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KILREA AND BEYOND

My first memory as a child is of a four-year-old boy waving down to his older sister from the second storey of a house, then deciding that the quickest way to give her a hug is not to use the stairs but to jump out of the window. That four-year-old boy is me. Thankfully, I miss the concrete step by a few inches and land on the grass. Had I hit the step instead, I can only assume that I would be with the angels right now. 

A broken arm and a bloody forehead are my most discernible injuries. The arm, put in plaster by the Coleraine Hospital senior nurse, will heal itself in time. The cracked head may partly explain my behaviour from this day onwards.

Ten months later, I poke a stick into my eye, necessitating another fifteen-mile trip to Coleraine Hospital. I am seen by the same senior nurse, who quietly asks my mother when she thinks my third visit will be. Yet, despite such mishaps, I have a wonderful childhood. 

I am the sixth child in a typical Irish Nationalist Catholic family. Lying roughly in the middle, I have four brothers and four sisters. My time at home is mostly spent with those siblings who are closest to me in age: Breedge and Roisin and my two younger brothers, Owen and Shane. Kilrea, my birthplace, is a generally close-knit quiet little town in County Derry. Catholics and Protestants live peacefully together. Sporadic Border-town IRA operations grab attention in the papers and on the radio. But even those Border insurrections seem a million miles away from Kilrea and my life. 

The town bursts into life on market day, unrelenting from early morning to very late in the evening. My father is one of two barbers in the town. On Saturdays I take his lunch and dinner from our house to his shop, where he eats his food between cutting hair. He can earn enough that day to keep his family (of eleven) for the rest of the week. Other slack days would find him in Rainey’s betting shop, owned and run by two spinster sisters, famous in the town both for their devotion to Our Lord and for their equally enthusiastic extraction of money from mug punters. My father is one of them. He does five-bob doubles, or – if in a really adventurous mood – a ten-bob treble. Getting one horse to win is a minor miracle, two winners usually means divine intervention, but three winners on one docket is a step too far. God believes you’re just being too greedy and takes the Rainey sisters’ side, presumably because they never ever miss Mass even on weekdays.

With a picture of Padraig Pearse – a leader of 1916’s Easter Rising – juxtaposed with one of the Sacred Heart of Jesus in our front room, it wouldn’t take a visitor too long to know where our sympathies lie. Despite our council house being small, I never feel that we are overcrowded. With the ages of my siblings spread quite widely, not everyone is in the house at the same time except for summer holidays and Christmas. My older brothers Gerry and Leo are at a boarding school in Derry City and will go on to Queen’s University Belfast. My eldest sister Agatha is at Endsleigh Training College in Hull. My sister Mary is boarding at a convent school in Coleraine and will go on to University College Dublin. So there is enough space for the rest of us. 

As a family we are strong Nationalists, and my father helped form the town’s Gaelic Athletic Association club. My older brothers are excellent Gaelic players as well as being terrific athletes, with Gerry winning the victor ludorum twice in St Columb’s College, and Leo following in his footsteps by winning it himself a year later. The wireless, parked high on a shelf where only adults can reach the on/off knob, is the most prized item in the house. I love listening to Michael O’Hehir’s famous Gaelic football commentaries on Sunday afternoon, so much so that I start to mimic his voice, much to the annoyance of my siblings. I’m forced into the toilet – the only quiet sanctuary in the busy house – to continue my imagined commentary. When I roar that a goal has been scored and I extend the last syllable to the point of exhaustion, the toilet at 71 Woodland Park is transformed into the commentary box at Croke Park, with 80,000 spectators roaring approval.

By 1958 a couple of families in Woodland Park own televisions and I am invited by those neighbours who own one to join their children and watch some TV with them. I know they are lovely children and that my mother so wants me to be their friend. However, watching Andy Pandy and Bill and Ben the Flower Pot Men, having just come home from a tough day at primary school, is far from an inspiring half-hour. But when The Lone Ranger comes onto the black-and-white screen I never want to leave their house. ‘Can we get a TV of our own?’ I venture to ask my mother. Her answer is always the same: ‘When your father stays out of Rainey’s.’

My older brothers are becoming really good Gaelic players – initially for Kilrea and now for County Derry senior team. Leo is younger than Gerry by a couple of years, yet at only eighteen he is still good enough to play for a top-notch County Derry senior team. I am six years old but incredibly proud that my brother is so good at Gaelic. Derry win the Ulster title, which means they are in the semi-final of the coveted All-Ireland Gaelic football championship to decide the best team in the whole of Ireland. 

They play and beat Kerry in the semi-final, which means that they will contest the All-Ireland final against Dublin in Croke Park in September. Leo has played very well and, although he is youngest in the squad by a long stretch, his semi-final performance should keep him in the team for the final. My mother and father decide that I can go and watch him play in Dublin. This is momentous, the single greatest thing to happen to me in my short life. I will leave with my mother on a bus from Kilrea Diamond before sunrise to make the six-hour journey to Dublin.

My father, in time-honoured Irish fashion, is not making the journey with us. He will still be going to the match but prefers the company of his cronies, who will have been well fed and watered last night in Dempsey’s pub before being driven in the comfort of a car to Dublin rather than suffering the bumpy and cold ride to Ireland’s capital city on a fifty-seater bus. Thomas Hardy would have a field day with such characters if he had chosen to live a couple of years in Ireland rather than in Dorset.

Despite the bumps and lack of heating, the trip turns out to be a wonderful experience. A few girls get on in Maghera, our first stop en route from Kilrea. They settle in immediately and begin a joyous sing-song that takes us through some counties of Ireland. The driver drops us off at what seems quite a long distance from the stadium and, since I’m a big boy now at six and a half, I don’t want to hold my mother’s outstretched hand as we walk along a canal getting closer to Croke Park Stadium.

My mother lifts me up and carries me over the turnstile. We take our seats behind one of the goals in the Nally Stand. At the moment there are quite a few empty seats, and I think this is strange since I definitely overheard my brothers and father talking about the stadium being jam-packed with people for Sunday’s game. My mother tells me that we have arrived early and that the stand will soon fill up. We find our seats and I sit down in full expectation that Derry will beat Dublin and Leo will be brilliant. This might be the first time in my life that I find things don’t always work out the way I want them to. 

