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Prologue

July 2009

The phone call lasted a few seconds.

Pat Gilroy was straight to the point. He was a busy man, and he had an All-Ireland quarter-final against Kerry to prepare for.

Earlier in the year he had sent young Diarmuid Connolly home from a training camp in La Manga for acting the maggot. Now, the player on the other end of the line was Mark Vaughan, the only player on the Dublin panel who could rival Connolly for raw talent. Vaughan had been spotted out on the lash. Phone calls were made, and the manager turned up to Café en Seine in Dawson Street to see his errant attacker – an equity trader by profession – enjoying a jar.

Vaughan did what anyone in his situation would do. He legged it from the pub.

‘I was out having a few pints on a Friday evening,’ he recalls. ‘It was a work yoke, I had clients out with me. I was in a demanding job, and was actually injured anyway, just coming back into training. Someone saw me in Café en Seine, the barman texted his wife, I don’t know a hundred per cent how it happened, but [Gilroy] just turned up. I was seen, so it couldn’t be a “he said, she said” defence. I legged it. I ran.’

He could run, but he couldn’t hide. ‘I got a call the following day just to say “You’re gone”. That was it. No time for a chat, really.’

Vaughan was only twenty-four, but he had already been in and out of Dublin teams for four years. He was plagued by back injuries and played only a few minutes in Gilroy’s first league campaign. The manager, who had taken over from Pillar Caffrey following a humiliating defeat to Tyrone in 2008, had no time to waste. When Vaughan asked for a break in the spring, Gilroy reluctantly gave him six weeks but warned him he wouldn’t feature in the Leinster campaign. It was a poor start to a relationship that wouldn’t last long.

Vaughan was back in training ahead of the Kerry match when he was busted, but Gilroy already had a fair idea of what the Kilmacud Crokes man was up to. His job involved bringing clients out. Going out meant pints. Pints meant the end.

‘Put it this way, one of the lads who worked with us, his best friend was Gilroy’s brother-in-law so he’d have known there was a good bit of that [corporate entertainment] in there,’ Vaughan explained. ‘I was probably too stubborn to apologize. I’m not sure he’d have taken me back anyway as there was a little bit of animosity from the start.’

Vaughan was hype, and Gilroy didn’t appreciate hype. The new manager had seen how campaigns had been falling apart consistently since Dublin last won an All-Ireland in 1995. The blond bombshell was everything that was flash yet ultimately wrong about the Dubs machine. Stylish, not without substance, a free-taker – but prone to going missing when it mattered.

In the thirteen full seasons since a Dubs team containing a young Gilroy last claimed the Sam Maguire, they had failed to one degree or another thirteen times. They would fall again, and fall down hard: later in that summer of 2009, they would suffer further humiliation at the hands of Kerry. By this point, it was all so achingly familiar, so horribly predictable. As far as the viewing public could see, there was no All-Ireland in this team.
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1. A Closed Shop

Mickey Whelan was ahead of his time, or so goes the accepted wisdom. In hindsight, he is seen as a 21st-century coach trapped in a 20th-century setting. A trainer with qualifications in 1996 was as rare as hens’ teeth, and Whelan had the necessary certificates to put on the wall if he so chose.

The man was a GAA trailblazer, his whistle and stopwatch more educated than most. But was he genuinely ahead of his time in 1996? That depends on who is asked.

Whelan inherited a team that had just won the All-Ireland – but the players were arguably more marked by defeat than by victory. In 1991, they’d drawn Meath three times in the Leinster championship before finally losing the fourth match. In 1992, they’d been shocked by Donegal in the All-Ireland final. In 1994, they’d suffered the same fate at the hands of Down.

Defeat does strange things to good people. For this group of players, their view of the world was soured by bitter experience. John O’Leary, Mick Deegan, Charlie Redmond, Eamon Heery, Keith Barr, Paul Clarke, Paul Curran, Paul Bealin and Paddy Moran had worked like dogs in losing those games. So had Mick Kennedy, Gerry Hargan, Barney Rock and Kieran Duff before them. The Dublin jersey, though only a torch to be passed on, was jealously guarded. Now, almost all of these guys had All-Ireland medals – but that was not what drove their bitter attachment to the jersey. Forget ’95: none of these kids understood the pain of what went before. So they could get their hands off the jersey, because the jersey was going fucking nowhere.

