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Four years after taking his own life, Galway hurler Niall
Donohue’s father, brother and friends talk about the
devastating impact of his death

-“One other person that I can’t let today
pass without mentioning. He was soldiering with us for years. A good friend of mine,
a first cousin of Conor Whelan. He passed
away in 2013. Niall Donohue – we’ll never
forget him and we’ll remember him today.
We’ll give a small shout out to The Charity
Chariot and Pieta House who are doing
great work for people who are in depression. And hopefully they will help many
more.”
– David Burke, All-Ireland final speech,
September 3rd 2017
Shane Donohue was in the Lower Hogan
when he heard his brother’s name, surrounded but alone. In the truffle dig for
All-Ireland tickets, he had ended up getting separated from the pack. His father
Francie was over in the Cusack Stand, his
mates and clubmates dotted all around.
You know the way it is for a final – you take

‘‘

alive. Standing on the pitch in Croke Park
with his white helmet raised in one hand
and his hurley aloft in the other. He took it
with him on the lap of honour, holding it
up, posing for pictures with it. With Niall.
Francie Donohue was in the Cusack
Stand waiting on the party to reach him. A
day like this was never going to be easy but
he didn’t want it to be an ordeal either.
He’d seen more than enough tragedy in his
life to know the worth of a good, joyous
day.
He’d had to bury his young wife when
Shane, Niall and their sister Orla were still
only kids. Niall’s 23rd birthday had come
and gone in the bleak weekend between
him taking his own life and being shouldered to his grave by some of the players
who were jigging around Croke Park now,
four years later. Liam MacCarthy didn’t
wipe any of that away, didn’t even smudge
it. But you have to take the good where you

I remember Conor having the flag, he was
right in front of me. I got a photograph of
it. I was delighted. You wanted to really
enjoy the day but you felt like something
was kind of holding you back

what’s going and the stranger at your elbow is a friend for life for the afternoon.
So when the Galway captain paid tribute to Niall, Shane stood there with thousands of Galway fans around him feeling as
if he was in an empty room. In the days that
followed, Burke was praised the length
and breadth of the country for his speech,
for the first ever mention of depression
from the steps of the Hogan Stand especially. Standing there, a dot in the thousands,
Shane Donohue was an audience of one.
“Croke Park was full but you’d nearly
feel alone in it,” he says now. “Especially
when Davy Burke was talking. I could hear
people talking around me, not knowing
who I was obviously. It’s a funny feeling. I
was crying with joy that they won, but
there was something in my stomach, in the
back of my throat. When Davy mentioned
Niall, you could hear people around saying, ‘Oh Jeez, he was a great hurler, pity he
wasn’t here.’”
Out on the pitch soon after, his cousin
Conor Whelan dug out the flag. Maroon
and white, naturally, with the Galway crest
to one side and the GAA logo to the other.
In the middle, a picture of Niall, back when
he was young and vital and never more

find it.
“It was great that he mentioned Niall,”
says Francie. “He was involved straight
away. I remember Conor having the flag,
he was right in front of me. I got a photograph of it. I was delighted. You wanted to
really enjoy the day but you felt like something was kind of holding you back.
“I did enjoy it to a certain extent. Absolutely delighted they won. I went out to the
banquet in Citywest that night, came home
the next day and went straight to Salthill
for the celebrations. I’ve seen a lot of losses.”
Everybody moves on, though. From
good days, from bad days. They go about
their lives and leave you to yours. Niall
Donohue ended his on Wednesday, October 23rd 2013 and left behind a family, a
community, a hurling club and a county
team, each of them bewildered in their
own way at the loss.
“There is no easy day,” says Francie.
“But you have to continue on. It’s always at
you. There’s always something in here
[points to his head] that never leaves you
alone, but you have to get on with it. Normally parents are not meant to bury their
kids. They are supposed to outlive you. But

■ Niall Donohue celebrates with Joseph
Cooney after Galway’s All-Ireland
semi-final victory in 2012 and (inset) Joe
Canning, Conor Whelan and Tex
Callaghan unfurl a flag in Niall’s memory
after the All-Ireland final victory over
Waterford in September. PHOTOGRAPHS:
COLM O’NEILL AND JAMES CROMBIE/INPHO

that’s the way it goes.”
Niall Donohue was from Kilbeacanty, a
bend-in-the-road parish about five miles
out from Gort, skirting around the top of
Lough Cutra. There is a pub, a school, a
church and a hurling pitch, along with
houses for a population of 381 people, by
the last census figures. They’re usually a
junior club, occasionally intermediate
when the numbers hold up for a couple of
years. But they have the same problem
keeping players around the place that every rural club does.
Lads get up and get out in their 20s and
if the club is lucky, they only go to Galway
or Dublin, from where the elastic might be
strong enough to get them back for championship. But they go to London, to Sydney
and beyond as well, an unfair share of their
talent scattered in places that wouldn’t
know what to do with it. And so Kilbeacanty run in quicksand most of the time, fighting for momentum but sinking all the
while.
In that world, coming across a Niall
Donohue is like striking oil in a bog. He
was playing U-11 hurling when he was seven, himself and nine-year-old Shane shoring up the backline for Ballyturin National
School. He hurled for Galway at every age
group from U-14 to senior and was the first
Kilbeacanty player on a Galway senior panel since Steve Mahon in the 1980s.