A man with crooked yellow teeth comes to claim the empty place beside my mother. He is very pleasant to us, but he’s not going to give up his seat for anyone and so I will watch the hour-long game on my mother’s lap. When the Artane Boys’ Band leads the two teams round the pitch in the famous GAA ritual, I sense the atmosphere lift, cheers get louder around me and people rise to their feet in glorious anticipation of the unfolding main event.

My brother is not playing. He is a substitute, and I do not know whether he knew this some days ago. If it was known in advance, my family never told me about it. ‘Where is Leo? Where is Leo?’ I pester my mother. Being small, I can’t really see the game and am never sure whether a point has been scored or not. ‘He’ll soon get on,’ she assures me, and I content myself with that answer and go back to trying to follow the game from my restricted vantage point. Derry lose the match. 

There is disappointment at every turn. But there are certain things I will never forget. 

Croke Park is the most magnificent building I’ve ever seen; the football pitch is epically long and the grass looks so lush and inviting. The electric atmosphere within the stadium itself entrances me, and when the referee throws the ball in to start the game there is not an empty seat to be had.

The bus journey home after the defeat is even longer. The girls from Maghera still sing but their voices are much more subdued. I realize the impact of defeat. I tell my mother that – when I grow up – I want to play for Derry and win the All-Ireland final.

Growing up in Kilrea is easy. I have my older sister by three years, Breedge, to look after me, and two younger brothers, Owen and Shane, to play with. What could be more idyllic? Our primary school, a long distance away when you are six years old, is Catholic boys only. The convent on the other side of town is for girls. Integration comes only at Sunday Mass and, even then, only fleetingly. 

We live harmoniously with our Protestant neighbours. Mrs Boyd next door is particularly pleasant and helpful. She has two sons of her own, slightly older than me. Although at different schools, we are very good friends.

Mr McCotter, two houses away, invites me and my brothers to watch the 1958 World Cup final in his home. Curtains are pulled closed to keep sunlight from shining directly onto the television. Brazil, with a young seventeen-year-old called Pelé scoring two goals, beat Sweden in Stockholm to become world champions. We have a good-sized garden at the back and side of our house. Football and cricket are our seasonal sports and sometimes I imagine myself in Pelé’s place, the vagaries of the game as yet unknown to me. When we get our own television, the FA Cup final is an unmissable event, Wolves beating Blackburn Rovers being the first one in 1960. We roar at the television in unison.

As is the case with most Catholic families, the evening rosary is a must. My mother would feel that accidents would befall us if we didn’t kneel down in the living room and take up positions with faces pressed into settees or chairs, and rosary beads gripped in our hands. If not, then Hail Marys are to be counted on our fingers and prayer books are open in front of us. 

Although the rosary only takes about fifteen minutes to recite, it’s a long time for a young lad to remain solemn, so occasionally I will pull The Victor comic from behind the prayer book, make sure no one is watching me, and start to read what is for me the best football story ever invented. ‘The Goalmaker’ is about a footballer called Pickford. He is a brilliant player but there is something decidedly strange about him. He seems to have a connection with players and games of a bygone era, which suggest a ghostly figure. This makes for compelling reading, at least for an eight-year-old. 

I see less of my sister Mary at home, as she is still boarding at Loretta Convent, Coleraine. It’s only about fifteen miles from our home, but she wants to study hard. My mother, a driving force who desires – no, demands it even – that we are all well educated, grants her wish, saying that we will just have to find the boarding fees from somewhere. And regardless of my father’s flutters in Rainey’s during the middle of the week, he works all hours on Saturday to earn the money. 

We see Mary when she comes home, particularly for Christmas and summer holidays. She has a pen pal in France, and the young girl announces that she wants to come and visit Mary at our home. We are in a bit of a panic because we don’t have time to build an extra bedroom just for Marie-Claire with three weeks’ notice until her arrival. We are also convinced that she lives in a grand château, so there is a natural concern that she may not find our three-bed semi to her taste. To make space, all us brothers crowd into one room. We manage in the end, but I’m not sure sleeping upside down on the bed with my brothers’ toes poking into my nose could be construed as anything other than a health hazard. 

My older brothers invite me to watch them play Gaelic seven-a-side matches at townland carnivals during the summer months. Kilrea are terrific in these competitions and so are asked many times to participate. The matches are a big attraction for the people, but so too are the carnivals themselves, each one lasting at least four or five days. The long summer evenings – with football games being played until sunset against a backdrop of children on carousels, and fairground bulbs lighting up the night sky – make for a magical scene. I watch my brothers change into football gear in the car, the shirts still sweaty from last evening’s victories over Newbridge and Bellaghy, getting ready to play the final against Ballerin. They win. It’s a wonderful ride back home. 

I am nine years old and my brother Gerry arrives home from university in Belfast with a tennis ball in his hand. He tells me that he has just read that the magnificent Hungarian footballer Ferenc Puskás, who scored four goals in the European Cup final for Real Madrid in last year’s 7–3 victory over Eintracht Frankfurt, practised incessantly with a tennis ball when a young boy. He could keep the tennis ball up on his feet 200 times without it falling to the ground.

He throws the tennis ball to me and says that by the time he comes home again for Christmas, I must be able to perform this feat, just like Puskás had done. I take the tennis ball and try this exercise immediately; the ball falls away before I get to seven. I keep trying all day. Rosary time, I now have a prayer book, The Victor and a tennis ball in front of me as I recite my ten Hail Marys to the rest of the family.

When Gerry and Leo arrive home for Christmas, I take both out to the garden and compose myself. The ball falls away before I get to fifty keepy-ups. ‘Wait, I can do this!’ I say. By the third attempt I sail past 200 times without the tennis ball hitting the ground. My brothers are astounded. That’s it, settled. I’m going to be as good as Puskás.

I am two years away from the Eleven-Plus examinations. My older sister Agatha is now one of four teachers at a school in Rasharkin, a village about three or four miles away. Agatha says that the headmaster of her school, Pat McAleese, is a tough cookie but a brilliant teacher and that my chances of passing the Eleven-Plus would be greatly enhanced under his tutelage. So I leave my Kilrea school friends, travel with my sister to Rasharkin and effectively start a new school life. I admit it takes me more than a little while to settle there, but it is a mixed-sex school and I get to see what girls of my age are really like. I’m painfully shy amongst them and it’s Halloween before they realize I can actually talk.

