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Prologue: The Dressing Room

A dressing room is a bit like a jail. And it’s a bit like a zoo too, I can tell you. It’s also a haven, a sanctuary, a retreat; an escape from the outside world. But if you spend too long inside it you’ll want to escape back to the outside world fairly lively.

For starters, it’s not built with luxury in mind, not designed for creature comfort. It’s usually a concrete box with a low ceiling and the walls bleeding with sweat. The windows are small, and often there’s iron bars protecting them from flying footballs or from people breaking and entering.

But sometimes I think the iron bars are there to prevent players from getting out. Anyway, in my mind they always add to the impression of a prison. You and your colleagues are the inmates, incarcerated until someone opens the door and lets you run free on to the field.

It’s a cage where twenty-five or thirty men are stripped down to their bare bollocks while rattling inside with fear and anxiety and insecurity. The stress comes out of their mouths in rivers of foul language. It comes out through the pores on their skin. It comes out in the stink of fellas farting and shitting and pissing. Fellas walking round, scratching their balls and pulling their tools and spitting and shouting and puking and swearing.

The closer it gets to kick-off, or throw-in, the higher the anxiety rises. Everyone’s togged by now in the team jersey, the prison uniform. All you’re missing really is a guard at the door with a baton, who decides when he’s going to let you out.

Fellas start kicking the door. Or a fella will start pucking himself in the chest with his fists, like an ape. Then another fella will start at the same crack. And suddenly you’ve a dozen fellas beating themselves like fuckn apes. Or you’ll have two fellas pucking each other and jawing at each other, and the eyes bulging out of their heads.

There’s dirt on the floor, wads of dried mud kicked into corners, filthy socks, abandoned water-bottles, discarded medical tape, buckled coat hangers, ragged towels, empty deodorant cans.

The heat off the bodies, the testosterone, the adrenalin, the nerves: it’s too hot in here now, the atmosphere is tropical, the stench everywhere. The walls are sweating, you are sweating, everyone is sweating. Come on! Let us the fuck out of here before we turn into complete and total animals.

The door opens, daylight comes rushing in, you go pouring out of the black hole and on to the green sward. And instantly you relax a bit. You remember your instructions, the pre-prepared strategies and plans. You take your position, the whistle blows and you get down to work.

If it’s a good day and the result goes your way, you return to the jail with a pep in your step and a smile on your face. It’s not a jail at all now. It’s a comedy store, a hive of chatter and laughter and good vibes and fresh anecdotes from the game just played. You strip the uniform, hit the showers, put on a fresh shirt and return to the civilian world of family, friends and work.

On Tuesday night you’re back for training, and the mood changes again. Some fellas arrive in good form, other fellas arrive with a cloud on their face and throw the gear bag on the floor. Some of these fellas are permanently cranky and snippy and snarky. There’s shit going on at home, or shit going on at work, or shit going on with the girlfriend, and they hate the fuckn hardship of the training anyway.

And God help anyone, usually a young fella, who innocently walks in and sits down in the wrong place. We’re all very territorial about our spot in the dressing room. Some animals leave a piss mark on their territory to warn off rivals. We’d do the same if we could. Your own space is sacrosanct, and if someone else decides to claim it he’ll be told where to go in no uncertain terms.

There are rules among the inmates, and claiming your own space is one of them. It’s the only way that thirty different beasts are going to get along. We might look like a fairly homogeneous bunch when we’re lined up together in the same socks, shorts and shirts. But we’re all individuals with different temperaments and humours and manners and levels of IQ. And sometimes you have to tread carefully when you’re trying to navigate your way through this fine collection of specimens, this charming group of thick and ignorant, smart and witty, hairy, smelly, ugly bastards that make up your average Irish team.

The way you tread carefully is not to tread carefully at all. Everyone is fair game for a joke, a prank, a bit of messing or piss-taking of some description. There are boundaries, I suppose, but usually it’s hard to find them or remember them. We’re grown men, with jobs and responsibilities, some of us with families of our own. But we’re a bunch of schoolboys too. Everyone has his weak spot, including the fat fellas with their big fuckn bellies on them, struggling with their weight, struggling with their self-esteem, while the fit, ripped and handsome lads hog the mirrors and strut around like they’re catwalk models. Those fellas are ridiculous altogether.

