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The definitive work on this journey is dedicated to four extraordinary children and their equally amazing grandma. To Lynn, Richie, Nikki, Ali and Grandma June, this one’s for you.
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The last decade has made for the most trying in my six decades to date. But that is the way the dice rolled and so myself, my family and friends had to get on with it as best we could. No different I guess to most everybody out there.


And yet over the last three years I found an interest over and above the ordinary in terms of several people urging me to put my life in print. Twice I went close but I had second thoughts.


Then in November 2014 I received a card to my mailbox in St Gerard’s.


It went along the lines that ‘as a boyhood fan and now a writer of books, if ever you were to commit your thoughts to print, I would be honoured if you would consider the possibility of doing it with me’. I am condensing and paraphrasing what was written.


To cut a long story short, over two months later I made contact with the sender and on the back of two meetings in South County Dublin, the seeds for Twelve Feet Tall were sown. For Justin Doyle this was a mission, and one thing I learned early was of some fiery exchanges guaranteed ahead.


I would be lying if I said this has been a smooth journey. In truth, it has been anything but. Yet in the process I have grown to admire and respect Justin so much. What you see is what you get. He wears his heart on his sleeve and calls it as it is.


We have had several heated exchanges in piecing this project together but never did we fall out, as in the end compromise always prevailed. So to Justin and his wife, Paula: my gratitude for patience and perseverance over and above the call of duty.


We will leave it to others to pass final judgement but the end product carries itself.


To Iain MacGregor and everyone at Simon & Schuster, my enormous thanks for all the encouragement and enthusiasm from the get go.


I guess in thanking the following I am opening the proverbial can of worms. It is like the dreaded wedding invitation list; the more you invite, the more you offend. They say in times of crisis you find out who your true friends are and while I did not need a time of crisis to find out mine, I can certainly vouch for its validity.


So to Keith Spencer, Annette Carroll, David and Leslie Boyd, Gordon Laing, John Moloney, Paud Herlihy, John Scally, Mick Quinn, Peter Purcell, Brian O’Brien, Dermot ‘D’ O’Brien, Dave Phelan, Joe McDonnell, Ken Ging, Ollie Campbell, John Redmond, Dave Courtney, Donal Egan, Ken Ging, Terry and Geraldine Quigley, Lorraine Foy, PJ Cunningham, Hubie Gallagher, Sam Van Eeden, Ray Power and Alina Mihai my sincere thanks for all your help, particularly in most recent years when things got particularly rough.


I want to say a special thank you to Michael and Pamela O’Loughlin, Br Denis Hooper, Victor and Aisling Drummy, Dave and Kay Mahedy, Tom and Eibhlin Geraghty, Ned and Mary Van Esbeck and Micheal and Josephine McMullan.


Michael O’Loughlin, Denis Hooper and Dave Mahedy have long been the blood brothers I never had. Denis and I have been best friends since Junior 2 in St Mary’s, and Dave and I since that first day registering at Plassey some forty odd years ago.


As for Michael, for sure he is the twin I never had. He was my scrum half, is my solicitor and godparent (along with his gorgeous wife, Pam) to Ali, and he will forever be the one in whom I trust implicitly for advice and guidance. I have no doubt but that in acknowledging the above I have offended so many more.


To that end, can I say simply: mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa.


Let me add one extra but very relevant thought. In the final run in to deadline, the sudden and tragic death of the unique voice of Sport on 98FM, Johnny ‘Now That’s What I Call Sport’ Lyons stopped me in my tracks.


There could be no prevaricating. Whatever else, it hammered home the message once again forcibly that life ain’t no dress rehearsal.


In memory of Johnny and with the health prognosis good…it is onward and upward.




DELIVERANCE




In the early months of 2012 I sensed something was not right. I was still doing my usual travelling and reporting on rugby matches at home and abroad for my employer, Independent News and Media. But I felt my body was not functioning as it should. I could not put my finger on the exact problem, but I had a strong feeling that there was something wrong somewhere.


When I was passing time between games, a most alarming thing would happen. If I was walking down the street window-shopping, or driving in my car, I would have to run into the nearest shop or pub to have a pee. On one particular day the urge was intolerable. I was in a mad panic as I dashed into a Marks & Spencer’s store looking for the toilet. It had been becoming increasingly worse. Until then I would shrug it off. I put it down to a chill or perhaps I was drinking too much liquid. But after the embarrassment of that episode, I decided to make an appointment with my doctor.


On 21 March 2012 I went to see Doctor Ray Power at The Well Clinic in Dublin. I had known Ray a very long time. He was the doctor to so many of us in rugby and he also had a long association with St Mary’s where my career began as a schoolboy. Ray was not happy. He actually dished out a short ticking-off because my last medical examination had been on 31 July 2006. He stressed the importance of having a thorough check-up at least every three years. To be honest I just lost track of time amid my sometimes hectic lifestyle. Although I told Ray I felt sure I had visited him in 2009, there was no excuse. It was irresponsible of me and I apologised.