I pass the Eleven-Plus and as a consequence obtain a scholarship for grammar school at St Columb’s College, Derry. There is a new school opening in Maghera, nine miles from Kilrea, but my mother is having none of it, even though I would be at home every evening. It’s boarding at St Columb’s College for me, a respected institution which counts the poet Seamus Heaney and Nobel Prize laureate John Hume as alumni. The two years spent at Rasharkin have not been wasted and my passing of the Eleven-Plus gives me an air of misguided superiority. My brothers have been to St Columb’s and have done exceptionally well. Now it’s my turn and I’m excited by the prospect. 

It is September 1963. My hair is cut so short by my father that I will not need another trim until I’m back for Halloween. I am driven the forty miles to the college. I’m in one of sixty cubicles in a large dormitory with students aged between eleven and fifteen. But tonight I want to go home. All the excitement of the summer, unable to wait to get here, has left me completely drained. I think of the boys going to Maghera school. They’ll be home every evening and have a chance to play with their siblings before homework beckons them inside their own house. None of this for me. 

When classes start, we take our places in old tin huts that have housed students for years and years. I find out quickly that I’m not as clever as I thought I was. All thirty of us have passed the same Eleven-Plus and most of the others are far smarter than me. We play Gaelic football at the college and soccer is only played at lunchtime, when the day-boys join in, or in the late afternoons when classes are over and only the boarders remain.

Sunderland have become my team. They have two Irish players. Charlie Hurley, my hero, is a brilliant centre half and the heartbeat of the team. The other is a gifted inside forward called Johnny Crossan, who comes from Derry City, not far from St Columb’s College. Unfortunately, Sunderland’s centre forward, a goal-scoring machine, is making slow progress from a career-threatening injury sustained on Boxing Day 1962, which effectively stops Sunderland being promoted to the First Division later that season. I will meet this very player later on in my life. His name is Brian Clough.

In 1964, Sunderland, in the Second Division, have drawn 3–3 at Old Trafford in the quarter-finals of the FA Cup. The replay at Roker Park is also a draw, 2–2 after extra time. The second replay is set for Leeds Road, Huddersfield. I need to listen to the game, so I ask one of my day-boy classmates if he can lend me his little crystal radio set. He duly obliges and I hide it under my pillow – with crystal sets not being allowed – waiting for night prayers to end and then up to bed.

Lights out. Silence. By the time I get to switch it on, at very low volume, I cannot believe the score. Manchester United are leading 5–1 with little time left. I am heartbroken. I know Manchester United from the First Division are expected to beat a Second Division side, but this is Sunderland, with Hurley, Jimmy Montgomery and Nick Sharkey all playing tonight. Just when the evening cannot possibly get any worse, the dean of the college, who is on the prowl, walks into my cubicle, and I am not quick enough to hide the little crystal radio set under my pillow. He takes it off me and tells me to report to his room the next morning. 

I receive six slaps with a leather belt, have the crystal set confiscated and lose all my privileges until the end of term. I have to give my classmate whatever pocket money I have left to pay for a new radio set. I don’t have enough, but he’s my best friend.

It has been a terrible evening and a miserable morning. My twelfth birthday was only a few days ago and my hands are still stinging like crazy well into morning classes. But Charlie Hurley must be feeling even worse than me this morning, although I bet his hands aren’t as sore as mine. But there is a happy ending. Sunderland regain their poise and Charlie leads them back into the First Division a few months later. And at the end of the summer term, the dean calls me to his room and gives me back the crystal set, accompanied by stern warnings about my behaviour. Sunderland are in the big league and all is well with the world. Some years later, Charlie Hurley will be voted Sunderland player of the century by the fans. Now that’s a real honour.

My class, Junior 1B, is crammed with academically bright boys. I think I am reasonably intelligent, but I abhor science. I cannot understand it for love nor money. Experiment time in Father McCarron’s classroom. We are divided into groups of four or five. Those budding scientists, destined for future greatness in this field, cannot wait to fill the lab test tubes with all manner of chemicals. My sole job is to light the Bunsen burner without blowing the classroom to smithereens. Even this task is taken away from me after a vote of no confidence is passed by the other lads in my group. 

The laboratory is still in one piece when I leave the double science class, and to me that’s a victory of sorts. But when Father McCarron asks me two days later to explain what went on in the experiment, I haven’t a clue. I refrain from telling him that I have no intention of donning a white coat in my future years and that my talents lie in English, geography and Irish history. He wouldn’t care anyway, and instead he produces the strap for my non-attention to his experiments. Strangely, Father McCarron also takes our class for art lessons. I’m extremely good at art and remarkably Father McCarron is extremely pleasant to me in art class. Perhaps he doesn’t recognize me as the same person as from science class.

It’s apparent pretty quickly that I’m an excellent footballer – Gaelic for my class team and soccer on the junior pitch. And several other classmates are too. I’ve become good friends with a boy called Raymond White, a couple of months older than me and a day-boy at the school. He is very bright and also very good at football – soccer and Gaelic. A couple of years from now he will go to Nottingham Forest for some trials, but his heart is set on the medical world and he will become an eminent doctor in Northern Ireland. Just now, not only is he the class captain in football, but he can also easily answer all the science questions posed to him by our grumpy teacher, Father McCarron.

The college, austere and foreboding, overlooks part of Derry City, including the soccer stadium, called the Brandywell. We boarders can see it from our vantage point and I fall in love with the football club. The stanchions holding up the nets behind the goalposts are arched, just like I have seen when Barcelona and Real Madrid are playing, and that in itself is something to behold. Derry City have a very fine team and we see the floodlights on as they embark on some European Cup games, having won the Irish Cup. 

Boarders do not get to watch television, except for the Saturday teleprinter churning out football results from England and Scotland. The Rolling Stones are vying with the Beatles for popularity among us, but I’m transfixed by the Kinks record ‘You Really Got Me’. I want to grow my hair long, straighten it and part it down the middle, just like Dave Davies. In fact, I want to be in their band. Surely I can be a professional footballer with Sunderland and a third guitarist with the Kinks at the same time? Then the Searchers come out with ‘When You Walk in the Room’ and I think maybe I could join them also. There is a lot going through my twelve-year-old mind. 

