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hristie Agberhiere doesn’t know
who they are. She doesn’t know
how they knew. She knows
they’re a couple but that’s about
it. She has no name or address,

she couldn’t tell you if they’re local to her
beloved Dunmore Road in Waterford or if
they come from further afield. All she
knows is that they are the good in the
world that she keeps telling her kids about,
even when the world tells them different.

A few months back, they got in touch to
talk about Tega, her 18-year-old son. Part-
ly, it was to commend him on his recovery
from the acid attack that had come close to
blinding him in 2019. Partly, it was to con-
gratulate him on the news that he had
earned himself a soccer scholarship to
America.

But mostly, it was an offer – an insist-
ence, really – that they would pay for his
flight to Texas when the time came.

“It was just out of the blue,” Christie
says. “Whoever it is, they bought him his
flight to America. The ticket was sent here
and that’s what he used. That’s why I al-
ways told Tega, ‘Look, there are good peo-
ple in Ireland. People are good.’

“It has been tough. This incident hap-
pened and you just have to go through it.
Thank God for the people of Ireland and
my community in Waterford. They have
showered us with kindness and love. That
helps you go through it.”

The incident, as she calls it, happened
on April 25th 2019. It was traumatic and it
was life-changing and it will be a part of
them, literally and subtly, for the rest of
their days. Tega Agberhiere was an un-
der-17 Ireland soccer international at the
time and the attack landed him on front
pages and news bulletins nationwide for a
day or two. But people tend to move on to
the next thing fairly quickly.

The nuts and bolts of the attack are both
unbearably grisly and frighteningly banal.
Two friends of his were walking a friend of
theirs through the Earlscourt Estate in Wa-
terford city one night, providing some safe-
ty in numbers as the lad owed small money
to some bottom-feeder drug dealers. They
saw Tega getting off a bus and called him
over to come along.

Oblivious to the situation, he joined
them. Didn’t think twice.

The kid got to his house but no sooner
had he gone inside than the other three
were jumped. A scuffle ensued, during
which a bottle of drain fluid was thrown.
One lad got burned on the leg, another on
his back. But because Tega was on the
ground at the time, his face took the brunt
of it, his eyes especially.

Within minutes, his eyes were swollen
closed and he couldn’t see. His friends had
to carry him to a nearby petrol station to
get water to splash in his face. The special-
ist would tell him later that it was a small
miracle that he didn’t lose his sight alto-
gether. His skin was badly burnt though
and he would need endless skin grafts and
creams and bandaging and medication to
recover.

He was 16-years-old. He didn’t kick a
ball for six months.

★★★★

Hold up a minute. We’re not here to write
a lament. That’s not what he wants. He
doesn’t mind you telling his story but he
has done all the crying and all the wonder-
ing why and he’s basically quite tired of it,
if it’s all the same to you. “I don’t really
think of it too much, to be honest with
you,” he says. “I do my best to train hard,
stay focused and concentrate on my
health.”

This is Tega’s life now. At Western Tex-
as College in the town of Snyder, he lives
about a four-hour drive from Dallas in one
direction and an hour and a half from New
Mexico in the other. Snyder has a popula-
tion of just under 12,000 so it’s big enough
not to feel like the middle of nowhere but
small enough to be unmistakably a college
town.

He has officially been a student at the
community college since arriving at the
start of January. The soccer team trains
every morning from 7.30am to nine. Then
classes until lunch, gym in the afternoon,
dinner at 5.30. He has Thursdays off. It
ain’t Ballygunner but it’s home.

“I think I’m an open person,” he says.
“So I don’t think it’s really hard for me to
do this or anything. I just think it’s a new
challenge. I miss my family and I miss my
friends. And I miss some parts of Water-
ford as well.

“But there’s a time when you have to
move on. I think that was the main thing. I
just wanted a fresh start. I wanted to start
over, not just in terms of my life but in
terms of my football as well. That has been
in my head for a while.

“My intention is 100 per cent to make a
living in football and to be a footballer. Eve-
ryone’s path is not the same, that’s how I
think about it. I didn’t have to stay and play
in the League of Ireland to make it or to go
to England at an early age. I have gone a dif-
ferent way.”

As a family, they always have. Peter and
Christie Agberhiere (pronounced
Ag-ber-HERE-ay) arrived in Ireland from

Nigeria in April 2002. They spent a couple
of weeks in Dublin, a couple more in Limer-
ick before settling in Waterford. They had
their eight-year-old son with them and
Christie was seven months pregnant with
their second. Tega arrived on June 12th,
the day after Ireland beat Saudi Arabia 3-0
at the World Cup. His younger brother
was also born in Waterford a couple of
years later.

Football was always central, cobweb-
bing out to capture more and more of him
as the years passed. He spent his early
teens scuttling over and back to England
for trials - a few days in Southampton here,
a few at Crystal Palace there, interest from
Spurs and West Brom and others.

Gettingnoticed
And though nothing stuck, he kept work-
ing and kept getting noticed. The Ireland
underage teams that he played in con-
tained plenty of names that are starting
now to bubble up to the surface. Jason
Knight, Troy Parrott, Joe Hodge, Gavin Ba-
zunu. Tega was in there amongst them, a
tidy, choppy-striding left-back. Raw, yes.
But everyone’s raw at that age.