The seasoned campaigners had their own dressing room at the Trinity College Sports Grounds in Santry, where Dublin trained in 1996. Facilities were rough and ready, bus routes limited, the welcome as cold and exposed as the complex itself. The dressing rooms were small, so space was at a premium.

Johnny Magee, a newcomer to the scene, remembers arriving on his first day. ‘I walk in and Bealin is shouting: “Jaysus, lots of new faces here. It’s like a revolving door, you see them come, you see them go” – and everyone having a laugh.’ Magee would not make his league debut until the 1997 campaign, but he was around enough in ’96 to see what was going on. He said: ‘They were acting the bollox, they felt a little threatened, I suppose, with young lads coming in. They probably didn’t realize their full potential, only winning one All-Ireland when they were good enough to win another two or three. Lads were apprehensive.’

His Kilmacud Crokes clubmate and fellow greenhorn Ray Cosgrove agrees. ‘It was a little bit of a closed shop,’ he says. ‘Senior guys didn’t welcome you with open arms. These were seasoned campaigners, wondering “Who’s the young lad, does he think he’s gonna come in and take my place?” It was very competitive but it was just some senior guys who felt under pressure. I don’t think it was anything malicious, just lads who’d been there a long time who feared they were about to be pushed out.

‘There was definitely a divide, new lads coming in would have to earn their respect. That wouldn’t happen today, with Jim Gavin. If a new lad was coming into the squad, and senior guys were acting that way towards them? No way. It would be equal and open; but in 1996, with the lads who’d played in and won the All-Ireland, they were different. Different times.’

It didn’t help that a new manager had been inflicted on this closed shop of old warhorses. For the summer of ’96, Mickey Whelan was the man with the dubious honour of attempting a two-in-a-row with a squad who had been happy with their last boss. The dressing room was thus dominated by a cohort who didn’t respect either the fresh legs coming in or the new manager with the new ideas.

Pat O’Neill was in his third season as manager when Dublin beat Tyrone in Croke Park on 17 September 1995. The players liked O’Neill, who managed almost by consensus, and they assumed he would remain. The team went away on their annual holiday, expecting to come back and pick up where they’d left off. Instead, O’Neill and his selectors walked. Tommy Lyons, the Mayo-born Crokes manager who had never played senior for Dublin, was told at one point the job was his. David Billings, a stalwart of Dublin GAA, was also under the impression he would be the man tasked with retaining the All-Ireland crown.

The Dublin County Board instead turned to Whelan, a St Vincent’s man who had the blessing of his clubmate Kevin Heffernan, who won three All-Irelands as Dublin manager and held the mantle as the county’s unofficial Godfather. Heffo’s benediction was enough.

Whelan had won an All-Ireland as a player with Dublin while at the Clanna Gael club in 1963, and by 1995 had been mooted as a potential Dubs boss on and off for years. Yet he remained largely a curiosity, owing in part to a spell studying and playing soccer in the United States in the 1970s before returning to join Heffo’s St Vincent’s as a player. Whelan went on to help his adopted club to All-Ireland glory in 1976, but not before playing his own enormous part in the 1970s Dublin revival. He joined Heffernan’s set-up as a coach ahead of the 1974 season, and quickly became known for his punishing training sessions involving laps, hills, and rows of tyres. The sessions – including, for the first time, work on a Saturday – were often brutal affairs that left Dublin, 33/1 outsiders for an All-Ireland that year, the fittest team in the land.

During his spell abroad, Whelan had done a Master’s in physical education and biology at a college in West Virginia. In 1974, his insistence on a warm-up and cool-down was revolutionary. Whatever he did, it worked. Dublin, ignored by the experts and unloved by their own, went on to win their first All-Ireland title in eleven years. Whelan later returned to soccer, working under Jim McLaughlin and Dermot Keely with Dundalk FC. In the summer of 1995, as the Dubs were winning the All-Ireland, he had a fresh League of Ireland medal in his back pocket.

One of Whelan’s first acts as Dublin boss was to tell the squad they were lucky to be All-Ireland champions. He also pinpointed the ’95 full-back line – Ciarán Walsh especially – as one of the worst in history to win one. Maybe he was trying to be funny, or perhaps he was laying down a marker. Nobody could tell for certain. When he stopped running the players as hard as they were used to, and started training more with the football, suspicions immediately turned to frustration.