The year 1965 is an eventful one for St Columb’s College. The under-19 All-Ireland college final is won by us. The team have been brilliant the whole year long and the players in the squad are idolized in the college. Father McQuillan is our trainer and mentor, and he is revered by us. He gets his just rewards when the team beat Belcamp, a college outside Dublin, to win this coveted Gaelic trophy. Bus after bus, juniors and seniors, day-boys and the boarders are all there to support the college team, who have brought such unbridled joy to us all. We owe these players everything.

A free day is called by the president of St Columb’s, and I’m particularly delighted because I will miss a double period of science. The college basks in reflected glory, but I am also enjoying a little success myself. I play for the school under-15 team and we win the Ulster colleges Corn na nÓg – the Schools Cup – in two successive years, in the second of which I become captain. 

The college can be stern and unsmiling, especially on mid-January days, and there is no doubt I could use study time – and there’s plenty of that – much more beneficially than I do. But I love football, both soccer and Gaelic, and even in soggy trousers there’s simply nothing like rounding two players and placing the ball between the coats and schoolbags being used for goalposts. Celtic’s European Cup victory in 1967 only further whets my appetite to become a professional footballer and I make this an ambition that I need to fulfil. 

Meanwhile, my mother harbours a long-held dream to move back to Belfast. When she and my father got married they spent some time living there, and she always maintains this was a special time in her life. Maybe she wants to relive some of those lovely moments. Maybe she thinks it will offer more opportunities for her children. Maybe she just misses us not being at home with her all the time because by now my two younger brothers, Owen and Shane, having passed the Eleven-Plus themselves, are with me at St Columb’s. We now have a room of our own together in the college and it is Shane’s job, as the youngest of the trio, to take the dead mice out of the trap in our bedroom. But come summer of 1968, my mother’s mind is made up and we will soon leave rural Kilrea behind for the bustle of Northern Ireland’s capital city. 

I’m given a place at St Malachy’s College, Belfast, to start my A-levels. It’s walking distance from my parents’ house to the college. And although I’m shy and concerned about meeting new classmates, there is something liberating about being at home in the evenings with my sisters and brothers.

The summer has been full of brilliant songs in the charts. Cupid’s Inspiration, a one-hit wonder, have a big song with ‘Yesterday Has Gone’, which definitely resonates with me just now, and by mid-September ‘Those Were the Days’ by Mary Hopkins has taken the number one spot from ‘Hey Jude’ by the Beatles. 

In French class I sit behind a young lad sporting a pair of outsized glasses. The average age of our group is sixteen years old. Geoffrey Waters has just turned fourteen. He is a genius. He passed the Eleven-Plus when he was eight years old, but he is no boastful character. A complete chatterbox, he never stops talking to me. I need to listen to what the teacher is going on about as my French needs a great deal of polishing. But Geoffrey insists on talking, even when the teacher is reading a passage from Molière.

He cannot possibly have heard any utterings from the teacher in the last few minutes, so engrossed has he been in his conversation with a very distressed me.

‘Waters,’ shouts the teacher, ‘you haven’t been listening to a word I’ve said, have you?’

‘Yes sir, I have.’

‘Well, repeat what I’ve just said, then.’

Geoffrey proceeds to repeat, word for word, everything uttered by the teacher. Astonishing! 

I think I need to sit beside someone of my own French capability rather than this loquacious genius. Later on in my life, when managers are handed this moniker of being a ‘genius’ when what they have actually done is to mastermind a corner-kick routine to score a goal, I often think of Geoffrey Waters. 

I soon make friends. Many Belfast lads, like the Derry City boys, are academically clever and talented footballers as well, both in soccer and Gaelic. I join the school Gaelic team and, outside school hours, I join Rosario Club, playing soccer in the Down and Connor league.

One of the teachers at St Malachy’s is Phil Stuart, a university colleague of my two older brothers and a very fine Gaelic footballer in his time. He gets to hear that I am at the school and I discover that we share the same big ambitions for the college football team. He has a really good team at his disposal. My younger brother, Owen Roe, only fifteen years old, is our goal-scoring starlet. We embark on an amazing journey throughout the year, winning game after game, until the final of the Ulster Colleges is reached. Our success has reverberated around the school; even those students with no apparent interest in Gaelic football become curious as to the goings-on. We win the McCrory Cup and the ultimate prize, the Hogan Cup, is within our grasp. This is the trophy that St Columb’s won a few years ago to huge acclaim.

Bus after bus pulls away from College Avenue to head to Croke Park Dublin, in scenes so reminiscent of those at St Columb’s College in 1965. Only this time I am not going to support the team, I’m playing in it. We know we can win against Coláiste Chríost Rí from Cork City. And our football today is breathtakingly brilliant. However, our opponents – to their credit – hang tough when seemingly overwhelmed, and they score a last-minute goal to win the game. It is heartbreaking for us players, the coach, and for the students who have followed our progress. It remains one of the biggest sporting disappointments of my life.

That summer I am invited back to Kilrea by the local priest Father Deery to play under-18 Gaelic football for his team. I’m also playing for the Derry County under-18 team and soccer for Rosario Youth Club in Belfast, so I’m constantly flitting back and forth. Forty miles there, forty miles back to Belfast amounts to almost a whole day travelling, but the football is far too enjoyable to miss.

On one occasion, Kilrea holds its carnival on the outskirts of the town. By chance I meet a young girl there. I have never seen her before, although that’s hardly surprising; I have spent very little time in the town since I was eleven years old. She is achingly beautiful and asking her name is as much as I can muster. She’s called Geraldine McGrath, and our conversation is not long before she is drawn away by her friends to the dodgem cars. Transfixed, I watch her walk off into the night before being jolted back to reality, realizing my bus back to Belfast is leaving in ten minutes. Little do I know, she will one day be my wife.

Back in Belfast, I’m doing very well for Rosario Youth Club. I’m picked for the Down and Connor select team to play Dublin, the game being a prestigious event in the calendar. I score three goals as we win 7–3 and I’m in dreamland. This game is usually watched by Irish league scouts and you never know, something might come of it. And it does. 

There is a knock on the door. My sister Roisin answers it. 

