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CHRISTMAS has come
early to John O’Leary’s
house with the arrival of
a new front door.

and bad news and in that first
Christmas he almost died.
“That Christmas is a bit of a
blur. He came home on
Christmas morning for a couple of days and then went back
in. His immune system was
fairly compromised at the
time.”
In his first few months Tom
underwent two major operations, one on his heart and
another to allow him to be
PEG-fed through a tube to his
stomach.

O’Leary lives in Swords with
wife Catherine and their two
young sons Tom and Jack and
the new delivery has already
been decorated with a festive
wreath.
The half-door is a favourite
spot for youngest son Tom to
watch the world go by and as
you might expect for the home
of a former Dublin captain, it’s
System
painted blue.
His immune system was
“Tom has his own routine,
front door, back door. They are weakened and his muscles
the two places he wants to be,” underdeveloped and the first
few years of his life were spent
says O’Leary.
Ten years ago Tom was born in and out of Crumlin
with a heart conditiondave.coughlan@thestar.ie
and a hospital.
“He was born with a heart
chromosome disorder.
problem — tetralogy of fallot
Remember
— but that turned out to be the
He arrived four weeks early least of his problems,” says
in October 2010 and that first O’Leary.
Christmas is one O’Leary will
“That first four or five years
never forget, even if he can were really tough, in terms of
barely remember it.
medically, would he survive,
“We got onto this runaway how long would he live. We
train. We didn’t know where it spent a lot of time in Crumlin
was going, we didn’t know in the early years.
where it was going to stop, it
“It was tough, but it’s a bit
was going really fast,” says like the football, it’s only when
O’Leary.
you stop playing the football
“You have lots of messages you think: ‘how did I do that?’
All that training, all the
matches, all the intensity.
“You think back to the
first four or five years with
Tom and think how did we
do that?
“Nights in Crumlin, days
in Crumlin, weeks in
Crumlin. The two of us
swapping back and forth.
“But like anyone, it
becomes part of your life,
you get stuck in and do it
because you have to.
“He’s much healthier now.
“He’s
a
great
little
character.”
Tom’s progress has been
incremental, but nonetheless extraordinary.
The 10-year-old communicates through touch and
will grab his coat and shoes
if he wants to go outside.
To begin with his muscle
tone was so poor he was
unable to move; now he can
stand at his favourite spot,
the new blue half-door.
“When he sat up first on
the floor that was a big milestone,” says O’Leary.
“He never crawled, he used
to bum-shuffle across the
ICONIC
floor, so even that was…his
SCENES:
muscles were developing
O’Leary lifting
and he could move.
Sam Maguire
“Eventually he was able to
back in 1995
stand, eventually he could
take a couple of steps and

CHRISTMAS
CHEER:
John O’Leary
at home with
kids Tom
and Jack
Pic: Gary
Ashe/The
Star
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JOHN ALWAYS
BELIEVED IN
HIS DUBS SIDE
JOHN O’LEARY remembers the moment when the
All-Ireland dream finally
became a reality for the
Dublin 1995 team.
By then the panel were a
hardened bunch after a
string
of
high-profile
defeats, losing finals in
1992 and 1994 and for
many of them it was almost
the last throw of the dice.
“I think after 94 I remember having a meeting with
some of the guys saying
we’re not leaving this
behind. We have to go
again,” says O’Leary.
“It was within a week or
two of losing the final, so it
was a long, long way to go,
to get back there. We were
a serious bunch of guys
playing good football, we
were a good team.
“As you get closer to the
final itself, the risk is that
you think, ‘surely we can’t
lose again’.
“But you think of Mayo
now…you can. That’s the
risk, that you don’t fall at
the same hurdle again.

Angles

FAMILY TIES: John
O’Leary at home in
Swords with kids
Jack and Tom and
wife Catherine

Dublin hero O’Leary’s
big hopes for his family
now he can walk reasonably
okay.”
Earlier this year Tom spent
several weeks in hospital after
falling ill with a virus.
It came during the first period
of lockdown and the spectre of
Covid-19 was another major
concern for O’Leary and his
family.
“He was in Crumlin there for
10 or 12 days in May. He didn’t
have Covid, but it was a worry,”
he says.

WAS 13/8

“He was quite sick, but he just
had some virus that knocked the
stuffing out of him.

Tough

“That was tough and scary.
You’re in the hospital environment, you don’t want to be in
there. But he got over that virus
and hasn’t looked back since.”
However the coronavirus did
have a major impact on the family when the schools were
closed.

Tom is a pupil at St Michael’s
House in Baldoyle and the
structure of school has been
hugely
important
in
his
development.
“It was tough this year when
the schools were closed because
it’s full on in terms of entertaining him, keeping him focussed,
giving him stuff to do that he’s
interested in,” says O’Leary.
Tom’s older brother Jack, a
rising star with Fingal Ravens
who turns 12 tomorrow, has
been a huge help throughout.
“He’s a great kid too. Kids who
have siblings with special needs,
they do grow up…in some ways
he’s a better kid because of it,”
says O’Leary.
“That empathy he has for Tom
and people who are struggling,
that comes from living within
that environment.”