Dublin was a team that ran. They ran in the ’70s, Whelan standing over them, whip in hand for some of it; they ran in the ’80s; and they sure as hell weren’t going to stop running in the ’90s, having finally made it to the top of the tree.

The method to Whelan’s perceived madness was simple. He wanted to make his players more comfortable on the ball, so that when bodies and minds were tired on match day, they would react positively while in possession. That meant drills with the ball, instead of without it. In 1996, that was an alien concept. The younger players embraced it; most of the older ones didn’t.

Keith Barr, who had taken over as captain from John O’Leary, reckons the new man’s training methods were no more advanced than what you might see in club nurseries on a Saturday afternoon.

‘Mickey Whelan was a good man and a decent manager, but he was absolutely not ahead of his time,’ he says. ‘He always wanted to use the ball in exercises, but drills with the ball were primitive. We’d be in a square, the type you’d see at juvenile level. The principle was to use the ball, but for me it wasn’t scientific. It didn’t say you were better running 200 metres with the ball than 200 metres without.

‘He did it no better than Pat, just different. He was entitled to train with the ball more often. Either it works or it doesn’t. Pat had more of a balance, but doctors differ and patients die. It was a different way of getting fit. You can bring the horse to water but it might not drink at all.’

Eamon Heery believes Whelan should never have taken the job, but he didn’t know how to say no. The St Vincent’s player had dropped off the Dublin panel following a dispute with management, and missed out on an All-Ireland medal. His old mentor at club level asked him back in 1996, and he jumped at it. But everything had changed by then.

‘Lads were acting the bollox. Fellas playing together for so long, they had put in some graft and they were tired. It was a flagging team, and Mickey made a mistake getting involved with them, as the nucleus of that team was totally bolloxed. The training that had been done, which I was part of under [Paddy] Cullen and O’Neill, was fucking savage. By the time it went to ’95 a lot had nothing left. Mickey went to pick it up but it just wasn’t there, you know? And once they’d won an All-Ireland in ’95 they were kinda going “Fuck this”.’

Heery never spoke publicly about why he missed out on that medal. He can live with it, and only regrets missing out on the feeling he imagines he’d have had in the immediate aftermath of the final whistle. Otherwise, he couldn’t give a damn.

‘I wasn’t there, end of, the lads won,’ he says. ‘I got a phone call off Jim Gavin after they won in ’95, which was amazing. He was a young guy, it was huge. I don’t know why he did it but it was amazing to get it and I have great respect for him for it. There was no animosity with the players. Yes, one hundred per cent I’d love to have won it, but I didn’t. I’ve a wife, two healthy children and that’s more important.

‘I would have loved that ten seconds of “yes” – I would have loved that, I missed that. But other than that, shit happens.’

He reckons in hindsight that Whelan should have left him on the scrapheap in 1996, along with some other former greats he reintroduced to the panel. ‘Mickey didn’t know when to say fucking no and sometimes you have to say no. That team was fading, and then you bring back myself, Joe McNally and Niall Guiden, I’d say that went down a fucking treat with the lads. I didn’t give a fuck – I was just delighted to go back and see if I could compete with these guys again, and I did OK. It could have been a mistake in respect of the guys that were there. He may have said, “I’d like to bring you back, Eamo, but in light of everything I can’t,” and I’d have said, “I hear ya.”

‘Guys were mentally and physically fucked. When Mickey took over, rightly or wrongly, he was pulling off tricks, telling them their stats were up to, in order to try and get their heads right! When it was clear guys weren’t going at a hundred per cent after they’d won the All-Ireland. There was a serious lack of motivation.’

The older players did what they could to make life uncomfortable for the new arrivals, while keeping themselves amused. Imac hair-removal cream in the bottle of Head & Shoulders was a big favourite, as was rubbing Deep Heat in some fella’s jocks just before a big team meeting.

On one occasion, six of the stalwarts took a newbie to breakfast in a café on Abbey Street after training one Saturday morning. They told him this was one of the perks of playing for your county: lots of free meals around town. ‘We had the full Irish,’ says one of them, more than two decades later. ‘Orange juice. And another round of brekkies. And tea, lovely. Then one of the lads has to pop out, and another. Two more say they’ll be back in a sec. Then the other two go out to find the rest of them. We all line up across the road to watch as the waitress approaches the young fella and hands him the bill. He tried to explain that the county board was looking after it, and she says, “The what?” He gets frantic at the prospect of a monster bill, looks out and we’re falling around the street, laughing. Poor bastard.’