I used to be thin, skinny as a rake. But now I’m in a permanent battle with the middle-aged spread. As of this year, 2014, I reckon I have spent thirty-three years in dressing rooms, man and boy. That’s a fair old innings. I figure I’ve pretty much seen it all in there, and heard it all. I’ve said a fair amount in there too. I must be institutionalized by now, a dressing-room lag who has served a full life sentence, with no remission for good behaviour. I have done my time, I have slopped out with the best of them and the worst of them. I’ve had my rows and arguments and friendships and jokes and one-liners and slagging matches. I’ve revelled in the comedy and wallowed in the sadness, felt the joy and swallowed the despair. I’ve seen generations of players go and come and go while I’ve still turned up, addicted to the energy, the culture, the permanent sense of possibility and renewal.

That’s the real attraction. The dressing room is a place where you can live a different life, a heightened life; a place that lifts you out of your mundane world; a place that amplifies your emotions, charges up your life force, enables you to strive for greater things beyond the humdrum reality of your station. It’s a place where you feel you are living closer to the edge, inhabiting a world of excitement and hope and fear, always looking forward to the next game, the next drama. Above all, always looking forward. It’s a place where you feel more alive and where, on the best days, your dreams come alive too.

It’s the place where a bunch of people come together and vow to each other to make history together. And if you’re really, really lucky, it’s the place to which you return after you’ve carved out that slice of history, not a prison any more but a dirty, stinking small corner of paradise.

It’s a hole in the ground, a dressing room; a kip, a slum and a hovel. But it’s heaven too, on the great days and, the rest of the time, a home away from home. I’ve been a citizen of that room longer than most people. My time there is almost up. I am ready to take my leave. And it’s time, I feel, to share my story as a willing prisoner, a happy inmate of that concrete box with its bleeding walls.
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1. The Penalty

Connacht minor football final, 1989

Roscommon v. Galway, MacHale Park, Castlebar

We were a point down with seconds to go when the referee awarded us a penalty.

It was the second penalty John Cosgrove had given us that day. I was the centre forward and designated penalty-taker, and I had fluffed the first one, in the first half: hit the post. Now there was a decision to be made: take the point and settle for a draw or go for a goal, and winner takes all? Cosgrove informed us that this would be the last kick of the game.

I dashed over to the sideline for a quick confab with our manager, Jimmy Finnegan. But Jimmy already had his mind made up: we were going for a point – and Peadar Glennon, the designated free-taker, was going to take it.

I wasn’t happy. In fact I had the hump good and proper. At this stage most of the crowd was in for the senior final, between Roscommon and Mayo – 30,000 or more. Anyway the message was relayed to Peadar, so he got the ball and marched up to the penalty spot with it. Backs and forwards gathered in a line behind the penalty-taker, as they usually do, and I took my position along with them. But I made sure I was standing directly behind Peadar because I had a different idea. Walking back in from the sideline I’d made my mind up. It just came to me in a flash: I would take the penalty, and I would go for a goal, not a point. When Peadar backed away from the ball to begin his run-up, I would jump out of the line and smash it.

I happened to be standing beside Seán Óg de Paor, the Galway defender who would go on to win two All-Irelands in a great career with their seniors. As Peadar placed the ball, de Paor said, ‘It’s going over the bar.’ He’d presumed correctly that because the free-taker was hitting it, we had opted for the point. It was the percentage play, the safe option: take the point and live to fight another day.

But I said back to him, ‘It’s not going over the fuckn bar.’

He said, ‘What?’

I said, ‘Watch this.’

By now Peadar had stepped back from the ball. He took two or three steps to the left and settled himself. He was just about to begin his run-up when I flashed past him and walloped the ball to the roof of the net. It went straight over the goalkeeper’s head, under the black spot on the crossbar. The crowd erupted and I wheeled away, arms in the air, running off on a mazy celebration.

Because I was off on our victory lap, I didn’t see what happened next. According to the late Seán Kilfeather’s report in the Irish Times, ‘The referee recovered the ball from the net, placed it on the penalty line and crossed his arms in a gesture which nobody understood. He then took the ball and ran from the field, hotly pursued by several Galway players who obviously believed that he allowed the score. This view was shared by Roscommon and the officials in charge of the match arrangements.’

