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STEPHEN
HAS GOT
A GOOD
PEDIGREE
n David COUGHLAN

MATT DOHERTY is looking forward to sampling
football the Stephen
Kenny way when international action finally
returns.
Kenny (below) will take
charge for Ireland’s
European Championship
play-off against Slovakia
and Doherty has been
impressed with what he’s
seen from the Dubliner’s
high-flying Under-21
side.
“Hopefully he does a
great job for us. We all
want to qualify,” says
Doherty.
“I know he’s done a
OMMENT
fantastic job for the 21s
and in the League of
@thestar.ie
Ireland, so I’m looking
forward to working with
him.
“I didn’t see much of
his Dundalk team, but I
know they’ve been quite
dominant, so he was
obviously doing a good
job there.”

GHLAN
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d
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WORLD AT HIS FEET:
Wolves and Ireland
star Matt Doherty is at
the peak of his powers
for club and country;
(far left) after scoring
the winning goal
against Manchester
City at Molineux
earlier this season
and (middle) with
Wolves boss Nuno
Espirito Santo

SLOW living. This is life in
the Premier League now.

Matt Doherty should be preparing for the visit of Everton to
Molineux this afternoon.
He should be bang in the middle of that manic period of the
season where titles are won and
lost, heroes and villains are
made.
He should be starting to think
about tickets to the Europa
League final in Gdansk for his
family.
Instead, he’s at home like
everyone else.
“We have two kids here, so I
guess we’re occupied for a lot of
the time,” he says.
“Two-and-a-half and oneand-a-half. So they’re at the
stage where they can open
doors, get down the stairs, so
you’ve got to keep an eye on
them all the time.
“You kind of get yourself into
a bit of a routine daily, even it’s
the smallest routine, just to keep
a bit of structure in your
day.
“You’re so used to having a
routine with training, so it’s
different, but I’m surviving, it’s
not much of a problem.”
Doherty has been a standout
star in another standout season
for Wolves.
The Swords native celebrated
his 250th appearance for the
Old Gold with a precious goal in
a 3-2 win at Tottenham last
month.
Was it really just last month?
Wolves were in sixth, two
points off a Champions League
spot (if Manchester City’s ban is
upheld) and in the last-16 of the
Europa League when the season
was put on ice.
Now there’s only uncertainty.
“You don’t know. You don’t
even have a date of when you’re
going to return,” says the
28-year-old.

Doherty scored against
Denmark at the Aviva in
the 1-1 draw last
November that sent
Ireland into the play-offs
for next year’s reschedExciting
uledCOMMENT
Euros.
“You don’t have a date of when
And he believes the
you can really leave the house
signs were positive
ve.coughlan@thestar.ie
properly.
against the Danes.
“So it is difficult to look for“That was a difficult
ward, but I know it will finish at
night because we didn’t
some point, hopefully it’s not
qualify, but performancetoo long.
wise I was happy with my
“It was looking very exciting
performance and happy
with nine games to go in the
with the team’s perforleague, but when we get back
mance,” he says.
playing that excitement won’t
“I think it was a posibe there because there won’t be
tive night for Irish
any fans in the stadiums.
football even though we
“There
won’t
be
any
didn’t qualify.
atmosphere.
“I was able to move on
“Health comes first and whenquickly because I had
ever we do get back out there we
to.
“That was a Tuesday
just have to make sure that,
night and we had a game
even though it will be different,
COMMENT
on the Saturday. Once
we still have to do the job and
you’re back over here
stay professional.”
dave.coughlan@thestar.ie
your attention turns to
He knows from experience.
the other part of your job
Wolves’ last game was the 1-1
which is club football.”
draw with Olympiacos played in
an empty stadium near Athens
just before the shutters came
down on sport worldwide in
March.
For now the hustle and bustle
of Super Sunday has become
just a walk in the park with
partner Nikkea and daughters
Nya and Sia.
Match of the Day has been
replaced by online quiz night
with his family in Swords.
“I think my sister Rachel won
the last one after a play-off,
she’d be the smartest one,” he
says, risking recriminations
from his other four sisters and
one brother — not to mention
his parents Tom and Joni.
Family and faith have played a
big part in his rise to the top.
“Our whole family are Born
Again Christians. That is
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under Mick McCarthy, before a
couple of brief loan spells at
Hibs and Bury.
Since then, he’s been everpresent throughout Wolves’
rise from League One to
European football.
If the surroundings have
changed, Doherty’s drive
hasn’t.
“It’s not changed my attitude.
I’ve always had the same attiLongest
tude, always want to go as far
“I still do little bits and pieces as you possibly can,” he
here and there for myself. I says.
believe in it, so I still carry out
“All the players have changed,
some parts of it.”
except for me — I know Conor
Doherty is the longest-serv- Coady has been here for a while
ing member of the current also.
Wolves squad — having been at
“I’m the only one who has
the club through eight differ- been here since the League One
ent managers and a change of days and still contributing,
ownership.
still playing, not just here.
He made his debut dave.coughlan@thestar.ie
against
“I’m not in the stands, I’m not
Doncaster way back in 2011 part of the squad and they
something as a family we
believe in and carry forward,”
he says.
“It’s definitely something that
I go back to and lean on in a lot
of situations.
“I don’t get to practice it that
often. My dad does all the practicing back home with the
family. So whenever I’m back
home I jump back into it.