After explaining my concerns and the symptoms, he did two tests. The first one I was dreading. Although I know it is common procedure, he probed through my back passage to try and detect anything abnormal inside my rectum. When he was finished, I knew by the concern on his face, along with his questions, that all was not well. He was very forthright in telling me that he had felt an abnormality; I think he termed it a ‘hard and jagged edge’.


The next test was for PSA, or Prostate Specific Antigen. He was concerned that my readings were extremely high and he sent them away for analysis. When the results came back I was immediately sent to see a specialist, Doctor Hubert Gallagher. Ray had informed me that during the 2006 medical my PSA reading was normal at 2.06. However, there were now grounds for grave concerns about my health because the readings had shot through the roof to 9.79. This was serious.


I was well aware from previous medicals over the years that if everything was OK, they would tell you the general findings over the phone. So when I had to travel to the Beacon Clinic just to hear the test results, I braced myself for bad news, if not necessarily the worst. All sorts of things went through my head. What was he going to tell me? Did I have an obstruction or blockage? Did I have some sort of lumpy or collapsed flesh or abscess? Or, worst case scenario, did I have a form of cancer in my lower body?


Thinking about all the endless possibilities was driving me crazy. I had not said much to anyone close to me about my visits to the doctors, but now I felt I needed to. I turned to my eldest daughter, Lynn, as she has always been my rock of sensibility. We have a great bond. Rather than ‘mere’ father and daughter, we have a relationship that is more like that of close friends. When I told her everything, she insisted on accompanying me to the test results.


Doctor Gallagher – or ‘Hubie’ as I call him as he is also a longstanding friend and former team-mate – wasted no time. As soon as we were seated he started off by telling me that he concurred with Doctor Ray’s findings. He told me there was indeed a distortion or, in everyday language, a lump developing inside. Then his words: ‘You have prostate cancer’ cut the atmosphere in two.


There was silence in the room. It seemed to last an eternity. I could feel the emotion building in Lynn and see the tears welling. I could sense, despite the moist in her eyes, she was trying to stay strong for me. For my own part, and from God alone knows where, I actually remained measured and calm. I just recall thinking of my favourite film from my teenage years, Love Story, when Jenny Cavalleri (played by Ali MacGraw) is told she has cancer. I had seen the film so many times and now I was standing in her shoes. That very moment when the doctor delivered my cancer diagnosis is what I have come to term as ‘my Cavalleri moment’.


Going into the clinic that day I had butterflies in my tummy. The same feelings I had experienced throughout my playing career on big match days. These were old and trusted friends in the pit of my stomach. They would envelope me in my hotel room and in the dressing room before big games. They could be make me feel very uncomfortable on certain days, but I did not view them as unfriendly or imposters. On the contrary, they were an essential part of the artillery for big-match build-up. Unwelcome, maybe – but I was very familiar with them. And when the referee blew the whistle for kick-off, they vanished.


So when Doctor Hubie revealed that I had cancer, it bordered on relief to finally know what was actually wrong with me. Now I could get on with my plan for action. My personal game plan, so to speak. But I must admit it was a very strange feeling. It was almost the antithesis of my own personality and make-up. Normally, the smallest things would worry me and this also stretched back to my preparations in the lead-up to match-days. When it comes to stress-induced headaches I am top of the list. But when the important game got underway I was normal. Similarly, when I was told now that I had a very serious form of cancer, it put me somewhat at ease. The little things leading up worried me but the actual revelation had little effect.


I reached over to console Lynn. My heart choked a little as I saw the tears she was working so hard to hold back. That ‘C’ moment we all fear was having more of an impact on her than it was on me. Of course, I fully understood the enormity of the prognosis. But to me it was just another huge game ahead and, as ever, I would be up for the fight. Later that evening, at home alone, I started to take in and digest everything.


His words were emphatic: ‘Prostate cancer . . . yours is very aggressive . . . it is at an advanced stage.’ I could not sleep. I wanted to get a handle on it. In truth, being alone made it that little bit harder to handle. How was I going to beat this? That burning question was just the beginning of a plague of new worries. The fact I had cancer had been dished out and delivered. So, as far as I was concerned, the big atom bomb had been neutralised. But I knew full well that I had to protect my mental state from all the electrons, protons and neutrons which would batter my mental wellbeing in the coming days, weeks, months and years to worry me. The ‘A-Bomb’ – in this case the ‘Big C’ as cancer is more colloquially known – had been taken care of by way of the doctor’s deliverance. But all the unanswered questions going through my brain were the real threats to my chances of survival.


