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1. Beginnings


‘I was born in the South Tyrone Hospital, Dungannon, on 11th February 1980 … I was the heaviest of my family at birth, weighing in at 9 pounds 3 ounces.

My Dad came from the house in which I am sitting in now and my Mum comes from a small house near the Moy. My Mum is called Bridget Eileen McAnallen (née O’Neill) and My Dad is called Brendan Joseph McAnallen.

I have two brothers. Dónal, the oldest, was born on 10th July 1978 and Fergus was born on the 16th October 1981. My full name now is Cormac Joseph Micheál McAnallen …’

[‘My Autobiography’, history homework, Autumn 1990]



Cormac was always there.

From as far back as I can remember, he was part of my world. And he was always competing. Even being the heaviest baby gave him bragging rights. He beat me by three ounces. From the start, he had that slight edge on me.

It was only in transit to his baptism, and after a lively debate, that his name was agreed upon. Names from the old Celtic annals appealed to our parents. Cormac evoked the high kingship of ancient Tara and the nobility and scholarship of Cashel. It served also as an Irish version of Charles, the name of our maternal grandfather. And the broad double ‘Mac’ in his first name and surname suggested a boy who meant business.

Four more people were killed in the Troubles that week. Daddy was in Cork, managing a contract, and after a quick trip home on the night of Cormac’s birth, our mother was left to deal with the tornado of postnatal tasks and emotions by herself. She remembers several nights of fierce winds, and the incessant creaking and violent banging of barn doors at home.

Cormac grew into a chubby toddler with a tuft of strawberry blond hair.

He was bubbly and bright, but also very sensitive. When Mummy sang slow airs like ‘She Moved Through the Fair’ and ‘My Lagan Love’, you could see his face melting. He was also terrified of vacuum cleaners, the upright ones that looked like Dr Who baddies. ‘Daca-doon!’ he cried. When parents were cross with him, he burst into tears, but retaliated with a threat: ‘I’m gonna thun away!’ Or ‘Say your pwayers!’

If we were all acting up, and Mummy went out the door and feigned to leave us, Cormac would be the first to break. While I waited for her to come back, he’d panic to run after her, or sob as if she really meant it this time.

He grew braver and bolder. Where there was action, he wanted in the thick of it. Strange places and people did not unnerve him, whereas even a bouncy castle seemed intimidating to me. When we met firemen leaving our great-aunt Kathleen’s house, I was scared of them and their engine; Cormac got up with them into the front seat.

His relish for a challenge occasionally verged on foolhardiness. Aged five, he ventured into the deep end of the Slieve Donard Hotel swimming pool and nearly drowned. On a return to south Down a year later, he ignored Mummy’s repeated warnings to not climb the trees at Tollymore Forest Park, fell, and hurt his arm badly. Again, despite parental instructions, he picked wild mushrooms in the garden and ate them raw. Drinking diluted washing-up liquid was his ultimate act of lunacy, and he relished our disgust.

He could devour a full bag of mandarins or satsumas at one sitting, even if a queasy aftermath lay ahead. Our aunt Maggie recounts the time she didn’t know our room number in a hotel, but followed the scent of oranges from the foyer to the correct room.

From the time he was fit to talk, we debated anything and everything. First it was:

‘It’s a tah.’

‘No, Cormac. It’s a car!’

‘No! It’s a tah.’

‘It’s “Everybody Wants to Run the World”,’ he said.

‘Naw. It’s “Everybody Wants to Rule the World”,’ I countered.

Turns out we were both right on that one.

At the crossroads exactly one mile from our house, Mummy always paused to await our commands. ‘Go the low road!’ he’d beg. ‘Take the high road,’ I appealed.

I drew the line at his claim that the 1982 World Cup finals on telly was his earliest memory. ‘How could you remember it?’ I demanded indignantly. ‘Sure you had only turned two!’

If he were alive today, we would still be rehearsing that theatrical quarrel.

*

We grew up in a foul-smelling land. That’s how we translate the name of the Brantry (Bréantar). It’s a rural area of south-east Tyrone; sulphur in the ground may be behind the smell. We were quite remote, over three miles from the nearest village, Eglish. We had fifteen acres in the townland of Tullygiven, but Daddy was in the process of phasing out the family farming tradition around the time Cormac was born.

In a GAA-less universe, we might’ve claimed dual-county identity. Two miles away lay the Armagh border. Both our parents had lived just over the Blackwater in their earliest days: Daddy, by the riverbanks at Clontycarty, outside Caledon, and on the county boundary; and Mummy, in a north Armagh orchard farm at Derrymagone, between Collegeland and Clonmore. When Daddy set up a general construction business in the late 1970s, he chose ‘Ardmac’ – playing on ‘Ard Mhacha’ to portray the ‘Mac’ family reaching heights, and with a suitably robust sound. In 1982, he opened an office in Lurgan.

Our surname is also most common and can be traced furthest back in nearby parts of Armagh: Tullysaran, Derrynoose and Portadown. McAnallen is a name of obscure origin, usually translated as ‘Mac an Ailín’, though ‘Mac Conalláin’ has been mooted of late. Likely we are related to the Nallen clans of Mayo, if indeed they were among the many Ulstermen driven ‘to hell or to Connacht’ by Cromwellian order.

Despite the Armagh connections, we were Tyrone people. Our line of McAnallens had occupied Tullygiven intermittently since the 1790s, if not earlier. By the 1980s, our household were still the flag-bearers for the family name in Tyrone; the few other McAnallens of the county, all relatives, migrated here and there, but we stayed put. Growing up, we’d see our McAnallen aunts and uncles and cousins mostly at family anniversaries and Christmas get-togethers. Kevin, Daddy’s eldest brother and Cormac’s godfather, used to host us all at the Christmas soirées at Dundalk. He and uncle Seán were partners of Daddy in Ardmac, expanding the company south of the border and over to Manchester. Our aunt Hannah joined them in Dundalk and in the family firm. Aunt Margaret Mannion and family, over in Mayo, we got to see maybe once a year at best. Only aunt Mary remained north of the border, in Dungannon.

We saw much more of the O’Neill side of the family in our early years. We spent a lot of our childhood about our grandparents’ house in the Moy. The family had moved to Jockey Lane when Mummy was a teenager. It was a cosy house, radiating warmth, artistry and atmosphere. The door was always open. To us, it was quite a magical place.

Our grandfather, Charlie O’Neill – ‘Gandy’ to his many grandchildren – was widely renowned as a fiddle-player. By the age of nine, back in 1926, he had taught himself how to play, from listening to tinker fiddlers – itinerant tinsmiths – around his home at Drimarone, near Donegal town. Seven years later, he moved to north Armagh to look after the traditional family homestead, where Constantine ‘the Hatter’ O’Neill had been burned out amid sectarian feuding in 1806. Later, he had sprayed orchards, worked at the ICI factory in Birmingham, and laboured on the building of the northern M1 motorway. He was still fiddling every day, near and far; he even had a reel named after him, the much-recorded ‘Charlie O’Neill’s’.

The Gandy we knew was a gregarious and generous man. He kept a fire lit about 350 days a year and boiled his signature soup, densely populated with spuds and oats and chunks of fatty meat, daily in summer as in winter. Oranges and Dairy Milk bars were dispensed as regular treats, the odd pound coin too. He regaled us with fantastic stories of ‘the dog-cat and the ghost’ and kindred creatures. Then he’d take out the fiddle impromptu and play a highland reel for us in front of the blazing inferno.