can’t get rid of me, I’m actually
playing games.
“That fills me with great
pride.”
The story of his move to
England is the stuff of comic
books.
Doherty had 15 unsuccessful
trials across the water and was
in the reserves at Bohemians
before his sliding doors moment
came in July 2010.
McCarthy brought Wolves to
Dalymount for a pre-season
friendly as part of the Stephen
Ward deal a year earlier and
Pat Fenlon threw Doherty into
a makeshift side.
Wolves scout Willie Byrne
and McCarthy liked what they
saw and a few weeks later he
was at Molineux.
He’s never looked back.
“It was something like 15 trials, but I never really performed
that well when I was over
there,” he says. “It wasn’t a
huge surprise that I didn’t go
away based on my actual trials.
I just didn’t perform, the
standard and the pace of it.
“That probably worked in my
favour when I went over at 18

David COUGHLAN
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(to Wolves), my body was
sharper to the speed of things.”
It was another ex-Belvedere
defender Leigh Swords missing out on the famous
pre-season friendly with injury, which opened the door for
Doherty.
“I haven’t (ever discussed it
with him),” he says.
“You lose contact over time.
Leigh Swords at the time was
probably one of the best rightbacks in the country.

Flukey

“I was half a centre-back at
the time, it was all a bit
flukey.”
10 years ago he was working
for €200-a-week for his dad at
the family carpet cleaning
business.
Last year he signed a new
four-year deal at Wolves
believed to be worth in the
region of €55,000 a week.
“It just matured me really.
Made me realise what hard
work was. And what I didn’t
want to do,” he says.
“Probably made me realise
the path that I wanted to take.
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NATIONAL PRIDE: Doherty
heads home for a late
equaliser in last year’s Euro
2020 qualifier draw against
Denmark at the Aviva Stadium

Byrne
recalls
Matt’s
magic
n David COUGHLAN

‘Working for my dad
made me knuckle
down and mature’

AND GOLD
Matt Doherty on faith,
family and football
I know the opportunity I got
was kind of by fluke or by
chance, but I guess the work I
had done with my dad made me
knuckle down when I came
across and really grasp the
opportunity I was given.”
His dad Tom has been filling
him in on what to expect from
new Ireland manager Stephen
Kenny.
“My dad is from Sligo, a big
Sligo Rovers fan, always has
been,” he says. “He did say that
the teams that Stephen Kenny
has had play good football,
attacking football. I trust my
dad’s opinion on it.”
Doherty’s mother Joni is
Dutch and when he was being
overlooked by Martin O’Neill
there was a suggestion he
might
declare
for
the
Netherlands.

“I wasn’t playing for Ireland
at the time, so I doubt I was
going to play for Holland at the
time,” he says, laughing.
His time in green under
O’Neill was limited and their
relationship strained at times.
There has been no contact
with O’Neill since the heated
phone call following the
Derryman’s exit from the
Ireland job.
“No, nothing,” he says.
“Those days are long gone. I
think everyone has moved on
and is living their life
peacefully.”
He cut a much happier figure
under McCarthy and Kenny
has already indicated that
Doherty will be a key part of
his new-look Ireland side.
Under Nuno Espirito Santo
at Wolves, the 28-year-old has

blossomed into one of
the Premier League’s
most
p o t e nt
wing-backs.
Before lockdown he’d hit the
net eight times for his club this
season, scoring in the league
and in Europe.
He can see similarities with
the camaraderie in both the
Ireland and Wolves camps.
“Very similar. There’s no egos
in either dressing room.
Nobody is big time or anything
like that,” he says.

Humour

Humour plays a big part for
both squads.
“(At Wolves) Romain Saiss
cut my socks, so what I did was
I cut into his boxers,” he says.
“He told me that he was driving home, when he felt
something didn’t feel right. So
he pulled over and checked his
boxers and there was a big hole
in the middle of them.
“That’s the type of thing that
happens. If something gets
done to you, you always have to
try and think of getting one
back.

