to swallow. Judging by the performance of their schoolgirls, the ladies production line wasn’t exhausted yet. A young woman called Lenny Kirwan of Fews National School gave an exhibition of the basics – catching, kicking, scoring, soloing – that would have shamed many of the senior men I was to see later in the championship.


Meanwhile, the Waterford men’s hopes of victory took a ferocious blow even before the game started. Declan Browne managed to complete the warm-up without incurring an injury. That seemed to be that.


Hang on a minute. Waterford win the ball from the throw-in and it is played down to Gary Hurney who wins it brilliantly. He shakes off his man and finds John Hennessy piling through the middle. Tipp goalkeeper Philly Ryan brings Hennessy crashing to the ground and the referee signals a penalty, which is converted by Connie Power with Brazilian panache. A couple of scores later and Waterford are five points clear inside half-a-dozen minutes. It couldn’t happen, could it?


For the first quarter, the unthinkable continued to look on the cards – Waterford having pulled a crafty one by withdrawing John Hearne from their full-forward line and placing him in front of Declan Browne. Now Browne didn’t just have a marker behind him to contend with, he’d got someone intercepting his supply as well. It was a good stroke by Waterford manager Denis Walsh.


Cork people are constantly going on about how unlucky Denis Walsh was in 1990. He won an All-Ireland senior hurling medal that year and just missed out on a place on the All-Ireland winning Cork football team, which would have made him one of only two players in history to win hurling and football medals in the same year. I suppose it counts as a variety of bad luck, but you couldn’t imagine Walsh getting much sympathy from his Waterford players if he brought it up.


As the half wears on, it becomes clear that even two markers are not going to stop Browne exerting a profound influence on the game. From frees and play, he’s always one of the top scorers in the game and, true to form, he’d end the 2003 championship as the player with the best scoring average. All of which is praiseworthy enough in itself but unrivalled when you take Browne’s circumstances into account. Tyrone, Kerry and Galway forwards have class players supplying them with good-quality ball but Browne lives largely off scraps, making something from balls hit too high, too long or way out on the wing. And forwards from the bigger counties have team-mates to share the load, whereas opposition defences know Browne is the only major threat on the Tipperary side and can give him their almost exclusive attention.


It never seems to make any difference. By half-time, Browne had kicked one incredible point while facing away from goal and had been fouled for a series of frees that he points himself. That didn’t seem to satisfy him and, at the beginning of the second half, he decided to give a good impression of an adult thrown into an U-12 match. Twenty seconds after the restart, he charged right through the middle of the Waterford defence and sent a shot inches over the bar, next he spun away from a couple of desperate tackles and scored another point before squirming through an impossibly small gap, motoring in along the end-line and fisting the ball over the bar. By the eighth minute, Tipp were five points clear and looked set to give Waterford their annual trouncing.


But it didn’t quite work out like that. Waterford hung in there. Gary Hurney won every ball that came his way and, with nine minutes left, his side were level again. The buzz in the crowd was different now. Could they? Ah no, never, but who knows? It’s not bad, is it? With a minute left, Waterford were still just a point behind and were attacking with purpose. Yet, and perhaps the length of the jinx had something to do with it, composure suddenly deserted them. Like Devon Loch, their legs gave way with the post in sight. Tipperary regrouped and, right at the end, Browne won a free and kicked it over the bar. Plus ça change.


If the noise of the crowd before the game had been one indicator of how far Waterford footballers were from the big time, the scene around the dressing rooms after the final whistle was similarly eloquent. The post-match crush outside the dressing room is one of the great features of the GAA, with players pushing their way through milling hordes and officious county-board men at the door trying to prevent an invasion, while dozens of supporters insist that they’ve got a legitimate reason to be inside. At Walsh Park, the dressing-room doors were wide open and there was hardly a soul waiting outside. The players just hoisted their bags over their shoulders and walked unmolested to their cars in an atmosphere of eerie quiet.


Even Declan Browne passed unnoticed. His summer would be the usual story of extraordinary excellence in a losing cause. He almost single-handedly destroyed the Kerry defence in his next game, forcing them into a hasty realignment that would haunt them for the rest of the season. And when Tipperary drew Donegal in the second round of the back-door series, they were rewarded with a trip to Croke Park. Browne finally got the chance to show what he was made of on the biggest stage of all. The press coverage that week treated him like some legendary bluesman who’d been invited up from the Mississipi Delta to play in Carnegie Hall. When the eyes of the wider world were upon him, would he live up to his legend? He did, scoring five points from play and winning the Man of the Match award even though Tipperary suffered the expected hammering.