“Technically very strong,” says Paddy
Carey, coach and co-ordinator of the local
FAI-ETB course in Waterford. “A left-sid-
ed player, he would remind you a little bit
of probably an Ashley Cole-type of left
back. Technically very sound, works well
off both feet, very competitive.

“Although he’s quite slight, he’s very
clever in the way he uses his body. His size
won’t ever be an issue for him. We actually
liked to use him higher up the pitch at
times because he’s very adept in the final
third as well.”

Along with another local coach Mark
Barry, Carey runs what is essentially a
cross between a post-Leaving Cert course
and a one-year soccer school. They take in
a class of kids each year and split their days
between academic work and football. The
FAI is involved in nine of these programs
around the country, the kind of vital
coalface work eternally obscured by the
more sorrowful mysteries of the associa-
tion.

The attack had come two months before
Tega’s Leaving Cert and any chance he
had of getting himself a decent one disap-
peared with it. He was travelling up and
down to Cork to get skin grafts even on
days when he had exams. And when they
were over, he had nothing to do but get bet-
ter. Slowly. Painfully.

“It was sad because I didn’t really have
anything to do,” Tega says. “Football was
my go-to. And when I didn’t have that, I
didn’t really know what to do with myself.
That’s what I was used to doing every day. I
did nothing really, I just chilled at home
and tried to recover. I had to apply cream
on myself. I had to use eye drops. I was on
specific medication.”

Carey had been in England for six years
working for Reading FC so he knew Tega
only by reputation. But then the acid at-
tack happened and the whole country
knew him. Unlike everyone else, however,
Carey could offer more than just sympa-
thy. He got in touch to offer the FAI
course, starting that autumn.

“When kids come on the course initially,
we do a one-on-one with them and we ask
them what their goals are, what their aims
are and the conversation covers both foot-
ball and academics. With Tega, he and I
agreed that the incident wasn’t going to de-
fine him, that he was never going to use it

as an excuse and that he was going to give
the course a proper go.

“In fairness to him, he gave it absolute
buy-in. He never missed a day or a session,
he took on board all the various aspects of
it. We do nutrition modules, gym instruc-
tion modules, strength and conditioning.
But really, for me and for Tega, the year
was about building his confidence back up
more than anything. Obviously, that took a
hit after what happened.”

What kind of hit? Christie can tell it bet-
ter than anyone. Ask Tega and he brushes
it off, as a teenager should. But a mam is a
mam. She watched him that summer as he
receded into himself.

“The incident shocked him, obviously,”
she says. “It changed him because Tega is a
kid that loved to trust everyone. The inci-
dent changed him, it made him into some-
one who hardly trusts anybody. It definite-
ly did that. He is suspicious of people now.
It’s terrible.

“But I tell Tega that there is nothing he
can do about the incident. You can control
what you do to people but you cannot con-
trol what they do to you. Thank God he did
well in his recovery. It’s not really easy for
me as a mam to keep telling him to try to

move on but he did excellent. He’s a brave
boy. This was never going to stop him from
doing what he loves to do.”

★★★★

Football brought him back. In the begin-
ning, it got him out of the house again,
down to watch his friends play for Villa FC
and the Waterford FC under-19s. When he
joined up with Carey’s FAI course, six
months had passed since the attack. Even
just lacing up a pair of boots was a small act
of defiance.

“You miss that amount of time, it’s just
not easy to walk back in,” says Carey. “Es-
pecially at that age. That’s an absolutely
massive time in a young kid’s life. That peri-
od, going from 16 to 17 to 18, we know all
about it - that’s when the fallout rates go
through the roof. That’s when lads with far
less traumatic experiences than what hap-
pened to Tega just drop out of the game or
drift away.

“He could very easily have done that. No-
body would have blamed if he had just put
the world to one side and gone, ‘You know
what? I’m not doing this anymore.’ And he
could have just gone off and gotten himself

into things that he shouldn’t have been do-
ing. He wouldn’t have been the first person
to do that.

“But even small things that people take
for granted, he had to put weeks of work
into. People don’t think twice about head-
ing the ball but because Tega had a num-
ber of skin grafts, that was something he
had to work himself up to. When we’d be
doing a heading drill, for those first few
weeks, he’d go off and work on some other
skill.

“And then gradually, as he built his con-
fidence back and got more used to the skin
grafts, he drifted back over to us and said,
‘I might do a bit of heading today.’ He just
willed himself to the point where he told
himself, ‘I’m not even going to think about
this.’”

Scholarship
America happened through a contact Car-
ey has in a bigger Texas college, Midwest-
ern State University. Patrick Fitzgerald is
another Waterford FC alumnus who is cur-

rently assistant coach in the men’s soccer
programme at Midwestern. Between
them, they were able to put a scholarship
on the table for Tega, although he needs to
do 18 months in Snyder first and pack
some grades in his kitbag to bring with him
when the time comes.