“Somebody with Ireland put
loads of sweets and chocolate
bars in my bed. So when I went
to bed, I found all this under
the covers.
“I thought I’d got rid of it all,
and then as I was falling asleep
I found a load of Jaffa Cakes
under the pillows.
“I never found out who that
was…”
Doherty shed nearly a stone
after Santo joined the club and
went pescatarian as part of a
new fitness regime.
Gone are the sweets and fizzy
drinks. Gone too are trips to
his favourite chipper back in
Swords.
“The Fingal. I used to eat
there every Sunday. When I
was growing up, that’s where
everyone in the estate, everybody I’d know would go there,”
he says.
As the top performing Irish
player in the Premier League
for the last two seasons, he can
also now stake the claim as the
most famous Swords person
around.
More famous than Ed Byrne,
Kieran Duff, Paul Flynn,

FORMER Wolves scout
Willie Byrne remembers
the night that Matt
Doherty’s life changed
forever.
Doherty had yet to play
a senior game for Bohs
when he was drafted into
the side to face Wolves
in a pre-season friendly.
“It was a Saturday night
in Dalymount. Mick had
the first team over as
promised,” says Byrne.
“That was part of the
deal when they signed
Wardy (Stephen Ward)
the previous year.
“Matt played his first
game for Pat Fenlon in
the first team and did
remarkably well on the
night.
“Mick liked him, had
him over and the rest is
history!”
Byrne paid tribute to
current Wolves boss
Nuno Espirito Santo for
bringing Doherty’s game
to the next level.
“Nuno has been a huge
influence on Matt by
switching him from a
basic right-back to a
wing-back,” says Byrne.

Side

“Nuno would be a disciplinarian and he’s
disciplined Matt as he’s
disciplined the side.
“His performances
have been phenomenal.
He’s flying in the opponent’s half as well as in
defence.
“Wolves play very
attractive football, you’d
pay to watch this Wolves
side and Matt Doherty is
a huge part of that.”
Doherty began his footballing education at
Sinéad Finnegan and Kodaline
Swords Celtic at an early
combined.
age, before moving on to
Even more famous than
the hothouses of Home
Ronan Keating...
Farm and Belvedere.
“Ah, I think he’s more famous
“He always showed
than me,” he says.
promise, he was a big
But for now the spotlight is
lad, he was a good
off. For now the stage is empty.
defender,” says Byrne.
“I remember him with
Doherty’s learning to live at a
Belvedere and he
slower pace again and dreamhad a number
ing of the simple pleasures.
of trials and
Like when his local golf
for whatever
course
might
open
the reason,
again.
nothing
“The parks are open,
came of
I’m running past people
them.
and thinking... on a golf
“It was
course I’d be 400 yards
only as he
away from the next peras got older
son,” he says, laughing.
that it
“So in my head I’m half
began to
praying that they will
work for
open soon enough, which I
him.
don’t
think
will
“And then…
happen.
that little word
“We’ll get back to
that means a lot
normality at some
in life: ‘luck’.
point, we just
“He’s an
h ave
to
absolute
make sure
credit to
it’s
the
himself
ADMIRER: Mick McCarthy
right
and the
gave Doherty his chance in
time.”
game.”
England with Wolves in 2010
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WEDNESDAY afternoon,
Youghal by the sea. Davy
Russell is negotiating
with son Finn.

The four-year-old has Lego
club later on, but is chancing
his arm for a puck around at
the local GAA pitch.
“What about after Lego
club?” says Finn.
“It’s bedtime after Lego
club!” says Russell, sending
Finn off to get ready.
Down the hall Edelle Russell
is putting four-month-old baby
Tess down for a sleep and getting five-year-old daughter
Lily ready for gymnastics.
They have four kids, all under
six. The jockey also has a teenage daughter, Jaimee.
Back in the living room Davy
is trying to administer Calpol
to 18-month-old Liam, when
Finn reappears in a Cork jersey and holding a pair of
football boots.

still have first call on Tiger
Roll if the horse returns to
Aintree.
“No matter what I say, people
won’t believe me. There’s no
issue, they’re just not using me
at the moment,” he says.
“I’m available to ride for
them. If the opportunity arises
I would love to ride for them. I
have ridden Alpha Des Obeaux
for them this season.
“At the moment I don’t seem
to be the first call for Michael.
“They just seem to be happy
to use other riders at the
moment. That might change, it
might not.
“They’re basically the best
horses in the country. It’s
always going to be difficult to
get the rides as everyone wants
to ride them.
“I’m still on the list, just
might have to work a bit harder
to get up the list.”
After the Galway Races last
August, Russell sought out
Dr Eanna Falvey to look at a
few niggles he’d been carrying
throughout the season.
Turned out he’d fractured a
few of the wings off his vertebrae — known as transverse
processes — as far back as
January. They also found a
slight fracture in his hip.
“Ah, I was just a bit sore. Just
getting up in the morning was
hard work and getting out of
the car was becoming a bit of a
chore. Once I got going I was
grand,” says Russell.
“It sounds worse than it was.
Edelle’s unbelievable. She only
had her appendix out the other
day. She’s the one who is tough
as nails.”