I travelled back from Waterford to Dungarvan with local journalist Johnny Murphy and Seamus O’Brien, who, at 83 years of age, is the longest-serving central-council delegate in the country. The cliché about central-council delegates is that they are the ne plus ultra of conservatism, backwoodsmen totally bewildered by the modern GAA. Seamus O’Brien was intelligent, witty and courteous, informing us of the weekend’s encounter between the world of sport and the world of crime.


‘There was a match this morning in Knockanore and this man turns up and says to the lads at the gate, “I was training here during the week with the county team and I think I left my tracksuit inside in the dressing rooms.” They tell him to go on ahead and when the teams come back to the dressing rooms after the match, your man has all their valuables looted.’


‘You wouldn’t expect that in Knockanore,’ said Johnny Murphy.


The list of places where you wouldn’t expect this seems, however, to be getting shorter all the time. Seamus and Johnny had taken great encouragement from Waterford’s better-than-expected performance and even dared to suggest that the end of the 15-year losing run might be in sight. They could draw London or Carlow or Wicklow in the first round of the back-door and the job would be Oxo.


They drew the All-Ireland champions Armagh who trimmed them 2–21 to 0–8. Gary Hurney managed to take four points from play off the country’s meanest defence but that performance was hidden by the starkly one-sided scoreline. It must have been a very disappointing end to a season that he’d been so genuinely hopeful about when I’d spoken to him on Communion Day in Dungarvan.


Fuck it, I was disappointed. I’d felt genuinely upset when Waterford failed to end the most miserable run in Gaelic games. In fact, I felt a grá for Waterford I was to feel for few other teams in the championship.


Why was this? Perhaps it had something to do with my personal circumstances. I’ve written a couple of novels, which have been moderately well received and sell a reasonable few copies, but already I’m beginning to realise that I’m not one of literature’s big hitters. The Saul Bellows, the Salman Rushdies, the Toni Morrisons occupy a sphere I’m never going to approach. And every year new writers with far more talent than me come along and push me a few rungs further down the ladder. So perhaps the question I put to Gary Hurney should be turned back on me.


Why do it? Why put in all that effort when you’re never going to win the Nobel, the Booker or any other one of writing’s equivalents to the Sam Maguire and Liam McCarthy cups?


Why? Because I’m still part of the minority who have managed to get a novel published and can console myself by thinking that, even if I’m not in the same league as Saul, Salman and Toni, I’m in the same game. Perhaps that’s what keeps the Waterford footballers going. Maybe they’ll never win the All-Ireland but, when they watch the final on television, they can be proud of having competed in the championship, of the link between themselves and the top of the tree. Maybe this explains why so many of us have such a love of the underdog, why you’ll often see a pub full of people rooting frantically for a small team that appears to be on the verge of overturning the natural order. Because most of us aren’t champions, most of us don’t live remarkable lives in the spotlight, we’re just happy to give life our best shot. Most of us have more in common with Waterford footballers than with their Kerry counterparts. And, after all, without the Waterfords of this world, there wouldn’t be a championship. Somebody has to make the giants look big.


There was an unexpected and wonderful postscript to the Waterford footballers season. The county U-21 team shocked everyone by defeating Cork in the Munster championship and then won their first ever provincial title with a victory over a Kerry team that included several senior inter-county players. Their All-Ireland semi-final defeat against Dublin didn’t detract from perhaps the most remarkable GAA success story of the season. The U-21 team proved Gary Hurney’s contention (at the time I’d thought it was wild wishful thinking) that the county’s young footballers was as good as anyone given a chance.