As I lay in bed that night, and over many nights that followed, I thought about how I beat the odds in times past. I thought back to how I confounded people’s opinions of me on many previous occasions, on and off the playing field. And yes, there were many times, alone with my thoughts, when I asked: ‘Why me?’ A myriad of misty images would pass through my mind. I was floating with the ball. I was majestic. I was so fast, so full of vitality – a picture of perfect health.


Moments of near-invincibility on the pitch see Tony Ward burst forth with brown body, dark curly hair and muscular hairy legs. So many pairs of hands of all shapes and sizes reach out to try and grab him. Their efforts fall short. They fail. His extraordinary balance, derived from a natural, well-constructed centre of gravity, makes him so elusive. His trademark jinking – which involved twisting sharply in one direction and then the next before surging clear – means he is a damned elusive pimpernel. Off the pitch so many hands are outstretched looking for autographs; a phalanx of female fans are flailing their arms like pale and golden locks as they try to touch his hair and face. Numerous newspaper headlines label him ‘a pin-up boy’.


On my pillow at night, or day-dreaming in my workplace, a smile breaks out on my face at the thoughts and images, but then a bout of melancholy takes over. I am back in the moment – a very real and stark moment. I am confused and I demand answers. Was that really ‘me’ – Tony Ward? Who am I now? It seems inconceivable that an illness can ravage, pillage and put fitness and vitality to the sword. Will I end up as just an empty shell of myself, confined to a scrap heap and left with mere memories in a scrapbook? Will I weaken and wither and waste away to the point of no return. I go cold at the very thought. My heart beats faster and together with my head spinning I feel like I am going to have a panic attack. Sometimes my heart beats so hard against my chest I feel heart palpitations may follow. Only answers will soothe all this inner torment.


A peaceful calm takes over from the storm. Again and again as I drift into sleep, I return to a powerful and recurring vision. The mighty image of my mother and suddenly I am transported back to my childhood . . . a pleasant and warm calm . . .




CHAPTER 1


WISE & WONDERFUL MOTHER


As a child, one person stood on a pedestal above all others – my mother. She was the tower of strength I looked up to, as well as being my trusted guiding light. My feelings towards her have never wavered. The feeling of love goes without saying, but gratitude is a tiny word in the colossal context of what this remarkable lady did for me.


Ireland in the 1950s was emerging from the ashes. After decades of war, at home and abroad, which followed on from the Great Famine, things began to brighten a little. Many different shades of a great rainbow were about to appear on the horizon. Yes, there was still a cloud over the country with work extremely hard to find. People had to emigrate en masse in search of better employment prospects. But the huge depressions of former years, typified by the scourge of TB (tuberculosis), were being eradicated.


The Swinging Sixties were just around the corner and it was against this backdrop that I entered the world. Anthony Joseph Paul Ward was the small bundle delivered in Terenure, Dublin, on 9 October 1954. I would be the only child born to my mother, June Donnelly, and my father, Danny Ward. Only recently I learned a lot more about my father and his life. Before that I knew next to nothing about him except that he was a travelling salesman.


They lived something of a Bohemian lifestyle and were frequently on the move. After living in various Dublin South addresses from Terenure to Sandymount to Rathmines, my father and mother joined the great exodus in 1951 and packed up and moved to England. Intermittently, my mother would come home to Dublin for short breaks and stay in her mother’s house in Harold’s Cross. When she fell pregnant with me, she made sure she was home for my birth.


We settled in Yorkshire and I fell in love with Leeds. An industrial city in the North of England, and in the beauty of the Yorkshire moors and dales, it was very similar to Dublin. In particular I liked the warmth and friendliness of the people. My long and lasting relationship with Leeds continues today through my passion for, and support of, everything Leeds United. That love affair began in 1965 and continues unabated. I got to know John Giles, an Elland Road legend and one of my sporting heroes in the 1970s. Every year I travel to Eland Road to see ‘The Whites’ play. And every year means every year.


Tragedy struck on St Patrick’s Day in 1960 when my father dropped dead after suffering a massive heart attack. I was just five years old, hence the reason I cannot recall too much about him. I know he was born in England and he was a big Arsenal fan. So, in view of my father’s birthplace, I was actually eligible to play for England. That thought never entered my head and at no stage did it register among my rugby desires or ambitions.


Recovering from the shock and loss of her beloved husband, my mother returned to Harold’s Cross. This time she had me with her. She only intended staying a short while, but we ended up in Dublin for good. With my father gone and my grandfather, Jack Donnelly, a long-term patient in hospital, I was brought up in a house full of women. Granddad was a handy footballer, playing in midfield for St James’s Gate, and was known to everyone as ‘Dribbler Donnelly’.