I cried
when I
thought
my career
was over

HAPPY AT HOME: Jockey
Davy Russell and wife
Edelle with children Liam
(1), Lilly (5), Finn (4) and
Tess (4 months) at home
in Youghal, Co Cork

David COUGHLAN
dave.coughlan@thestar.ie

History

“Okay, maybe,” says Russell,
laughing.
Last April, the Cork rider
made history on Tiger Roll by
winning back-to-back Grand
Nationals for the first time
since 1974.
“Finn has watched two
Grand Nationals, I’ve won the
two of them. ’Tis going to be a
slippery slope for him,” says
Russell.
“He wakes up every morning
and everything is Tiger that,
Tiger the other.
“If he’s eating carrots, they’re
Tiger Roll carrots. If he’s
drinking milk, it’s a Tiger Roll
cup.
“Tiger Roll everywhere. If he
could change his name in the
morning, he’d change it to
Tiger Roll.”
There’s a picture in the kitchen of Finn riding Tiger Roll at
Gordon Elliott’s yard, taken
soon after the second win.
The horse was six years older
than the rider at the time.
Elliott’s nine-year-old is now
on track for a hat-trick in the
world’s
most
famous
steeplechase.
There are a lot of ifs, buts and
maybes to go through before
they get to Aintree next April,
but right now Russell is apparently out of favour with Tiger
Roll’s owner Michael O’Leary.
After the opening few weeks
of the season proper, he finds
himself down the pecking
order for Gigginstown’s best
horses — although O’Leary has
indicated the Corkman will

Pain

Pain is part and parcel of
jump racing and despite his
powers of recovery, he is not
immune to it.
Four years ago he thought his
career was over after his mount
Meadowland flipped up in the
parade ring and sent him to
crashing the deck.
He holds up his arm to show
where the broken bones hung
loose from his elbow.
“My elbow was there, but my
arm was down there,” he
says.
He was rushed to Cork
University Hospital in agony.
“I’m putting it down to the
lack of adrenalin because we
were just walking around the
parade ring,” he says.
“Just incredible pain. I
wasn’t used to it. I never felt
that kind of pain before.
“I just thought
that was it.
There’s no way
back after this
one.”
At the hospital
he stood up for
an X-Ray and
only then discovered
his
right foot was
fractured
as
well.
“The pain in
my arm was so
bad I hadn’t
realised I was
after breaking
HORSING AROUND: Davy
a bone in my
Russell relaxing at the
foot,” he says.
family farm in Youghal
At the time he

EXCLUSIVE

HERO DAV Y ON INJURIES, AINTREE
AND MICHAEL O’LEARY
wasn’t long returned from a
fractured elbow and broke
down in tears.
“I was crying. It wasn’t out
of pain, it was that I was
finished,” he says.
“Then the surgeon came up to
me and said: ‘Yep, it’s nasty, but
there’ll be no bother. We’ll have
that back together no problem.’
“It just all changed, just for
those couple of words.”
There was a long period of
rehab, but since then he’s had a
remarkable few seasons — winning the jockeys’ championship
for a third time and finishing
leading rider at the Cheltenham
Festival for the first time.
Not to mention his dual Grand
National wins.
It’s over 20 years since his first

winner at Gowran Park in
May 1999.
Over the years he’s broken
both eye-sockets, both collarbones, cracked a shoulder blade,
punctured a lung, suffered a
bruised heart and dislocated
both ankles.
But not all the scars have come
from the track.

Reminder

He turns over his finger to
show a reminder from a night
out in Kinsale during his carefree days as a young amateur,
touring the country’s point-topoint circuit with Gordon
Elliott.
“I really did love those days.
That’s not to say I don’t love
these days equally, they’re just

different,” he says.
“I slept in a boat in Kinsale
one night. A rubber dinghy in a
yard. I’d nowhere to sleep and
didn’t give a f**k.
“Then I got halfway through
the night and I was frozen with
the cold. There was a disused
hotel at the time and I went over
there.
“I still have this scar on my
finger. I got that climbing a
pebble-dash wall and the pipe
burst and I tore my hand down
the side of the wall.
“I went in and slept on a
bench. I pulled a curtain down
off a rail as a blanket. We did all
those things.
“I know lads and they’d go to
the second day at Kinsale and
they’d
be
blind
drunk.
They’d only have one ride and it
was the last day of the season.
“Nowadays you can’t do it.
There’s so much involved in
point-to-point. It’s just so, so