Starring at centre half-back was Edmund Rockett and it now looks very unlikely that the senior losing run will be passed on to a third generation of the Rockett family. The future has never looked brighter for Waterford football. Now, where did I put that Nobel Prize acceptance speech?
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Hill 16, La La La




1 June: Leinster Senior Football Championship Quarter-finals, Croke Park Dublin 1–19, Louth 0-9; Meath 2–13,Westmeath 2–13





Hill 16 is different. It never seems to conform to the norms of the GAA. Whereas the association prides itself on the fact that fans from opposing counties can be interspersed with each other on match days, Hill 16 is almost exclusively the preserve of Dublin fans when their team is playing. GAA crowds are generally reserved and quiet, producing remarkably little noise for their great numbers. Hill 16 is raucous, boisterous and impossible to ignore. The new Croke Park is streamlined, all-seater, covered over, corporate friendly. The Hill 16 terrace was the last remaining uncovered section of Croke Park. Like any interesting phenomenon the Hill engenders wildly different responses. The attitude of Dublin fans is relatively simple: Hill 16 is a national monument and the best place anyone could watch a match. There are two separate views of the place down the country. One is that Hill 16 is an unrivalled venue for ‘banter’ and ‘Dublin wit’. The latter phrase always makes me think of being trapped on a long train journey with Brendan Grace and Maureen Potter and scarcely counts as a recommendation. People who think that the various pet-names placed by Dubs on the capital’s various hideous lumps of public sculpture are hilarious forms of demotic humour may feel differently.


The anti-Hill camp are just as extreme and affect to believe that any unfortunate culchie who happens to stray up there and cheer for his team will be scalped by a terrifying bunch of tattooed, skinheaded, hard-man Dubs reminiscent of the lads who hung out with Charlo Spencer in the TV series Family.


The Hill does have a whiff of sulphur about it, but this probably has more to do with the ingestion of vast quantities of porter rather than any connection with the demonic. Nevertheless, on the days when the Dubs aren’t playing, nothing pleases country fans more than to strut their stuff on the Hill. It’s almost as though they hope either the banter or the hardness will rub off on them. You see, no other county can boast anything remotely like the Hill, a piece of territory that undisputedly belongs to the home fans. Like the Stretford End at Old Trafford, the North Bank at Highbury or The Kop at Anfield, Hill 16 is far more than just a piece of terracing.


The unspoken rule that Dublin always warm up in front of the Hill has been challenged just once when Tyrone got on to the field before the Dubs for the 1984 All-Ireland semi-final and proceeded to the sacred end. When Dublin arrived on the field, they went down in front of the Hill as usual and spectators were treated to the sight of two teams warming up at the one end, risking injury as they collided in the small space. There were suggestions that the home team should have given in and gone down to the Canal End. But most people saw the incident as a prime piece of acting the flute by Tyrone, a gesture so crass it would never be repeated.


There is no doubt that Dublin have a huge advantage in playing all their important games in Croke Park (though the association ludicrously claims that Croker is a neutral venue and that Parnell Park is the actual native heath of the Dubs) and the Hill often seems to be worth a couple of points to them. John Cleary, an excellent Cork forward who scored two goals against Dublin in the 1989 All-Ireland semi-final, once told me about making his debut in Croke Park against the Dubs while still in his teens. ‘You’d look up there and when the Dubs scored it was like the whole terrace was shaking, the crowd all moving at the same time.’


So there was only one place to watch Dublin’s first championship match of the season. Given everything that was to transpire subsequently, it’s funny to think of the enormous unquestioning enthusiasm that surrounded the team at the start of the campaign. Their Leinster championship win the previous year, and the fact that they’d lost the All-Ireland semi-final by a point to eventual champions Armagh, meant they were many people’s favourites for the 2003 All-Ireland. Ray Cosgrove, Alan Brogan and Ciarán Whelan were on the verge of becoming folk heroes, Croke Park had been opened up back in March so that 30,000 (10 times the usual attendance) could watch the team play their opening National League match and Tommy Lyons – their chirpy, media-friendly manager – was incredibly popular. The eventual decline and near fall of Lyons would tell a salutary tale about the fickleness of supporters, the demands of the media and the almost unbearable expectations that pressed down on the managers of the bigger counties.


Yet it seemed impossible that the season would be anything but successful when the Dubs’ fans made their way towards the Hill for the opening game against Louth, the kind of county whose teams weren’t bad but who could be relied on to roll over when facing Dublin in all their pomp. Such was the interest in the game that the man who’d got me a ticket during the week had it stolen from his desk at work. (The thief lost his job shortly afterwards as, unfortunately, did many others when the Dublin Daily went for an early bath. Its star columnist was Tommy Lyons. Who jinxed who is hard to say.)