Life was a constant financial struggle for my mother, but at least she had the support of her own mother and three sisters. Two of my aunts would subsequently get married, but my mother only had time in her life to provide for me. She worked very hard to try and give me the best life she possibly could. And while she worked, my grandmother, Elizabeth Donnelly, looked after me. Grandma Lily was my mum by day before my mother resumed parental duties at night. During the day she worked in the old Irish Hospital Sweepstakes building in Ballsbridge (opposite the front entrance to the RDS) and was employed four nights a week by Bord na gCon, the Irish Greyhound Board, at their tracks in Harold’s Cross and Shelbourne Park.


All this was primarily to aid my education. After making my First Communion in St Louis National School, my mother sent me to the educational institution next door, and to the Holy Ghost Fathers of St Mary’s College, Rathmines. Most of my friends went to the vocational schools in Clogher Road and Sundrive Road. Aided by my mother, I too found work with Bord na gCon. This, along with painting and decorating during the day, and running summer camps, helped fund my third level education.


At this point I would like to pay a heartfelt tribute to my mother. She made enormous sacrifices for my benefit and I can never thank her enough. I cannot speak highly enough of the Holy Ghost Fathers in St Mary’s as well. Attending that school provided me with some of the happiest days of my life growing up. It was the springboard to my future sporting careers. My affection for, and pride in, ‘Mary’s’ continues to this day. I met my best friend, Denis Hooper, former principal of Glenstal Abbey, when I entered second class in the junior school. I am proud to say Brother Denis and I are as close now as we have ever been. If it’s true that you can judge a man by his friends then I stand tall.


My mother played camogie, the women’s equivalent of hurling, in her youth. My father would also take her along to as many soccer, rugby and boxing competitions around the city as he could. This interest would later rub off on me. There were so many sports on offer and I delved into most of them. I participated in soccer, cricket, rugby, tennis and athletics. Being a rugby school, Donnybrook was our theatre of dreams. When we played there for the juniors (JCT) or seniors (SCT) in front of family and friends, it was the realisation of our childhood ambition. I know my mother took immense pride and interest in those early Donnybrook games.


My interest in the academic side of education was zilch. If I was not playing sport then I was training. The only thing going on in my life back then was rugby in school and soccer outside. Studying at home in the evening played second fiddle to going outside for a kick-about. My street was similar in some ways to the fictional Albert Square on the set of BBC soap EastEnders. Unlike that square, which has a green park as its standout feature, the sight which greeted us each morning as we walked out our doors was a statue of Our Lady, coincidentally erected in the Marian year I was born, 1954. I say ‘we’ because this is where my friends and I kicked our footballs. The street was our Dalymount, our Milltown, our Wembley Stadium. Indeed, just a few years ago on the other side of town, Dublin Corporation erected a statue in honour of John Giles, who grew up honing his genius and skills in Ormond Square in the inner city. There is also a plaque commemorating our greatest footballer built into a wall across the street from his former home.


With all the sports on offer, something had to give. It was impossible to play and train in them all. At the time I was soccer-mad, but rugby was compulsory in ‘Mary’s’ so it was meant to take precedence. However, it did not stop me playing both codes constantly. This was particularly so after England won the World Cup in 1966 when I was eleven going on twelve. It was also a great time for pop and rock. I was a child of the 1960s and they were magical years; innocent but magical. The Beatles, the ’Stones, Cat Stevens, Neil Young, Rod Stewart, Bob Dylan – they were all immense, but it was the television coverage of the World Cup and Match of the Day that grabbed my attention.


Television aerials were twitched and twisted in all directions to get the best black and white reception from either ITV or BBC. With respect to life beyond the Naas Road, for those living in ‘Jackeen land’ (Dublin), soccer ruled. Being able to watch great players such as Pelé, Beckenbauer, Eusebio, Moore and Charlton in your sitting room had an amazing effect. At school, on the pitch, in training, we all talked about these players and were in awe of them. So just imagine the thrill I got on my first rugby tour in 1975 when flying from JFK airport in New York to Trinidad and Tobago, and finding among my fellow travellers Pelé and Beckenbauer.


Some of us were infected by the soccer bug which took hold and would not let go. I was chief among them. No matter how rugby tried to pin me down, soccer was a passionate fire that could not be doused. I began with OLOR (Our Lady of the Rosary) in the Rosary Field on Harold’s Cross Road as an under twelve in the under-13E Dublin and District Schoolboys League. From U-13 to U-18, I played ‘A’ football for Rangers A.F.C. in Bushy Park. Along with St Kevin’s Boys from Whitehall, we were the top clubs in the city. The Ellenfield-based club had rivals in Home Farm, Tolka Rovers and Villa United north of the Liffey, but on Dublin’s southside our Rangers ruled.