Our captain, Seán Staunton, was presented with the cup and we all took turns lifting it up and waving to the crowd. We were Connacht champions. Back in the dressing room there was an unbelievable buzz. The place was crowded with players and subs and officials. A few journalists arrived in, and questions were being asked about who had won it. But there was no doubt in our minds. We had the bloody cup, after all. Eventually we togged in and went back out to watch the senior game, which ended in a draw. Afterwards we went to the Travellers’ Friend Hotel in Castlebar for a team meal. The mood was still great, everyone high with the victory.

Anyway we’re sitting down for the dinner and the cup is on the table when next thing, two delegates from Connacht Council come marching into the function room – blazers and good bellies and red faces on them. And without so much as a by-your-leave they announce that the match has been given to Galway and they take the cup off the table and walk out with it. Just like that! Typical GAA ignorance. We were all looking at them, looking at each other, not knowing what to think. Like, what the hell’s going on here? Marched in, took the cup, and marched out again. Are they serious? Who are these fuckers?

We found out later that the referee had handed in his match report to Connacht Council officials just an hour or two after the game. This was pretty much unheard of at the time. Referees normally had several days to do up their match report and send it off to the relevant committee. But in this case he’d drafted it more or less straight away. Apparently he’d been besieged by various Galway heads outside his own dressing-room door. Kilfeather described it in his article as ‘the fastest referee’s report in the history of the game’. Cosgrove’s report said that my goal had been disallowed because another player, Glennon, was standing within thirteen metres of the ball when I struck it, and we were therefore in breach of the rule regarding penalty kicks. The final official scoreline was Galway 2-8, Roscommon 0-13. No sign of my goal at all. It had been wiped from the record, as if it never existed.

But we didn’t know any of this at the time. We were all in the dark about what was going on. You didn’t have mobile phones or Twitter in those days. We headed back to Castlerea that evening, glued to the car radio, hoping to hear some word on the situation. We stopped in Gerry Fitzmaurice’s pub in Ballinlough on the way back. Someone bought me a pint, and it was one of the first pints I ever had because I didn’t really drink at the time. This was July; I had turned eighteen in April. Anyway, the evening news came on in the pub – and there it was: the controversial penalty, the protests, the confusion and the speculation. It had become a news story as well as a sports story.

I got home that night, to be told by my parents that reporters had been phoning all evening looking for comments and wondering where I was. Someone in the county board had rung to tell me I was to say nothing at all to the press. The next morning there were a few reporters hanging around outside the house. My poor mother didn’t know what to do or what to make of it all.

Later that day, word came through that there was going to be a rally in Hyde Park a few nights later. The Roscommon GAA community wasn’t going to take this lying down! And let me say, when the Rossies get thick about something, they fairly get thick about something. Hundreds of supporters turned up on the night. The minor team was there, and the senior team also turned up in a show of solidarity. Speeches were made and a warning was issued to Connacht Council that if they didn’t rescind their decision, the Roscommon seniors might well back out of their replay match with Mayo too.

Connacht Council and the Galway county board were both in a bit of a corner on this one. Technically, we had infringed the rules all right. It wasn’t Glennon’s fault – how was he to know that I was going to appear out of the blue and hit the penalty? The poor old referee had been caught totally off guard as well. I mean, it was a hundred years of established practice and tradition that the fella who places the ball on the spot is the fella who takes the penalty. If the ref had been thinking straight, he should have disallowed the goal and ordered the penalty be retaken. I’d have been taken away in a straitjacket and Peadar would’ve chipped it over the bar and everyone would’ve settled for a draw. Or were Galway entitled to a free out for this technical infringement? No one seemed to know what the correct course of action should have been. There was no precedent for this situation, as far as I knew. It was all a complete hames.

John Cosgrove, a Crossmolina man, was just overwhelmed by events. I don’t think he even had time to think for himself or to work out what to do. He had positioned himself on the endline to watch the penalty been taken, and suddenly it all got out of control. We went berserk, celebrating, and the Galway players started hounding him straight away. There was an exit through the fence that separated the supporters from the field behind the goals. John was trying to stay one step ahead of the protesting players and a few officials suddenly materialized beside him and escorted him off the field and out through the gate in the fence.