Granny taught us how to play cards and recited old yarns and limericks she had learned in the Inver area of south Donegal many moons ago. She mentioned spending her early years in New Zealand’s southern isle. Her old-fashioned mannerisms were amusing to us. She encouraged us to submit entries for newspaper crossword prizes, but if we neglected to put ‘Master’ before our names, they had to be scrapped. Any time a subject for mature viewers came on television, she enquired aloud, ‘Is that educational?’ Cormac always laughed at that.

Jockey Lane also served as our meeting point with aunts, uncles and cousins. On a given evening, we might see aunt Marie (Burns) swing by with her harp, and jam with Gandy. Uncle Pat was a mean fiddler too, when he wasn’t twisting. We heard of many well-known musicians dropping in – like Dougie MacLean giving his first-ever rendition of ‘Caledonia’, the Scottish folk anthem, in that house in 1977. I treated this story as utter fantasy until MacLean confirmed its veracity in a radio interview, a couple of years ago.

Dull moments were few, whoever was visiting. We lobbied aunt Imelda, a freshwater biologist in Belfast, to play board-games with us. Ditto uncle Charlie, a mathematician turned computer programmer, and once an Ulster junior champion cross-country runner. Aunt Teresa (McCartan) talked of the form of her racehorse, Colleen Glen, and her girls were always good for a laugh with/at their country cousins. When aunt Anna (Kelly) brought a carload of five from Carland, it was all action. Each summer, aunt Maggie (Allchin) returned from Qatar, where she taught and played for the national women’s golf team, and Cormac and I got in several rounds with her. Uncle Peter still lived in the house, but we’ll save him for later.

One evening, Gandy decided to cut Cormac’s childish curls. Mummy was aghast, as though her son had been shorn of his innocence. The curls never returned.

*

School diary, 1987


Friday 20 Nov 1987

My name is Cormac Joseph McAnallen.

I am seven years old.

My birthday is on February the 11th 1980.

I like to play football, basketball, hurling and rounders.

My best friend is John Paul Peter McGeough.

My favourite school subject is English.

My hair is brown and my eyes are blue.

My teacher is Mrs Donaghy …

My pets are three cats.

… the Master is Kevin McGuckin.

My age is 7 and I am in primary 4.

… My favourite TV programme is Grandstand.

… We have got a football pitch outside where you can play lots of sports.

… We have got a tree-hut and a snooker table.

Outside the barn we have a base and a conker tree.

We have got a playroom were [sic] we have got the snooker table we [sic] have tennis rackets and five hundred comics.

We have got some books and about thirty toy-cars.



Cormac and I shared all the same interests and did the same things. His relative maturity ensured that the age gap between us barely mattered. The two of us were stapled together in people’s minds even before competitive sport entered the equation.

Fergus followed close behind us in years but seldom in our footsteps. His passions and pastimes were very different.

There was recreation aplenty at home. Daddy took us for walks up the back fields and challenged us to race through the mucky and stony parts: we called this the ‘Krypton Factor’ assault course. The ‘base’ – a shelter made of scrap metal, with construction contraptions serving as our weaponry – was where we lived out our ‘A-Team’ illusions.

Daddy built us the tree-hut in the garden, a sledge also, and converted our barn loft into a spacious games room. Santa Claus produced a small snooker table at Christmas ’83. Battle commenced. By 21 March 1985 – even before the Taylor–Davis final at the Crucible – I was leading Cormac by 528 frames to 412.

It would be ever thus: the two of us continuously in contest, constantly keeping score. A table tennis table came down the chimney a couple of years later and, as with everything else, every encounter had to have a winner and the score had to go on record.

We got away with blue murder around home. We ‘tobogganed’ head-first down the stairs on a duvet, side by side, despite many warnings from Mummy. Our ‘hockey’ was played in the living room with two upside-down blackthorn sticks and the new-fangled Ariel plastic liquid-dosing balls.

*

I had been at Derrylatinee Primary School a year when Cormac started in 1984. Situated in the Brantry’s outback, it was the sort of school that civil servants yearned to close. There were fifty-five pupils, two classrooms, two teachers, and one big stove to heat the place. It was big on idyllic nature walks and calligraphy, and was just beginning to engage with modernity. In Cormac’s first year, school uniforms were introduced and a mobile classroom was installed. We had to go on sponsored walks and classroom silences to fund our first computer and a duplicating machine. We were so proud of ourselves.

While corporal punishment was still in force, Cormac received his share. One day in P2, he got into a scrap. ‘I tore his jumper and he pulled my hair,’ he wrote in an English book. Six slaps each, lesson learned.

The attention to detail in Cormac’s school diaries was extraordinary. Recounting an outing to the Ulster Folk and Transport Museum, he listed the sight of a prison, blocks of flats, army watchtowers, ‘five tunnels’ on the Westlink, the docks, Belfast Lough, ‘two big big cranes’, Shorts aircraft factory, the harbour airport, and Esso petrol on sale for 6p. A tale of a trip to the supermarket is peppered with references to the countries of origin of various fruits. His observations of the school bird table specified ten species of bird, from greenfinches to dunnocks.

He could also be a dirty fib-dog. One day he wrote that we had gone to see 101 Dalmatians in the cinema. We did nothing of the kind, I chastised him. (We saw only two films on the big screen prior to university.)

Our schoolyard games seem so passé today. Tig and other running games themed on the TV shows of the day – ‘Iceman’, ‘He-Man’ and ‘Knight Rider’ – when it was dry. Conkers in the autumn. Marbles in the spring. Rounders and races on summery days.

Marbles held particular currency. After learning the flicks from Master McGuckin, we played ‘friendlies’, ‘keeps’ and ‘follow the leader’ – Cormac’s favourite, he wrote at the time. He and I bought them in forty shades from McMullan’s shop in the Moy and carried them in emerald-green Tyrone Crystal holders.

Innocent though they were, all of our schoolyard games seemed to be banned at some stage. Tig was outlawed due to some cry-babies. Marbles was prohibited after a window got smashed. Football was taboo except on bright Friday afternoons, and it could be soccer only, for we had but a small patch of grass. Inspired by watching athletics on television, Cormac and I created a ‘steeplechase’ course, tying ropes between the new mobile classrooms and the nearby hedges. That was banned, too. At one time, hopscotch was the only game allowed outside.

After flying through his first three years, Cormac was moved up (or ‘skipped’) a year from P4 to P5. This put him one class behind me again; there had been two between us since I had done P1 and P2 in the same year. Cormac coped well with the promotion, remaining around the top of his new class. When teachers called for boy volunteers for Irish dancing, no one stepped up until he did; then others poured forth.

The P7 class of 1989/90 excelled in the eleven-plus examination; the principal, Mrs Eileen Donaghy, referred to them as her ‘golden year’. An ‘A’ grade guaranteed grammar education for Cormac. I had passed the year before. Going from the secluded serenity and decorum of Derrylatinee to a big secondary school in town proved a culture-shock for naive lads like us.

*

From the time he could read, Cormac was often to be found scouring atlases and reference books, like the two dozen grey-and-chocolate volumes of the World Book Encyclopaedia that heaved on our front-room shelves. He was also glued to the geography-themed TV quizzes of the day: Worldwise with David ‘Kid’ Jensen, Going for Gold, and Where in the World with Theresa Lowe.