important, The money that’s
involved, the seriousness of it
all.”
On another occasion they were
driving home from some meetmeet
ing or other when they found a
bale of straw in the middle of
the road.
“We thought it would be great
fun just to let it off down the
road. We opened it up and it
wound down the road and we
laughed at that for a long time.
“But if I caught someone doing
that now, I’d f**king choke
them,” he says, laughing.
Finn has returned.
He’s now wearing his sister’s
shoes and her school tie around
his neck. Russell laughs and
sends him back to get changed
again.
Even in those wilder days, he
was disciplined when it came to
his preparation.
Before a point-to-point dance
and the inevitable divilment,
his gear for the next day was
always cleaned and ready to go.
“I never turned up on a Sunday
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GREAT DAYS: Davy
Russell winning on
Envoi Allen recently and
(above) with Michael
O’Leary after Tiger Roll
won the Grand National

with dirty gear. Gordon was the
same,” he says.
“Mam was always a stickler
for that. Fail to prepare, prepare
to fail, that kind of thing.
“Once the basics were done
right, we could do whatever we
wanted.

Priority

“Dad, he never really minded,
because I didn’t drink.
“The one thing he always said
to me was that fellas left their
careers in the pub. He said:
‘Don’t let that happen to you.’
“Number one priority for me
was that everything was ready
to go the next day.
“You always had clean gear.
Anybody that I looked up to,
riding wise, was always neat.
“You can be the worst jockey
in the world, but if you kinda
look like one, you’ll get
somewhere.
“I see lads in the weigh room
and they’re going around in
tracksuits and runners and I’m
saying to myself: ‘You’ve got

no chance.’”
The weigh room has changed
significantly since he took those
first steps inside it over 20 years
ago.
Smart phones have replaced
much of the chatter and noise.
Drugs have also become more
prevalent with 13 positive tests
for cocaine by jockeys in the
last four years.
Russell believes it is merely
reflective of a worrying shift in
Irish society.
“It’s in every town, in every
GAA club. Like it or not, it is,”
he says.
“It’s proven (in the weigh
room), fellas have failed tests
for cocaine and it’s out there.
It’s a disgrace.
“It looks to me there’s going to
be more testing and more random, which is only right.
“It’s way too predictable now.
And the eejits are still getting
caught.”
Another change is the retirement of senior figures like AP
McCoy, Noel Fehily and Ruby

Walsh over the last few he’s 50, but he knows the quesseasons.
tions are going to come all
Last June Russell turned 40 season.
and he knows there are more
“It’s on everybody’s minds.
seasons behind him than ahead You reach a certain age and
of him. But he’s happy with his you’re supposed to retire. The
lot, happiest still when riding number doesn’t really affect
winners.
me,” he says.
Horses like the exciting hur“My body will tell me when
dler Envoi Allen will keep him it’s time to stop.
going for a good while more.
Bottle
Then there’s Presenting Percy
“My mind is fine. They say
returning — although he confirmed he hasn’t been asked to when you’re bottle is gone, give
commit to any one horse over it up. My bottle is not gone or
going anywhere. I just love ridanother for the Gold Cup.
In the meantime there will be ing horses in races over fences
as fast as I possibly
no hair dye or Botox or
can go.
makeovers as he rages
“I still have a huge
against the dying
hunger there. I still
light.
want to be champi“I don’t think that
on jockey.
will ever happen. I’m
“I give evegone beyond repair
rything
now,”
he
says,
every day
laughing.
to
be
He wants
champion
to ride for
jockey.
another 10
GLORY DAYS: Jerry Russell and
“I don’t
years until
Davy Russell at Aintree in April

really give a f**k about the colour of my hair. Or if I can sprint
or not. It’s all about riding
winners.
“Once I can continue doing
that, and keep the owners and
trainers happy. Once they’re
happy, I’m happy.
“It’s not a thing that I look
back on what I’ve left behind,
it’s more that I look at what’s in
front of me. It’s all I have, it’s all
anyone has.
“And I’m happy with what I
have.”
It’s bucketing down now and
Russell has convinced Finn
there will be no hurling today.
They’ve reached a compromise
of a sit on a pony at the farm
where Russell’s father Jerry
lives.
His mother Phyllis passed
away just before the 2018
Cheltenham
Festival
and
Russell is building a new cottage for his dad adjacent to the
old farmhouse which he plans to
renovate for himself and Edelle
and the kids.