Charlie Redmond was the squad’s joker-in-chief. His colleagues often tell the story that when Whelan brokered a boot deal with Adidas, the Puma-wearing free-taker took his new £150 pair despite having no intention of wearing them. He asked his wife to bring them into a sports shop, tell them he’d bought them a while back but they didn’t fit, and get a refund. The same thing had, apparently, worked for Mick Deegan a few days before. According to legend, the boots weren’t even due to go on sale to the public until the following week. True or not, it became part of Charlie’s folklore.

Barr had been around since 1989. He understands why he and his fellow Dublin veterans were seen as a difficult group. Whenever that seed was planted, he was there to watch it germinate.

‘Defeat hardens you. If people did come in after ’95, and they have a view of it being an unwelcoming dressing room, and if I was being particularly unwelcoming to them, I fully accept their view. I cannot dispute or deny it,’ he says.

‘That was a team that had played three All-Ireland finals, had lost against Donegal, Down, Derry in a semi-final. That team was going back to ’88 when we played Meath and lost in a Leinster final, and then you had Cork in ’89 when we lost in an All-Ireland semi-final and then Meath again in 1990. It was a hardened team, a hardened group of players. Defeat in a final or in a big game hardens you.’

Until 2001, the provincial and All-Ireland championships were played on a pure knockout basis. One defeat and you’re out. No second chances. This was one of the reasons that players weren’t developed over a number of seasons – they either did it when their chance arrived, or they faded into obscurity. It was not a fertile environment for personal or professional growth. And it certainly wasn’t conducive to cosy dressing-room atmospheres.

‘Always remember, the modern-day player today has two bites at the fucking apple,’ Barr says. ‘When we were playing, it was knockout, winner took all, there was no room for losers. We played Meath in ’91, there were four matches. There were a quarter of a million people there. They didn’t come to see soft people. They didn’t come to see people with soft attitudes. It was winner take all. It was gladiator against gladiator. You were in the Coliseum. That was my perspective.’

Sticking around for a prolonged period of time in the inter-county set-up was, in 1995, a considerable achievement. The bonds between the players who hung in were solid. They were there because they had proven they could do it, not because they had the potential. Potential rarely came into it in senior inter-county football. What can you do for us now? If you’re bringing nothing to the table, I’m sorry, but can you please get off that chair?

Magee agrees with Barr’s assessment of the pre-qualifier era. There was no margin of error, no room for experiment. ‘One bad performance in championship, that could be your county career over if you didn’t adjust to it or play well. If you’ve a bad day, will you be brought back in? If you play badly for whatever reason, you mightn’t get another one. It was pretty cut-throat in that sense.’

Whelan could be cut-throat too. He was not afraid to get rid of faces that didn’t fit. He was handed a three-year deal and was determined to do things his own way, at least initially.

Paul Clarke was one of Dublin’s stand-out performers in 1995. The wing forward was a player, full of self-belief, who felt at the top of his game. He was one of the first to face Whelan’s axe, and would watch the 1996 Leinster final against Meath from Hill 16, with other outcasts, Ciarán Walsh and the highly regarded Vinnie Murphy.

Clarke, like most of the players from that era, can reel off the big days like he’s listing the alphabet. He says: ‘We’d gone through a right tough decade. There were a lot of old legs, a lot of mileage, we put in a serious shift in training in ’95, I couldn’t see us not winning it, and we did. All the hope was Pat would stay on and manage the team, and I felt there was a new lease of life. We had seven All-Stars on that All-Ireland winning team, which says you’re at the top of your game.’

O’Leary, Curran, Barr, Brian Stynes, Dessie Farrell, Clarke and Redmond picked up gongs that year. They were names that rolled off the tongue. It would be four years before another player from the capital – the brilliant Ciaran Whelan – became an All-Star.

Whelan’s appointment gave Clarke a chance to impress a new man, but the new man was slow to take to him. ‘Mickey wanted to lay down his marker. When he came in there was a bit of a shock, he wanted to change things up a lot, brought in players; he gave an opinion on what he thought of us, and what he thought of us winning an All-Ireland. For some of us it was very hard to take. I personally got a bit of a roasting. But that wasn’t going to stop me, I had an All-Ireland medal and an All-Star and I had had a brilliant season, and was determined to win another one of these.