Players like Pat Byrne, Gerry Ryan, Kevin Moran and Don Givens came through the Rangers ranks. Kevin later achieved infamy at Manchester United as the first player sent off in an FA Cup final, but what a dual footballer the Drimnagh Castle lad was. I played in a very good Rangers side which produced players who went on to play for top English clubs like Donal Murphy (Coventry City) and Tommy Maguire (Liverpool). Eddie Miller (Shamrock Rovers) and Sean Byrne (St Pat’s) made it to League of Ireland level, while Tommy Kenny, Mick O’Toole and Shay Smith eked out football careers in the United States and Australia. It was certainly not a bad return for just one, albeit very talented, under-age team. Sadly Sean passed away much too early after suffering with MND in 2003.


Tony Guy was central to that team evolution. As our manager at Rangers through the various age grades, I have to thank him especially for helping in the development of my love of the game. Tony was a particularly close friend of John Giles growing up, and had the same football mindset. He did not just help in the physical aspect but, on the contrary, everything I learned about the game’s philosophy was instilled into me by him. Tony drilled into me the importance of putting the emphasis on skill rather than merely booting the ball up field and pressuring from the front. Football was a game that had to be played to feet. When I was fifteen, he spent an entire evening trying to convince my mother to let me go over to north London for a trial with Arsenal. Bill Derby was their Dublin-based scout and a regular caller to my Priory Road door.


Another measure of the high level to which we were playing as schoolboys can be gauged by one of our big rivals who plied his trade with St Kevin’s. Liam Brady was central to their brilliant team and became a good schoolboy friend. That side included outstanding underage players like Pat Daly, Terry Wyckham, Jimmy Dunne, Clive Beegan and Peter Ferrari, to name but a few. We played many times against each other and inevitably we met in the DDSL finals. It is hard to remember how many were won or lost. I think it was evenly split, but they won the big one at U-15, the Evans Cup. By the time we reached U-18 level, with Brady now in north London, we had passed them out.


In 1969, when I was fifteen, I set myself the target of making it to the Irish international underage squads. Back then there were two Republic of Ireland underage sides: one at U-15 (schoolboy) and the other U-18 (youth). To achieve this I had to come successfully through a trials process. The December trials were held in Glasnevin’s Virginians Ground and subsequently Richmond Park. It may sound very immature now, and even vain, but one of the main reasons for my wanting to make it was to get my name in the papers. More to the point, I not only wished to see my name in the sports pages but I wanted my club name in brackets after it. One particular day, I remember rushing into a shop to see if my name was printed in the early editions of an evening newspaper. Sure enough there it was: ‘Tony Ward (Rangers)’. I felt so proud. To my mind this was the ultimate proof that I had made it. Your name in the newspaper was not just a reward for having come through trials, it rubber-stamped everything. It almost classified you as being that little bit more ‘special’. The innocence of it now!


I made my debut against Northern Ireland in an away game at Shamrock Park in Portadown. Liam Brady and I manned the left wing with Liam at inside left wearing number ten and me on the outside wearing the number eleven shirt. We drew 2–2. What I remember most about that day was how disappointed and angry Liam became afterwards. Tony O’Connell, the former Shamrock Rovers winger, was our manager and he rated each player out of ten, much as you see today in newspaper match reports. He gave Liam a ‘four’ which meant ‘very poor’. In the aftermath of that analysis, whether coincidental or not, Liam was dropped from our next game, away against England at Sheffield United’s Bramall Lane ground in March 1970. ‘Chippy’ had the last laugh as we were hammered 11–0.


There were valid excuses for the woeful performance. We endured a rough ferry crossing from Dublin and had just a few hours’ catch-up sleep because we were delayed along the way by heavy snow storms. This resulted in the game being switched at the last minute from Hillsborough (Sheffield Wednesday’s ground) to Bramall Lane. We did not arrive in the Steel City until around 3.30 p.m. with kick-off at 7.30. There were a couple of star players for England that night with Steve Powell going on to play for Derby County and Brian Hornsby ending up at Arsenal. My last cap that season was against Wales at Flower Lodge, Cork, where Liam was again omitted. We lost 2–1 and the match was dominated by a tiny Welsh player who would later go on to great things with various English clubs. Brian Flynn was also capped many times by Wales at senior level.


In September 1989 I bumped into Liam by chance at Leeds–Bradford Airport. I was returning home from playing an exhibition in the north of England while Liam was joining up with the Irish squad to play West Germany in Dublin, having played for West Ham at Boothferry Park, Hull, the same afternoon. In the event, manager Jack Charlton substituted Liam in that 1–1 draw and it turned out to be his last international appearance. We both had time to spare while waiting for our flight, and in the course of a great chat, a fascinating realisation dawned on both of us. Liam could not recollect much about some of his biggest and most famous moments. Neither could I. However, when discussing our schoolboy soccer days together, we remembered every incident in minute detail. We could recall many of the players we played with, and against, and we wondered what they went on to achieve and where they were. We remembered matches played and scores. It was mind-boggling really, but what amazed me was the fact that Liam still had that bone of contention about being dropped following the Northern Ireland game. But even more, he never forgave nor forgot Tony O’Connell for that ‘four’ rating.