It’s a massive job and they
had Dermot Bannon down to
discuss the doing the work as
part of the show Room To
Improve, but the timings didn’t
really suit.
“It’s going to be lovely, if we
ever get it done. Or get started!”
he says.
After Tiger Roll won his first
Grand National, the jockey
immediately believed a second
was possible.
How about a third?
“Haha, well... He has to pitch
up there first,” he says, smiling.
For now he’s concentrating on
the
season
ahead
and
getting in the frame for more
rides in the famous maroon colours of O’Leary.
“He’s been a huge part of
my life over the last 12 years,”
he says.
“A day doesn’t go by that I
don’t think of a Gigginstown
horse, in some way, shape or
form.
“Unfortunately for Michael,
he’s always on my mind.”
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TRACKED: Simon Harris

All who
arrive in
Ireland
MUST
reveal
where
they’re
going
PASSENGERS arriving
in Ireland from next week
will be legally required to
complete a form revealing
where they’re staying.
This will enable the
State to check if they’re
self-isolating, says Health
Minister Simon Harris.
n COVID COVERAGE:
PAGES 4,5,6&7
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REPEAT: The chopper
with missing door after
the 2009 incident and
(below) door that fell off
the aircraft on Thursday

THE Air Corps
chopper that lost its
door during a flight
over Dublin, sending
it plunging hundreds
of feet to the ground,
is the same one that
suffered an identical
incident in 2009.
“It was not even the
same door, but it was
the same helicopter on
both occasions,” a
source told The Star.

SEE PAGE EIGHT

n It’s second
n But it’s
time SAME Air branded an
Corps helicopter ‘unfortunate
dropped a door coincidence’
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DAVID HICKEY points at
the lighthouse in the
distance.

pride,” he says. “I’m just back
from there. We had a huge tragedy there, my wife drowned in
Cuba.”
In January Hickey and Hombi
returned home from Cuba after
a family holiday. Yamile was
staying on for another month
for work commitments.
“She was a wild girl. She had
no fears,” says Hickey.
“She would swim for two or
three hours a day in Cuba,
beautiful warm water. She
always swam.
“We left on Friday and she
went for a swim on the Saturday
night.

It’s Monday afternoon in
Balbriggan and rain is hopping
off the window.
“They used to say on a good
day you could see Rockabill
and on a bad day you could see
England,” he says, breaking
into laughter.
At 68 the good doctor is still
working, as a locum in the
Mater, and the eyes still dance
with mischief.
He sifts through some schoolbooks delivered that morning
for his son David, who pops his
Terrible
head around the corner.
“She was out late. It was
The 17-year-old plays for St
Sylvester’s and is known in the darkish, it was rough and she
family as Hombi — short for slipped and banged her head
dave.coughlan@thestar.ie
hombrecito or little man
— and drowned.
“A guy from a subsidiary
although now he towers over
of the Cuban embassy rang
Hickey.
Hombi is wearing a Barcelona me saying: ‘David, I’ve got
jersey and, according to the terrible news for you.’
“I thought it was someformer Dublin star, avoiding
the books at every turn in thing like my visa had
expired or they thought I
lockdown.
“He’s grown up in Cuba every was an American spy or
summer, every winter we used something.
“He said: ‘Yamile’s dead.’”
to go too. He has more friends
After taking the hardest
there than here,” says Hickey.
phone call of his life,
Picture
Hickey then had to find his
“He’s more Cuban than Irish son.
in many ways.
“He was out with his bud“He’s mad about Messi, dies. I had to text him to
Diarmuid Connolly, Eoghan come home,” he says.
O’Ga ra
a nd
Kev i n
“He was getting pissed off
McManamon. So you can see with me — saying: ‘I’m out
the kind of guys he likes.”
with my friends, I won’t
In the living room hangs a come home. I haven’t seen
picture of Havana, where them for months.’
Hickey met his wife Yamile, a
“Eventually
I
said:
neurosurgeon and fellow free ‘Mammy’s had a problem.
spirit.
She’s had an accident.’
Dublin GAA, medicine and
“So…he said: ‘Alright,
Cuba have been the enduring come and get me’.
passions of his life and
“It was a very hard thing.
the
fire
hasn’t
It was a shocking event.
dimmed.
“Our
friends
came
He’s
talking
through,
like
John
about the image
McCarthy. Herself and
of Cuban doctors
Macker were exactly the
arriving in Italy
same. Wildness. Spirited
at the height of
and fearless.”
the coronavirus
Hickey was part of the legcrisis when his
endary Dublin team of the
eyes fill with
1970s that lit the touch paper
tears.
and turned the city blue.
“I feel
His old teammates, like
a lot of
McCarthy, have been there for
him. As they always have been
there for each other.
It’s just over a year since
the band of brothers gathered at Hickey’s house to
spend three glorious days
with Anton O’Toole, then in
the final stages of terminal
cancer.
Hickey fishes out his phone
to find a photo.
“That’s herself, myself,
Georgie Wilson and Anton
ICON: David Hickey in
on
the last day. That was
his heyday with Dublin
April 20, 2019 and
they’re
both

‘IMMIGRANTS
MUST NOT BE
LEFT BEHIND’

supporting him after family tragedy

n David COUGHLAN

David COUGHLAN
EXCLUSIVE
LEGENDS: The 1977 Dublin team (back row, left to right), Kevin
Moran, Anton O’Toole, Seán Doherty, Jimmy Keaveney, Paddy
Cullen, Tommy Drumm, John McCarthy, Bernard Brogan, Bobby
Doyle; (front row, left to right) Brian Mullins, Pat O’Neill, Tony
Hanahoe, David Hickey, Robbie Kelleher, Gay O’Driscoll

‘My two best
friends and now
neither of them
is with us’
his own health battles
with three major cancer
operations in the last 12
years.
“The last one has left
me how I am. I spent
three months in hospital.
I lost the floor of my mouth and
I haven’t been able to eat
since,” he says.
“I haven’t eaten in two and a
half years. I’m on a liquid diet.
Strawberry,
vanilla
or
chocolate.