‘Are your mother and father in?’ asks the caller.

‘Yes, I’ll get them,’ answers my sister.

My mother asks the visitor who he is. He says he is Jimmy McAlinden, the manager of Distillery Football Club, and he would like for her son, Martin, to come to the club for a trial. He wants to know if I’m in the house.

Soon tea and biscuits are laid out in the front room for Mr McAlinden and I am privileged that the manager himself has come over to the other side of Belfast to personally ask me to come to Grosvenor Park, the home of Distillery. I cannot wait. From what he has been told by his scout, who was watching me against the Dublin team, he thinks he can help make me a proper player.

And so the following Tuesday evening I take a bus down to the city centre and decide to walk to Grosvenor Park. The distance is a bit further than I thought, so I run the last quarter-mile to be on time. I knock on the players’ entrance door to be greeted by an oldish man called Armstrong. I soon find out that he is the physiotherapist and also the kit man – or is it that the kit man is also the physiotherapist? I tell him that Mr McAlinden has invited me here tonight, and the little frown that I think I detected on his face transforms into a welcoming smile.

He accompanies me to McAlinden’s office, knocks, obeys the call to ‘come in’ and hands me over to the boss.

‘Great, son, you’re here. You need to sign these amateur forms for us.’ I do this willingly and with that he says, ‘Get changed and we’ll see you outside.’

Now I’m in a dressing room full of young hopefuls. The first team are down the corridor but a million miles away. I recognize one or two of them as they walk past me out the tunnel to the pitch. They will start their warm-up in full view of the rest of us, and we will start ours a little later. I so want to be in that first team. 

I am picked to play on Saturday afternoon for the reserves, and told to report to some pitch in East Belfast for half past one. This means I have to get two buses, one to the city centre and then another one out to wherever. When Saturday comes, I am frantically running round the City Hall looking for the elusive second bus. I get to the ground at two o’clock. Dick Williams, the reserve team coach, is obviously not impressed but he squeezes me onto the team – only, I find out later, because Jimmy McAlinden has insisted I play.

By half-time, Dick is wondering what all the fuss is about. So too, I believe, are my teammates, and if truth be known I’m not sure myself. I haven’t had a kick. The second half improves, but only marginally, and it’s almost a relief when Dick hauls me off with fifteen minutes to go. What’s worse, we score twice in the last few minutes to win 2–1 while I’m watching from the sidelines.

Heaven knows what sort of report Dick will give to Jimmy but it certainly won’t be flattering.

I improve on my second outing and I’m even better in my third. I’m even brought into a small group who will play five-a-side with the first team on some Thursday evenings in a school gymnasium at the back of Grosvenor Park. This is an eye-opener for me. The games are played with an intensity I haven’t yet witnessed. The first-team players look in a different class, and the little winger, George Lennox, is tantalizingly brilliant in these games.

But Jimmy McAlinden has a lot of faith in me. He has been an excellent player himself in the English game, and an FA Cup winner with Portsmouth. He is an exceptionally shrewd man, both in the footballing world and in normal life. He constantly tells me that I’m going to make the grade in England which, coming from him, gives me an enormous boost of confidence. 

One Thursday evening after training, he tells me that I will be travelling to Portadown with the Distillery first team and I will play on Saturday. I will play with Peter Watson, Alan McCarroll, Peter Rafferty, Martin Donnelly, Mervyn Law, Tommy Brannigan, George Lennox, Derek Meldrum, Jim Savage, Roy McDonald and Joe Patterson against Portadown. So soon? And I haven’t been that hot in the reserves. Still, I think, I’m not missing this, not for the world. And I don’t. I play really well, scoring as we win 3–2.

The players treat me better than I could ever have imagined. Yes, they laugh at my inability to tackle properly, being from a Gaelic background, but the manager has fostered an almost unbreakable bond between these lads that shows so clearly on the field. The team is made up of Protestants and Catholics, but politics is not up for discussion when the players meet twice weekly for training. And when matches begin, Martin Donnelly from the Falls Road would die for Alan McCarroll from the Shankill Road, and the reverse is absolutely true. 

We start with an Irish Cup run that leads us to the final. It’s April 1971. We will play Derry City at Windsor Park. And who will line up against me for the Derry City team? My great friend Raymond White from St Columb’s.

The crowd is sparse. The Troubles are decimating Ulster just now and Derry City fans, with their largely Nationalist background, aren’t travelling in numbers to Windsor Park, Linfield’s stomping ground, so only 6,000 people turn up, even though this is a cup final.

But I do not care. I want to win the Irish Cup, for myself, my teammates and naturally for Jimmy McAlinden. I play superbly, score two goals, and we win 3–0. The Irish Cup is ours and with it the opportunity to play in next season’s European Cup Winners’ Cup. It’s a monumental day for Distillery and a big, big day for me as well. 

Back at St Malachy’s College, I am greeted with warm applause from my Latin classmates first thing on Monday morning. In a few weeks I’ll leave the college and head to Queen’s University to study law. But I’ve turned nineteen and there’s a widely held view that if you haven’t played in the First Division by now, your chances of making the big time in professional football may be running out. My mother is keen for me to complete my law degree. I know I’ll be too old by that time to make the grade but I say nothing.

The draw comes out for the European Cup Winners’ Cup. We have a two-legged tie against Barcelona. What about that? It’s my big chance to shine. If I do well against them then, surely, I’ll be transferred to England, to the First Division. 

I score against them in the first leg, although we lose 3–1. The trip to Barcelona is unforgettable. I really get to know the senior players and luckily my pal Raymond White, who has transferred to Distillery, is on the three-day excursion with us to Camp Nou. We enjoy each other’s company and the camaraderie is stronger than ever. We lose the game simply because Barcelona are far superior to us, but my experiences with this group of players are something I remember whenever I want to smile at life. I will leave them in a couple of weeks to start a career in England, but they belong in my soul and I’m richer in spirit for having known them. 
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ENGLAND BECKONS

The old Viscount trundles along the runway of Aldergrove Airport, picks up speed and, before I can finish my second Hail Mary, raises itself into the early morning mist, turns in an unsettling arc and drones skywards.