So that’s where he’s at, 18-years-old and
his life ahead of him. Where it leads him is
unknowable. Football is who he is and if
that holds into the future, so be it. If it
doesn’t, that’ll be okay too. Above all else,
he will be defined by himself and by his
own choices. Not by the gruesome pictures
in the papers. Not anymore.

“I feel that this is a new sentence to write
down for myself,” he says. “As a person
and as a footballer. My right eye is not real-
ly how it used to be but I think that’s really
the only big thing about it. And obviously I
still have a lot of scars but I don’t even no-
tice them.

“I wouldn’t say I forget about them, it’s
something that will always be there. But
the scars don’t really upset me because the
scars don’t determine who I am at home. I
just think it’s something I had to get over
and I got over it.”

Got over it. Past tense. Onwards.

Afteradevastatingacidattack,
Agberhierehassightssetontop

Withinminutes, his eyes
were swollenclosedandhe
couldn’t see . . . The
specialistwould tell him
later that itwasa small
miracle thathedidn’t lose
his sight altogether

‘‘

TheteenagerfromWaterford
isonascholarshipintheUS
andtellsMalachyClerkin
heisfocusedonlyonthefuture

■ From top left: Tega Agberhiere in
action for Villa FC against Dungarvan;
after the acid attack in 2019; Tega (left)
with hismother Christie and brother
Runo; atWestern Texas College
yesterday; with coaches and players at a
Villa FC trophy presentation. PHOTOGRAPHS:
NOEL BROWNE AND AGBERHIERE FAMILY

Soccer

InterviewTegaAgberhiere

There’s a timewhenyou
have tomoveon. I think
thatwas themain thing. I
justwanteda freshstart. I
wanted to startover,not
just in termsofmy life but
in termsofmy football
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In the hours before she met the Mayo team
for the first time, Niamh Fitzpatrick cried
her eyes out with the lifeboat crew who
had pulled her sister’s body from the wa-
ter. Captain Dara Fitzpatrick’s death had
been a public one. The Rescue 116 helicop-
ter crash off the Mayo coast had taken her
life along with those of her three crew-
mates, a brutal tragedy that dominated
news bulletins through the back end of
March 2017.

Now, just a few weeks later in May, her
sister met with the crew of the RNLI’s
Achill Lifeboat. In her work as a sports psy-
chologist, Niamh Fitzpatrick preaches the
need for “absolute attention to the most
minute detail”. So although there was no
particular necessity for her to meet them,
she couldn’t not either. It was a pivotal
night in her life. She needed the details of
how it unfolded.

“They were the ones who had taken
Dara from the water,” she says now. “It
was a savagely tough couple of hours. I
cried my way through it but they were abso-
lutely amazing. Amazing.

“I dried my tears and drove back to
Castlebar. I cleaned myself up and went to
meet the Mayo team for the first time. I’ll
never forget it, Stephen Rochford met me
in the reception of the Breaffy and he gave
me a hug and a kiss. And I know what he
was doing. He was saying it will be okay.”

Fitzpatrick has been a qualified psychol-
ogist for 30 years. She has been working
with GAA teams, on and off, for most of
them. She was has been the sports psychol-
ogist for the Irish team through three
Olympic cycles and works extensively in
mental health as well. She has given count-
less introductory talks to countless groups
and individuals down the years. None of
them ended the way this one did.

“I always do a presentation when I start
off. Who am I? What qualifies me to be
standing in front of these athletes? What is
sports psychology? What is it not? What
will we be doing? But I also had to address
the elephant in the room.

“Obviously Dara had died in their coun-

ty and it had been a major news story so
they were going to know that. They needed
to know that I would be okay. Stephen al-
ready knew it but they needed to know it
too.

“So I made my speech and it was good, it
was fine. And at the end of it, as the players
were leaving, they got up and walked past
me one by one, shaking my hand. And I
said to Stephen afterwards, ‘Well, that’s
never happened before. That’s a great re-
sponse to an introduction to a squad.
That’s one of the best I’ve ever got.’

“It was about two years later that the
penny dropped with me. Those players
shook my hand because they were giving
me their condolences. I never got it at the
time. It didn’t occur to me. But that’s what
they were doing.”

Publicprofile
Life and death and sport. The more Niamh
Fitzpatrick has learned about the first two,
the better she has become at tackling the
third. She had a bit of a public profile be-
fore her sister’s death. It wasn’t uncom-
mon for her to be mentioned in dispatches
over the years in connection with this team
or that Olympian. She had a slot on Today
FM. In the small world of Irish sport, she
was known by the people who know.

Her name rings out that bit louder since
the accident though. Partly, this is down to
it having been such a public event. But
more so, it’s because she has been brave
with her grief. As she says, we’re good at
wakes and funerals in Ireland but we’re
not great at talking about what comes af-
ter.

She went back on Today FM within six
weeks of the crash and talked plainly and
honestly about how she was feeling. She
published a book last September and
called it Tell Me The Truth About Loss.
Through it all, it would be reasonable to im-
agine that sport might have become a
shrunken thing for her, unavoidably dimin-
ished by the loss she felt. But that’s not
what living is.