SUPPORT: The late
Anton O’Toole, Georgie
Wilson, David Hickey
and his late wife Yamile
gone,” he says.
“Both dead within a year. It’s
hard to get to grips with. Hard
to comprehend.
“My two best friends…and
neither of them is with us now.
“Exactly a month before
Anton died, we had three days
in a row here and it was beautiful weather. We had an
absolutely fantastic time.
“His last 18 months, he
enjoyed it, but we got more out
of that 18 months than he did.
“He played 15 years for
Dublin and I’ve never heard
anyone say anything bad about
Anton O’Toole.
“He was a special fellow.”
Hickey won three AllIrelands as a player and was
part of the backroom team as a
selector under Pat Gilroy and
team doctor under Jim Gavin.
For his day job, he was the
leading transplant surgeon in
the country.
In recent years he has faced

Mischief

“Occasional pint of Guinness,
but it takes me about an hour
to drink a pint.”
Even with this, his sense of
mischief remains.
“Sure Jimmy (Keaveney) is
on a liquid diet for the last 30
years!” he says, breaking into
laughter.
The great pleasure of sharing
food with people, breaking
bread with friends and family,
has been taken away from him.
That’s the hardest part for
Hickey.
“If you can’t eat, you can’t
socialise,” he says.
“For a start you can’t eat, but
also other people can’t enjoy

their meal watching you
watching them.
“It’s hard enough, but it’s
better than being dead. I hope.”
Hickey
was
born
in
Balbriggan, before the family
moved to Portmarnock when
he was four — even though he
played his club football with
Raheny.
“I’m back where it all began,”
he says.
Last week he took a call from
a woman from Westmeath
called Mairead Ward.
On New Year’s Eve 1992
Hickey performed the first ever
pancreas transplant in Ireland.
Ward was his patient.
Over the next 22 years he did
another 117 — the only surgeon
performing the operation in the
country.
When he left Beaumont in
2014, the unit at the hospital
was shut.
“She rang me the other day,
she’s one of the longest pancreas transplant patients
surviving in the world,” he
says.
“Football and medicine, the
thing about both of them, you
meet everybody. You meet the
very rich people and the very

PERSONAL AGONY:
David Hickey at home in
Balbriggan and (right)
celebrating with Eoghan
O’Gara after the 2013 AllIreland semi-final win

poor people.
“And they’re accommodated
and they all look after one and
another.
“Everything I learned in life
about social obligations and
responsibility, I learned from
the football field.
“The value of teamwork,
looking after everyone, helping
a guy when he’s down, all the
good things in a successful
team.
“We were successful in the
’70s, we were not great
footballers.
“There isn’t one of us who
could get on the current team.
Mullins maybe, but he’d be
pushed.

Debut

“Tooler? Only because he’s
my friend! And that’s it,” he
says.
And what about David
Hickey?
The man who made his Dublin
senior debut as a 17-year-old in
1969, won three Celtic Crosses,
played inter-county football
for 13 years and scored one of
the all-time great Croke Park
goals in the epic 1977 semifinal against Kerry.

“I can’t comment on me,” he
says.
“One thing I will say, I had
the physique. I’m not huge, but
I had played a lot of rugby,
done weights, I was physically
the type of player that plays
now.”
Hickey was part of the Dublin
side that made a huge breakthrough in 1974 and he used
the jubilee team presentation
in 1999 to protest against the
US blockade of Cuba.
His love for Cuba is only
matched by his disdain for
America.
“The arse-licking of Trump
when he came to Doonbeg was
revolting to watch,” he says.
“Trump
is
Americaunmasked. He has no veneer of
respectability.
“I’m very happy to see Rory
McIlroy putting the boot into
him, because golf is the one
thing Trump does value.
“To hear the best golfer in the
world say what an arsehole he
is, I think it’s absolutely
fantastic.
“Rory wouldn’t be one of my
favourite personalities, but he’s
right up there now with
Muhammad Ali and Maradona.

“Amazingly brave, because it
will hurt his endorsements. I
admire his stance.
“HL Mencken wrote in the
Baltimore Sun in 1920 that
‘sometime in the not-too-distant future the White House
will be adorned by a downright
moron’. Now here we are.”