Highestlevel

“Where we’re from, being a hurler is the
most pride you can carry,” says Shane. “It’s
the highest level you can get to in life nearly. We’d have more pride in a hurler than a
solicitor or a judge. We’re just ordinary
hurling people and hurling is everything
when you are growing up.”
Niall had a roving eye for all sports but
hurling was the only one he ever considered for a steady line. A rugby man from
Gort asked Francie one time would he be
up for trying out for the Connacht academy but they could never find a date that
wouldn’t clash with a hurling match. He
qualified for Mosney one year in athletics
but again, the calendar said one thing and
the hurler said another.
“He never left a hurl out of his hands,”
says Francie. “He’d have a hurl in his
hands every day of the week. He’d get a
new hurl or a new sliotar and he’d be out at
the gable wall with it. It could be 11 o’clock
at night. I was sitting inside watching television one night, nice and quiet, a lovely
calm night. I heard a bang off the gable end
of the house. I thought it was thunder hitting the house or something. I’m not joking you!
“He’d be belting it and controlling it,
belting it and controlling. Full wallop! I
said to him when he was small, ‘One touch
into the hand, because the second touch is
gone’. I told him if you’re not able to do
that he won’t play for the county. Next
thing he wouldn’t catch it at all and he’d be
doing it as fast as he could, left and right.”
He was wing-back on the Galway minor
team that somehow left the 2008 All-Ireland final behind them to a late Kilkenny
goal. By 2011, he was full-back on that team
as they made amends at under-21, collecting Galway’s first All-Ireland at the grade
since 2005. When Anthony Cunningham
set about freshening up the Galway seniors in 2012, Donohue’s was one of the faces he threw into the mix. Between league
and championship that year, Galway
played 12 matches and he started them all
“You could see he was getting better all
the time,” says David Burke, who played
on Galway teams with him all the way up
from Tony Forristal at under-14. “I often
say that the performance he gave in 2011 in
the U-21 semi-final against Limerick, that
was him at his best.
“He was unbelievable that day against
Limerick, playing at full-back and under
the cosh for the whole game. It went to extra-time and I’d say he was the only lad who
could stay going. They were bombarded
with ball in the full-back line that day but
he just kept coming out with it. We went on
to win it afterwards but it was that day that
got us over the line.

Pivotalplayer

“Progressing onto senior then straight
away the following year. He was the type of
lad who would stay back from the limelight. He’d be working away in the gym or
getting fit or getting fast on his own. He
just wanted to prove to himself that he was
good enough to play at that level. And he
was. It’s just unfortunate that he didn’t get
a couple more years at it because he was
definitely going to be a pivotal player.”
A small-parish hero is something to be.
In Kilbeacanty, they revelled in him. Club
chairman Justin Fahey remembers thumbing through the programme in Croke Park
before the 2012 All-Ireland final against
Kilkenny and smiling when he saw their
club under Niall’s name. Portumna, Ballyhale, Kilbeacanty. He was their place
among the nations of the earth.
(Continued on page 10)
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Golfholdsitsbreathat
signsofaTigerstirring

G

olf is a numbers game and of all
the numbers associated with
Tiger Woods – the staggering
prize money, the Majors, the
tournament streaks, the unbroken years
as da man – nothing speaks so powerfully
about his present state of grace as his
world ranking at the start of this week.
Tiger Woods, arguably the best golfer
the world has seen, was officially estimated as the 1,199th in the world as he embarked upon his comeback.
It’s a distortion, of course, brought
about by his 10-month absence and the
surgery which, he believes, has ended
years of physical and mental torture of
back pain caused by a lifetime of hitting
golf balls with all the power and accuracy

his body could muster.
But it’s still hard to get your head
around the fact that the golfer who
changed the game could have fallen so far.
The ranking system has always been one of
golf’s delicious cruelties. Every so often, a
star – a David Duval or a John Daly –
streaks across the cloudless skies where
the prestige tournaments are played and
they manage to synchronise both the
granite mental toughness and technical
flawlessness long enough to win a Major or
two and to briefly be the talk of the town.
Then something goes wrong; they
tinker with their putter or decide to
change their grip or lose their nerve on the
putting greens and they slip and then
plummet down the rankings. And they

know they will probably never recapture
that moment, that feeling, of lining up a
ball up on the 18th with, say, a 12-foot
three-putt needed to secure an Open or a
Masters.
It’s almost forgotten now that, for a
short period in the late 1990s, Duval
managed to displace the then ascendant
Woods as the number one ranked golfer
on planet earth. He was a spiky personality
with a whipcord swing and huge wraparound shades who gobbled up tournaments during a blistering three-year
period which culminated in the British
Open win of 2001.
Then he began to develop vertebrae
trouble and that autumn, it just stopped.
Whatever that combination of talent,
self-belief, magic, karma, physical wellbeing is called, it began to leave him. In 2005,
Duval entered 20 tournaments and picked
up a grand total of $7,000 in prize money.
Decline
His decline as a sportsman would be a
haunting story except for the fact that
Duval has emerged from the game as a
more contented figure than he had been
when he lit up fairways and now works as
an analyst for the Golf Channel.
But it was the temporality of golfers like
Duval and Lee Westwood that made
Woods appear so bullet-proof in comparison. When it all fell apart and Woods had
to endure the humiliation of having his
personal life transformed into a gaudy
source of global gossip and scandal; when
the sponsors duly fled and he was forced to
make that weird televised apology to, it
seemed, the entire world and when the

‘‘

once-unstoppable march to catching the
Golden Bear Jack Nicklaus’s haul of 18
Majors (a figure that is beginning to look
untouchable) abruptly halted, Woods
looked, for the first time, lost.
Golf’s most feared figure suddenly
looked pitiful and the game turned to its
younger cast– the Jordans, Rorys and
In the decade since Woods
Jasons – to create a newer more likeable
stopped winning Majors and
and more millennial set of on-course
excellence and clubhouse story lines.
slid out of relevance, so too
It will be 21 years this Christmas since
did the game’s appeal recede
Gary Smith’s famous piece about Woods,
in the eyes of casual fans
The Chosen One, was published in Sports
Illustrated. Even now it is
un-put-down-able because of its pure
his decision to play golf with Donald
strangeness: when your old man has
Trump was interpreted as a grave insult to
announced to the world that as well as
African-Americans and remains baffling.
being the best golfer the world has seen
He must have predicted that there
you might also just be the Second Coming,
then chances are you are under a fair bit of would be a backlash and yet, there he was.
pressure. Exerting absolute control on his Earl Woods and, of course, Nike, presentimage and perfecting that cold, superior
ed Tiger as a champion of racial equality in
exterior was Woods’s way of presenting
the beginning. It took years and years for
himself to the world. It worked until it
everyone, including Woods, to figure out
didn’t.
that he was more Rabbit Angstrom than
Two years ago, Wright Thompson of
Muhammad Ali. And he was never forgivESPN wrote the companion piece to The
en for that.
Chosen One except that now Earl Woods is
dead and Tiger is lost and what’s presented Scrutinised
is desperately sad and lonely. Of course,
It could be that after everything Woods
these are just pieces of journalism. How
has learned to simply not care about what
close those words come to touching the
the world thinks of him. His faults and
real person is simply guesswork. But it’s
misdemeanours have been held up,
clear that, after two decades, neither golf
scrutinised and vilified countless times.
nor society is fully certain what Tiger
His imperiousness on the golf course has
Woods is supposed to represent.
been reimagined with a tint of tragedy. It
For sure, he is always going to be a
was only last May that the Florida police
contrary figure. As Dave Hannigan
released a mug-shot taken of Woods under
outlined in this publication on Thursday,
arrest for suspected DUI.