He put it all to use. Just look at this story he wrote for a schools competition in 1990:


Hello, I am a piece of wood and I live in Siberia. Will I tell you my story?

Alright then, I will. It all started when I was a seed in Quebec. I fell into the sea and floated into the Atlantic Ocean. Eventually after about a year or so I got washed up on the shores of Ghana. A local tribe picked me up and planted me. After about forty years I was grown to my full height. Then they carved me out and made a hut out of me! I stayed there for 9 years. At that time the country was fighting a civil war and guerrillas wrecked the hut. Soon archaeologists came and looked for remains of the tribe’s belongings. The Archaeologist brought me to Vienna where I was put in a museum. Then one night some Russian bandits stole me and brought me to Moscow! From there they brought me on the Trans-Siberian railway to Vladivostok. At the time somebody was going to try to walk to the north pole by foot. I can’t exactly remember how but I got into his knapsack. On the way he met a Polar bear. He and his party took off their knapsacks and started to run away. It took the weight off him.

Now I am stuck here and I don’t know how on earth I am going to be saved.

THE END.’



Much of what I learned about the geography of the world I got from Cormac. It was he who informed me about the Rocky mountains, the Angel Falls, and the volcano Popocatépetl. When we were about the Moy in those days, people used to introduce us as the boys who knew every capital in the world. We didn’t, but Cormac’s voracious appetite for learning inspired me to learn more. And it wasn’t only me. He taught J. P. McGeough how to spell Czechoslovakia.

Our invented games at home became geography-fests. Cormac’s concept of ‘toy football’ comprised two ‘teams’ of Matchbox model cars, a marble as a ball and two empty ice-cream tubs as goals. World cup tournaments were staged. Intricate ‘draw’ ceremonies involved slips of paper bearing the names of most of the sovereign nations of the earth in a democratically unseeded lottery that would put FIFA to shame. Then a straight knockout format was applied. When I was amenable, we took a side each, but otherwise he played out each match by himself, affording a flick to each team in turn, until a winner emerged. Invariably, an obscure far-flung republic triumphed. As we became more nationally conscious, we taped drinking-straws to the tubs and played the whole thing out again under Gaelic rules.

Mummy had taught for a while in Spain and Ireland, and now she devoted a lot of time to our education. She talked to us almost as equals, rarely dumbing subjects down for us. Yet it wasn’t all library books and serious stuff by any means. She started us reading comics. At one stage we were buying fourteen per week. From The Beano and The Dandy to the newer Whizzer & Chips; action titles like Eagle and Transformers; and Shoot!, Match and Roy of the Rovers, which we hid from Daddy, who disapproved of soccer. Later we started buying Gaelic World, Gaelic Sport, Gaelic Review and Gaelsport, and the Christian Brothers’ Our Boys while it lasted.

Our magazine mania peaked with Winners, the 72-issue ring-binder collection about sports. On Thursday evenings, Mummy drove us eight miles to the Moy and back to get the latest editions. She played Handel’s Messiah at full blast on tape till we knew it nearly inside-out and we sang our own oratorio with lyrical references to Tyrone football.

*

Our uncle Peter O’Neill brought so much fun into our lives. He was one of the main reasons we spent so much time at our grandparents’ in the Moy. We idolized him.

He played basketball for Dungannon in the National League.

He could spin a ball on his finger for a minute.

He had played in Yugoslavia.

He knew American players, even some black men.

He wrote a column about them all for the local papers.

He printed the Dungannon Observer and brought it home on Thursday nights before it went on sale.

He ran the first Belfast Marathon.

He had won enough skyscraper 1970s-style trophies to cover the top of the piano and the sideboard.

He could play ‘O’Neill’s March’ on the tin-whistle.

He could bounce a teacup against his biceps and catch it.

He could fool a fly with his left hand and swipe it with the right.

He taught us the rules of chess.

He wrestled with us on the sofa, two or three at once, like a mini-royal rumble.

He had a stockpile of corny quips for any occasion.

He took us for spins in the car along labyrinthine back-roads just for the sheer hell of finding out where they ended.

He did odd jobs around our house on Saturdays.

He was also a member of Tyrone’s senior football squad. He knew the blond superhero, Plunkett Donaghy, and brought him to our house once.

Peter didn’t play in any knockout games in the summer of 1986, when Tyrone reached its first ever All-Ireland final. It was the year that we really got into Gaelic games, and we were so proud of our link with that squad.

Six-year-old Cormac caught the championship fever before I did. Tyrone v. Cavan in the Ulster semi-final at Irvinestown was the first big match he attended. Upon his return, he recounted this great game to me and persuaded me not to miss the Ulster final. High up the hill embankment at Clones, when it really was a hill, I stood with Cormac, Daddy and Gandy. Plunkett’s dubious goal saw Tyrone through.

We had hopes of a trip to Dublin for the All-Ireland semi-final, but Daddy ruled that Cormac and I were too young to go. We ended up watching it with Mummy and Fergus in a pub at Manorhamilton, Co. Leitrim, of all places. (We had gone on a weekend trip to Sligo.) Against the backdrop of repeated Ulster failures at Croke Park over many years, few people expected Tyrone to beat Galway.

That landmark victory and the build-up to our maiden All-Ireland final was magical – for young boys like us as well as for men who had tilled the Gaelic fields of Tyrone for half a century without a proper harvest.

Our young eyes were impressed by the three blond mullets (two peroxide) sported by members of that team, and the quintet of moustaches, ranging from princely handlebar to Greek waiter to on-the-run. At their helm was the heavily bespectacled bainisteoir, Art McRory.

As the hype intensified, a ‘Good Luck Plunkett and Peter’ banner stretched across the street on the Moy. That was our uncle they were talking about. Over a main road.

We watched the final in the living room. As Tyrone amassed a 7-point lead with twenty minutes to go, the fairytale seemed poised to come true. The subsequent surrender, to lose by 8, would haunt many an older observer for the next two decades.

But Cormac and I were hooked. Going to matches became a ritual, from Ulster Championship to Dr McKenna Cup, and club fixtures too. At our early National League matches, the two of us often stood behind the goals, in the hope that we might catch a ball and throw it back to the goalie.

Cormac’s school diary entries capture our enthusiasm in those formative outings. His account of the Tyrone–Derry league game on 8 February 1987 set the tone. ‘On the way to Omagh,’ Cormac wrote, two days shy of his seventh birthday, ‘we passed 31 cars and two cars passed us.’ (That wouldn’t be the last time Daddy’s foot-to-floor driving produced impressive overtaking stats.) That was the day Cormac’s name reverberated on the tannoy at Healy Park for the first time. Either before the match or on a half-time mission to purchase crisps, he had got lost.

We both got lost in the dense crowd at Irvinestown in June, when Tyrone’s title-defence fell under an avalanche of five Armagh goals. We were shattered. We had thought Tyrone were never going to lose an Ulster match again.

For a school essay on the theme ‘The most exciting day of my life’, Cormac picked his first visit to Croke Park, for the 1987 All-Ireland semi-final, Meath v. Derry. (I made a protest about Daddy’s lowered minimum age – how come Cormac was old enough for Croke Park now at seven, but I couldn’t go before when I was eight? – but it served me no good.) Cormac was so excited to stay in Dublin, he wrote that ‘when we were going back to the hotel I was head-butting lamp posts’. We shouted for our fellow Ulstermen, especially after the heavily strapped Dermot McNicholl came on, but to no avail.