Prophet

There is another prophet of
note.
One from more recent times.
One called David Hickey.
When Dublin won the 2015
All-Ireland, Hickey said they
would do something no men’s
GAA team had ever done and
win the five-in-a-row.
He repeated the claim every
year with growing confidence
and every year Dublin got a bit
closer.
Last year he watched history
being made in Croke Park from
Dubai, where he was working.
He was practically the only
Dub in McGettigan’s Bar
amongst a swarm of green and
gold. That made it all the
sweeter.
It was a vastly different
situation in 2010 when he
joined Pat Gilroy’s set-up

‘McIlroy is up
there now with
Muhammad Ali
and Maradona
for putting boot
into Trump’

as a selector.
be all that tough.
Dublin had gone 15 years
“The other fella who played
without an All-Ireland and every match, sometimes in the
were coming off the ‘startled forwards, was Cluxton. He
earwigs’ humbling by Kerry in didn’t have to, but he wanted
2009.
to.
“Pat put them through a win“He played corner-forward
ter programme and a lot of in a few games. He wanted a
fellas who were ambivalent match, he wanted to play, he
about it disappeared,” he says. wanted to be a contributor.
“Then for the hardening-up
“Then we used to meet in
process…
Clontarf at six in the morning
“Every Friday, in November, for training. Out in the sand
December, in pissing rain, dunes by the Bull Wall.
snow, we met and went up to Running up and down those
Inniskeen in Monaghan.
dunes. A lot of fellas didn’t
On a Friday night! To
survive that.
play
f **k i n g
Achieve
Monaghan.
“But the guys that sur“They were f**king
vived it believed they
savage matches. He
cou ld
ach ieve
m ade
Be r na rd
something.
Brogan play every one
“Pat Riley, who coached
of them. In the middle
the LA Lakers, he said
of winter, freezing
someth ing
like:
cold.
‘Commitment is not
“This
was
a problem, just
boot camp. If
eliminate those
you survived
who
a ren’t
that,
the
committed.’
Leinster
“That
was
Champipretty much
HEROICS: Diego Maradona
onship
Gilroy’s legacy
guided Argentina to World
wasn’t
— and it’s
Cup glory in 1986
going to

DAVID HICKEY wants to see more
done to help the integration of immigrant communities in Ireland.
The former Director of the National
Kidney and Pancreas Transplant
Programme believes a lack of amenities and opportunities will leave
behind a generation.
It’s something that, he believes,
will lead to serious problems in the
coming years.
“We have an impending disaster
here in Balbriggan. One third of the
Balbriggan population, which is now
21,000 people, is foreign-born and
they are a fantastic group of people,” says Hickey.

Shops
“The African people have brought
in all these wonderful shops to
Balbriggan, the town has improved
immensely, it’s looking well.
“But we have all these young people now growing up in a potential
ghetto. Some of them are being
harassed by police.
“We need to look after those people, they need to be integrated into
society here because we need them.
“They are Irish citizens and they
want to contribute more to Ireland
than some of our indigenous
wasters.
“So much more needs to be done.”

still there.”
When the elusive All-Ireland
did come in 2011, it opened the
floodgates.
The first of seven in the last
decade and the prelude to the
five-in-a-row.
He
compares
Kevin
McManamon’s game-changing
goal in the 2011 final to Diego
Maradona’s second against
England in 1986.
“It was like a thunderclap.
Better than Maradona as far as
I’m concerned,” he says.
As a player Hickey went five
years hardly winning a
Championship match before it
all came good under Kevin
Heffernan in 1974.
He can see some similarities
between Heffo and Jim Gavin
— the man who guided the
Dubs to the promised land last
September.
“Similar in some ways, both
dour. Very serious guys,” says
Hickey.
“Football managers take
themselves too seriously. The
interviews are nauseating.
This crap about not picking the
right team. Petty s**t. That
drives me mad.
“Gilroy was the man who

changed the culture, he won
the first All-Ireland in 16 years.
He lost it the next year because
of his own anxieties. Exactly
what happened to Heffernan in
‘75. We over-trained.
“Jim’s greatest strength was
that he inherited a great team.”
Hickey believes the fallow
summer of 2020 is bad news for
the counties looking to wrest
Sam from the city.

Close

“I don’t see anyone coming
close. Certainly not Kerry — a
crowd of imposters,” he says.
“Galway are the emerging
team. Joyce is a good manager.
“But this break year is a Godsend for Dublin.
“If the year continued on,
anything good that happened
was going to be Jim’s, anything
bad was going to be Dessie’s.
It’s over now.
“There’s also a lot of old injuries that these fellows are
carrying too, they now have a
year to heal.
“They’re hungry. Some new
fellows are coming. Some fellas
mightn’t be there.
“But I’m afraid…we’re starting a new five-in-a-row!”
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