In the depths of the worst weeks of her
life, she found a direct message on Twitter
from Stephen Rochford. She laughs now
at the thought of him introducing himself
as the manager of the Mayo football team.
She had just spent a visceral few weeks
travelling over and back to Mayo from her
Dublin home, being enveloped by the com-
munity out around the Mullet Peninsula,
living amongst them, drinking their tea
and eating their bread, being minded by
them. She knew who the manager of the
Mayo football team was.

Crash
The fact that he got in touch at all appealed
to her. It had only been around six weeks
since the crash. He didn’t know her person-
ally or anything, only by her reputation in
the sporting world. He didn’t – couldn’t –
know where she was at in her head or how
she would react to someone asking her to
come to Mayo, of all places. But he took the
gamble and put the question anyway.

“I thought it was immensely courageous
to ask,” she says. “I had been to Mayo may-
be once in my life before Dara died. But
that road became so familiar to me after
her death. I went up to Blacksod to see
where she died. I needed to do it, to just be
in the place where she had taken her last
breath.

“I drove over and back to Mayo every
week or every second week for a couple of
months afterwards. I just had to be there.
The family just had to be there. And with-
out fail, we would get messages from peo-
ple telling us not to be stuck for a bed, not
to be stuck for a meal, not to be stuck for an-
ything. They tucked themselves in around
us, that’s how it felt. They were just there
for us when we needed it.

“And so when Stephen Rochford came

looking – you say of all counties to come
and ask but to me, that’s the point. It was
the fact that it was Mayo. It gave me the op-
portunity to maybe give something back to
them. I get emotional thinking about it,
honestly I still do.

“I do think on some level that I have
done my best work since Dara died. I think
grief brings you to the depths of yourself,
depths that you maybe haven’t found be-
fore. I brought my best work to that squad.
And I think somehow Stephen knew that I
would do really good work for him because
of grief, rather than the other way around.
I wouldn’t let it get in the way of my work. I
think he sensed that from the start.”

Backtothestart
But why would grief help? How can some-
thing so pulverising, so stubbornly drain-
ing, be of any use when it comes to top level
sport? For Fitzpatrick, the answer goes all
the way back to the start.

Her first gig as a sports psychologist in
the GAA was with the Wexford hurlers in
1996. She was 27-years-old, not long out of
college and had done some work at the Na-
tional Coaching and Training Centre in
Limerick. Liam Griffin was looking for a
sports psychologist to free the minds of a
Wexford squad that had been in chains for
so long that plenty of them had long since
accepted their fate. Her name came up
and instantly Griffin was intrigued.

“I love that man,” she says of Griffin.
“When it was all over and we had won the
All-Ireland, he told me this. He said, ‘I will
know these players are serious about do-
ing what it’s going to take to win an All-Ire-
land if (a) they embrace a sports psycholo-
gist in the first place and (b) I will really
know it if they take a woman into the fold.’

“I’m often the only women in amongst a
squad of players, management and back-
room team, and rather than being a disad-
vantage as some might expect, my experi-
ence is that the female presence can bring
a balance to the sporting dressing room. A
woman will have a different outlook to a
room full of men, an alternative perspec-
tive on the situation.

“Also, in their one-to-one sessions, play-
ers often tell me things that they would nev-
er say to a man, so we can get a fullness to
the sessions because they aren’t minding
their ego. They can feel safe enough to be
truly honest.”

That’s a quarter of a century of experi-
ence talking. In 1996, neither she nor Grif-
fin knew how it would go. She had never
dealt with a team before at any level of any
sport. None of the hurling counties had
ever engaged a sports psychologist before.
But they closed their eyes and jumped off
the cliff together anyway.

“Caring makes you vulnerable,” she
says. “Are you good enough? That is scary
stuff. Taking life and living it. Not just exist-
ing. Not staying within the lines. Not col-
ouring within the borders. But actually say-
ing, ‘I am going to live my life. To LIVE my

life.’ What does that mean? It means
stretching and pushing and knowing my
comfort zone is in one space but actually
consciously going outside that space. Just
to say, ‘let me see what I can do.’

“I think there’s something huge in that.
There’s something exhilarating in that.
It’s terrifying. But it’s that line from the
Garth Brooks song – ‘I could have missed
the pain but I’d have had to miss the
dance’. That for me is what it’s about.

“And I think it’s something I bring to my
work, that sense of, ‘we don’t have another
chance.’ I’ve said that to several teams and
athletes down the years. I think it’s proba-
bly a reason Liam Griffin and I got on so
well, it’s something he would naturally
have in his mindset.

“Understanding that it doesn’t matter if
you’re only on the squad as a 20-year-old
and you think you have loads of time left in
your career. You don’t know that, first of
all. But secondly, it doesn’t matter if you
have 10 more All-Irelands. This is the one
you have now. This is here to be lived. Live
it.”

In a piece for The Sports Chronicle last
year, Fitzpatrick drew the line between life
and death and grief and living. Not exist-
ing. Living.

“In the last moments of her life, Dara
fought to survive,” she wrote. “She got her
seatbelt and helmet off. She got out of the
helicopter. She tried so hard to live. She
just didn’t make it to the surface of the
cold, dark, night sea. How insulting would
it be to her if we didn’t live the lives that
we’re so privileged to have?”