Our standard expeditionary crew consisted of Daddy, Cormac, myself, our neighbour John Downey and Paddy Gallen. Paddy was a blind man who hailed from west Tyrone but lived close to us in Caledon. Absorbing the atmosphere was as exciting for him as watching the match was for us. He held on to our arms as we mazed through the crowds. On big championship days, he got his commentary from a transistor radio. For lesser National League games and the like, I described the action to him.
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2. Identities

Eglish was both our parish and the name of its standalone village. That was where we went to church. But it wasn’t taken for granted that we would play for Eglish.

Our family had a long but convoluted connection with the GAA. Our grandfather, John McAnallen, was chairman of the first club in the parish – St Patrick’s, Brantry, formed in July 1937. Although a small club, it built one of the first GAA halls in Ulster. Prior to its opening in 1938, it was damaged by a bomb. The RUC raided the houses of local members of the nationalist Ancient Order of Hibernians. There were AOH–GAA tensions over rival dances in the area, but it was preposterous to suggest they’d want to bomb a GAA hall, let alone know how to. Local nationalists suspected ‘B’ Special constables instead.

In football and otherwise, the Brantrarians and Eglish villagers didn’t quite gel. Land around the settlement of Eglish was generally flatter and better than the Brantry’s rugged terrain, where hills and woods and lakes provided refuge for dispossessed men in the 1640s and 1790s, and that rebellious streak persisted still.

In an effort to bring all of the parish together, the club was renamed St Patrick’s, Brantry/Eglish, until it dropped out of junior football in 1941; it came back in 1947 with the same dual name but folded again in 1950 due to emigration. When a new club emerged in 1955, it was known simply as St Patrick’s, Eglish. By then Granda John was long adrift from club affairs, but he followed Tyrone to Clones for their Ulster breakthroughs in 1956–7, and on to Croke Park.

The concept of ‘one club for life’ is promoted today as if it were the historical norm. It’s a romantic fabrication. In truth, players back then transferred to the team of their friends or the strongest club within range – parish rules be damned. Daddy played one or two youth games for Eglish, and no more. One evening he left a field of hay for a minor match, but didn’t get on. The hay was lost, he got a scolding from his father, and didn’t go back to Eglish. He tried out with a scratch Brantry revival team, but it came to nought. In 1966 he rowed in with the Benburb club, which was cobbled together from student priests in the local priory and lay misfits of four parishes. The 1968 East Tyrone Junior Football Championship final with Benburb was the apex of Daddy’s career. He was centre-back that day, and club secretary; uncle Sean was corner-back. They lost to Killyman by a point. The Benburb club dissolved the next year, once the seminary shut. Uncle Sean joined Eglish, but Daddy turned westward to help set up the Aghaloo club in 1970. He became its first captain.

All the while, Daddy was missing out on the Eglish revolution. The quiet hamlet where road bowls (or ‘bullets’) had been the main game was becoming a village and a small sporting powerhouse. An old gravel-pit was turned into a decent playing field, and opened as Fr Connolly Park in 1964. A youth club, set up in 1965, spawned new teams. Eglish basketballers won the Tyrone youth championship for three years running. Eglish camogie club went on to win forty-five of the next fifty Tyrone senior titles. Meanwhile, the GAA club ascended from junior ranks in 1964 to a fabled triumph in the Tyrone Senior Football Championship of 1970. Modern Eglish was now a place with people and facilities and tradition.

Daddy ploughed away in the junior ranks with Aghaloo, a club that had no home as yet. Weeks after Aghaloo men bought some ground in 1973, club-member Francie McCaughey was killed by a bomb on his farm near the Brantry. Many locals believed that he was singled out because of his part in the land purchase.

As small boys who had no family ties to the Eglish club, we didn’t really notice when it reached consecutive Tyrone championship semi-finals in 1984–5. Worse again, we first supported the Moy, Eglish’s deadly rivals, because uncle Peter played for them. Moy–Eglish relations were then at an all-time low. Their league game in 1986 ended in a brawl and both clubs were suspended till the end of season – causing Eglish’s first-ever relegation. At one derby match, we shouted for the Moy in front of Eglish neighbours, to Daddy’s embarrassment. Thankfully, no one else remembers.

But now that I think about it, it was on the Moy field that Cormac first practised with an O’Neills ball. Sometimes with me, but other times on his own, he took one of Peter’s footballs in hand and dandered down the Benburb Road to kick into the near-end goals. That was Páirc Thír na nÓg. The Field of the Land of the Youth.

*

From as soon as Cormac started school, if not earlier, Daddy took us to Irish classes in that draughty old Brantry Area Rural Development (BARD) building. When they had run their course, he moved on to more draughty ranganna in An Port Mór, Tullysaran and Armagh, and we had to tag along. We didn’t look forward to the classes much; often we were the only children there. But they did give us an early advantage in the subject at school and enhanced our sense of Irish identity for life.

We were in the graveyard every Sunday after Mass, praying over three family plots. Easter Sunday was different: that was when the republican commemorations took place. Our uncle Dan, Daddy’s brother, figured in the ‘Tyrone roll of honour’ as ‘Volunteer Dan McAnallen’. Daddy was there out of duty, and he took us along. For years, he had said the prayers in Irish. When we were old enough, he asked us to say them instead. I declined. But even as a boy, Cormac wasn’t afraid to stand out and say them in front of everybody.

We knew why we were standing there. We were there as relatives, who would have been in the cemetery anyway, saying prayers. We saw different republican representatives there. But did we, as young lads, really understand the significance, or all the trappings? Honestly, no. Dan’s death, and the aftermath, weren’t much talked about in front of our young ears.

We knew uncle Dan as a red-sideburned young man, smiling in a framed picture in our front room. We saw the silhouette of that face etched into his black gravestone. We read the gold inscription that he was ‘killed in action’ at Pomeroy police barracks in August 1973, aged twenty-seven. We heard also that a young lad of sixteen, Patrick Quinn, died with him in the blast. That they received the last rites in a house. That no hospital could’ve saved them. That their dead bodies were left on the side of the A4, a few miles away at Killeeshil.

Beyond that, Cormac, Fergus and I learned only snippets about Dan as we grew up. Only in recent years have I got a more detailed picture, for his full story’s seldom told. Small wonder. People tend to prejudge a dead IRA man as either a heroic freedom fighter or a bad article altogether. There’s little in between. And the sudden dead get no chance to frame their own stories.

In other circumstances, Dan’s days would have ended very differently. He plumbed for an English company, and counted several Protestant workmates as good friends. He married before he tasted alcohol. He organized bingo sessions and ‘25’ card drives as parochial fundraisers. He was a fanatical football follower. When Tyrone won the All-Ireland Junior Football Championship of 1968, he and Sean led a pitch invasion of Croke Park. That first national title at adult level meant a lot to success-starved Red Hand supporters, and Dan was delirious. He never played for a club, though. Football wasn’t played at the schools he attended, and the minor grade passed him by.

He buccaneered through all facets of life. If he saw a scrap between two strangers he’d wade in for the underdog. He had no involvement in politics until the civil rights campaign reached his doorstep in 1968. The Caledon squat protests chimed with his own experience of having to go to Keady, County Armagh, for a council house. He stewarded at the first civil rights march, from Coalisland to Dungannon, in August. Subsequent marches were blocked by security cordons and batons, Stormont refused reforms, loyalist vigilantes bundled in, and tension mounted. News of the Bombay Street burnings in Belfast in summer ’69 convinced some young men, Dan included, that physical force would have more effect than peaceful parades; internment and Bloody Sunday hardened their views. So Dan metamorphosed from marcher to martyr within five years. His was the 920th or so lost life of the Troubles; three thousand more would die yet.