Fans spilled out of Gaffney’s, the Fairview Inn, Meaghers, pubs synonymous with big match days at Croke Park and noisy, boozy pre-match pinting by men in blue jerseys stamped with the Arnotts logo. The chatter was less about Louth (who didn’t merit much more than a cursory dismissal) than about the deadly enemies of the Dubs – Meath. Mee-yad.


‘There was these three guys on the road and a car drove straight through them. It was a Mee-yad number plate.’


‘I saw the Mee-yad fans in town. The big, well-fed, thick fucking heads on them.’


‘Don’t give the Louth people any stick. They hate Mee-yad almost as much as we do.’


No one doubted that all the other games in the Leinster championship would just be preparatory skirmishes before the inevitable final between Dublin and Meath when a full house would see Dublin confirming that the era of Seán Boylan had been supplanted by the time of Tommy Lyons.


Your first impression of Hill 16 is of how homely it is, of how it suggests a general meeting of a club whose members are all acquaintances at least, if not friends. There’s plenty of chanting all right but it has nothing of the aggression or fanaticism you’d find at a Premiership soccer ground. There’s a considerable amount of irony and self-deprecation (Dublin qualities far more quintessential and attractive than the much advertised wit) and an impressive amount of knowledge about the game. If you want people to listen to you on the Hill, you have to do a bit better than just express blind love of your team. In front of me, a guy was telling everyone round him about his experiences at the recent UEFA Cup final between FC Porto and Celtic, ‘You think this is hot. In Seville at ten o’clock at night it was twice as warm as this. It was like watching the game in a fucking oven.’


‘You’re some Irishman. Going to Spain to watch a Scottish team playing an English game.’


‘Ah come on, lads. Celtic are Sinn Féin FC.’


There are chuckles from the man’s friends. He’s obviously one of those guys doomed to be wound up good naturedly by his buddies while they elbow the people beside them and roll their eyes in theatrical amusement.


‘Tell them about Malaga. Go on.’


‘Malaga. Don’t get me started about fucking Malaga. Three hours on a fucking bus going to the game and no bleeding air conditioning.’


There is laughter from three rows back; the Celtic fan has won himself an audience. On the field, it’s obvious almost immediately that Louth haven’t got the stuff to prevent Dublin from scoring the expected easy victory. There’s only two minutes gone when the hero of the year before, Ray Cosgrove, a man with a better eye for goal than almost any other forward in the game, turns his man and cuts through with only the keeper to beat. In an act of quixotic unselfishness, he flicks the ball across for Alan Brogan to apply the finishing touch. Our man from Seville rages, ‘You fucking eejit Cosgrove, you bollocks, you clowen.’


‘What has your friend got against Ray Cosgrove?’


‘He had five hundred on him to score the first goal.’


By half-time, Dublin are almost out of sight and Louth are merely going through the motions. The Wee County are piss poor. But the second half is worth watching because of the way Ciarán Whelan is playing at midfield for Dublin. There’s a particular trick that Whelan loves to essay and Louth fall for it every time. He slows down, hops the ball on his toe and, as his opponent comes in to make the tackle, surges away like a sports car moving from 0 to 100 in the blink of an eye. When he plays like this, it’s hard to see how anyone could possibly mark him. In the previous year’s All-Ireland quarter-final replay against Donegal, he hit seven points (something no other midfielder is going to do in the next decade, I’ll bet anything on that) and in the semi-final he scored the goal of the year against Armagh, powering through the middle of the defence and unleashing a rocket of a shot that flew past the goalkeeper from 25 yards. He is big, strong, brave, quick and has mastered all the skills of Gaelic football. There’s another move he frequently pulls, racing out to the right wing and hoisting a huge high shot over the bar from near the sideline, which no other inter-county player can manage.