‘But he told me I was burned out and needed a break, even though I felt the contrary. He was the manager, you respect your manager no matter what. That’s the problem these days, people tend to get into huddles and have them sacked, but he was the boss so I had to do whatever I had to do to get back into the team.’

Dublin’s league form in 1995/6 was average, four wins and three defeats in Division 2 – leaving them fifth behind Cork, Cavan, Armagh and Leitrim. For some of the players, it was too easy to compare the new guy to the last guy. Whelan wanted them to cast off the shackles and attack, but they didn’t want the freedom he was offering. It was only after O’Neill left did it become clear that his charges had become institutionalized. They were standing at the gates with a key in their hand and a sleeping guard at their mercy. But nobody took the leap.

Fans were energized by the return of Heery and Guiden, and by the shock reappearance of Joe McNally, the roly-poly 1983 All-Ireland winner and All-Star who hadn’t seen action with the Dubs for quite a while. Young lads floated round the fringes too, but it wasn’t exactly a new beginning for a tired team. Out with the old, in with the older.

Heffernan was a surprise traveller with the team when Dublin launched their Leinster campaign against Westmeath in Navan on 9 June 1996. The Dubs strolled to a 1-18 to 0-11 win. Redmond was back where he’d left off the previous year, hitting five points, while centre-back Barr got the goal. The returning McNally scored 0-3, Heery and Guiden also hitting the target.

Three weeks later they were back in Navan – Heffo once more as a travelling companion – where they saw off Louth by 1-9 to 0-8 in the semi-final. Redmond again got 0-5, McNally 1-1, Gavin, Bealin and Guiden a point each.

Next up, in the Leinster final, was Meath. Dublin had hammered Meath in the 1995 Leinster final, perhaps the highlight of their march to the title. Some 63,000 spectators watched the Dubs dismantle their young rivals in sun-baked Croke Park, with Redmond and Farrell picking them off ruthlessly like trained assassins. Clarke’s fisted goal and Jason Sherlock’s smacker on referee Pat Casserly were highlights in the 1-18 to 1-8 trouncing. After the game the squad went out on one of their legendary drinking sessions, and were in Bad Bob’s in Temple Bar when they bumped into one of the Meath players. Colleagues recall that words were exchanged, and then it escalated. Blood was spilled and one member of the Dublin contingent ended up being ushered out the back door by bouncers.

Fast forward to 28 July 1996 in the same sporting venue. In a turgid affair wrecked by heavy rain, Dublin led with ten minutes to go by two points but were overrun by a late four-point rally. No Meath team had beaten the reigning All-Ireland champions in more than thirty years, despite going head to head with many over the decades. Their 0-10 to 0-8 win launched the Royals to All-Ireland glory in September.

The Dublin players were meeting up to pore over the year that was. But, perhaps symptomatic of the malaise that had set in, they failed to find a fault with anyone other than Whelan.

Dublin was an old team. A glance at the starting line-ups tells its own story.

DUBLIN: O’Leary 35, Moran 29, Deasy 36, Deegan 32, Curran 27, Barr 28, Heery 32, Stynes 25, Bealin 29, Whelan, 20, Gavin 25, Redmond 32, Gilroy 25, Sherlock 20, Farrell 25.

MEATH: Conor Martin 24, Mark O’Reilly 19, Darren Fay 20, Martin O’Connell 32, Colin Coyle 33, Enda McManus 24, Paddy Reynolds 19, Jimmy McGuinness 22, John McDermott 26, Trevor Giles 21, Tommy Dowd 26, Graham Geraghty 23, Evan Kelly 22, Brendan Reilly 27, Barry Callaghan 20.

At just 23, Graham Geraghty had already lost more than his fair share of games against Dublin. Coming in to 1996, however, he felt that a combination of the Dubs’ advancing years and a new vitality in the Royals set-up under 1987 and 1988 All-Ireland winning manager Seán Boylan, was about to reap dividends.