I started to come to the attention of a number of scouts and influential people on the Dublin & District soccer circuit. The hawks were hovering. How I wish they had pounced. In 1970 Arsenal and Manchester United (Billy Behan was their Dublin-based chief scout) made approaches. Tony Guy still tried to convince my mother, but before things got out of hand she gave a very firm ‘No’. I would not be allowed to leave for England on the ferry and that was final. Although I think I hated her for a short while after for denying me this chance, I did not fully understand or appreciate her wanting a degree of security for me. She wanted me to find a steady job or go on to third level education. I managed to do this during school holidays in my final two years (fifth and sixth year) when I found work with PMPA, who were involved in car insurance.


It was here that I met and worked with Eamonn Coghlan, who would later go on to become one of Ireland’s all-time great athletes. Eamonn and I worked in an office in Wolfe Tone Street where we did not find the work very stimulating. Our day consisted of ‘filing’. A phone call or message would come from someone in the office looking for a file on a client and their insurance or claims. Files had to be extracted from a room choc-full of them and then put back properly by the end of the day. It was boring work but it helped me save up to buy a Yamaha motorbike which my mother was not best pleased about. Perhaps the biggest thrill I had was when Irish singing legend Dickie Rock came to the office one day to renew the insurance on his Rolls-Royce.


Just a few years later I was glued to my television set as Eamonn competed in the 1,500 metres at the 1976 Olympic Games in Montreal. I was screaming for him as he went so close to winning the bronze, finishing just outside the medals in fourth position. We always knew he was talented. In fact, PMPA had an annual fête in Phoenix Park, but Eamonn was barred from participating in any of the races because of his ability. It was fantastic to see him finally win a deserved gold medal for Ireland in the 5,000 metres at the 1983 World Championships in Helsinki.


After completing my Leaving Certificate, my only ambition was to play soccer professionally. But all of my obsessions with training, playing sport and dreaming about trials impacted heavily upon my education. An academic I was not. My school-leaving qualifications enabled me to find standard clerical employment. I began working as an insurance clerk with the NEM (National Employers’ Mutual) in South Leinster Street, but again the work was monotonous and not for me. Looking outside the office window to see students kicking a ball around in College Park depressed me. They were doing what I wanted to do, but I was stuck in an office from nine to five. I began to worry that I wouldn’t find my true direction in life, on or off the pitch.


Then, out of the blue one day, divine intervention came my way courtesy of a man of the cloth. A priest who had hurt me in the past had managed to sow a seed in my soul. His name was Father David D’Arcy C.S.Sp. When I was first selected for the St Mary’s U-13 team to play Willow Park, the preparatory school for Blackrock College, he was the coach. I was very small in height and build and I was picked out of position on the wing. I will never forget my opposite number that day. Joe Rekab was black and huge. I was tiny, so it was a real David versus Goliath affair on the wing. I got nowhere near him when half-heartedly trying to tackle him. In the event he ran in so many tries that I lost count. Father D’Arcy was not very happy with my performance. In fact he was livid. We called him ‘Noddy’ as he twitched and nodded quite a lot when he became excited or agitated. At the half-time break he cut into me with a remark I have never forgotten: ‘Where is your party dress, Ward?’


He and I have become friends down the subsequent years, and he had a very formative influence on my career, but that jibe really hurt. It hurt me so much that it taught me a valuable lesson. To this day, I have never made a disparaging or hurtful remark to any pupil I have taught or coached. If I have nothing positive to say, I do not say anything. It is enough for my young players to know that I am disappointed post-match. It is always best to let the heat evaporate first. Then, when we get back to training the following day, we can iron out the problems or mistakes. I have always felt that I am a person who is much more tolerant of young people and youth culture.


In my final year at Mary’s, we lost to High School in the Cup semi-final. John Robbie scored the winning try in the Wanderers’ corner at Lansdowne and we were shattered.


Until then we had been unbeaten all season and were desperate to win the Cup. I failed to get into the Leinster schoolboy rugby team that year with Ian Burns (who passed away suddenly this year) picked ahead of me. Instead I had to be content with a place on the substitutes’ bench with Robbie alongside.


I remember long lectures from Father Walter ‘Wally’ Kennedy on Fridays at school the day before Five Nations internationals. Even though he was addressing all the rugby players, he looked at me as he told us to ‘watch how Gibson deals with problem situations’. From day one, Father Kennedy and Father D’Arcy saw me as an out-half and only on rare occasions up to JCT was I switched to the wing. Even though I made mistakes they had a lot of faith in me.