On his funeral day, Tyrone and Cork contested the All-Ireland semi-final at Croke Park. This was to be a defining day for football in the county: only its third senior semi, and the minors were playing too. Dan had planned to be there to cheer on his heroes, including centre-back Mickey Jordan of Eglish. Instead, he got a minute’s silence before the big match, observed by the 30,000-strong crowd. Under constant drizzle, Tyrone collapsed to a 15-point hammering. Cork went on to wear a set of Tyrone-style jerseys in the final, due to a clash of colours with Galway, and captain Billy Morgan said in his winning speech that the GAA was ‘not doing enough for the North’.

Dan left a young widow, Bertha, a modest and quiet lady. His ailing mother – our grandmother – died of cancer two years later. The bitter residue of his death lingered, amid a generally baleful atmosphere north of the border. Like other similarly bereaved families, the McAnallens could expect more suspicion and surveillance from the Crown forces thereafter. Once-routine journeys were now more tortuous. Faced with driving to Aughnacloy and crossing the border checkpoint to get to the Aghaloo field, Daddy gave up football shortly after Dan died. In other aspects of everyday life too, bearing our distinctive surname did not make life easier for family members.

Cormac and I did not know all that then. We saw Dan’s picture on a poster in our aunt Mary’s flat on our visits after matches at O’Neill Park. We read the title of ‘Captaen Foirne Briogáid Thír Eoghain’ on the gravestone in Eglish cemetery, without comprehending it. Our parents made a conscious decision not to fill in the gaps in the narrative for us. Martyrs have begotten martyrs in Irish history and they did not want to mourn another one.

Immersion in local historical, cultural and sporting affairs would surely keep us safe. We should live for Ireland, not die for her. Perhaps then we might enter a better roll of honour. Or even win as a ‘Captaen Foirne’.

*

Daddy and Mummy were big believers in community and tradition. If they weren’t on the phone organizing something, they were writing or out attending a meeting.

I remember our coming with them to some early meetings of the BARD association, of which they were founder members. They helped to organize an annual BARD festival and establish a community centre. They also hosted several big barn dances at our homeplace, which we awaited with great excitement.

Daddy moved on to researching the history of the McAnallen clan. He was on the phone many evenings, connecting with all our American and Australian cousins. He published his research in booklet form in 1985, and organized the first worldwide family gathering in the same year.

Next, they helped to form the O’Neill Country Historical Society, which covered border areas of Tyrone and Armagh. This region was connected to the last Gaelic chieftains of the O’Neill dynasty, such as Hugh and Eoghan Rua; and also the birth of the Orange Order, whose Dyan No. 1 lodge lay just down the road from us. Recording and recognizing this rich historical tapestry became a mission for our parents and other like-minded people. They set up a heritage centre in Benburb, and their annual historical journal, Dúiche Néill, is still going strong thirty-two years later.

Daddy took us along with him to various historic sites, museums and heritage centres. These trips could be rather dull for impatient young boys like us. I watched him painstakingly use Daz washing-powder to trace the faded letters on gravestones in the old cemetery in Eglish, then write down the inscriptions.

There was the odd eureka moment, however. On a visit to Tullyhogue, the ancient inauguration site of the O’Neill kings, Daddy directed Cormac to look for remnants of the O’Neills’ ancestral chair. Cormac reported back with the news that he had found a stone slab under the long grass in the specified area. Upon checking the indentations on the rock and cross-referencing its location with Richard Bartlett’s map of 1602, Daddy was satisfied that this was the real thing. While Cormac was probably not the first person to see these remnants since Lord Mountjoy’s forces destroyed them 386 years before, they had not been identified in the late modern era. His discovery would act as a spur to efforts to preserve the site in more recent times.

*

Living in the north sharpened your sense of identity from a young age. The Tyrone nationalist mindset encompassed a collective grievance over partition, Stormont misrule and neglect. It taught us that Tír Eoghain was the last Gaelic kingdom of Ireland to yield to conquest, the torch-bearers, standing in the bearna baoil. Daddy named our home ‘Ballaghkillgevill’, in homage to a phase of the Battle of Benburb in 1646, a few kilometres away from us.

In long-suffering Dungannon, security barriers closed off streets, and the town centre was a ‘control zone’, where unattended vehicles could be regarded as car-bomb suspects. This could cause a real rigmarole: once or twice, when old enough, I had to act as the fraternal enforcer while Mummy went into Wellworths, but keeping the cyclonic Cormac inside proved a chore.

British army and RUC patrols formed the most striking impression of the Troubles. Being stopped and questioned on country roads on dark nights wasn’t remarkable. Nor were inordinate delays and car-searches in places like Aughnacloy. We didn’t witness much direct hostility as boys, but there was always fear, especially after events like the shooting dead of Aidan McAnespie. When armed soldiers walked down our remote lane or through our fields and into our yard, we’d be very alarmed.

The Troubles had an indirect impact on school, too. Entering P6, I looked forward to having Cormac as my teammate for the cross-community schools quiz. Our partner school was Mullycar, the local Protestant primary. I had taken part and lost narrowly in 1987. With Cormac, we’d be hard to beat in ’88. Expectantly, I asked one day about the quiz. To my dismay, the teacher said we weren’t going, as it was run under RUC auspices and this caused contention. Fielding questions from police constables had surprised me the time before, but only in passing. The change in policy followed the fallout from the SAS’s Loughgall ambush on an eight-man IRA unit. At the time, I was just deflated not to compete.

*

After Tyrone’s 1986 odyssey, Daddy erected two sets of wooden goalposts, cut from local trees, in our back lawn. Suddenly we had a 25-yard pitch: ideal dimensions for boys of our age. A vegetable garden to the left and a row of apple trees to the right formed natural sidelines, and hedges at either end were our terraces.

It was just Cormac and me usually. Daddy kicked with us for a short time before retiring on the grounds of age. Our nearest neighbours lived half a mile away, and none had an interest in football. Some of our two dozen cousins were willing but were all too far flung to give us a regular game. On the rare day that Fergus gave in to our pleas, he stood in goals to kick the ball out for us to contest, and no more; and he swung at the ball with such indifference that persisting with that experiment seemed futile.

Practice got more serious with the arrival of two pairs of Mitre football boots, red-and-white shorts and socks, courtesy of Santa, in 1987. Mostly we took turns shooting for goal. Sometimes we played straight one-on-one matches, and it was then that the first glimpses of Cormac’s playing style became evident. In soloing the ball, he burrowed his burly body past my taller and stiffer frame.

This marauding style probably explains why he excelled with the oval ball on the lawn. ‘Cormac normally beats me at rugby,’ I recorded in my school diary in April 1988, so it was a ‘big shock’ for me to win by 66–21 that time. During Wimbledon fortnight, that same green patch served as a tennis court. We recorded every result of the All-England Championships in the newspaper pull-outs, year after year. Likewise, for Italia ’90, I filled in the same results of every match in at least eight different souvenir brochures.