Emotional
Sport insists that she does just that. Sport
doesn’t let you halfway in the door. She
still gets shivers when she pictures Croke
Park in 1996 and the Wexford team march-
ing down to Hill 16, the purple and gold in-
haling them. She gets emotional thinking
of that summer with Mayo in 2017 and the
extra-time against Derry and Cork, the
draws and replays against Roscommon
and Kerry, the greatest final of the age

against Dublin. One team made it up the
steps of the Hogan Stand, the other stood
on the pitch as the cup was lifted. Every-
one involved spent a summer living.

“After Jim Gavin left the Dublin job,”
she says, “I remember reading an inter-
view with him and he picked out the Mayo
2017 team for a special mention. And
when I heard it, honestly I cried. Because I
know those players. I know what they
gave.

“The world changed for everybody in
March 2020 because of Covid-19. The
world changed for my family in March
2017. And what you learn from life-alter-
ing events is that you just never know. You
never know. All you have is now. You liter-
ally only have now. So flipping well go and
live your now, the best now you can live.

“And I don’t mean do your best, like
your mammy would say just go and do
your best. No, I mean be your optimum, be
the best thing that every cell in your body
can add up to. There is a balm that will
come from that, regardless of the result. I
am still so proud of that 2017 Mayo team. I
don’t know if I have the right to be - I’m not
one of their parents. But I am. I am proud
of everything they gave for that goal.”

Balance
Life and death and sport. In the period af-
ter Dara’s death, she was asked an interest-
ing question by another psychologist. If
grief had a goal, what did she think it
would be? It took her a couple of years to
come up with a good answer and in the end
she settled on this: To help you achieve a
balance between remembering and living.
Hence, she says, the link to sports psycholo-
gy.

“In 1996, our first game was with Kilken-
ny,” she says. “Liam asked the players,
‘What do you want to do with Niamh on
matchdays?’ And they said, ‘We want her
in the dugout because that will remind us
of the work we have done and remind us to
take a breath and remind us of the next
ball and all those little things.’ You’re sort
of like a walking anchor for them.

“I almost feel as if, certainly in the sport-
ing space and particularly with Mayo in
2017, I was that reminder that you don’t
get another chance at this. You don’t know
what’s left in life for you. You get one shot.
I think there’s something for me in that.

“It’s not about sanitising grief. It’s not
about waking up one day and being totally
fine with the fact that the person you love
is gone. That’s not it. It’s being able to go
about my life as a psychologist and model
it and show people that it’s possible to be
upset and be okay.”

The chaos of the Covid year has meant
that though four different counties have
come calling in the past 12 months, she
isn’t working with any GAA teams just
now. Which is not to say she won’t in time.
Not by any stretch.

“What’s interesting about working as a
psychologist as part of the backroom team
for a county squad is that you’re in the
trenches with the team. You put your own
self on the line as much as they do. You be-
come part of them. You live the glory days
and the devastating losses together and it
bonds you. You’re not separate from them
in a way that you are in other areas of psy-
chology.

“It can honestly feel like family. Some of
those moments I’ve shared with players
from Wexford and from Mayo are among
some of the most rewarding and powerful
days of my life.

“And these feelings aren’t conditional
on getting over the line for the ultimate
win, they’re about the togetherness of the
experience. Everyone knowing that every-
one else, psychologist included, is in the
trenches working towards the same goal.
It’s very cool stuff to be a part of.”

Some life, in other words. Long may she
go on living in.

SportsFeature
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■Sports psychologist Niamh Fitzpatrick
hasworkedwith teams since the 1990s.
Her sister Dara Fitzpatrick (inset) died in
the Rescue 116 helicopter crash in
March, 2017. PHOTOGRAPH: NICK BRADSHAW

■March 19th, 2017: Mayomanager Stephen Rochfordwith his side before playing Cavan in their National League Division One tie
in Castlebar. Niamh Fitzpatrick, in her role as a sports psychologist, gave an introductory talk to the players not long after her
sister’s death. “Those players shookmy hand because theywere givingme their condolences. I never got it at the time. It didn’t
occur tome. But that’s what theywere doing.” PHOTOGRAPH: JAMES CROMBIE/INPHO

Malachy
Clerkin

Whatyou learn from
life-alteringevents is that
you justneverknow.You
neverknow.All youhave is
now.You literallyonlyhave
now.So flippingwell goand
live yournow, thebestnow
youcan live

Idriedmytears anddrove
back toCastlebar. I cleaned
myselfupandwent tomeet
theMayo teamfor the first
time. I’ll never forget it,
StephenRochford (right)
metme in thereceptionof
theBreaffy andhegaveme
ahugandakiss.And I
knowwhathewasdoing.
Hewas saying itwill be
okay

InterviewNiamhFitzpatrick,

‘Allyouhaveisnow’:
griefandsporthelp
fueldesiretolive

Sportspsychologist talks
abouther sisterDarawho
waskilledwhileon Irish
CoastGuardduty in2017
andabouthowsport
helpedher to cope in the
aftermathof the tragedy
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Atour trainingground in
DCU,heused to take40
frees fromthisbit of the
pitch.Everynight, 40 frees
fromthat spot.Thatwas
moreor less the exact spot
that the freeagainstKerry
came in2011.As soonas it
wasgiven,weallwent, ‘Well
there’snochanceofhim
missing this’

This is how it was. Twenty years ago this
week, Dublin manager Tommy Carr was in
these pages telling Ian O’Riordan that
John O’Leary might have to come out of re-
tirement for their Leinster opener against
Longford.