Roscommon might have infringed in the rule book, but the reality was that in normal circumstances Glennon would’ve taken his point and Galway would’ve been facing a replay anyway. I don’t think they wanted it said of them that they’d won a Connacht title in the committee room. They were coming under a lot of public pressure to offer a replay and, in fairness to them, that’s exactly what they did. A few days after our public meeting in the Hyde, they issued a statement offering the replay. It would be played in Castlebar the following Wednesday evening as a stand-alone fixture. That killed the controversy stone dead. Everyone was relieved; it was a fair compromise.

So we all rocked up to MacHale Park the following week, and a huge crowd turned up as well. The controversy had generated massive amounts of media coverage and it caught the public imagination. This was still only a minor match after all, with no senior match afterwards to draw the masses, but something like 7,000 people turned up to see the sequel.

In those days the referee who’d done a drawn game always got the replay. I’d say it was a bit of a poisoned chalice for John Cosgrove, but it was his gig and he had to get on with it. And wouldn’t you believe it, just a few minutes into the replay didn’t he award us a penalty – another one! This time there was no discussion with the sideline. I grabbed the ball and took charge. I hadn’t a doubt in the world that I was going to bury it. I had my superstitions at the time and one of them was to bless myself any time I stood up to take a penalty. From a young age up I’d always taken them for club, school and county. The gas thing is that, just as I blessed myself, didn’t Mr Cosgrove bless himself too. I know this because I have a brilliant photograph at home of the two of us blessing ourselves at the same time. I had my reasons, John had his.

I stuck the penalty right in the top corner. The drama didn’t end there: the match ended in a draw and went to extra time. Once again we were trailing as it went into injury time, except this time we were two points down, not one. It was desperation stuff at this stage, and we did what any team desperate for a goal usually does in these circumstances: we launched the ball high and long towards their goalmouth. And unbelievably, the smallest man on the field did the rest. Eddie Ennis was about five foot six. He’d come in off the bench and wasn’t long on the field. The ball dropped, Eddie rose majestically and flicked it to the back of the net. Suddenly there was bedlam all over again. The Rossies went berserk, on the field, on the terraces and in the stand. And this time there was no denying us. After all the twists and turns we’d won the bloody thing. It was a fantastic feeling and a fantastic night too. We headed back to Castlerea with the cup that night, the whole squad, and ended up in the Casino nightclub, celebrating till the wee small hours. We had beaten Sligo handily in the semi-final; we had played Galway in the final and played them again in a replay that went to extra time. You couldn’t say it was a massive campaign, but it felt like a great odyssey all the same, after all the drama and ups and downs.

We were hammered in the All-Ireland semi-final by an outstanding Derry team that included the likes of Anthony Tohill and Gary Coleman, who would go on to win Derry’s first senior All-Ireland title four years later. There was no shame in that, they were just a brilliant team.

It is twenty-five years ago now and I haven’t met Eddie Ennis since. I haven’t come across John Cosgrove either. There’s a lot of water gone under the bridge since, but I have plenty of sympathy for John because he probably suffered a lot at the time. It was a big controversy and the referee had been central to it. But listen, there was no harm done, nobody got shot, and everyone was in uncharted territory. The Connacht Council didn’t know how to handle it. And of course, like a lot of things that seem terribly serious at the time, it’s looked back on now as a sort of comedy of errors.

To this day people still come up to me and talk about it. And usually they break into a laugh when they start talking about it. I guess it put me on the map. Your name comes to national attention overnight when a controversy like that blows up. The incident gets magnified over a very short period of time. Your face is on television, your name is in the headlines, your photo is in the newspapers.

And I suppose you could say it became the start of the narrative on my life and times in sport as well. In the two and a half decades since, I’ve acquired a reputation as an extrovert, a madcap eccentric, a maverick – pick your cliché. I don’t mind; a lot of it is true. The thing is, though, any time I do try something a bit different, I’m just following my own instincts. It always feels natural to me. I’m not trying to force anything or contrive a situation just for the sake of it. I’ve always followed my own star because I trust myself, I trust my intuition, I trust my gut feelings.

But that’s not to say that I don’t engage my brain when I’m going off on one of my solo runs, literal or otherwise. The ideas in my head are usually synchronized with the feeling in my gut. Some things that I do mightn’t make sense to others, but they make sense to me.