It spun around the globe within minutes
and was instantly repackaged and reissued
as irrefutable proof that his fall from grace
and greatness was complete and irrecoverable. The inconvenient truth – that he
hadn’t even been drinking that night –
generated less online excitement.
Insofar as the world at large even cares
about Tiger Woods anymore, people have
probably made their minds up as to what
they think of the person. The strange thing
is that after everything, after 20 years, all
that’s left to talk about is what Tiger
Woods can or can’t do on the golf course.
Stephen Curry, a contemporary sports
superstar, a conscientious objector to the
Trump administration, a model citizen,
was among those who trumpeted, via
Twitter, his excitement at the return of
Woods: The wait is over. The wait is over.
It drives golf’s aficionados up the wall
but the truth is that in the decade since
Woods stopped winning Majors and slid
out of relevance, so too did the game’s
appeal recede in the eyes of casual fans.
So here is Tiger Woods, about to hit his
42nd year (with financial security that will
last beyond his lifetime and his legacy in
the game secure if locked in the past) ready
to start from scratch in the hope that his
children might, however fleetingly, get to
see him do what he could once do better
than anyone else alive. Already, as he plays
in his first comeback tournament, his odds
to win next year’s Masters have been
halved. The golf feeds are buzzy with
breathless talk that the Big Cat, after the
fall and the humbling, may be back: that it
may be the second coming nobody ever
reckoned on.
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lowing Thursday, his name was
among them. By any reasonable measurement, his debut season had gone
promisingly well.

be godfather. No bother to him. In general, all seemed well. Francie says that
he was meeting friends, that he had
girlfriends, that he was being social.
He didn’t seem closed off or isolated.
He was quiet at times but not unusually so.
“He wasn’t nervous,” says Francie.
“He was nearly too easygoing in one
way. But he took hurling very seriously, probably more serious than he
should. He was hard on himself I
thought. He didn’t want mistakes. He
all the time wanted to be at the top. He
wanted to be winning. And I think it
kind of got on top of him at the finish.
He was hard on himself. That’s what I
thought at the finish.”
His second year on the Galway panel didn’t go as well as the first. He had
plenty of starts in the league that
spring but few enough finishes. Twice
he got called ashore before half-time.
By the time the championship opener
against Laois came around, he’d been
shunted back to corner-back. He was
injured for the Leinster final defeat to
Dublin and didn’t make it back in afterwards. Clare sent Galway packing and
Donohue’s year was over before July
was out.
Was that enough, though? Could he
really have taken it that badly? Can the
relative failure of his second year in inter-county hurling really have
weighed so heavily on him as to skew
his world so completely?
“That’s the thing, you don’t know,”
says David Burke. “You look back on it
now and you question things. Having
won the under-21 All-Ireland in 2011
and then come into the senior set-up
in 2012, he was probably still on a high
from it all. His performances were going so well, he was fit, he was training
away.
“Then in 2013, he probably struggled a bit. So there was pressure there
that nobody would have known about.
He’d still be coming with this sort of
poker face and still saying he’s alright.
But probably, looking back on it now,
probably he wasn’t. That’s the biggest
regret you would have. You’re thinking, ‘Should I have sat down with him
more?’ You’d eat yourself inside about
it now.”
“It’s probably more a bubble of being in the final, then losing and getting
back to earth,” says Conor Whelan.
“You put so much into it. Niall was that
type of lad that he would be watching
back the matches and wondering if he
did this or that. If your mind is under
that much stress all the time, it’s going
to impact somewhere.”

Biggerpicture

Concreteanswers

(Continued from page 1)
“We have maybe about 100 members,
that’s about it,” says Fahey. “We knew
there was something unique about
him and we expected him to get there
but it all came so quick after they won
the U-21 All-Ireland. It was unheard of
that a county team after winning a cup
would come back to Kilbeacanty, such
a small parish. That was such a special
night for the club.
“And then he just took it from there
and he was performing in the two
All-Ireland finals the year after. It just
brought a whole new meaning to the
club. We had a leader now. He was the
future of our club really. It was special.
For such a small club to have someone
like that. When he scored that point in
the 2012 final, that was as good as
comes for a club like ours.”
‘That point’ was Niall’s first and last
in championship hurling. It came after 28 minutes of the opening half of
the drawn game, with Galway in full
shock-and-awe mode over Kilkenny.
Andy Smith won a puckout, Cyril Donnellan dished off a pass, Donohue
jinked away from TJ Reid, burst forward to the Kilkenny 45 on an angle
under the Hogan Stand and split the
posts. Galway 1-7 Kilkenny 0-3.
“This guy has had a brilliant year,
for me” said Michael Duignan on commentary. “He’s been outstanding in
every game.”
That was the day Henry Shefflin
hauled Kilkenny back from the brink,
carrying them to a draw before they
outstayed Galway in the replay. Donohue went off injured just before
half-time the second day but when the
All Star nominations came out the fol-

‘‘

He wanted to be winning.
And I think it kind of got
on top of him at the
finish. He was hard on
himself. That’s what I
thought at the finish

Depression isn’t reasonable. It is impervious to logic. Oblivious to the bigger picture.
Everyone’s illness is their own,
unique to each individual’s context
and make-up. What they share is a
gradual whittling down of the sufferer’s world, a closing-in of the frame
surrounding the picture they see of
their life. When they can’t or won’t
share that picture with those around
them, they feel themselves running
low on options.
Niall Donohue wasn’t a source of
worry to his friends or family during
2013. If there were signs of a problem,
they’ve only been able to pick them
out in hindsight. And even then,
they’re reaching, trying to retrofit
some sense of what was going on in his
head.
Shane was living in Australia at the
time, himself and 10 other lads from
Kilbeacanty. He came home that August to christen his son and got Niall to