Therein lay one of my problems. My instincts were slightly more bookish. I’d happily spend as much time with my head buried in wordsearches and compiling anagrams of ‘Crunchy Nut Corn Flakes’. Cormac had the more insatiable passion to play, and he got exercised about the fact that I didn’t always join him on the lawn, and showed more interest in football when we had visitors. Cormac could never be sated. We have a picture of him in his grey First Communion suit, kicking a ball on that lawn as if he were in a county final.

As our sporting landscapes widened, his enthusiasm tended to spur my interest, rather than the older brother leading the younger, as might be expected. Whatever about 1982, it was he who spread World Cup ’86 fever to me. He wondered at John Fenton’s goals and Cork hurlers before I did. His fascination with international athletics and world records stirred mine. Most grand prix track-and-field events in those days were televised, and we watched them all. Cormac rhapsodized about pole-vaulter Sergei Bubka, middle-distancer Said Aouita and sprinter Ben Johnson. 16 Days of Glory, an American documentary series about the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics, enthralled us for weeks before the 1988 Games. The revelation of Johnson’s doping did not douse our zeal.

Then there was basketball. The sport had begun to catch on in Ireland, and it was an exciting time for us to get hooked. The Dungannon club, then operating as ‘Cookstown Glenavon Hotel’, entered the National League in 1986/7. The club shot up from the third division to the top flight in successive seasons. Peter, as club PRO and still a fringe player, took us to matches in the intermediate school in Dungannon, against teams like Annadale and St Gall’s of Belfast, Marian of Dublin, and Marathon of Limerick. He played the game with us in the Moy too. We ambled over to the ring outside Cartmills’ house, beside our grandparents in Jockey Lane, to shoot a few hoops and, if Peter was about, some older lads would join in.

Peter also introduced us to the Moy Youth Club, in the parochial hall just a few yards further down Jockey Lane. He was in demand to teach the skills to local teenagers there, and he took us along one night. Although Cormac was only seven, and ten was supposed to be the minimum age, he had no fear about mixing it with the older boys. On his very first night there, he played basketball with Patrick Hughes and Colm Miller, two lads who were at least five or six years his senior. He was really pleased to be accepted by them. Sadly, both Patrick and Colm would die in car accidents in their late teens. At least six members of the youth club from our time would die at a young age, all but one of the others before Cormac.

It was just outside the Moy, at Collegeland in Armagh, that we started doing summer work in 1989. The McGeary fruit farm had been an institution in the area since the 1960s, and half of the sixteen-strong family still worked there, pulling strawberries. Leo, the main man, spoke constantly of football and the past Tyrone and Armagh players who had graduated from his fields. ‘To play in an All-Ireland final,’ he advised us, ‘you have to be able to solo through a hedge.’ We didn’t try it, but the message would stick with Cormac.

*

There was one more important legacy of ’86. The Tyrone County Board appointed a coach, ‘Doonan’ Gallagher, to tour the schools, and local primary school leagues were organized for the first time. Until then, Gaelic games didn’t really feature at Derrylatinee.

With so few pupils at our disposal, we had to merge with Roan in Eglish to form a team. When we Derrylatinee greenhorns visited the village school before games, it felt like a clash of civilizations; we thought them slightly lawless with their bad attitudes, bad words and even an American football helmet in the playground, yet they looked at us like we were the yahoos. Kitted out in black and white stripes, our combined team looked quite striking. Sometimes we were called ‘Jossy’s Giants’, after the Geordie boys’ team on BBC back then.

I started playing in 1988, and nine-year-old Cormac came on board a year later. He lined out at right corner-back and I as goalkeeper. We slew Kingsisland, Brockagh, Moortown and Castlecaulfield/Carland in turn. Cormac even sallied forward to strike a point in the last of these. In our young minds, we were invincible.

Our first shot at a title rested on an away match against the Moy, lads whom Cormac and I knew just as well as our teammates. We lost by a landslide. Worse still, I bungled spectacularly, hitting kick-outs straight to Moy boys and letting in a flood of goals.

Enlisting with Eglish was the natural progression. The two of us turned up for duty at an under-12 tournament in the Moy in June 1989 and both debuted in defence. It was another massacre: we scored a meagre 1-1 against our neighbours’ 4-10. Moving on to the grade 3 under-12 league, Cormac made the left-half back berth his own, while I floated around. For the game away to Derrylaughan, the rotating captaincy was bestowed on Cormac. He was truly chuffed to be picked to lead the Eglish team, aged just nine, having hardly pulled on the club geansaí.

The manager who appointed him to that role was Paddy McIntosh. Neither of us knew him before that campaign, nor how central he would be to our future development. Paddy wasn’t a native of Eglish, but a townie who grew up in Dungannon. He first came to the village to play basketball with former schoolfriends in the late 1960s, then joined the Eglish football team in time to become the championship-winning goalkeeper in 1970, and he ended up getting married and living in our parish.

Coaching youngsters became Paddy’s vocation. Unlike most under-12 managers of a quarter-century ago, he didn’t see the season ending with the last league game. After Mass every Sunday through the autumn and winter, he took our indoor Gaelic football sessions in Eglish hall. He coached the skills and refereed our games, of course, but he mentored us individually too. He sat us all down on the floor of the hall and gave us each a personal appraisal of our attributes and areas for improvement, always accentuating the positives.

Few people earmarked Cormac for sporting greatness. He wasn’t selected for mini-sevens games at half-time on big matchdays, and didn’t win any skills contests. But his puppy fat concealed an innate athletic engine. When Daddy took us to Kilbroney Park in south Down in the thick of winter for the Ulster NACA cross-country championships, the difference between us emerged. In the under-12 event, I went out in front, but suddenly panicked when the going got tough and dropped out. Cormac, as a newcomer, held on and came third in the under-10 race. On a warmer day, at the Mary Peters Track in Belfast, he excelled again, collecting silver medals in the 60 metres and long jump.

A dentist, visiting our school to discuss oral hygiene, gave out plaque-disclosing tablets which stained teeth blue. Hours later, Derrylatinee/Roan journeyed to Moortown to play a football game. Teams from the shores of Lough Neagh were reputedly hard nuts and Cormac hadn’t won either of his under-12 games there the previous summer. When he and J. P. had got changed to play, Mrs McNeice noticed their teeth were blue and asked what was going on. ‘We want to show our teeth and scare them, Miss,’ came Cormac’s reply. Despite this effort, they lost. Days later, Cormac’s arm was fractured at school – while playing football, of course. He underwent an operation and three months in plastercast. ‘[B]ut somehow I was glad it happened,’ he wrote months later, with a seemingly spartan insanity. Whatever doesn’t kill you …

He was back to fitness in time to join Eglish under-12s in summer 1990. Thanks to the parish baby boom of 1978–9, we had essentially the same team as the previous year, but for a couple of players. With Cormac holding the left half-back spot, we steamrolled our way through the league. Having lost to Derrylaughan by 17 points the previous year, we turned the tables to win by 48. It was the third and bottom division, but we knew we had the nucleus of something special. The talent was there. So too was the discipline. And the camaraderie. The minibus back from our away games resounded to our reboot of the hit of the season:


We’re all part of Paddy’s army /

We’re all off to … Galbally [or wherever we were playing] /

And we’ll really shake them up when we win the … football cup /

’Cos Eglish are the greatest football team.
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3. Naff and Naffer


‘My personal interests are football, Athletics, Basketball, Hurling and most sports. My ambition is to become a professional footballer or to be a pilot. In 1990 I went to Donegal and played golf every day for a week and came to the Sea, climbed the big mountain up around Downings. I would love to go back there. I sincerely hope with the start of the [Gulf] war that I will be able to fill in any further details about myself.’