And what I did that day in Castlebar made sense to me. The reason it made sense to me was that one of our star players had got sent off in the second half. Lorcan Dowd was a brilliant forward and, if the match went to a replay, we were going to be missing him. He would be suspended. Galway and ourselves were very evenly matched – we knew that before the first game, and the ebb and flow of the two games bore that out. At the time when we were awarded that injury-time penalty, I worked out in my head very quickly that missing Dowd for the replay might scupper our chances. That’s why I didn’t agree with Jimmy Finnegan. I felt in my bones that this was going to be the best opportunity we’d get of winning that Connacht title. What’s more, on the law of averages, a team is not going to miss two penalties in the one game. All of this went through my head in a flash. I was calculating the odds, and I reckoned the odds would be stacked against us the next day.

The point here is that there was method to my madness, if people want to call it madness. I didn’t think it was mad at all; I thought it was the logical thing to do. I’d had a brainstorm, but my brain was working. And I’ve had many more brainstorms over the years since. Sometimes they didn’t work out, but more often than not they did.

I’m not afraid to take risks, and never have been. I believe that teams sometimes need a bit of inspiration to give them a jolt of energy, a shot of electricity. And I’ll repeat the point: just because I come up with something off-the-cuff doesn’t mean I haven’t thought it through. Usually I have. I can process a whole series of thoughts in a second and, before I know it, I’m reacting, I’m doing the thing that’s come into my head.

In the GAA, maybe in Ireland as a whole, people are afraid to stand out. I don’t know if it’s part of our culture or what, but there’s a sort of unspoken pressure on people to keep the head down: don’t be different, don’t stand out, it’s better to conform. I think there’s a failure of courage here. You’ve got to be able to stand up to that sort of attitude and show some courage. Show some leadership, do something different, take a risk. It was said at the time that what I’d done in that minor match was ‘irresponsible’. And since then it’s been said over the years by various begrudgers after I’ve done something unorthodox or unconventional. But I think the opposite: I think I’m actually taking responsibility; I’m trying to show a bit of leadership or a bit of defiance or even a bit of bravado. I think a bit of bravado is good, especially if you play for teams that have inherited an inferiority complex that’s been built up over generations. In doing what I’ve done over the years, I’ve tried to change that sort of mindset. I’ve never lacked for confidence, I’ve never been afraid to stand out from the crowd, and I’ve tried to spread that confidence among teammates and even the supporters watching in the stands. It’s my way of taking a stand; and sometimes you have to take risks to take a stand. People who don’t like to see a streak of individualism in a player, or in anyone in general, will call you an ‘exhibitionist’, or a showman or an attention-seeker.

I don’t do it for that reason. And when I do mess up, I don’t stick my head in the sand and blame someone else or pretend it never happened. I’m not bullheaded like that. I do question myself, I do reflect on what I did and why I did it. You won’t develop as a person if you don’t criticize yourself or if you don’t accept criticism from other people. And looking back on that penalty controversy with the benefit of twenty-five years’ hindsight, I could make a case to myself that it wasn’t the right thing to do. I’m aware of that argument. It wasn’t the right thing to do because (a) it was illegal and (b) it showed a certain lack of respect for authority. Our manager had given an order and I had disobeyed it.

On the other hand, you could say I did it because I could. I did it because I knew how to do it. I knew how to hit penalties. I had the technique and I had the bottle. I knew in my heart and soul that I was going to score it. I didn’t forget my technique as I raced up to that ball: I kept my eye on it, my body shape was correct, I kept my head over the ball and put my foot through it. It was a clinical strike, it was a proper penalty, if I may say so. And, as it happened, we also got Lorcan Dowd back for the replay. The first game was declared null and void – typical official GAA bureaucracy – so any suspensions arising from it were also null and void. So Lorcan played, we all played, and we went home with the cup.

That penalty controversy is part of folklore now, certainly in Roscommon, and it’s part of my story too. I’m glad that it is, I look back on it with a lot of affection, and I also know that it has made a lot of people smile over the years. If it hadn’t worked out, I know I’d have been in the doghouse for a long time afterwards. I’d have let down my teammates, our management and our supporters, and that’s a horrible thought to contemplate. But I’ve never had to contemplate it, because it all worked out. And I’ll say this one more time: I was never going to miss.