But Father D’Arcy kept saying something to me that had nothing to do with rugby. Before the penny dropped, his words had just been smothered away in a hazy and cloudy mind. Great advice was stifled in a stuffy South Leinster Street office. One day, from nowhere, his voice echoed through the thick grey misty matter in my head and helped me cut through the gloom and see quite clearly a path laid out in front of me with the words: ‘Why don’t you become a PE teacher?’ I did not remain with NEM much longer. I applied to join a course at the National College of Physical Education in Limerick. I was successful. It would turn out to be the most important decision I made in my life. I would never look back.




CHAPTER 2


LIMERICK, MY LADY


Following my mother’s refusal to allow me to attend soccer trials in England, a few years later I received a beautiful second prize. In 1973, not long out of school, Liam Tuohy asked me to sign for Shamrock Rovers. I did not have to think twice as I was a mad Rovers fan. In the late 1960s and early 1970s I went to most of their home games in Milltown. Back then the League of Ireland was huge and Rovers were the best team. I even travelled to away games and to towns like Drogheda and Dundalk. A few days after meeting ‘the Rasher’, as the legendary manager was known, and thinking over what he had to offer, I sat in the plush Burlington Hotel with Tony Guy and discussed terms with their chairman, Louis Kilcoyne. I felt like a king and so I signed as a part-time professional with ‘The Hoops’. By putting on the famous green and white jersey, another major ambition of mine had been realised. It really was a dream come true. So, too, was my signing-on fee of £750! That was quite a lot of money back in the 1970s and a huge lump sum for a teenager like me. The money was enough to pay for my first year in college, which my mother could not afford.


After my time at St Mary’s, where rugby was compulsory and soccer frowned upon, I was now operating the reverse scenario: soccer was first, ahead of rugby. Although I could have continued with my rugby on a sporadic basis I made the conscious decision from 1973–74 to give soccer my all. I did play one game that season for the St Mary’s RFC U-19s in the McCorry Cup against UCD at Fortfield Road. We lost.


Soccer in those years was termed ‘semi-professional’ as the vast majority of players also had jobs on the side from which to make a living. I was now a semi-pro soccer player while also studying and playing rugby on the side. When I began my career with Rovers, I went straight into the first-team squad. Indeed, my first involvement was in a pre-season friendly against Glasgow Celtic who had a side still including some of the European Cup-winning Lisbon Lions from 1967. That was a huge thrill, but by the start of the following season, although still a teenager, I was pretty well-established in what could be best described as a transitional period at Milltown.


Playing for Shamrock Rovers will always be a huge highlight in my sporting career. Getting to know Liam Tuohy, a fantastic tactician who went on to manage Ireland, and just to be one of his players, was a privilege. But there was also another very special man I will never forget. The great Billy Lord really was ‘Mr Milltown’. He was a very learned man and was rarely seen without a trademark fag in his mouth. On one occasion he said something to me which I have never forgotten, and I try to practise in my everyday life: ‘Remember, Tony, we eat to live, not live to eat.’


In my first year at college in Limerick, I tried to continue playing with Rovers and I did so up to early 1975. However, away matches, which were played on a Sunday in far-flung grounds like Ballybofey or Kilcohan Park, made college life nigh on impossible. Very often I would make it back to the Plassey campus, at best, by midday on Monday. But my attendance at lectures suffered in the process. It was a recipe for disaster and something eventually had to give. My lecturer in Biomechanics and Anatomy was Tony Lanaway. He was British with a very strong English accent and he played with the famous Munster club, Garryowen. He was affectionately named Paddy Lanahoe, but naturally everyone in the first year addressed him as Mr Lanaway and he ruled with an iron fist. He gave rugby coaching sessions and must have felt that, as a soccer player, I might have something to offer. That is because Mr Lanaway had tipped off Garryowen and spoken to Shay Deering about me. Shay knew me from my days in St Mary’s as I had been in the same class as his twin brothers Kevin and David.


The Garryowen team trained at the college two nights a week. One day I was approached by Shay, Mr Lanaway and Garryowen’s captain that season, Des Quaid. They asked me to play the following weekend for the Garryowen second team against Birr. That was because Johnny Moroney, the regular Garryowen out-half, had broken his leg in the Munster League final which left the club a bit of a quandary going into the all-important Cup campaign. We had a typical student’s party on the Saturday night so I was still in bed next morning when team manager Tommy O’Brien came to collect me for the game. Suffice to say that on this occasion I was not very well prepared. My one vivid memory of the game is of Paddy Lanahoe, who was in the second row that day, getting the ball in his hand and making a run. I ran alongside him looking for a pass and instinctively shouted at him: ‘Mr Lanaway, Mr Lanaway’ because I felt it was the natural, respectful way to address one of our lecturers. He was clearly so embarrassed that he almost stopped his run. Later he told me, in the most emphatic way, that I was to call him either ‘Tony’ or ‘Paddy’ on the field of play and around Dooradoyle, but certainly not ‘Mr Lanaway’.