[from ‘My Autobiography’, school project, Autumn 1990]



When Cormac walked into St Patrick’s Grammar School, Armagh, on 28 August 1990, he was – at ten years and six months – the youngest of over 750 boys there, owing to that skipped class at primary level.

Cormac and I were probably the first day-boys from Eglish parish at school in Armagh. People often asked why we crossed the county frontier, when most kids in the area went to Dungannon, Donaghmore or Ballygawley. Well, we lived as close to the Armagh schools as the Tyrone ones. Also, our parents knew several teachers in Armagh, and two of their siblings went there; they took part in choirs and other cultural pursuits in the ‘city of saints and scholars’; and they brought us to the cathedral on special occasions, such as the funeral of Cardinal Ó Fiaich a few months before Cormac started secondary school. The school was sited right behind the cathedral, at the back of ‘Sandy Hill’.

I had longed for Cormac’s arrival throughout my first year in Armagh. When I started there, I didn’t really know anyone, and while I made friends and learned my lessons, I still felt like a real outsider. Townie taunts about my (supposedly) backwoods Tyrone origins and (allegedly) culchie accent and (definitely) unconventional haircut left their mark in my gauche, gullible soul. Some mornings, the fear of going to school was mixed with anticipation of how things would be different when Cormac came under my wing.

I felt much more confident with him about. Each day we sat side by side on the No. 74 Tullymore Crossroads bus to and from Armagh: ‘fratres in unum’, like the school motto. I liked the idea of having to ‘look out’ for my little brother in a big school. Not that he really needed my help; he could take care of himself. A sudden infusion of Tyrone blood in Cormac’s year also eased the transition. The Moy and Benburb lads, most of whom played sport as well, became our natural centre of gravity.

We were playing darts on the morning of Saturday, 19 January 1991, when the postman landed. We unfolded the results of our Christmas tests. For some reason I wrote them side by side in my diary as follows:
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Maybe it was simply worth recording as the big news of a dull day. But revisiting it now, it appears I was looking over my shoulder. We weren’t taking the same exams, but I saw the new kid in town outscoring me in most subjects. He would be my yardstick, and I his.

Cormac didn’t stand out all that much, or excel in one particular thing. Even so, in most years Cormac received awards as one of the top three in his class.

His second year art-pad contains a drawing of Croke Park, with circles for spectators’ heads, but this time with more structure. The Nally Stand is packed to the rafters; the Hogan, half full; the rest, empty. From the numbers noted at the top, it’s clear he was counting heads in the crowd, and at 11,600 he was one-sixth of the way to capacity when he got sidetracked. An unfinished masterpiece.

Despite his high marks, he was no teacher’s pet, and he didn’t quite present himself like a model pupil. He had a peculiar way of holding a pen between his fingers, and teachers were constantly urging him to improve his handwriting. I invented my own word to tease him about his scrawl: ‘Stedgly’.

His tie was often crooked, with sweat visible under his grey jumper and dripping off his head after break or lunchtime soccer games on the old tennis courts. He fought tooth and nail for every ball and argued the toss with anyone who cheated or messed about (as many did). Hearing the lads recollect him in this way now, I realize that I was the same – but at the time I couldn’t understand why people thought us so similar.

As we got used to the place, we felt lucky to be at St Patrick’s, as it catered for many more extracurricular activities than most schools: every kind of sport, except notably soccer and rugby, and plenty of music, drama and quizzes. We were also blessed with generous and understanding educators.

One of Cormac’s talents – his remarkable recall – emerged in English class. One day in third year, Miss Fox cast the class’s minds back to the time they studied ‘The Lake Isle of Innisfree’ two years before.

‘Does anyone remember the words, to say it now?’

Heads down, muffled silence. Then a hand rose at the back of the room. ‘Miss, eh, I think … I could have a go at it.’

‘Go ahead, Cormac.’

‘I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree …’

It’s said he recited it through, exactly.

That class did their fair share of poetry. Miss Fox was their form-teacher in 1B, English teacher for three years, and editor of the school magazine. As a first year, Cormac’s poem ‘Who wants a War?’ was printed in the school mag. There was conscientious idealism in spades, though the lyrics – ‘Chemical and nuclear, blowing up the world’ – are more Cranberries or Black Eyed Peas than Owen or Sassoon. He improved. Three years in a row, his poems were published in Ulster schools’ anthologies. They were decent compositions for his age. The best of them was called ‘The Future’ – of which more anon.

*

Playing what we played and living where we lived, near neither bus-stop nor club, required constant ferrying. Our parents went those extra miles, even the odd outrageous journey, so that we could play always. We demanded nothing less.

The family was on holiday in Donegal in the ‘Twelfth’ week, July 1992. Cormac agreed to go on condition that he get a lift back for our under-14 friendly away to Glenn, Co. Down. I wouldn’t take the chance that they’d change their minds about making such a massive trip for a friendly, so I skipped the holiday and stayed with our grandparents. The team bus waited for Cormac until we had to leave without him. It looked like wise heads had decided to stay in Donegal. But as we warmed up, this pinball figure hurtled up the pitch, yanking a liquorice jersey over his head.

Paddy McIntosh often retold that tale to illustrate our extraordinary dedication as players. But the real dedication was Mummy’s: she drove those 115 miles on a Wednesday evening, stopping in Letterkenny to buy new boots for Cormac, and then back. Mummy, being the most genuine and considerate of people, made countless sacrifices for us.

Our father’s style was different. He tried to use gentle taunts to spur you on. Halfway through a plate of dinner, he’d interject, ‘You’re not fit for it!’ Sporting praise was hard won. Cormac could notch three points in a league game, only to be pressed in the car home as to why he didn’t handle another ball better. Even as I write this, he doesn’t ask, How are you getting on with the book? No, it’s only ever, Have you not this book writ yet? But in accompanying us everywhere, he was our biggest and proudest fan, who brooked no criticism of us from anyone else.

Hard work was taught by example in our house. There was always something happening, and it was usually quite loud. As Cormac crammed for A-Level Maths, our house was hosting historians for the 350th anniversary of the Battle of Benburb, while re-enactors jousted in nearby fields.

Our parents inculcated honesty, integrity, respect for others and empathy for the underdog. Most of all, they taught us to be and think for ourselves, to debate a point out fully, not follow the herd or be shallow sycophants.

We didn’t wish to be the cool kids. We were naff and naffer. We wore white socks with black shoes. Truly, we had a sheltered existence. We never troubled teenage discos, nor did we care.

Our lives were as intertwined as twins’, aside from the gap of nineteen months and a few inches. Outside classroom hours, we were stuck together. Walking the 2.6 miles home from the bus stop when a lift from family or friends was wanting. Stopping for a few moments on the Battleford Bridge, the Armagh–Tyrone boundary, to soak up the splendour of the Blackwater gushing eastward. Taking shortcuts home through fields and over streams. Later, bussing home in the dark from training sessions, Monday to Thursday. Heading to the Moy on Friday evenings, and later to basketball club youth coaching in Dungannon.