Nobody has any concrete answers.
Their best guesses all wend a path
through hurling – although nobody
imagines that was enough on its own,
they all agree that he let it crowd him.
But it’s all guesswork. The only person
who knows isn’t here to enlighten
them. He mightn’t even be able to if he
was.
“I think it was more anxiety than depression,” says Francie. “I think he
used to get panic attacks at times, he
was anxious a bit. The harder the training would be the better he liked it. For
it to happen to a fella who could be so
strong that way, you know? That you
can be so strong and so weak. But anyway, that’s life. It’s happened to
enough people. It’s just an illness and
we don’t understand it.
“People should be taught how to
deal with it. I think that anyone who
has a son or daughter or brother or sister suffering from depression, they
should be taught how to deal with it. If

someone sat down in front of them
and said, ‘Your son is suffering from
depression – this is how you deal with
it, these are the signs to look out for,
this is how to cope,’ that would be an
awful help. But I don’t think anyone really knows what to do.”
Shane was in Australia when he got
the call. Each of the 10 Kilbeacanty
lads who were out there with him
dropped everything and came home
on the plane there and then, leaving
jobs and wives and lives behind them
for a spell. Shane went back the following year to collect his stuff but he was
in a daze for most of it.
“I was two years in disbelief,” he
says, “Endless what-ifs and buts and
maybes. It starts to drive you mad in
the end and there just came a stage
where it had to finish. It was his second year anniversary mass and the
priest just said it aloud at the altar –
‘Niall Donohue’s second anniversary
mass’ – and it took until then for my
trail of thought to change, to accept it
happened and start moving the other
way a bit. It took a full two years.
“You just have all these questions.
Why? Why me? Why my father? Why
my sister? Why us again. Why did my
mother die? The scenarios just go on
and on, beyond normality. You think
when your mother dies with three
young kids, you don’t think it is going
to get any worse for you.
“I was young, a bit naïve to life. You
think you have had your fair share and
then something like this happens and
you are left sitting there. Life comes to
a standstill and you are left to deal
with it. Nothing else matters – money,
work, nothing. We get so caught up in
the other things, that mean nothing.”
A few weeks after he died, Kilbeacanty had a junior final to play, a game
that had been postponed due to his
death. Justin Fahey fielded calls the
week of the game telling him he
should pull the team out, that they had
no business hurling when such a
pitch-black cloud was sitting on the
parish. He couldn’t do it. They’d lost
enough already.
“That game was the one thing that
brought the community together,”
says Fahey. “Francie came to that
match. Shane played in it. His cousin
played in it. It was only three weeks after the funeral and it just brought everything back together.
“We had to play that match. If we
didn’t play it, we might as well have
folded in altogether. We were beaten
in the match but that day did so much
more for us. You look for a meaning in
life but the one thing that brought us

back together was sport.”
The winter was exactly as bleak and
empty as you’d imagine. Francie is a
self-employed plumber but he
couldn’t bring himself to open the toolbox for the rest of the year. They were
barely able to move out of the house.
“You lose interest in life,” says Francie. “I had no interest in anything for
three months. I wouldn’t even go to
the pub for a pint. I used to go two
nights a week, down for the chat as
much as the drink.
“It takes time, you recover bit by bit.
I found it was important to keep involved with the public, try to get out as
much as you can even though it’s not
easy.
“People would be avoiding you. I remember being in the pub one night,
there was something on, and people
were afraid to talk to me. They were
afraid to approach me, what to say.
You wouldn’t blame them.”

Role-model

When Conor Whelan had his turn at
the Tony Forristal under-14 tournament, he rang his mother one of the
days in bad form. He was brilliant for
his club Kinvara but was stuck on the
bench for Galway. “Don’t worry,” Caroline Whelan said. “Sure Niall was a
sub when he played in it.”
All his hurling life, Whelan saw the
path to the top laid out for him by the
footsteps of his cousin. There were six
years between them. His mother and
Niall’s mother were sisters. Anything
Niall had, Conor wanted. Everything
Niall was, Conor wanted to be.
“I would bring up a jersey to their
house and swap it for his one. I’d be
wearing the number five jersey
around as if it was my own. I’d be taking a hurl off him past its sell-by date
and it would just be an honour to have
it. So he was really a role-model for me
and someone who I aspired to be like.
It was massive for me to have someone
like that in my life. I was awful young
at the time.
“I carry his legacy and traits with
me and I’d try to bring them with me
every time I’m out there. I have no
doubt that in that first Sunday in September he was smiling down. It was
emotional. He could have been there,
in the prime of his life. Something I always dreamed of growing up watching him play with Galway was to get
the honour of playing alongside him.
It’s an awful pity that never came to
be.”
This year’s final wasn’t the first
time they’d been back, of course. Be-

■ Galway senior

hurling team captain
David Burke; Justin
Fahy, chairman of the
Kilbeacanty club;
Shane Donohue,
Niall’s brother;
Galway senior hurler
Conor Whelan, a
cousin of Niall’s, and
Francie Donohue,
Niall’s father.
PHOTOGRAPH: JOE
O’SHAUGHNESSY

fore the 2015 decider, Francie was
talking to Conor’s mother outside
Croke Park. Conor was 18 years old,
starting an All-Ireland final a month
short of Niall’s second anniversary.
They couldn’t but dream of what
might have been.
“Imagine Niall driving a ball into
Conor and Conor sticking it in the
net,” Francie said. “If Mícheál Ó Muircheartaigh could get a hold of it he’d
do a great job of it.”
When David Burke was made Galway captain at the start of 2016, he
made himself two promises, one general, one specific. In general, he wanted to make sure that the Galway dressing-room he led was going to be a
place where players talked more to
each other. Actual conversations, not
the same old ding-dong on social media.
“I definitely wanted to look at this
thing of WhatsApp groups and, you
know, are we just communicating for
the sake of it? This year, definitely the
older lads in the team were sitting
down with lads and just talking to
them. No matter what it was about –
work, home, family, anything. Just
talking to them about something.
Doesn’t have to be about a match.
“They might be feeling down about
their form, whatever. Because that’s
the biggest thing for a GAA player – if
they’re not performing well, they’ll eat
themselves. So it was just for the older
lads to have a chat, whether it was eating dinner after training or even just
in the shower. That’s the sort of thing
that has been developing now but looking back now it would eat you that we
didn’t do it before.