It was a controversy then, it’s a story now. And sport, among other things, is all about writing new stories.
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2. Homage to Castlerea

This day anyway, our teacher was late for the science class. I was about fourteen at the time and a student at the Vocational School in Castlerea. Now, ‘student’ might be overstating it a bit because I found it physically and mentally impossible to actually study any book for any duration. Not even five minutes. I couldn’t retain any information out of a book and had no aptitude for studying. I’m sure it had something to do with my dyslexia.

I should say as well that we never called it the Vocational School, we called it ‘The Tech’. And I was in a class in the Tech with about eight or nine other so-called students. We got on famously because, to a man, they had no interest in books either; not a screed of a notion that ever was earthly. Obviously we weren’t the brightest, academically. Classes were streamed in those days, the As, Bs and Cs, and we were in B, parked in the middle, neither full brainboxes nor complete dopes. It wouldn’t have made any difference if I’d been in A or C, because the likes of Irish, English, history, geography, maths and whatever else was on the menu – it was all in one ear and out the other.

But there were two things we were interested in. The first was sport of all kinds. The second was crack. We were stone mad about crack: having it, making it, talking it, whichever way possible. We could have had PhDs in the crack and all its manifestations, if it was on the curriculum. Every day was one long laugh. I mean to say, every single day was a howl.

So this day our teacher was late for our science class, and we decided to conduct a few experiments of our own. Naturally enough, we got the Bunsen burners going on the gas rings and started pouring stuff out of bottles into them. And there was a lot of stuff in the physics and chemistry room, various compounds in powder form, and sulphuric acid too – I seem to remember the sulphuric acid for some reason. Anyway, we were mixing it all into these beakers with water and the sulphuric acid and then pouring it goodo into the Bunsen burners. Every single strange-looking substance that could be thrown into the mix was added for divilment. You couldn’t say it was a controlled experiment. It was a fuckn out-of-control experiment.

All of these chemicals and beakers and various apparatuses were stored in a series of glass cabinets along one wall. And next thing didn’t a crack appear in the glass of one of these cabinets. Seán Kilkenny says, ‘Jesus Christ we’re going to get fuckn landed in some trouble here now.’ And next thing, BANG! The glass in the cabinet exploded in a shower of smithereens. Down we dropped to our hands and knees under the desks, laughing away like eejits. It was the right move, because next thing every glass cabinet started exploding. Boom boom boom! It was like someone had taken a fuckn submachine gun to the place. It was raining glass and we were on the floor, wondering how the hell we were going to get out of there. Of course, no one had thought to open a window in the room to let in a bit of air. There was an awful toxic smell now and we figured we’d better get out of there for fear that if we didn’t get hit by flying glass, the fumes would poison us or something. So we started crawling like fuckn rats for the door. But before we had time to reach the door, didn’t one of the big windows on the other side of the room explode. And then another, and then another. Holy shit! It was a war zone now, like a bomb had hit the place.

We made a run for it and shot out the front door like bats out of hell. But the teachers’ cars were all parked under the science lab and some of them had heard the noise of the glass smashing on to the bonnets. Some of them were already out there, wondering what the jaysus was going on. Next thing, there we were all out there, standing around like muppets looking at a room that had exploded out of the blue on a clear day. And acting like innocent altar boys as if it had nothing to do with us.

Needless to say there was an inquest. And an inquiry and an inquisition too. One by one we were all marched up to the principal’s office. Pat McGarry knew damn well who the ringleaders were. Anyway, I was marched into Pat’s office and I sat down and I could hardly keep my face straight. Says Pat, ‘Shane, you know who did this, don’t you?’ knowing well that it was me and a few of my confederates. I told him I hadn’t a clue. He said he’d give me one more chance to own up. I told him again I hadn’t a clue. He said if I came clean and told the truth, he wouldn’t tell my mother and father. But if I didn’t, they’d be called in to the school and given a hefty bill for the damage. I straightened up fairly lively when I heard that. So I admitted that I might have had something to do with it. I said it was a bit of innocence that went wrong. He said that an awful lot of damage had been caused, and who was going to pay for it? I said, well, it’s not a great situation all right. But then again, if Mr White had turned up on time, none of this would’ve happened in the first place. I suppose I could’ve been a bit more contrite. But I did own up, and this seemed to get me some brownie points. He knew I wasn’t going to snitch on all the other lads, and none of the other lads were going to do the same either. In the end we got off lightly. We were all reprimanded, one by one, but I can’t remember any of us being suspended, much less expelled.