‘Things got rejigged, we brought in minors and U21s, and we worked very hard,’ he says. ‘Going out at the start of ’96 nobody gave Meath a chance because we had a mediocre league campaign. The first round of the championship was against Carlow and I remember my wife saying to me, “You will probably get beaten today”, because we weren’t going well. But confidence was high within the camp. Training was going well, we didn’t think we’d win an All-Ireland but there was a good buzz in the camp. I actually remember that morning, I said to her going out the door, “We’ll win the All-Ireland.” Whether it was in jest or not I don’t know!

‘There was a confidence, a lot of young players who’d won at under-age level and knew what it took to win, but with every game we got better and better. We had five lads in from minor, Dubs had five in their thirties. We had no inkling of any problems in their camp. Dublin are probably masters at hiding what’s going on; it’s only after that you think there must be something up. But when everyone isn’t pulling in the same direction there will be problems. That happened for Dublin.’

Dessie Farrell was an All-Star and was being spoken about as the worthy successor to 1970s’ lynchpin Tony Hanahoe on the 40. He was nominated for the GAA Writers’ Player of the Year award in 1995. So when they went to play Meath, he was positioned in the corner. Other than the introduction of Raheny man Ciaran Whelan for the injured Guiden, there was nothing new or slick about how Dublin’s forward line looked. Young Ray Cosgrove was shooting the lights out in the A v. B games, and many within the camp were predicting he would start against the Royals. In the end, the Kilmacud man didn’t even make the subs bench.

Asked about that time, Cosgrove recalls: ‘I was top scoring, young, flying it, but it was Meath so it might have been a big risk. I still believe by [my] not even getting a jersey that day, [Mickey Whelan] was succumbing to the senior guys. I was very close, but Whelan was definitely influenced by the senior players at that stage.’

Did the players hold the power? It depends on who’s asked. Clarke would spend hours talking with Whelan, trying to improve, fitting in with the new man’s methods. A less committed player than Clarke would have walked away when a fourteen-year-old fan was drafted in to play a practice game in the lead-up to the Meath game. The fan was young Wayne McCarthy, a familiar face at training who would later play for Dublin for real. Wayne was known to the entire panel and would act as ball boy for Redmond as he popped over free after free. Committed a supporter as the young lad was, it’s unlikely he was quite ready for the cut and thrust of Leinster final action.

Clarke recalls that in the run-up to the Leinster final, he didn’t make the starting 15 for a challenge match. ‘I went, “OK, I’m not quitting now.” Then they played a 15 v. 15, players were brought in from clubs and I didn’t even make the second 15. I was brought on as a sub late on in that trial match. I saw the writing on the wall. Come championship, a few of us got a rude awakening. When he was naming the team and the subs for the first round, we didn’t even make the subs, and then you were told “Well, we don’t need you at training for the next couple of nights, we just want to train with the team and the subs.” It was felt we would be bringing a negative vibe or aura because we weren’t playing.

‘Ciarán [Walsh], Vinnie [Murphy] and myself were on the Hill supporting the team, ready to get back into training on the Tuesday night. I wanted to play and that was that, I was in great shape. I felt fit and strong, no one was telling me otherwise. I could have rode off into the sunset but no, I wanted to prove people wrong and prove to myself I had the heart and the fight for it.’

He spoke with the manager: ‘Tell me what you need me to do and I’ll do it.’

‘I love training,’ Clarke says. ‘Fran Ryder used to put together the training sessions in Pat O’Neill’s time, and I thought he was great. Whenever Fran was through I’d ask him, was there any more. Mickey is a very strong personality, and had an incredible pedigree. He’d been away and studied in America, he brought in new training methods. I thought, “Brilliant, new ideas, throw it at me,” because I enjoy all of that.

‘I sat down with Mickey a number of times and said, “What do I have to do?” I thought by doing that, it was going to help my cause because I was open to finding out what I needed to do, and I did follow his instructions, what he wanted me to do, but maybe my face didn’t fit, that’s how it goes, you know?’

Clarke, who would later go into coaching himself, says that Whelan’s methods did not strike him as particularly revolutionary. ‘Fran was a great trainer, ahead of his time also. So it wasn’t rocket science when Mickey came in, we were sort of au fait with a lot of it. I had a training background anyway, I was an instructor and always kept up to date with methods so I wasn’t blown away.’