Drivingfactor

“If you take any player at that top level, the worst thing we do is scrutinise
ourselves so heavily. We give ourselves far worse scrutiny than anyone
else does. And that’s the biggest problem we have, guys are not building up
enough confidence in themselves. I
would say that was a thing with Niall.
He knew himself that he was good
enough for the top level and that maybe he wasn’t performing that well and
it could have been eating him up inside.”
The second thing, Burke kept to
himself. He promised that if they ever
won an All-Ireland and he ever got to
make a winner’s speech, Niall Donohue’s name would ring out.
“When we won the league and the
Leinster this year, I didn’t want to mention him in those speeches because

you win them, you move on and the
year is not over yet. You thank whoever at that stage but you move on. I
wanted to do it in an All-Ireland
speech. It was something that I felt I
had to do, for Kilbeacanty, for his club
for his family, for everyone who would
have known him.
“I always had this thing written
down as well that if we ever won Liam
MacCarthy, in the weeks after I would
bring it up to the house. That was a
driving factor for me. They deserve
that, that it be brought into the house.
When we lost games in 2015 or 2016, it
would be eating away at you a small
bit. You’d have it in your head that,

‘‘

His whole legacy rubbed
off on the team. I know
David Burke was up there
the night before the
All-Ireland and left two
sliotars by the graveside

‘Well, I’ll call up to Francie sometime.’
But you don’t want to call up without
the cup.”
A few weeks ago, around the time of
Niall’s fourth anniversary, on what
would have been his 27th birthday in
fact, Conor Whelan took the Liam
MacCarthy cup and went up to the
grave in Rakerin cemetery. On a mild
October day, he stood at his cousin’s
side and thought about life and death
and the ruined possibilities buried
there in the ground.
“It was emotional enough,” he says.
“I couldn’t help reflecting on what
might have been. I brought the Bob
O’Keeffe Cup up as well and the last
time we won that he was on the team.
That kind of hammered it home, really. His whole legacy rubbed off on the
team. I know David Burke was up
there the night before the All-Ireland
and left two sliotars by the graveside.
Then went out the next day and gave
an exhibition.”
What they’d give to have Niall back,
giving that exhibition himself. Or not
giving it, whatever. Just here, a person
in the world. A hurler if he wanted to
be, something else if he didn’t.
Here. Alive. Here.
They’d give everything.

THE IRISH TIMES irishtimes.com

Sports
Monday

Monday,August7,2017

EditorMalachyLogan Phone01-6758366 emailsports@irishtimes.com

Neymar intent on
being the best-paid
KenEarly:page 5

Championship 2017 All-Ireland SHC semi-final

New Irish are
making their mark
SorchaPollak: page10
Gaelic Games All-Ireland SFC

Mayocan
getitright
thistime
Malachy Clerkin
Young Roscommon
side will relish
another crack at
neighbours in
headquarters
Quarter-final replay
Roscommon
v Mayo
Croke Park, 2pm
Live on RTÉ 2

Canning’smagicmoment
Malachy Clerkin
atCroke Park

Galway’s talisman
breaks Tipperary
hearts with majestic
last-gasp winning
point
Here he comes, the loping man.
Trotting into the scene unnoticed like a rubber-necker at a
bank job, sniffing around the
Tipperary clearance from his injury-time free.
The day has been an odd one
for Joe Canning. Anonymous
for the first half-hour, to the
point where there was loose
muttering over what his fate
might be if he wasn’t who he is.
Luminous from that point on
though, whipping points from
all angles and distances.

And finally, here he is. The
game is essentially done now,
as James Barry’s clearance
drops in midfield and the whistles bounce off the horseshoe
roof over the 68,184 crowd.
Galway and Tipp have played
out another afternoon of improbable melodrama in Croke
Park and as Johnny Coen collects the break out around midfield, the sides are level for the
13th time.
Galway have, it’s fair to say,
been the better side. Tipp have
hung on in there through a series of cameos – some wizardry
from Bubbles O’Dwyer here,
some totemic clutching of the
nettle from Pádraic Maher
there.
That star power ability to conjure something out of nowhere
is the boxer’s punch for Tipperary, the last thing they’ll lose.
And here it looks like it has
bought them a replay, thanks in
part to Galway missing a handful of second-half goal chances.
As Coen fastens onto the
ball, Canning is insinuating his
way into the general area, making it his business. No other Galway player has scored for 20
minutes now. Canning has
missed four frees and a sideline
across the day but in this clos-

ing spell he has been outrageous, landing a couple of
points from play, planting both
a 65 and a free from 90 metres.
Tipp have been hanging on –
the last three equalising points
have been theirs. They’ve had
to be.

each other in waves here, Galway to the fore early on, Tipp
leapfrogging them for a bit
once they got their bearings. Occasionally you got the sense
that one of them would break
free but no sooner had we
thought it than we thought better of it.
“There was literally nothing
Swing
So when Coen makes ground in it,” said Tipp manager Mick
up the right sideline and turns Ryan afterwards “What a fanin hope of support, his eyes
must light up when he sees Canning’s white helmet hove into
view. He dishes it back and Canning, standing 48 metres out
and a hurley’s length in from
the Cusack Stand sideline, has Galway and Tipperary
time only to catch, plant his left were level 13 times during
foot and swing.
yesterday’s semi-final
Niall O’Meara gets to within at Croke Park
a foot of blocking him down,
Noel
McGrath
jumps
Schmeichel-style in front of tastic score Joe Canning pulled
him but neither makes an im- off at the end. It was fantastic.
pression. The strike is pure as He is a heart-breaker. It is not
hillside water and as the ball his first time.
“I suppose I have the benefit
drops over the bar, the clock
ticks 74:00. Galway 0-22 Tip- of being around a long time lads
and I’ve been on the receiving
perary 1-18. Bedlam.
They’re Thelma and Louise end of this quite a bit. You come
at this stage, Galway and Tipp. and you do your best and that’s
They took each other by the all you can do. Nobody knows
hand again here and careered the results of these games beoff into the unknown, unable to cause other than that we
let each other go. They came at wouldn’t be as passionate
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about it, it wouldn’t mean as
much to any of us.
“Our boys put their lives and
souls into this. They really, really did their best. You can only
come up and do your best and it
didn’t work out. We were beaten by a really, really good Galway team and that shouldn’t be
any surprise to anybody. They
are a quality side.”
That they are.