Normal life in school quickly resumed and the incident of the exploding classroom was forgiven, if not forgotten. Well, I’ve never forgotten it anyway, and to this day I break out into a fit of laughing every time I think of it.

The thing is, for all my complete and total indifference to books and learning, I loved school. I don’t think I missed one day in my five years at the Tech. And I loved school because I was, and still am, a social animal. I love meeting people, be they friends or strangers. Even as a small boy I never had a shy phase, I was never stuck for a word. I just seemed to have a naturally sociable, outgoing sort of nature.

And I don’t have a dark side. I never get depressed and I don’t even get down very often. I just happen to be blessed with a sunny disposition and an optimistic outlook on life. I’m a happy sort, you could say. I love laughter and wit and conversation and a few drinks and good company. I like the bright side of the road, I’ve always gravitated towards positive thinking and positive people. In my experience, the more optimism and positivity you project outwards, the more it comes back to you. Maybe it’s a form of naivety, in ways, but I always think there’s good things round the corner, that there’s a bright day up ahead. Maybe I came out of the womb that way. Or maybe it’s because I had a happy childhood in the innocent world that was our town in the 1970s and 1980s.

I came into that world on 8 April 1971, the first of three boys born to my parents, Tommy and Pauline. Jason is a year younger than me, Evan five years. Dad grew up in Church Road and that’s where we lived until I was twelve. Mam grew up in the townland of Arm, on the outskirts of Castlerea, and we relocated there in 1983. Both my parents worked in the old psychiatric hospital, what’s now the prison: Dad in the power house, Mam in the kitchen.

The hospital was opened in 1943, a fine, cut-stone building established on a lovely swathe of wooded parkland just outside the town. It was used as a sanatorium in the late ’40s and early ’50s under the TB eradication campaign pioneered by the great Dr Noël Browne. It then reverted to its original purpose as a psychiatric hospital. The power house was a separate premises on the grounds. It was a massive building and inside it was this enormous, tunnelled furnace that heated the whole hospital. It was fed tons and tons of turf and all sorts of other materials that could be burned. It needed fitters to keep it in good working order, fellas who could turn their hand to plumbing and to mechanical, electrical and general maintenance work. It had to be kept going seven days a week and usually had four men or so on shift at any one time.

And it was down in the power house that I got the best education of my life. From the age of six or seven I was running down there from our house on Church Road, especially at weekends. It was always warm there, even in the depths of winter. Inside it was a small little wooden hut, and that’s where the men would congregate to drink tea and smoke and talk football, politics and the news of the day, local or national. I’d sit there and soak up the conversations. At the centre of it all was a wonderful man who made a big impact on me, the general foreman, Larry Cummins. I was in awe of Larry, and not just because he’d played corner back on the Roscommon team that won the All-Ireland in 1943. I’d say the first bit of history I ever learned, about anything, was about the legendary Roscommon team of that era which won All-Irelands in ’43 and ’44 and which took Kerry to a replay in the final of ’46.

In the eyes of a child, Larry was a king. He was a massive man, big and broad, then in his mid-fifties. And he was just a magical presence; he had this aura about him that made a profound impression on me. And on top of that, he was a lovely, gentle soul. He was the gaffer, the main man in the power house, but I never heard him raise his voice to anyone. Everyone deferred to him, not just the men in the engine room, but the medical staff and patients too – doctors, nurses, administrators, everyone. He had a wealth of knowledge. And he had an authority and a humanity about him that just radiated outwards and attracted everybody to him. It was Larry’s presence and personality I think that united the whole institution and brought together all the people who worked and lived there.