But even the Hill 16 fans find it hard to give Whelan the unmitigated admiration you might think he deserves. Because the mystery of the Raheny man is that some days he will be completely anonymous, others he will put in an astounding 15 minutes and then mysteriously disappear from the game, making no impact at all. These misfires and absences don’t seem to be connected with tight marking or rough tactics by the opposition. They just happen. And, given the supreme athleticism of the player bedevilled by them, it stands to reason that there is a mental aspect to these fade-outs. Yet Whelan comes across as a decent, uncomplicated young man, not highly strung in the same way as Graham Geraghty, his rival in talent and inconsistency. No one can explain why he moves from the sublime to the ridiculous with such frequency. And that worries the Hill because, despite the presence of several other highly talented players on the team, if Whelan goes missing in a tight game, Dublin may well be sunk. It’s deeply worrying.


Today, though, he is supreme with three points already to his name when he embarks on another awesome run through the middle and thumps past the keeper a shot moving at such speed that, when it rebounds from the crossbar, it travels a full 30 yards out the field. As Whelan cocked the trigger, someone shouted, ‘Go yourself, Ciarán.’


‘Go yourself, Ciarán? Like he ever does anything else.’


Much laughter greeted this voicing of an undeniable truth by the Celtic fan who seems to be enjoying the game despite more torture being inflicted on him by Ray Cosgrove. At the start of the second half, the full-forward had once more rounded his man and looked certain to find the net. Instead, he laid the ball off to Senan Connell who fumbled badly.


‘Jesus Christ, Ray. Jesus Christ, man.’


‘What’s wrong with him now?’


‘He had Cosgrove to score the first goal of the second half as well.’


There is no goal in the second half but everything else has gone according to plan for the Dubs, and then some. Brian Cullen, in his first year out of minor, sprays the ball around from centre half-forward with extraordinary facility, the young wing-back, David Henry, ploughs upfield with intent and lands a great point, the Dubs bring on a giant wing-forward, Tom Mulligan, and he is excellent, then they bring on a pint-sized corner-forward, David O’Callaghan, who looks even better. Old favourites Dessie Farrell and Jason Sherlock (both rumoured to be out of favour with Lyons) don’t make an appearance. Louth’s veteran midfielder Seamus O’Hanlon, charged with marking Whelan, gets fed up of chasing him round Croke Park and kicks him in the leg right in front of the referee. He almost appears relieved by the sending off that follows. By the final whistle, the Dubs’ fans are working out just who their biggest threat for All-Ireland honours will be.


Who can stop the Dubs? Who dares to imagine they can stop the Dubs? Perhaps Meath, those perpetual rivals whose fans begin to slope on to the Hill in advance of the second half of the day’s double bill, their meeting with Westmeath.


Here is a remarkable thing about the Hill. Since I got there, hardly a minute had passed without a comment being made about the awfulness, ignorance and arrogance of the entire population of the county of Meath. An outsider would imagine that any Meathman daring to walk up here would be hung, drawn and quartered. Yet a good number of Meath supporters wearing county jerseys come on to the Hill and not a cross word is said to them. It’s not that no one notices them. Being Meathmen, they feel compelled to roar and shout and generally declare their presence. The only response to them is mild amusement.


This is a defining quality of the GAA. Maybe it is the most unique feature of all, the total lack of aggression between fans. Not only does no one challenge the Meath supporters but it is unthinkable that anyone would. There is a sense in which Hill 16 polices itself and all its habitues know the appropriate way to behave on the historic terrace. The Meathmen are left alone not because of any moral qualms but because this is the way things are done in the GAA. Attacking the opposition would be wrong but, worse than that, it would be stupid. It would show that you weren’t a real fan of the game at all. So fans from both sides mix freely and not a punch is thrown even when the matches themselves get unbearably heated.


Think for a second of how extraordinary this is. There are plenty of guys in Gaelic football and hurling crowds who’d take your head off if you spilt their pint or looked at their girlfriend in the wrong way. It’s hardly as if we live in a country where violence is unknown. And the crowd is full of young men with a lot of drink on them, something that, in other circumstances, would almost guarantee trouble. But it doesn’t spill over on to the GAA terraces because of some powerful innate prohibition. Compare this to the frequent trouble involving fans of Bohemians and Shamrock Rovers. There’s no way opposition fans would watch a game from the territory staked out by the hard-core fans of those and half a dozen other soccer clubs at least. Yet the crowds are so much smaller than GAA crowds and should be more manageable. Maybe a cult of hooliganism will develop at big GAA matches, but it seems unlikely. There have been some nasty incidents at club matches but, when it comes to the big championship matches, you can take your grandfather, your wife, your baby daughter to any part of the ground without fearing for their safety. If that was the only achievement of the GAA, it would be a proud one indeed, but we’re all so used to it that the good behaviour is taken for granted. It shouldn’t be.