■ Galway’s Joe Canning
scores the winning point
despite the best efforts of
Tipperary’s Noel McGrath
and Niall O’Meara.
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seemed to stir at all. He split the
posts with the resultant sideline
cut from all of 50 metres and
from that point on, he was divine.
So now. Galway head to anDodgem
Galway dazzled in flashes here, other final, looking to end a famwith Conor Whelan in ine that’s lasted 29 years. They
pick-pocket form and Gearóid will have Cork or they will have
McInerney obdurate to the end. Waterford and one way or anThough the Cooney cousins other, they will have a battle.
weren’t as all-singing as in the But as long as they have the lopLeinster final, they still chipped ing man in the white helmet,
in their share. And Johnny nothing will seem impossible.
Glynn was a thoroughly useful
dodgem when he came on.
But when it mattered, it was
Canning that mattered. After
not taking a shot from play in ■ Canningstandstalltoget
the Leinster final, he waited unGalwayovertheline
til just before the break for his
–NickyEnglish
first one here.
In fact, he was a listless pres- ■ Galwayend
Tipperary’s
ence for most of that opening
doubledream
half and it was only when he
threw a tectonic shoulder that
–SeánMoran
sent Michael Breen over the
■
Post-match
sideline in front of the Tipp
reaction
bench on 34 minutes that he

Inside: page 3

Now they know it’s possible
to play their more vaunted
neighbours and not lose, they
can attack the replay unburdened of the shadow of beatings past. If they can play with
freedom at the exact time that
Mayo are looking decidedly unfree, they have access to an energy that must be depleted in
their opponents.
The question is, do they
have the players?
Fluke
Mayo shut down their best one
with worrying ease last weekend. The first Rossie goal was
a fluke, the second was nearly
saved. Everything went their
way in the opening period and
still they couldn’t suck the challenge out of Mayo.
How can they do it better,
now that Mayo have had their
warning?
Enda Smith was challenged
publicly by Kevin McStay after
the game last week, which
would lead you to imagine
they will persist with him at
midfield and tell him he has no

The psychology of this one will
be interesting to watch.
Mayo have no shortage of recent replay experience but for
all that they’ve gone out on
their shields against Dublin
and Kerry over the past three
years, the fact remains that
they lost all three.
Roscommon lost their one
replay last year as well, going
down meekly after the drawn
Connacht final. As to the question, therefore, of who takes
best to the peculiar test of a rematch, there’s no body of
work on either side to point to.
Unless and until they prove
otherwise, Mayo look like a
team whose rivets are popping and whose creases have
steam coming out the side.
Look around the rest of the
championship and contenders are picking pretenders out
of their teeth with half-inter- ■ Lee Keegan: sure to be a
ested ease.
pivotal figure for Mayo at
Croke Park today
Sustained
The Mayo team who were able
to put pedal to metal and burn option but to outplay Lee
off a lesser side with a sus- Keegan. No small job, sure.
tained 15-minute burst hasn’t But if they do anything else,
been seen now for a couple of they’re essentially admitting
years. Though this would be a they don’t think he’s up to it.
fine time for them to reap- Not the message they want to
pear, it’s difficult to see it.
send, surely.
The talk over the past few
In the end, Mayo have
days is of inevitable niggles earned the right to be favourheading into the fifth game in ites and to be backed as such.
six weeks. Tom Parsons is car- They’re not firing but they’re
rying a hamstring, Lee not losing either. They might
Keegan a bad blister, Seamie not go too many more stops
O’Shea a strain.
along the line this summer but
But beyond the general bod- they can make it past this one.
ily depreciation, it’s hard to ignore the mental toll all of this ROSCOMMON:CLavin;SMcDermott,J
must be having on them. What McManus,DMurray;NMcInerney,SMullooly,
they wouldn’t give for one BStack;FCregg,ESmith;TO’Rourke,C
straight-forward afternoon’s Connolly,CDevaney;CMurtagh,DMurtagh,N
Kilroy.
work, one thoroughly MAYO:DClarke;BHarrison,GCafferkey,K
Higgins;CBoyle,CBarrett,PDurcan;L
non-epic day.
Roscommon will fancy eve- Keegan,SO’Shea;K McLoughlin,AO’Shea,D
O’Connor;JDoherty,CO’Connor,AMoran.
ry inch of this. The major hur- Referee:AnthonyNolan(Wicklow)
dle they had to jump the first Verdict:Mayo
day out was giving a game to a
team they never give a game to
Championship 2017
– they’d lost seven games in a
Quarter-final match
row to Mayo before last Saturreports and reaction:
day.
pages 2 and 4

Athletics IAAF World Championships

Boltno-showallowsGatlinclaim100mvictoryifnotkudos
Ian O’Riordan
inLondon

Cacophony of booing
reminds American
that public hadn’t
forgotten his
doping past
Not since the Royal Albert Hall
booed Bob Dylan for going electric has the London crowd
sounded so mixed up in their

confusion. History best judges
these moments anyway and for
Justin Gatlin maybe the jury
should still be out on this one.
Because everything about
Gatlin’s shock victory over Usain Bolt inside the Olympic Stadium on Saturday night was
read out like a death sentence
to the sport, and given Gatlin’s
two doping bans in the past –
plus his age-defying 35-year leg
speed – perhaps deservedly so.
Yesterday evening’s 100m
medal ceremony was also
moved to the start of the event
programme to spare the American a similar cacophony of booing, although it did nothing to
quiet the air of scepticism. Why
– and how – was Gatlin still running on this stage, for all the
so-called cleansing within the
sport?
Only what wasn’t so quickly
judged was why the fastest man

who has ever run this earth suddenly found himself run into
third place. It was Bolt’s first
loss in a major championship in
nine years, his 9.95 seconds the
slowest of his championship
times, and even if a few weeks
shy of 31, marks a sudden decline for the once unbeatable Jamaican.
Farwellparty
If anything Gatlin, who won in
9.92, didn’t ruin Bolt’s farewell
party; Bolt was more like a
no-show. And somewhere
against the backdrop of the
hero-villain, the showdown between the truth and the lies, all
of that appeared to be lost on
the London crowd – and maybe
some other things too.
These points were put before
Gatlin and Bolt afterwards,
both men sitting calmly at the
press conference along with the