I realized as I grew older that psychiatric hospitals had a sort of stigma about them; people were afraid of them, and sometimes half afraid that they might end up there. But the patients were lovely people, and everyone who worked there interacted with them naturally and freely. I made friends with a lot of the patients just through meeting them around the grounds of the hospital; you’d go walking with them and chatting with them and you got to know them as real people. Most weekends we would have a patient or two out to the house for dinner, and during the summer a few of them would come to the bog for a few days’ work turning the turf and bringing it in. This was long before the time when it became normal to try to integrate the mentally ill into the wider community. But they loved the day out and we enjoyed having them. Some of them were mighty crack altogether and in fact a lot of them had been put into the hospital for reasons that weren’t to do with their mental health at all. They may have come from broken or impoverished homes; they may have been abandoned in one way or another. After years in hospital they’d become institutionalized in a way that was sad to see. But they just didn’t seem to have any other outlet in life or any means of supporting themselves and keeping a roof over their heads. From what I could see, they were looked after very well by the staff. Most of the nurses were from the Mayo/Roscommon/Galway area and they brought a lovely bit of country decency and warmth to their work.

In 1994 the Government took the decision to convert the hospital into a prison. By then the care-in-the-community policy had also taken over and the numbers in the hospital were dwindling. It no longer needed all the maintenance staff it once had and Dad took a job as a bus driver, transporting the patients to various day-care centres and outpatient facilities. So he retained his connection with them more or less throughout his working life. Most of them are gone now, but I remember them with great fondness to this day.

I was a fairly giddy young fella, as you can imagine, but when the power-house men gathered of an evening to smoke and talk in the wooden hut, I knew enough to sit still and listen to what they had to say. I must’ve felt intuitively that these were wise men, talking about important things, and I loved being in their company. To this day I seek out the company of older people; I always feel comfortable in their presence. And I really believe that listening to older people is a great natural education for children. I’d hope that Ireland as a community doesn’t lose this link between the young generation and the old, because it’s a vital connection and a wonderful influence.

The wooden hut in the power house had another attraction: an eighteen-inch black-and-white television. I rarely missed a Saturday night down there, because we didn’t have a television at home – and because I knew that they’d be faithfully tuned into Match of the Day on the BBC. The men in the hut were mad for Match of the Day, and so was I.

Needless to say, I was mad keen to play sport as well as watch it: soccer, Gaelic football, it didn’t matter to me, I was out on the street with my mates or down at Hanley’s Field, playing morning, noon and night. We had street leagues and parish leagues in those days, and I’d have started playing those when I was only five or six. I was kind of reckless in the way I threw myself into tackles against the bigger, stronger lads, because I had no sense of fear at all. I’d be chasing after the ball like the proverbial dog chasing a scrap of litter on a windy day. I think they put me in goals to keep me out of harm’s way. So virtually from day one I was a goalkeeper in soccer. In Gaelic, I was a natural forward from the start. That’s where they put me, that’s where I played.

The Church Road gang included the Hayden brothers Luigi and Paul, Gerard McLoughlin, P. J. Carroll, Gerry Kelly and several more. Then you had the Patrick Street lads, who always thought they were the most talented, the likes of Myles Hawkshaw, Enda Collins, Eugene ‘Lulu’ Collins and Paraic Newman; Main Street had Andy Leyland, Dara Bruen, Frankie Hestor, Michael ‘Freddie’ Doyle and Teddy Browne. Then you had Barrack Street, Knockroe, who were a mixture of the good, the bad and the downright useless – easy pickings for us (sorry, boys): Michael Harvey, Seánie Connell, Dermot O’Connell and Donie Duignan. Am I leaving anybody out? Apologies if I am. The street league matches were ding-dong affairs: lots of bust-ups and rows and spills and thrills. And when we weren’t playing in the leagues, we were playing out on the street, more or less seven days a week.

Match of the Day only fed the obsession. I remember, when I was starting playing in goals, my father telling me that there were only two goalkeepers in the world worth talking about. One of them was the great Pole, Jan Tomaszewski, who’d become an overnight sensation after his famous exploits against England at Wembley in 1973. The other was Pat Jennings. I remember asking Dad who he played for. Jennings had just transferred from Spurs to Arsenal in the summer of 1977, so I was six years old at the time. Dad told me he played for Arsenal and that was it: I followed Pat Jennings and because he played for the Gunners I became a mental-mad Gunners fan. In the next few years a lot of Irish lads, from north and south, played for Arsenal, and this of course added to the attraction: Brady, Stapleton, O’Leary, Jennings, Pat Rice, Sammy Nelson and John Devine. Of course, since then, English football has become a globalized industry and I doubt we’ll ever see such a large Irish contingent again at any one Premier League club, let alone Arsenal. But that doesn’t matter: my great love affair with the club continues to this day
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