Whelan, to Clarke’s mind, ‘was too quick to break up the ’95 team. I have to be honest. Look at Meath: we beat them by 10 points in ’95 and they won the All-Ireland in ’96. What’s that about? Did they all of a sudden reinvent the wheel? Or is it that we dropped a level or two, and once we were out of the way Meath had an easy run in?’

Others resisted the will of the new man. It worked for some and didn’t for others. The new players coming in didn’t know what to make of the dynamic that had taken hold. Imagine, you’re a young player taking your first tentative steps into the senior set-up. You’ve watched and read about these men from afar, dreaming that one day you’ll join their ranks. And then once you’re in, they don’t seem to be following the code of conduct you’d envisaged. Whatever happened to obeying the manager?

Nobody was sure which direction was the right one, never mind whether they were all travelling it together. Barr, O’Leary and Redmond were seen as the leaders of the dressing room, men who had earned the respect of everybody. Difficult men, when they didn’t know you or care whether you were even there or not.

Cosgrove remembers: ‘We hadn’t got respect at that stage. We were training in Trinity. You’d have the senior lads in their dressing room. Fellas like Paddy Moran and Davy Byrne, the sub goalie, were good fellas. Mick Deegan would go about his business quietly. Dessie and Paul Curran would have no animosity towards you. Mickey was probably a little too nice to some of the senior guys, on reflection. He probably should have culled a few of them, clipped their wings, because they were having a massive influence around the place.’

Magee says, ‘There seemed to be a lack of respect towards Mickey from senior players. He’d be saying stuff, some lads would be skitting. It seemed to me when I went in, whatever happened throughout ’96, there was something like a hangover had kicked in. I knew there was something up. You could sense some of the senior players weren’t with him. They’d do the training but, I felt, fellas did their own thing.’

Darren Homan was another young man brought in for 1996. The Tallaght man was a scrapper, a no-nonsense midfielder not afraid to put it about. He wasn’t shy and was never afraid to take the head off an opponent – and legend had it that he didn’t necessarily limit it to opponents. But he respected his manager, and he felt some of the established players didn’t afford the same courtesy.

‘Mickey Whelan was very unfortunate. The team was ageing, the lads weren’t putting in as much of an effort as they had over the years,’ he says. ‘They were doing the dog on it, celebrating and all that. He wanted to put his own stamp on it, bring a bit of youth in, because when he came on board the lads had won their All-Ireland, they were out celebrating most of the time, so he kind of had to start again. Was the respect not there? That would be fair to say.

‘Mickey had us doing what we’d call strange training at the time, but what he’d learned in the USA hadn’t reached Ireland yet! Lads were used to doing laps of Santry in the previous regime and thought it was strange what he was doing.’

Barr’s influence ran deepest. He didn’t put his arm around new lads’ shoulders. His door wasn’t always open. Get your boots on, and get out on the pitch. Prove to me that you’re good enough to share this fucking dressing room. He might not have been rolling out the red carpet for younger players, but he wasn’t slamming the door in their faces either – if they were good enough.

‘Always remember we had two young lads who won All-Irelands in ’95,’ he says. ‘Jason [Sherlock] and Keith Galvin. In their first year they won an All-Ireland for Dublin. I didn’t have a problem with them, because the reality of sport is they were no threat to my position. And welcome to sport, it’s dog eat dog. That’s the reality. You’re not going to come in and put your arm around the young fella and say, “By the way, there’s my jersey, you’re a great player.” What you’re going to say to him is, “You’re in and you want my jersey? Come and fucking get it.” That’s the reality of sport. I’m sorry it’s not posh enough for you.’

Homan settled quickly in that kind of environment, and he felt welcomed. It helped that he was a huge man with an attitude to match. He says: ‘I was a little wilder then! I came with a bit of a reputation, I was a little bolder when younger, and had served a suspension or two. When I got involved the lads never really gave me any trouble, they were great. Eamon Heery was great encouragement, most of the lads were.’ There was perhaps one exception: ‘Barrsy would want his position, and would want nobody at all challenging for it!’

Heery didn’t feel like he was going out of his way to be nice to the younger lads. He doesn’t believe that just saying hello to a fella before training should mark him out as a hero. ‘The thing about Johnny [Magee], I like him,’ he says. ‘He was from Stillorgan but he wasn’t a Stillorganite, if you get me. Homan, a guy I liked so it made no odds. Johnny was a good, honest, decent person, came from a good family. What’s the
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