Davy Byrne was injured and even
though O’Leary was four years retired and
had just turned 40, Carr wanted him as cov-
er. Young Cluxton from the 21s was going
to start. But what if something went
wrong?

It didn’t, as it goes. Stephen Cluxton
fared just fine and the Dubs walloped Long-
ford 2-19 to 1-13. Late on, with the game
long gone, future Longford manager Pád-
raic Davis won a free close to goal and saw
that only Cluxton and Paul Curran were
standing on the line. Bang. Consolation
goal.

In the moment, history never feels too
heavy. Jim Gavin replaced Dessie Farrell
late on, a 15-minute cameo that turned out
to be his last championship appearance.
You would presume that a nothing game
against Longford lingers in the mind of vir-
tually nobody – nobody except the two
most important drivers of Dublin’s great-
est ever team.

Outside the line-ups, Cluxton barely got
a mention in the following day’s papers.
One of the GAA’s greatest careers began
unobtrusively and generally unremarked.
The goal was a poxy one to give away but
nobody hung it around his neck. If any-
thing, his defence got the blame for switch-
ing off with the game in the bag. For the
Dublin football team, it wasn’t untypical of
the times.

Can you imagine it now? A quick one
catching them with just a single defender
on the line? An opposition freetaker al-
lowed a snapshot with nobody blocking his
route to goal? It just wouldn’t happen. The
modern Dublin defence would rather

spend an afternoon in the zoo cleaning ti-
ger teeth than cough up one of those and
have to face their goalkeeper afterwards.

At least they’d know the tiger would
stop chewing on them eventually.

Mystery
Twenty years. Imagine. Cluxton has been
the Dublin goalkeeper since before 9/11, be-
fore Saipan, long, long before Facebook.
When he made his debut on May 27th
2001, we hadn’t started spending Euros
yet. The GAA hadn’t got rid of Rule 21 yet,
never mind Rule 42. David Clifford was
two-years-old.

He has togged out with players born as
long ago as 1969 and as recently as 1999.
He has lined up for the anthem with Dubs
who made their debut in 1988 and others
who got their start in 2020. Nine different
sub-goalkeepers have had their go in his
shadow, with Michael Shiel of St Sylvest-
er’s the latest last weekend.

And yet, for someone who has been in
the public eye for 20 years, Cluxton is fa-
mously a mystery to the wider the world.
There will never be a book. There will nev-
er be a sit-down interview outside of cap-
tain’s duties on the night of an All-Ireland
final. He has an aggressive lust for the low-
est key possible, a hypochondriac’s aver-
sion to the slightest pimple of hype.

“You have to understand that for the
first eight years he was on the team,” says
Pat Gilroy, “Dublin took a lot of flak and
they got a lot of praise and probably nei-
ther was fully deserved. He saw way too
many times how Dublin teams had a big
fall after they got good press and so his
whole view of it became, ‘Well, there’s
nothing in this that will help me so I’m just
going to stay away from it.’ It is purely to
stay focussed.

“I did so many charity things with him
and he was always pushing to do more –
but only on the basis that there’d be no
press at them. He does so much charity
work that nobody hears about because the
one thing he’d say to any charity was that
at the first sight of a journalist, he was out
of there. The poor charities probably
would have been hoping for a bit of publici-
ty but he just never wanted to get drawn
into that world, good or bad.”

It is, of course, entirely admirable that
he has no truck with the game’s fripperies.
It isn’t a pose, either. Paddy Andrews
played with Cluxton for a dozen years and
saw every side of him. He never saw a
put-on.

“Every player says they don’t read the
papers,” Andrews says. “But half an hour
after the game you see plenty of them on
the bus typing their name into Twitter.
Clucko genuinely does not give a shit
about any of that. It’s not a mask, it’s not

fake humility, it’s not any of that. He wants
to play, he wants to win. That’s all.

“Like, people are always saying he
changed the way Gaelic football is played. I
don’t know how anybody would be able to
rise above something like that being said
about them. No matter how humble you
are, no matter how devoted you are to the
process and all of that stuff, part of you
would have to be going, even in quiet mo-
ments, ‘Well, that’s pretty cool that people
think that about me.’

“But nothing like that would ever enter
his head. That’s just not the way he thinks
at all. He knows people say it obviously but
it couldn’t have less effect on him.”

Ideas,ideas
This is how it changed. In the 2006 All-Ire-
land semi-final defeat to Mayo, Dublin
won possession from only 10 out of Clux-
ton’s 21 kick-outs. This wasn’t considered
an outrage or even particularly a failing.
Certainly, it didn’t diminish him in any-
one’s judgement. He was the All Star goal-
keeper at the end of the season, just as he
had been in 2002 and just as he would be in
2007. He was 24-years-old and accepted
by all as one of the top three goalkeepers in
the game.