It’s strange how expectations of a team change so frequently and so hugely during the course of a championship. By the end of their campaign, Meath would be regarded as a busted flush and Seán Boylan as a manager under pressure. But there were still moments when they resembled the merciless machine that had run right over teams in 1999 and most of 2001. When those moments occurred, people used the word ‘ominous’ a lot. Because Meath at their best possessed an inexorable quality not apparent in other teams, though Armagh are gradually building something like the same legend.


They might have eventually sputtered out completely but, in their first half against Westmeath, first 20 minutes against Kildare and first half against Monaghan, Meath played well enough to make us suspect that they had located top form and were about to kick on and make life miserable for the other counties. That was how you felt watching them play rings around Westmeath, scoring a goal after 48 seconds, almost scoring another a minute later, building up a five-point half-time lead that didn’t flatter them at all. Boylan seemed to have done it again, unknown youngsters called Regan, Crimmins and McKeigue slotted in and played as though they’d been winning championship matches for years.


Making this all the more impressive was the status of Westmeath as everyone’s idea of a coming team. They had underage success, a bright, popular manager in Luke Dempsey and a forward, Dessie Dolan, who wasn’t far behind Declan Browne in the talent stakes and had better players around him to bring out that talent. Their main problem was that they had never, ever beaten Meath and kept bumping into them at moments that might otherwise have been propitious for a breakthrough. And, at half-time, it looked as though Meath, who are regarded as a team who take great delight in doing this kind of thing, were mercilessly slapping them down, like an older brother letting a feisty sibling know who is the boss.


This apparent romp didn’t bring out the best in the Meath fans on the Hill. There weren’t many of them there, but they were a right royal pain in the arse. All the unpleasant qualities that sceptical countrymen are prone to attribute to the Dubs – aggression, ignorance, rubbing the nose of the opposition in the dirt – were being displayed in spades by the men from Meath. A couple of youngsters from Westmeath who’d had the temerity to cheer one of their side’s rare scores were told to ‘shut the fuck up’.


Then a Meath wit added, in reference to the Westmeath colours, ‘Red and white, the colour of shite.’


Maybe the man had piles. I don’t know.


The Hill regulars treated this exhibition of bad manners with bemused amusement, the way you’d react when the Beverly Hillbillies started washing their car in the swimming pool. There were sniggers when the second half got underway and things started to go badly for Meath. The Westmeath midfielders Rory O’Connell and Martin Flanagan owned the ball and started finding Dessie Dolan with regularity. Dolan picked off the points, and Westmeath clawed back the lead. They would have drawn level much more quickly had corner-forward J.P. Casey not been having almost as bad a game as it’s possible to have in Croke Park.


Time and time again young Casey would beat a couple of defenders, set his sights, take aim and root the ball yards wide. The wides were made all the more disheartening by the utter confidence with which he struck them.


It was, I think, Johnny Giles or Eamon Dunphy who introduced the phrase ‘moral courage’ into the sporting lexicon where it was eagerly seized on by sports journalists keen to use phrases redolent of depth and seriousness. ‘Moral courage’ had Hemingwayesque undertones and soon it was being bandied about with glee, as though the decision to make a short pass or play a one-two on the soccer field was akin to going out into noman’s land to rescue a wounded comrade. The favourite application of the ‘MC’ phrase in Gaelic games was when a player hit a string of wides in a game but continued to shoot. As in, ‘He could have passed that to a team-mate but he had the moral courage to go for it himself.’


You could have said that J.P. Casey was showing plenty of moral courage as he refused to be diverted from shooting every time he got the ball. Or you could have pointed out that a man in a hole should stop digging.


Not that this seemed to matter because the Meath goalkeeper, Cormac Sullivan, was having an even worse day. A harmless ball floated it into his hands, he let it pop up and Dolan fisted the ball into the net. For his second trick, he let a feeble shot from Shane Colleary trickle through his legs and just about make it over the line. Sullivan looked for all the world like a benign uncle encouraging his four-year-old nephew out in the garden by deliberately letting in shots. His travails meant that Westmeath were five points clear with 15 minutes left to play. The Meathmen had gone very silent but the Dubs were back in high spirits.