Our summers revolved around work and sport. We didn’t go to Gaeltacht courses, contrary to what some people imagine. Instead, each year we toiled hard with McGeary’s of Collegeland, on their strawberry fields mostly, picking mushrooms the odd afternoon, even footing turf on a rare day. Cormac also worked a few days at the spuds with our neighbours, the Downeys. But the strawberries were our main fix, for seven seasons.

On those balmy afternoons in the drills, I was struck by a sense of our brotherly bond and the inevitable passing of youth. I didn’t want it to end. One day, as the two of us sat alone, facing each other in the back of Leo’s van on a journey, I expressed sadness that our childhood was nearly behind us. Cormac wondered what I was on about. Perhaps my recent fourteenth birthday had turned me all sentimental. I found it hard to articulate why the spectre of adulthood caused me anxiety, but something told me that what we had between us would be lost along the way.

Sport defined the rest of our holidays. Week-long pitch and putt in Donegal in ’92. Petanque throughout our family break in Brittany in ’91. Watching every minute of the Barcelona Olympics. Pool-table marathons played out against the soundtrack of the O. J. trial on TV. Powerful debates over whether Chester Williams’ place in the Springbok squad truly signified a watershed for apartheid; he said yes, I was a nay-sayer. On his craze for cricket, I demurred further.

Cormac and I had never been to an eleven-a-side soccer match of any description, but we managed to persuade Daddy that the 1994 World Cup coincided with an urgent need to catch up with American relations. They kindly made Philadelphia, Poughkeepsie and Washington D.C. our bases. Our tickets entitled us to see the Group E winners, which, for a few Houghton-inspired halcyon days, seemed sure to be the Republic. Luis García Postigo scuppered that and put Mexico top of the table. Bulgaria became our adopted team. We saw them shock the Mexicans and we leaped at Letchkov’s winning goal against Germany in the quarters at Giants’ Stadium.

Hurling was the one sport we missed out on. We craved to play it, and pucked about at home, but without a local club outlet we didn’t acquire the skills needed to make Armagh school teams. Aged sixteen, Cormac finally got to line out for Clann na nGael, a new hurling club based around nearby Killeeshil. His debut, against Carrickmore in a minor league tie at Eglish, typified the sorry state of the game in Tyrone: the referee failed to show.

One-on-one, we kept playing and competing through our teens about home. I still held the upper hand in most things, clinging on to a vestige of alpha-male status. Only in table tennis did he put the hex on me with his quick reflexes. For a wrestling opponent, he looked elsewhere. His class had their own king-of-the-ring bouts at lunchtime, and even on the minibus to and from Seagahan Dam with ‘Liamy’, the science teacher who couldn’t give a damn. Even when triple-teamed, Cormac never gave in. He stayed over with his close friend Paul Toner from Tassagh for Wrestlemanias and battles royale. He loved the theatrics, and the faux analysis of ‘scientific wrestling’ by Doink the Clown and the Repo Man. The Undertaker was his favourite, then Million Dollar Man Ted DiBiase. He pranced about the house in Hulk Hogan poses, tearing off his top, flexing biceps, affecting a grimace of superiority while nodding in self-adulation and urging us to work hard, say our prayers, and eat our vitamins. He put on a preposterous pair of dungarees as his ‘wrestling suit’ and made Fergus his practice partner – or victim. At least one bed was wrecked in the process.

In those days, he loved winding up our younger brother for sport. He’d challenge Fergus to an A-Team quiz, ask a ridiculously unfair question, and then taunt him. ‘That’s it! I know more about the A-Team than Fergus does!’ Fergus fumed, like B.A. after a plane ride. Nightly, between his renditions of ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ and The KLF’s ‘Justified and Ancient’ on a plastic pink echo-mic, to Atlantic 252 in the background, he would saunter over to Fergus’s room, call out, ‘You owe me rent!’ and threaten flustered Ferg with eviction.

He was mischievous with me too, and liked to push his luck to provoke a reaction, by spitting water at me or saying something rude. On occasions I got too aggressive and forceful with him. Mummy continually reiterated that one blow could be fatal, and asked how we would feel then. Daddy laid down that brothers shouldn’t quarrel, for we’d be long enough apart. He meant it: in 1992 he barred me from going to the Monaghan–Derry championship game as punishment for hitting Cormac.

But I wasn’t a scrapper by nature. The only times I ever waded into football scuffles, it was to defend Cormac. Otherwise, even if 27 other players mucked into a melee, I’d detach myself from the idiocy and futility of it all. He didn’t get involved much either.

I was protective of Cormac, ludicrously so. In that summer of ’92, just turned fourteen, I took a Tipp-Ex bottle to my new copy of Liam Hayes’s autobiography, Out of our Skins, and blanked out all 36½ expletives in the vain hope of keeping twelve-year-old Cormac pure of mind.

Nearly any interest or pastime I had, however nerdy, he followed my lead. Collecting coins and GAA programmes were listed as hobbies on his maroon PVC National Record of Achievement file, which all Northern Irish pupils had to compile. His profile matched mine almost word for word.

For some reason, I entered his name – more so than my own – in a plethora of competitions. Hence Cormac McAnallen first appears in sports magazines of the early ’90s as the winner of videos about Gaelic games, George Best, Gary Lineker and Gordon Strachan.

I watched out for him in other ways, too. The day after the 1995 All-Ireland final, the school prefects were announced – eight for sixth form and eight for seventh. Although pupils cast votes, we all believed the prefects were somehow anointed from above, as teachers’ pets tended to be picked rather than the popular class jesters. I was named but Cormac wasn’t, to my vexation. Still sour over the football, I vowed no more injustice. Hastily, I vented to Mr Savage, a senior teacher, about the unfair exclusion of a model pupil who had given his all for the school without currying favour, and I dared to question the selection method. I had some gall, and still I can barely believe I said it, for Savage had cultivated a stern image – ‘Savage by name, savage by nature’, as Cormac said. Savage assured me that the result was genuine. In his final year, Cormac was ordained a prefect.

Faith mattered to Cormac. Like most rural Irish teens of that era, we were reared to observance: Sundays, holy days, sacraments, Brigid’s crosses, religious education and clerical mentoring. But his belief came from within and largely resided there. Of his own accord as a teenager, he said grace privately to himself before and after evening meals. This ritual helped him to remain grounded and to keep sight of true priorities. I recall him espousing the Catholic emphasis on charitable good works as a way to salvation. Obeying precepts and examining one’s conscience mirrored and complemented the discipline preached by sports coaches. He was praying and playing, ‘ambitious for the higher gifts’.

Between provincial and all-Ireland tournaments in Gaelic fooball and basketball, Scór, and Pioneer and schools’ quizzes, he was seldom off the road in pursuit of medals, plaques and crystal paperweights. By the age of eighteen, he had covered every Irish county on competitive outings and contested head-to-heads with sixty-plus schools and teams of all sorts from all but six counties.

*

For all that Cormac played, he did not have the look of an athlete. At ten, he was a stocky broth of a boy with tufty hair and a moon-faced smile. He was also freckled and susceptible to sunburn – indeed, the softest-skinned of the family. In my memory, this Cormac is always wearing that classic green Meath jersey with gold pinstripe squares that he bought for £10 from Begley’s shop in Dungannon in 1990.

By twelve, he had a barrel chest and a medieval mop-top. In that year’s Eglish under-12 team picture, he was tall, not the tallest, but more notable for his puppy fat. He was never slow, though. He ran cross-country for the school team and people began to talk of his great engine.
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