The game is on YouTube. By today’s
standards Cluxton looks like a club goalie.
Every kick-out is long and straight and
mostly up for grabs. If there was variation,
it was the occasional Dublin forward com-
ing deep to add an extra body. But every-
thing was kicked out across the Dublin 45 -
and across midfield if possible. That’s just
how it was.

“He wasn’t too keen on short kick-outs
at the start,” Gilroy says. “He felt it was bet-
ter to get the ball far away from the goal.
But when it was discussed among the
group, we teased it out to saying that may-
be you could do both. You could draw a
team in on top of you with a few short ones
and make more room for the long ones.
And once he saw logic in it, he really went
after it.

“The thing with Stephen is that he is vo-
racious for knowledge. He will leave him-
self open for information. When I was in-
volved and obviously in the past decade, he
has been surrounded with players and
coaches who think about the game and see
it in a different way. He has an unbelieva-
ble talent for pushing guys to put forth ide-
as. And then working on them until they
come off.”

Over time, it became the literal starting
point for everything. Winning their own
kick-outs went from aspirational to non-ne-
gotiable. “It came down to percentages,”
says one ex-team-mate. “There are
50-something kick-outs in a game. If we se-
cure 95 per cent of ours and 15 per cent of
theirs, we control the game. Once we have
possession, it’s a matter of moving the ball
around and waiting for a one-on-one to
happen. But it all starts with him.”

He went to work. And he put everyone

else to work as well. Ideas, ideas. In the ear-
ly days of opposition sweepers, the easy
out was always a short ball to one of the cor-
ner-backs. And he wasn’t averse to it, not
at all – possession is ten-tenths of the law.
But it was predictable if they kept doing it
and predictable is never good for long.

So he went to management and said he
was thinking of every once in a while aim-
ing for the opposition sweeper and kicking
it directly down on top of him. His reason-
ing was that no sweeper, however disci-
plined, would be able to resist coming up
and claiming a big kick-out.

But if the Dubs around the middle third
knew it was coming, they could get in there
and make it a 50/50. And with the sweeper
out of commission, there’d be an ocean of
space in behind. Suddenly, the reward for
winning that 50/50 increased in value. It
was an even money shot that paid out at 4-1.

“He’s a genuine tactical genius,” says
one former member of the Dublin panel.

“His thought processes when it comes
to kick-outs are sometimes even nearly too
complex for some of the players. He is al-
ways probing players and evolving the
kick-out because he doesn’t want the oppo-
sition to work out what Dublin are doing.
So he changes it up each year.

“He’s paranoid about it. Paranoid that
he will get worked out. That’s why Mayo al-
ways freaked him out a bit. They were so
good at pressing up high, at changing what
he was seeing. He knew that if they hit on a
game where they worked him out, then it
would be the difference between winning
and losing an All-Ireland final.”

“You have no idea the work we did on
kick-outs before every game,” Andrews
says. “Our kick-out, opposition kick-out,
just loads and loads of analysis. Clucko was
leading that, all the time. Didn’t matter
who we were playing, their kick-out was an-
alysed as if it was an All-Ireland final and
we drilled our own kick-out as if it was an
All-Ireland final. His appetite for it has nev-
er waned. Whereas for some of us, it defi-
nitely became a chore.”

Badminton
Outside of making Dublin an endless em-
pire, Cluxton’s big sporting love is badmin-
ton. Indeed, his first recorded appearance

in The Irish Times was in February 1996,
when the down-the-page badminton re-
sults recorded a win in the Under-14 Boys
section of the Northside Juvenile Tourna-
ment at Baldoyle, S Cluxton beating M
Burke 15-3 15-7. He still plays to this day,
partly for enjoyment, partly because it
keeps him flexible and aids his agility.

In 2015, one of his maths students be-
came Irish senior champion despite only
just having turned 15. Nhat Nguyen ar-
rived in Dublin from Vietnam at the age of
six and took up badminton because his dad
played it. As he rose through the ranks, his
school gave him leeway to see how far it
would take him.

Cluxton taught him maths in third year
and physics for the Leaving Cert, mentor-
ing him along the way. On the back of Nguy-
en’s incredible ascent, he set up a badmin-
ton team in the school. Nine weeks from to-
day, assuming the games go ahead, all of St
David’s Artane will be glued to their TVs as
Nhat Nguyen takes the court at the Tokyo
Olympics.

He’s a soccer head too, of course. Big
Manchester United fan off the field, a
sharp and tidy central midfielder on it. The
famous picture of him dishing out that left
hook to Jason McAteer in a charity game
in 2011 came about as a direct result of him
bossing the middle third. Gilroy was play-
ing in the game and saw how it unfolded.

“He was the best player on the pitch and
you could see this was annoying McAteer
because he kept biting at him and leaving a
foot in, basically getting pissed off because
Stephen was well fit for him. In the end, Ste-
phen just got sick of it and turned around
and gave him a dig.”