‘Sorry bud, you couldn’t tell me the score, could you?’


‘Jaysus lads, ye must be very embarrassed at the moment.’


But, because Meath are like the horror-movie monster that keeps coming back to life even after it’s been bludgeoned, blowtorched and buried, their supporters weren’t unhappy for long. With four minutes to go, Graham Geraghty scored a goal that put them a point ahead. The boys in front of me did a jig of joy, then turned around and shook their fists under the noses of the people nearby. ‘Come on ye fuckers. Now ye fuckers. See that ye fuckers.’


If there was going to be trouble it would have happened at that moment, but the Dubs just continued to chortle. The Beverly Hillbillies had finished the car and were now trying to tuck their prize cow into a four-poster bed. Behind it all, the Dublin supporters held a grudging affection for Meath, the kind that Michael Caine feels for his opposition in Zulu.


Anyway, there was no time to pursue grudges because the crack hadn’t stopped on the field. Dessie Dolan (what a player, outstanding for Leinster in the Railway Cup, Ireland in the Compromise Rules series, frequently struggling with injury but always there when Westmeath needed him) took a sideline ball and incredibly drifted it over the bar. And anyone who might have suggested that this was a lucky shot would have to discount the evidence of him doing exactly the same thing two years before against Mayo when Westmeath were in a similarly tight spot. Meath were rattled now and down to 14 men, Donal Curtis having gone for headbutting Martin Flanagan. Incidents of Meath violence on the field are like incidents of Fianna Fáil corruption – you feel you should take a balanced view and point out that they aren’t the only offenders, and yet they almost always seemed to be involved. Which made it deeply ironic when ex-players from the county led the late-season chorus denouncing Tyrone as barbarian invaders who played football in a mean-spirited way never witnessed below the border.


Then, with only seconds remaining, Westmeath were awarded a free, 30 yards out from the Meath goal. The decision so incensed the Meath defenders they engaged in levels of protest that would have made Joe Higgins TD proud. Their reward was to have the ball moved forward 10 yards. The free had been transformed from easy to unmissable and Dessie Dolan would be the man to execute the coup de grâce.


It was the easiest of frees but it wasn’t a simple one. In over a hundred years, Westmeath had never beaten their neighbours in the championship – for most of the time, they hadn’t even been able to give them a game. Since the arrival of the talented young players who’d won minor and U-21 All-Irelands, they’d been threatening to win a first Leinster title ever. But Meath kept getting in their way. Four times in the three years Westmeath had been given the opportunity to finish that hoodoo but they’d come up short each time. Now that bogeyman was about to be laid to rest. The Meathmen on the Hill shrugged their shoulders and walked towards the exit, their postures eloquent with hurt. It was a tap over, a gimme, as easy a chance as you’d ever have to make history.


The crowd on Hill 16 looked on in puzzlement after Dolan had taken the free. The umpire was signalling it wide. What was wrong with the eejit? It was a point. It must have been a point. The excitement of the moment must have made him get his signals mixed up. The Meathmen looked back over their shoulders and a horrible reality began to dawn on the rest of us. One of the best forwards in the country had just driven an unmissable free wide. Westmeath had been one simple kick away from the greatest victory in their history and their finest footballer had botched it. The final whistle blew and Westmeath people stood around in shock, as if they were waiting for a recount, as if they’d just been the victims of some terrible practical joke and Jeremy Beadle would doff his umpire’s disguise and tell Dessie Dolan, ‘I really had you going there for a minute son, didn’t I? You really did think you’d missed that free.’


‘Jesus, Jeremy,’ Dessie Dolan would say. ‘You’re a terrible man. I mean I knew that I couldn’t miss a free from there but, when I saw you signalling it, I couldn’t be sure.’


There was no such reprieve and, as the Dubs made their way to the exits, they wondered aloud about the possibility of there having been a worse miss in the history of Gaelic football and decided against it. Dolan’s miss reminded me of the British Open when Doug Sanders, a relative unknown, had a putt of around 18 inches to win by a stroke over the great Jack Nicklaus. Sanders twitched, the putt rolled to the side, and he was hardly heard of again.
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