The shimmering lights of Belfast, wakening from another night of shootings, appear intermittently between the grey clouds. The plane shudders as it passes through those heavy billows, straining every sinew to see clear morning light. Then, just when I think that my second journey on an aeroplane will be my last, the sky yawns open and the horizon leaps out. I am leaving Belfast and trouble-torn Northern Ireland behind. The north-west coastline of England is only half an hour away. A professional life awaits me there. A professional footballer’s life. This day I’ll never forget. It is 20 October 1971. I am nineteen years old.

The fields of England look just like the fields in Ireland, just as green, as I peer out through the window during the last few minutes of the flight into East Midlands Airport. Sitting beside me on the plane is my Distillery manager, Jimmy McAlinden, who has volunteered to accompany me to help scrutinize my contract with Nottingham Forest. He wants me to sign as long a contract as possible, to give me, in his own words, ‘some breathing space’, in case things don’t go well early on. On the face of it, it’s not overly inspiring to hear these words of caution from him, but he’s been in the game a long time, and he wants the best for me, so I take his advice in the spirit it is meant. 

The plane seems to fly dangerously close to the tall chimneys of the power station situated close to the runway, but the landing is as smooth as you could wish. Within minutes we are in the arrival lounge of the rather small airport, strategically placed to accommodate both Nottingham and Derby citizens.

The Nottingham Forest manager, Matt Gillies, is here to greet us. His assistant, a portly gentleman called Bill Anderson, is in tow. Matt greets Jimmy like a long-lost friend, well aware of the latter’s excellent footballing career in England. 

We climb into Bill’s gold-coloured car. Matt is in the passenger seat and Jimmy and I are in the back as we pull away from the airport and head off on the fifteen-mile journey to the City Ground. There’s a gentle sadness to Matt’s face as he half turns to talk to us. Nottingham Forest are in deep trouble in the First Division, sitting alongside Huddersfield and Crystal Palace at the bottom of the table. He is extremely well spoken, which contrasts with the rather gruff voice of Bill Anderson, who agrees with him on all things football. Last Saturday, Forest lost 3–2 at home to Liverpool. It was disappointing, if not entirely unexpected. Considering I am in the back seat, Matt is quite rightly guarded when talking about his players, but he is very effusive in his praise of his winger, Ian Storey-Moore, who continues to shine, even in the middle of the team’s struggle.

I feel as if I know Storey-Moore. Even his double-barrelled surname rings of nobility. He came into my consciousness when scoring a hat-trick against Everton in the FA Cup quarter-final in that glorious 1966/67 season, when Forest went so close both in the FA Cup and the league, which was eventually won by Manchester United. As Matt talks about him, I’m there in my mind with him, both of us turning the season round and beating Manchester United at Wembley in the FA Cup final. Reality sets in rather too quickly, as Matt tells Jimmy that the first team are at White Hart Lane on Saturday. It will be a very difficult game for his men.

We pass the power station on the left and we are soon on the outskirts of the city. Bill Anderson tells us that the Clifton Estate on our right is the largest council housing estate in Britain. We obviously don’t yet know that a young lad from this very estate will, in the not-too-distant future, carve out for himself a place in Forest’s history books. But at this very moment Viv Anderson is sitting in a school classroom, unaware of the stellar career that awaits him. 

As the car turns left off Wilford Lane, I see the floodlights rising, almost imperiously, above the terraced houses, overseeing this extremely pleasant part of the city. Trent Bridge, home of Nottinghamshire Cricket Club and its historic Test match arena, is parked to my right, and Meadow Lane, home to Notts County, the oldest league club in the world, is just across the River Trent. This morning the two clubs are separated by three divisions, although there is a strong possibility that, come May, that may be only one. County are flying high just now and Forest are obviously in a precarious place.

None of that matters to me on this bright October morning as Bill’s car comes to a halt in the car park of the City Ground. The tubby assistant manager seems as excited as I am as he takes me inside the ground, through a corridor and left at its end.

‘This is the away team dressing room on match days, and you will change here every morning with the other lads your age.’ And, just to remind me that this football life is not all plain sailing, he points to the first-team dressing room, only a few yards down the corridor.

‘That’s your first big aim,’ he says in his gruff but affectionate voice. ‘Get into that dressing room as quickly as you can.’

The holy grail, the first-team dressing room, stares out onto the tunnel as we walk onto the pitch. The stadium is empty save for the groundsman, who is doing some repair work at the Bridgford End, but it is truly an evocative arena. It is not a strain to look left at the Trent End and see in one’s mind’s eye Storey-Moore heading past Gordon West for his hat-trick to win the FA Cup quarter-final against Everton in April 1967. That was only four and a half years ago. The pitch invasion, the players lauded like demigods, the whole stadium swamped with adoring fans. What a day that must have been. What has happened since? Why the decline, why the descent into disarray?

The fire in the main stand in 1968 certainly hasn’t helped, forcing Forest to play home games at Meadow Lane. Perhaps the players have grown old together too quickly. This morning I have no proper grasp of the real reasons why. I can only make unqualified assumptions.

All too soon I am sitting in the manager’s office. Jimmy leads me into a vacant room next door and shows me the two-year contract. They will pay me £٤٥ per week until 30 June 1973 – and then there’s another two-year option, which benefits the club, until 30 June 1975. The club can either continue the contract on the same terms or, if things don’t go well for me, let me go at the end of 1973. A first-team bonus sheet is attached, and that’s it, save for a one-off £250 bonus per season, to be paid if I get one international cap each year. I’m not sure that Jimmy’s idea of a long contract correlates with my own, but he gave me my break at Distillery, and he’s shown confidence in me right from the start. So when Jimmy says, in the most reassuring voice imaginable, ‘They’ll be offering you a new deal long before this contract runs out’, I sign the four documents in front of me. One is given back to me in a white envelope, and I thank Jimmy for all he has done for me in the last twelve months.

Matt has asked first-team defender Liam O’Kane – who is from my neck of the woods, growing up and starting his career in Derry – to come down to the ground to welcome me to the club and essentially look after me for the rest of the day. Wednesday is the first-team players’ day off, and I’m not sure having to chaperone me is how Liam wants to spend it. However, he arrives, and I spend the rest of the day with him, having met him the previous week when I was ushered into the Northern Ireland squad against Russia.