O’Leary has three older children — Aisling, Oisin and Fionn
— from his first marriage and
they have played a massive role
too.
“They all get on great, Fionn
was here last night doing a bit of
babysitting,”
says
the
59-year-old.

Picture

“They do lots of stuff together.
I have a nice picture of the five
of them together on the top of
the Sugar Loaf.”
Fionn will be 21 in March and
was part of the TG4 show The
Underdogs last year.
He’s now an integral part of
the Skerries Harps senior team
and O’Leary would love to see
him wear the Dublin shirt in the
future.
Although he’s also quick to

remind the 20-year-old that he’s
got some catching up to do.
“He’s fairly independent, as
his brother Oisin was before
him. They’re good footballers
and into their football,” he says.
“He’s playing senior and he’s
been playing quite well. He’s
playing a good standard of football and if sticks at it, who
knows, down the road he might
wear the Dublin jersey.
“But we like to remind him he
still hasn’t got a county
Championship medal.
“Aisling won an Under-14
championship with Skerries
Harps on the same team as
Lyndsey Davey. Oisin won an
Under-21 B Championship with
Skerries and I won a Junior D
hurling medal with O’Dwyer’s.
So we do remind Fionn of that
every now and again!”

57

O’Leary’s other family is, of
course, the Dubs.
It’s 40 years since he made his
debut as a 19-year-old in the
Leinster final against Offaly
and 25 years since he led them to
All-Ireland glory as captain.
Over a glorious career he
played in six finals, winning in
1983 and 1995, before retiring in
1997.
There was also a brief return
as an unused sub in 2001 for the
debut of Stephen Cluxton, when
he was togged out in secret
under his selector’s bib.

Watching

The 2020 All-Ireland final
should’ve been another day in
the sun for him and the boys of
95, parading in Croke Park as
the jubilee team.
Instead it’s the week before

Christmas and he’ll be watching
at home on TV, like the rest of the
panel and the rest of the country.
“It’s very strange. Everything
we had planned obviously got
cancelled, but hopefully we’ll do
something next year,” says
O’Leary.
“It’s very hard to get a sense of
these games. You can’t go. That’s
where you’d meet the lads from
‘95, in Croke Park at matches.
“I haven’t been talking to anyone in the last week or so, but
there’s a WhatsApp group, Paul
Clarke keeps that going.
“It’s like the ‘83 team. Some
fellas are closer than others.
That’s like anything else, like
fellas you worked with, life goes
on and goes different ways.”
O’Leary is a regional manager
with
Permanent
TSB
in
Malahide and heavily involved

in fundraising for the Jack and
Jill foundation, who provided so
much support in those early
years of Tom’s life.

Involved

He is also involved in an
equestrian club in Swords for
Special Olympics athletes and
would love to see Tom compete
in the Special Olympics one day.
“Why wouldn’t you have the
ambition for him to do something extraordinary?” says
O’Leary. “He’s done so many
extraordinary things as it is
already in a short life.”
For all his glorious moments in
blue, O’Leary admits some of his
greatest sporting highlights
have come from his involvement
with Special Olympics.
That one would surely top the
lot.

“Try and cover all the
angles, get everything
right. Don’t fall into the
trap. You still have to go
and win it.
“You could argue we
could’ve won one of the
others and not 95, it maybe
wasn’t our best football.
But we did it and it was
fantastic.”
The win bridged a 12-year
gap for Dublin and O’Leary
made sure to mention
some of those unfortunate
to miss out when they
finally
reached
the
Promised Land.
“It was 12 years, four
finals in between that we
hadn’t won. A lot of fellas
had soldiered and then
weren’t around that day,”
he says.
“Tommy Carr being one

n David COUGHLAN
of them, Noel McCaffrey,
Dave Synnott, guys who’d
really soldiered, Eamon
Heery, guys I admired,
who had put their heart
into Dublin football and
were unlucky to miss out.
“Maybe some of them
didn’t
want
to
be
reminded!
“But I’d still do it again. I
just felt it at the time, I
admired these lads, they
had put so much of it.”
This year’s final will be a
very different occasion,
with an empty Croke Park
in the middle of December.
O’Leary is hoping to see
Stephen Cluxton lift Sam
for the sixth year in a row,
but he admits finding the
matches hard to watch
without fans.

Appreciate
“I watched the hurling
final there and it was hard
to get emotionally involved
in the game to any degree.
“You could see from the
Limerick guys on the pitch
afterwards, it’s very hard
to appreciate how much of
a bubble those guys have
been in.
“How
emotionally
charged they would be.
“It’s the same watching
the
Premier
League.
There’s just sterile and the
worst thing is when the
fake noise comes in and
it’s five seconds out of
sync.”
That 1995 final was
famous
for
Charlie
Redmond’s on-again, offagain sending off and
O’Leary is certain what the
fake noise would be for
that.
“Laughter!” he says.
As for the class of 2020?
“It would be a phenomenal achievement to win six
in a row, even with Covid,
even with nobody there.”

EVERYTHING AT STAKE:
O’Leary with Tyrone’s Ciaran
McBride in the 1995 final
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