A few years later he returned to Birmingham where he lectured in PE. When I eventually went on to win my first cap for Ireland, one of the first congratulatory notes I received was from him. It read simply: ‘Remember, Tony, girls love international out-halves’ hips!’ This kind gesture meant so much as he had been such an influence on me during his time at NCPE and Garryowen. He trained the club when I was in the first year and he said it would be a good experience for me to take some of the training sessions myself. I received modest money for overseeing those training sessions which, of course, was his real motive for involving me. That game against Birr turned out to be my only appearance below first-team level until I played my very last game in 1991 for the Greystones’ second team.


It was an unusual path as I missed out on the normal apprenticeship most players serve before making it to the first team. This was thanks to my involvement in soccer. In the event, I hit twenty-nine points in a 58–4 win over Birr. On the strength of that I was selected on the senior side to play Wanderers at the home of Irish rugby, Lansdowne Road, the following week. The night before the game I played a full game for Rovers against Home Farm at Tolka Park. It could not continue like this.


The match against Wanderers was on at the same time as the Wales versus Ireland game in Cardiff. Therefore we only had a small scattering of spectators watching our efforts. At the same time the clubhouse was bulging. I loved the whole sense of occasion and afterwards I can recall our scrum-half Liam Hall getting up on the table and leading a singing session through the never-ending chorus of ‘Any dream will do’. I remember that feeling of kinship to the point that I decided: ‘This is the game for me.’ That weekend signalled the beginning of the end for soccer as my first love and the start of my rugby career in earnest. However, I never gave up on soccer, even though rugby became my number one sport. Throughout my career I would always regret that the rugby and soccer seasons coincided. It meant that I could only really play soccer for a few months of the year, either before or after the rugby season. Had they run at different times I would definitely have combined both.


A week after the Wanderers game, I was selected for my first Munster Senior Cup game when I lined out for the Light Blues (Garryowen) against Sunday’s Well in Cork. I had never previously heard of the ‘Well’ as Munster rugby was a new experience for me. I was only familiar with playing Leinster schools rugby. The passion and commitment of the players in Munster will always remain with me. It was unbelievable. In many ways it was a culture shock. There were boots and fists flying all over the place! I was shocked at the time, but I learned subsequently that this was typical Cup rugby down south. The referee was a Limerick-based ‘Dub’, Martin Walsh, and that helped my confidence and my play. He had a very strong Dublin accent and I like to think he took care of me that day.


In the semi-final we beat Old Crescent and the reward was a place in the final against Cork Constitution, who had already taken the League title a couple of months before. The match would live up to everything a Munster final should entail. It was tough and bruising. After half an hour ‘Con’, as they are known, took the lead through a try from Dave Meagher. But crucially for us it was not converted. Just before half-time, I kicked a penalty from the left touchline, and a few minutes into the second half I landed another. Surprisingly, that is how it finished because, despite Barry McGann shaving the posts with an attempted drop goal at the Well end of Musgrave Park, Garryowen held out to win 6–4.


In my three Cup encounters during that 1974–75 season I tallied twenty-three points, but much more important statistics were achieved that day. For starters, it was the first time since 1940 that a Limerick team had won the Cup away in Cork. It was also the first time we had beaten Cork Con since 1932. Furthermore, Garryowen were now the kingpins in the south as it was the first time since 1920 that we had won the Cup in successive seasons. We only lost two games all year and one of those was a friendly. In that respect, I will always be deeply grateful to my club team-mates. When I played my first game with them I only received my opportunity because John Moroney, who had been a great personality and dominant figure in the club, was cut down with a career-ending leg injury. Playing alongside guys like Larry Moloney, Seamus Dennison, Liam Hall, Des Quaid, Frank Hogan, Shay Deering and all the others could only inspire great confidence in any player. Quite simply, that team was probably the greatest Garryowen team of all time. I came into a side comprising players with outstanding ability and it was impossible not to learn from them. For instance, to have Liam Hall as your scrum-half was a wonderful bonus. I was blessed. Back then, many at the club and in Limerick rated him as the best scrum-half in Ireland. He was peerless at relieving the pressure on his out-half as he had a precise pass. He was also very fast on the break, and boy could he boss his pack.


Then there was the highly experienced Seamus Dennison. He gave me so much confidence by insisting that as out-half it was my duty to always call the shots. Initially I tended to turn to him to ask his opinion when I was in doubt. But he would forever drill into me that I was to make up my own mind. There was also great back-up for a relatively inexperienced player like myself. The traditions of the club had a lot to do with it, as well as the great players who were always available to listen and offer advice.
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