Lunch with Liam and his wife, Marie, a trip to watch the youth team play in the afternoon and dinner back at Liam’s house mean that I’m much later checking into my lodgings on Henry Road than I planned. In fact, it’s eleven o’clock at night when I finally knock on the door. The irate landlord refuses to let me in before Liam persuades him to do otherwise. I naturally apologize to the landlord but feel his behaviour much too petty for my liking. All he has to do is show me to my bedroom and tell me what time in the morning breakfast is being served. But he won’t let it go. I can stay tonight, under sufferance, but I will have to find somewhere else to get lodgings tomorrow, he tells me. 

This doorstep haranguing attracts the attention of another lodger, a footballer like me, aiming to get into the first team: Seamus McDowell from Derry City. He has been staying with the landlord, and seemingly on good terms with him, for quite some time. Seamus comes to the door, has the whole commotion explained to him, and then says that if I’m not allowed to stay permanently at this abode, he will also leave in the morning. At the same time, we introduce ourselves to each other. The landlord, becoming more bellicose by the minute, accepts Seamus’s offer to leave, closes the door and points me in the direction of my room, telling me the door is open. I call over to Seamus that his actions are warmly felt but well beyond the call of duty. Nevertheless, the morning sees us both walking the half-mile from Henry Road to the City Ground, with suitcases and bags in arms and over shoulders. 

Bill Anderson soon gets to hear about last night’s debacle and is none too happy about my lateness in arriving at the digs. I am given temporary reprieve at a comfortable bed-and-breakfast, situated near the cricket ground, called the Talbot House Hotel. Seamus, who has only just signed professional terms for the club and is considered a long way off Forest team selection just now, is shunted off to a large room above McKay’s Café, which houses quite a number of labourers from all parts of the country. I feel guilty and ask to join Seamus at this none-too-luxurious accommodation, if only because he gave up his comfortable house to take the side of a lad he had never met before.

Within a few days I’m in residence above McKay’s Café, in a room – essentially a converted attic – with Seamus and another ten guys, much older than us, who rise much earlier than we do and arrive back at their digs much later than we do. They spend the night chatting about their respective jobs and at the weekend, if they don’t go back home, spend the early hours of the morning detailing their conquests of some hours before. Nottingham, I’m told early on, is a city with five girls to every fellow, so the chances of them getting hitched with someone, at least for the evening, are, I surmise, reasonably decent. Even so, I’m not convinced that their bawdy stories – told to each other at four o’clock on a Sunday morning – ring completely true. Some of these men have, in all honesty, not been introduced to a bar of soap in a week. So if these stories have a semblance of truth then Seamus and I feel that we must have a chance ourselves of finding a girlfriend, because we have not only washed, but also have a little aftershave to hand.

I have been at the club less than twenty-four hours. Bill Anderson, as he tends to do when under some stress, reaches for his breast pocket and produces an outsize handkerchief to wipe some beads of sweat from his brow. If my affair at the Henry Road landlord’s house is causing him to perspire, heaven knows what Saturday at White Hart Lane might do to him.

Regardless, he brings me into the reserve team dressing room and introduces me to the players. Most of these lads are my age, perhaps a year or eighteen months older, one or two are a little younger. In fact, John Robertson, almost a complete year younger than me, came on as a substitute last Saturday against Liverpool and may well start the game this coming weekend against Tottenham Hotspur.

Robertson is an interesting character. A young Scotsman from the outskirts of Glasgow, he has been at the club since he was fifteen years old. He is a very talented centre midfield player, with two really good feet, and can spray passes all over the pitch. Robertson is extremely well thought of at the club and a player of much promise. He is also extremely popular in this dressing room, despite the fact that he seems to have plenty to say for himself. All this I glean from my first fifteen minutes in the changing room on 21 October 1971. The introductions finished, Bill departs and I put on my Nottingham Forest training gear, with the number 10 sewn into the shirt and tracksuit. This will be my training number for the next decade. I am acutely self-conscious of the large birthmark over my right shoulder, and keep my back to the wall when disrobing. But they will spot it eventually after training when we jump into the communal bath adjacent to the dressing room. I suppose I will have to endure the almost endless ribbing I received from the Distillery players, who seemed to find continuous mirth at my expense.

Robertson is, as expected, called up to join the first team, but we will, as reserves, get the chance to walk down the riverbank with the first-team players to the training ground, and I get my first glimpse of Ian Storey-Moore as he saunters down in the group ahead.

As well as Robertson, a couple of the other young players have tasted some first-team action, I soon discover. Graham Collier, about twenty years old, and Jimmy McIntosh, of a similar age, have both started in the first team. Collier is a tall, very elegant midfield player, who figured last season for a consecutive spell of games but has been cold-shouldered of late. He befriends me on the walk, naturally asking me what position I play. He smiles when I tell him that I think I’m a centre forward, the smile suggesting that I should know what I am rather than thinking it. More in cynicism than outright rancour, he tells me about his own position at the club, feeling that he’s been hard done by this season. He’s the first person to point out to me that football, with all its adversities, can be a very unfair business to be in. His own words, ‘The game’s bent’, concern me.

I am nervous this morning. The ball seems no bigger than a tennis ball and I seem to be exaggerating my first touch when having to control it. Frank Knight, the second team coach, is sympathetic in a rather unsympathetic way. ‘Don’t worry, son, about that pass, I’m sure things will improve.’ 

Remarkably, they actually do. I dribble round two players but drive the ball into the side netting. It’s the dribble rather than the shot that draws some admiration from the players. Not excessively impressive, I admit, but not a complete disaster either. However, I’m still dreading the communal bath in the next twenty minutes.

Back in the dressing room, ‘Maggie May’ is being belted out by some of the lads. The record, sung by Rod Stewart, blond-haired and husky-voiced, is currently riding high in the charts. Rod has become the lead singer of the Faces now that Steve Marriott has left for a band called Humble Pie. I haven’t yet forgiven Steve for leaving the Small Faces and letting Ronnie Lane, Kenney Jones and Ian McLagan to fend for themselves. But I will do in time.