21-year-old American Christian
Coleman, who had won silver in
9.94. Bolt had, remember, only
won this title the last time by .01
ahead of Gatlin, in 2015, and his
reaction time here (.183) was
his slowest ever in a global final.
Although it never turned
into a finger-pointing exercise,
perhaps for fear they might
soon be pointing at themselves.
“For me, over the years, I’ve
always said listen, ‘he’s done his
time’”, Bolt said of Gatlin. “And
if he’s here, that means it’s
okay. I’ve always respected him
as a competitor, over the years.
He’s worked hard, I’ve always
said that. He’s one of the best
competitors I’ve competed
with. I know that if I don’t show
up he’s always going to win, and
tonight he showed up, was the
better man, executed well, so
for me he deserved to be here.”
Gatlin then returned the

matters to me.
“It’s kind of sad that my boos
were a little louder than most
peoples’ cheers. But I want to
keep it classy. At the end of the
race, I bent a knee for Usain,
paid homage to him. And this
night is still a magical night for
track and field, for Usain Bolt.”

■ Usain Bolt embraces Justin

Gatlin after the 100m final in
London

compliment to Bolt: “I can understand the rivalry. But it’s not
a bitter rivalry. I respect the
man utmost, and every time we
come across the finish line I’ve
shaken his hand, given him a
hug, and told him congratulations. And that’s really all that

Dopingtest
Gatlin last won this title in Helsinki back in 2005, and kept it
too despite failing a second doping test a year later, then
banned from 2006-2010. His
first case is still considered minor, when in 2001, aged 19, he
tested positive for amphetamine, attributed to a prescription medication Adderall that
Gatlin had been taking since he
was nine, and he served a provisional suspension of just under
a year.
So Gatlin may not be dirtiest

athlete in the sport, although
has certainly found himself
painted that way. Some 31 athletes are also competing in London having previously served
doping bans; not one other has
been subjected to booing.
“I really don’t need to understand,” said Gatlin. “I didn’t get
booed in 2010, I didn’t get no
boos in ’11. I didn’t get no boos
in ’12 - ’12 was here. I didn’t get
no boos in ’13, ’14 or ’15.
“But here’s my question to
you: what do I do that makes me
the bad boy? Do I talk bad about
anybody? Do I give bad gestures? I don’t. I shake every athlete’s hand. I congratulate
them. I tell them good luck.
“That don’t sound like the
trait of a bad boy to me. It just
seems to me the media want to
sensationalise, and make me
the bad boy, because Usain is a
hero. And that’s fine. I know

you’ve got to have a black cat
and a white cat, but guys, come
on.”
Bolt’s response to the question of Gatlin’s winning time being the slowest since 2003, and
that 100m times across the
board this season were slower,
was also telling.
“There’s something called injury, and sometimes everything
don’t go as smoothly as you
want to, there’s negative wind.
There’s so much different
things. So to just directly say
something or state something
to all three of us like that I take
that disrespectfully, you know
what I mean?”
And with that the hero and
the villain seemed one and the
same.

Athletics

Barr relieved to get one
more chance: page 7
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Memorabilia

Insightinto
halcyon
GAAdays
Malachy
Clerkin
Formerstarsresponded
tosimplerequestfrom
12-year-old Leitrim
schoolboythroughout1960s

The autograph book on Tony Daly’s kitchen table is small and thick and rectangular
and there’s the give of a medium-cooked
steak in it when you press down on the
years contained within. It was bought in an
O’Brien’s of Sligo, some time in probably
1960.
Scrawled along the top of the first inside
page is the claim of ownership, an important declaration when you’re 12: “Anthony, Eamon + Judy.” Eamon is Tony’s twin
brother. Judy was the cat.
Turn the page and an unmistakable set
jaw and hooded eyeline stares back. The
headshot is affixed to a small 2x4-inch
piece of card and the sticky tape holding it
to the page has been yellowed and loosed
by the decades. The blue ink underneath is
smudged a little here and there but the
flourish and style of the signature fairly
sings from the page even now.
Fifty-seven years after a 12-year-old boy
from Leitrim sent him a stamped addressed envelope out of the blue, Christy
Ring’s autograph is clear as the day he replied.
Daly is a retired schoolteacher these
days, living just in off the seafront on the
Howth Road in Dublin. But he began his
days in a GAA-mad household in Convent
Avenue, Drumshambo, Co Leitrim. His father brought him and Eamon to games everywhere, within the county and without.
Bewitched by it all, they hit on the wheeze
of writing to some of the names they saw in
the paper and heard on the radio to see
would they write back.
“What we used to do was write a letter
to, say, Kevin Heffernan saying how great
we thought he was. At the time, it was all radio and photographs in the paper. We never actually saw most of these men playing.
“So what we did was get a little plain
postcard, cut a photograph out of a newspaper and paste it onto the postcard. Write
the little letter and put a stamped addressed envelope along with it and then
send it off to the secretary of Dublin GAA
or whatever else. So, Kevin Heffernan, c/o
The County Secretary, Dublin GAA. We
wouldn’t know any addresses – there
wasn’t even phonebooks at the time. A
stamp at that time was four pence.