Sharkinthetank
Above all else, he is the conscience of the
eight-time All-Ireland champions. “The
shark in the tank,” is how one former play-
er describes him. “Players, coaches, every-
one in the group is kept on their toes by
him.”

By word and by deed. In November
2009, Gilroy had a challenge game organ-
ised in Monaghan on the night of Ireland’s
second leg World Cup qualifier against
France – or what would later be known as
the Thierry Henry game. He wasn’t exact-
ly getting full-throated sign-ups for the
trip to Inniskeen – it was pre-season, the
weather was brutal, Monaghan were a
dose to play against and there was a game
on the TV. Cluxton heard the moaning and
immediately told Gilroy he’d be there.

“I said look, you won’t be playing,” Gil-
roy says. “I think I needed to take a look at
Michael Savage so I said the most he’d get
would be a half. He said no problem. I
think we only had 18 fellas in the end, some-
thing like that. And our freetaker Blaine
Kelly got injured in the game so I asked
him would he mind going on and playing
corner-forward to take the frees. Again, he
said no problem.

“That night was where the idea for him

to become the freetaker came from. He
had never done it before but he went out
and I think he kicked five points from
frees. That was without prep, without him
or me knowing that we were going to ask
him to do it. So we figured if he was able to
do that with no planning, he would surely
be able to do it in games with a bit of prac-
tice.

“At our training ground in DCU, he used
to take 40 frees from the bit of the pitch
that you come to first as you come out of
the changing room door. Every night, 40
frees from that spot. That was more or less
the exact spot that the free against Kerry
came in 2011. As soon as it was given, we all
went, ‘Well there’s no chance of him miss-
ing this.’”

Often, it requires neither word nor
deed. Like the time in 2016 when the Dub-
lin team coach was coming back into Dub-
lin after a match down the country. As it
passed Commercial’s Hurling Club on the
M7 just after the turn-off for Rathcoole,
Cluxton saw the huge billboard AIG had
erected for all to see. Big letters, leaning
out over the motorway, welcoming drivers
to Dublin – “HOME OF SAM”.

Immediately he was up the front of the
bus, tapping management on the shoulder,
ready to launch. Imagine the amount of
players, coaches, supporters and whoever
else from other counties driving past that
every day. Imagine how pissed off they’d be,
how much motivation it would give them to
stick it to the Dubs and their Home Of Sam
sign. It has to go, Jim. Has to.

Before a word was even out of his
mouth, Jim Gavin had his hand up, saying,
“I know, I know.” Calls were made, the
sign was changed. There’s still a billboard
there but when you pass it today, you see
two under-12 girls in Dublin jerseys.

Tranquillity
One last story. It was getting close to dawn
on the morning after the 2011 All-Ireland fi-
nal and Gilroy was ready to finally locate
his bed. His team had left the city hum-
ming through the night, those 16 years of
rot and mould wiped away at the stroke of
Cluxton’s well-practiced boot. Now it was
time for a few hours of happy, contended
sleep.

Or not. Cluxton saw him shaping for his
exit and collared him.

“You’re not going to bed, Pat?”
“Ah, I am, yeah. We’ve to be up for the

hospitals and all that in a few hours.”
“You’ll be fine, don’t worry. Come on, I

have breakfast organised for us.”
“Where?”
“The Boar’s Head.”
“Ah Stephen…”
“No, come on, let’s go.”
Half an hour later, a party of six knocked

on the door of the Capel Street pub – Gil-
roy, Cluxton, Eoghan O’Gara and their
partners. Landlord Hugh Hourican wel-
comed them in and turned the lock behind
them. He set them up with breakfast, hand-
ed them the morning newspapers and told
them to relax, that he wouldn’t be letting
anyone else in.

Somewhere along the way, without Gil-
roy ever knowing, Cluxton had arranged
for them to have this small slice of tranquil-
lity. Away from everyone and everything, a
couple of hours burgled for themselves
from the madness of the city outside.

“We were stone-cold sober by this stage
and we just had great fun,” says Gilroy.
“We sat there chatting about the match,
just enjoying being together. That was all
him. He said to me, ‘Right, I’ll make a deal
with you. I’ll meet you in here every morn-
ing after we win an All-Ireland final.’”

That was a decade ago and they’ve kept
their date together seven more times
since. What was unimaginable in May
2001 is now routine. Nobody has done
more to make it so than the skinny lad in
the number one jersey.

This is how it is.

GaelicGames

‘‘
MalachyClerkin

‘‘

Hedoessomuchcharity
workthatnobodyhears
aboutbecausetheonething
he’dsaytoanycharitywas
thatatthefirstsightofa
journalist,hewasoutofthere

■Clockwise frommain: Stephen Cluxton at full-time of the
2019All-Ireland final; in action against Kildare in the 2011
Leinster semi-final; celebrating at the end of the 2002 Leinster
semi-final, his first intercounty season; with Pat Gilroy following
the 2011 All-Ireland final. PHOTOGRAPH: TOM HONAN, INPHO, SPORTSFILE
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Thisweekmarks20yearsat
numberoneforStephen
Cluxton–theprivate,
peerlessheartbeatof
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