Robertson, back from training with the first team, asks me if I have any interest in music. When I answer in the affirmative, he asks who my favourite bands are. Jethro Tull feature highly, but so do the Kinks, the Who, the Byrds, the Hollies and, naturally, the Small Faces. His favourite band is the Move, whom I quite like, but John knows all the band members’ names. I win him over by telling him that just when it seemed as if the Move’s powers were fading, they came roaring back with ‘Blackberry Way’ a couple of years ago. John and I are both unaware that a new band, Roxy Music, will soon burst onto the scene with ‘Virginia Plain’, and John will persuade a few of us to travel up and down the country to watch Bryan Ferry and his glitzy rock band perform.

It’s Thursday, and John asks me if I would like to go to the Union Boat Club tonight. The Union is one of two or three boat clubs situated beside the River Trent and right behind the Trent End.

‘Isn’t Thursday night a bit late in the week, considering you’ll probably be playing on Saturday?’ I ask.

‘We go down there every Thursday night. It finishes at half past ten, so we’re back in our house before eleven anyway,’ he responds.

‘Who’s “we” and what is “it”?’

‘A music place where you can have a dance. A disc jockey plays some songs and it’s a chance to meet some girls.’

I’m there with him that evening. Seamus McDowell – my eventual fellow lodger at McKay’s Café – is also there.

We pay a few bob and walk in. Everyone knows John. He has been coming here every Thursday almost since he first came to Forest. All the girls surround him, possibly because he’s an up-and-coming player or possibly because he’s actually brilliant at talking to girls. On the other hand, I am painfully shy, with curly hair that I wish was straight and an accent that might not be totally understood when ‘Hold Your Head Up’ by Argent is blaring out over the dance floor. John introduces me to quite a number of girls, but just now I don’t possess his patter and so opportunities disappear.

When the last song is played, John and Seamus seem to be doing all right, but I retreat from the dance floor, telling myself it’s been a long day. I will play against Leeds Reserves at the City Ground on Saturday afternoon, and the Union will still be there next Thursday night.

Last Monday afternoon I was sitting in a hall at Queen’s University listening to a lecture on jurisprudence. Four days later, I have completed my first day as a professional footballer. I have seen Ian Storey-Moore, albeit from a distance, and even though I’m aware that my £15,000 signing has not exactly made for earth-shattering news, even in the city of Nottingham, I still feel different to the lad I was just a few days ago. The signing of the contract yesterday morning has changed me. I’m not a student any longer. I now earn money. But really it’s because I’m a professional footballer, and that is what I’ve wanted to be since seeing the 1958 World Cup final in my neighbour’s house. 

I walk back to Talbot House, perhaps a little envious of John’s and Seamus’s good fortune. However, maybe not next Thursday, or the Thursday after that, but sometime soon, those girls at the Union will definitely want that last dance with me. The lady running Talbot House greets me at the door and asks me if I want a cup of tea before going to bed. Life back home is forgotten for a day.

Saturday afternoon arrives and I’m playing against Leeds United reserves at the City Ground. It’s a sluggish start for me in front of a few thousand fans – apparently more than average for a home reserve game because of my presence. Within twenty minutes, I am elbowed in the jaw by Terry Yorath, who says something like, ‘Welcome to the Football League,’ although I cannot believe that Terry Yorath would even know who I am, much less know about my joining Nottingham Forest. I actually take the thump on the jaw as a backhanded compliment, particularly from Terry Yorath. By the time our game ends, news at White Hart Lane is not good. Forest have been hammered 6–1 by Tottenham Hotspur.

I am allowed to go home to Belfast on the Sunday for a few days to get some more clothes and spend a day or two with my family. I can stay until Wednesday, Bill Anderson has instructed the office girls. My knee, caught in a very late tackle, is beginning to ache somewhat, but I’m sure it will be fine for next Thursday’s training session.

While I am away, the first team have a chance of redemption at Leeds Road on Tuesday night against Huddersfield. They duly take both points, with our right-winger Barry Lyons scoring the only goal. It’s a massive boost and spirits at the club are lifted, at least temporarily.

Back in Belfast, I am treated royally at 5 Madison Avenue, our home, although my two younger brothers, Owen and Shane, say that nothing has changed and that I’ve always been spoiled anyway. But Mum and Dad are shaken by the Troubles. Seeing a way out for the family, they are now adamant that they will leave Belfast and come to Nottingham to join me as soon as possible. It’s not really the news I want to hear just now. I’ve only been in England five days and I need some space to breathe. I’ve got lodgings for myself and I don’t need distractions, assuming that my two sisters and at least one brother will make the journey with them. Shane, my other brother, will need to stay at St Malachy’s College until completion of his O-levels. I accept that the Troubles are escalating and that Belfast is now just as dangerous in the daytime as it is in the dark. However, can’t they at least wait a few months while I try to establish myself? 

The last five days in Nottingham have flown by, so excitingly different have they been. I just want some independence, but if they come over, it means I will have to find and pay for a rented house for everyone, and I don’t have a clue where to even start. But they are insisting. They are coming to look after me, and to flee Belfast. They’ll be able to cook for me and I know I’ll get the best of food as, in truth, I’ve always had. But I want to eat kebabs outside a Nottingham nightclub at half past two on Sunday morning, having scored the winner earlier in the afternoon against Chelsea, with the lads congratulating me and girls queuing up to be taken home by me.

When I travel back to Nottingham on Wednesday, my sister Breedge, a couple of years older than me, is my companion on the plane. She has been tasked with seeking out accommodation as quickly as possible for my parents and siblings. I acquiesce, but deep down, I’m not happy about the situation.

On the Friday evening I am playing Derby County reserves at the Baseball Ground. There are almost 10,000 supporters at the game. My knee is still sore and the only course of action is a cortisone injection about half an hour before kick-off. I hate needles, having almost passed out on every occasion I have received a jab since my early childhood. The other Forest players gather round the massage table as the doctor administers the ‘medicine’, taking a ghoulish interest in either the dexterity with which the doctor does his business or, more probably, my anguished face as he drives the needle into my knee. And all this for a bloody reserve game. Sadly, this will not be the last time I’ll need a cortisone injection to play a game. It soon becomes part of footballing life. 

Our manager, Matt Gillies, is at the match, and I can only assume Derby manager Brian Clough is also in attendance. I actually play very well in the first half, but as the injection wears off I start to struggle somewhat, nevertheless seeing it through to the end. 

The next day, Forest are at home to Derby County and I will be able to watch live my
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