Excitement

“We’d be giving them a week, say, and
from that point on, we’d be waiting at the
bottom of the stairs before going to school,
hoping there’d be something in the post
for us. That was the excitement of it all for
us. Then when we went to boarding school
in Cavan, we kept it up at holiday time. So
I’d say we did it between the ages of 12 and
14, maybe 15. Basically from about 1960 to
1963. It was a great period for GAA
teams.”
Some of them, he never heard from
again. Some, like the great Ring, signed
the card and posted the envelope back.
Some, like Kerry’s Johnny Culloty scribbled a couple of lines on the back. And occasionally, they hit the mother lode and a
handwritten letter would come in the post
along with their little postcard signed. Heffernan was one of those.
“Dear Anthony,” Heffo wrote in pristine
handwriting on April 2nd 1961.
“I write to thank you for your very nice
letter and to apologise for not writing long
ago. Unfortunately I misplaced your letter
among my papers shortly after I received
and it and only discovered it recently. I was
unable to write in the meantime as I had
not memorised your address.
“It is very good to read that you are interested in football and hurling and although
you have not said so I am sure you must be
a player yourself. Nearly all the Leitrim
team are friends of mine and if you follow
in the footsteps and example of players
like Packie McGarty, Larry Hayden and
Cathal Flynn, I’m sure I will one day see
you in your county colours in Croke Park.
“But you should remember that to be a
first-class player you should practice hard
and often, always do your best even when a
game goes against you and in particular, always play the game sportingly.
“I am returning your photograph to you
and as you seem to be an autograph collector I am enclosing the signatures of some
of the Dublin players. In case you cannot
read them, they are Johnny Joyce, Ollie
Freaney, Paddy Farnon, Paddy O’Flaherty, Mickey Whelan and Cathal
O’Leary.

Thefrontofthat
postcardfrom
PhilStuart

“I thank you again for your letter and
wish you many enjoyable hours of football.
“God bless, Kevin Heffernan.”
Daly went on to teach in Ard Scoil Rís on
Griffith Avenue for 40 years after leaving
Leitrim and was a social member of St Vincent’s in his time. He came into Heffernan’s orbit here and there along the way
and once summoned up the gumption to
tell Heffo that he’d written him a letter
when he was a kid.
“On one occasion, he was up at the bar
and I went over to him and got talking to
him. and I said, ‘When I was only a garsún
Kevin, you wrote me a letter’. And sure nobody ever really got to know Kevin and if
you got a grunt out of him in person you
were doing well. So for him to do that, to
write me a letter and to go and get the autographs of some of the rest of the Dublin
team for me was marvellous.”
The autograph book is a treasure. The
purest gold. Hurlers and footballers from
all across the country, no age themselves
but happy to make a 12-year-old’s day.
Tom Cheasty of Waterford, Tony Wall of
Tipperary, the great Seán Purcell. Charlie
Wren from Offaly sent him a team photo
from the 1960 All-Ireland semi-final
against Down.
That Down team were his idols, the sun,
moon and stars. When they won the 1968
All-Ireland, he was in UCD and made it his
business to go to every Down game from
the first round of Ulster to the final in
Croke Park. That love was born at the start
of the decade, fed by correspondence from
the gods.
Goalkeeper Eamon McKay sent him a
letter thanking him for enclosing a stamp
but saying it hadn’t been necessary.
“It is nice to know someone thinks I am
the number one goalkeeper in Ireland but
maybe others would not think so,” wrote
McKay. James and Dan McCartan replied,
including a colour photo of the Down team
that won their first All-Ireland in 1960.

AnotefromDanandJames
McCartanofDown

Directmethods

The immortal Sean O’Neill wrote him a
note saying: “You are a man of direct methods and I like that.”
For a 12-year-old in Leitrim in 1962, it
was like a compliment landing from the
dark side of the moon.
Incredibly, some of them wrote more
than once. The great Jimmy Doyle of Tipperary sent him two letters and followed
up with a Christmas card. One of the letters was three pages long and from the
opening line you get an idea of what a
young man he was at the time – still in his
early 20s – but also what a luminous star he
was already.
“Dear Anthony. First of all I must ask
you to excuse my writing to you in pencil
but this is my fourth letter tonight and my
pen has run out. Enclosed is your photo. I
hope you like it. That is Daddy in it with
me.
“Sorry it could not be sooner but we
were very busy for Xmas. Thank you for
the photograph of yourself – is that your
twin with you? He is not very like you. I
have one brother, Paddy, and he was in our
minor team a few years ago. I have three
sisters and a lovely sheepdog named ‘Pal’
and I had a budgie...”
Onwards. More and more names from
more and more places. Kevin Behan of
Louth. Dennis Heaslip of Kilkenny. John
Dowling, Offaly. Jim McKeever, Derry.
Liam Devaney, Tipp. Patsy Breen of Derry,
from his hospital bed in the Mater.
Offaly’s Har Donnelly – “Delighted to
get your letter, didn’t know I was that
good.” Martin Newell of Galway – “I’m
sure you overrate my ability. The best of
Galway luck, we always had more than
Leitrim!”
Derry’s Phil Stuart wrote three times, including a postcard from Barcelona when
he was on holidays. “Nothing to compare
to it other than an All-Ireland final!”
Yarn upon yarn, life upon life, all laid out
on Tony Daly’s kitchen table in a little book
nearly six decades old. It won’t be there for
long, though. In the coming weeks, he will
hand it over to the GAA who are going to
make it an exhibit in the Croke Park museum.
And his brother’s book? Well that’s another story.
“Eamon had one the very same as mine.
He wouldn’t have had as many sporting
ones. He was big into music so he would
have had a lot of music autographs in his.
But he had a girlfriend at one time – this
would have been in the late 60s in UCD.
And the brother of the girlfriend wanted to
see the autograph book. He gave her the
autograph book to show the brother and
he never got it back.
“To this day, he cries about it. He never
got it back. It’s lost, gone forever. Oh Eamon, even still – I couldn’t even mention it
to him. You can nearly see the tears coming to him. It’s not like him – you wouldn’t
be asking Eamon for the loan of an album,
even. When he never got his back, I took
even tighter care of mine. And as the years
passed, I wondered what to do with it. So it
will be brilliant to have it in the museum.
Why would it be sitting here when it could
be there?”
Look after it, lads. The 12-year-old boy
in all of us insists that you do.

Theautographs
ofCork’sChristy
Ringand
Kerry’sJohnny
Culloty

Jimmy
Doyleof
Tipperary
andJim
McKeever
ofDerry

“Pleasesayalittle
prayerformeon
Sunday.Ihavetomark
MickO’Connell”
-TheinsideofthatletterfromPhilStuart

