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DA HEGERBERG knows
the story of the Irish
women who threatened
strike and of the
enduring farce that drove
them to it.
The world’s
highest-paid female footballer
remembers seeing those pictures
from outside Liberty Hall in April 2017
of 14 stern-faced athletes standing
shoulder-to-shoulder, the single word
‘RESPECT’ stamped across their green
tee-shirts. Their grievances were, she
recalls, so basic as to almost make her
do a double-take.
Having to change out of their
national tracksuits in airport toilets so
that they could be handed back for use
by other teams.
No match-fee.
No gym membership.
No loss of earnings process for the
non-professional players.
The players’ legal advisor described
them at the time as feeling like “fifthclass citizens”, people who were being
“treated like the dirt on the FAI’s shoe”.
Hegerberg was herself soon to enact
an international strike of her own,
stepping away from the Norwegian
national team after that summer’s
European Championships in a stance
she continues to this day.
Within months of her slipping into
exile, the Norwegian Football Federation introduced equal payment for
their men’s and women’s teams, but
their star player was not for turning.
On the contrary, the monetary side of
the issue had become the least important in Hegerberg’s view.
For her, the fundamental argument
was about something broader. Something crystallised in that single word
on those green tee-shirts she saw in
Dublin.

‘In 2020, being
a woman and
speaking up with
your opinions,
it irritates a
lot of people’
Ada Hegerberg is the world’s highest-paid female footballer and, after
a long road, she feels the game is edging closer to the respect it deserves

Courage

“It took a lot of courage,” she says of
the Irish players now. “But they stood
together and, for me, it showed a really
good example. Because whenever we
talk about equality, people turn it into a
salary or a money thing. But, at its
deepest level, it’s all about respect.
“And at national team level, when
you hear about those conditions,
everybody should understand that it’s
not acceptable. We’re talking about
respect and giving even the minimum
environment that allows them to perform to their best. And, obviously, that
wasn’t happening with the Irish team.
That’s why it’s so important when we
talk about equality that we don’t focus
always on the money part.
“Because, in the end, it should also be
about how you treat people, how you
treat women.
“Obviously what I experienced for
years in the (Norwegian) system was
not towards money. I didn’t start playing football because of money. There
was no money to dream of in women’s
football when I was younger so,
obviously, that was not the motivation.
“It’s about how you feel you don’t fit
in a system. But every time I talk about
this, I feel there’s a big ‘Me’ headline
coming, so it’s kind of past my time.
In the end though, in order for me to
pursue my ambitions and also not to
lose myself in that pursuit, I needed to
take that choice.”
It was one that cost her a place at last
year’s World Cup finals, Hegerberg
resisting the efforts of Norwegian
coach, Martin Sjogren, to re-unite one
of the world’s best strikers with her
national team.

How difficult was it to sit through
a tournament climaxing in the city,
Lyon, which has been her professional
home since the summer of 2014?
“Quite easy actually,” she says
emphatically. “Obviously there are
consequences to making the kind
of decision I made. I knew those
consequences and you have to face
them. Now, when I made the decision,
obviously the World Cup wasn’t in my
mind. That was not the point.
“But I watched it and enjoyed it like
everybody else.”
Hegerberg has not played for the
all-conquering Lyon Feminin this year
since suffering an anterior cruciate ligament injury in training last January.
She also underwent surgery on a tibia
stress fracture at the end of August
and, though “close”, she chooses not to
identify a likely return date so that “I
can work kind of like in peace”.
Despite the injuries, she signed a
personal 10-year deal with Nike in
June, reported in France to be worth
“upwards of €1 million”. She also has
sponsorships with Mastercard and

watch-manufacturer, Hublot, to supplement her close to €400,000 annual
salary with the club that has won the
last five Champions Leagues.
In May of last year, Hegerberg scored
a 16-minute hat-trick in the 4-1 European final defeat of Barcelona, a victory
meaning she had won 13 out of the 15
trophies possible since signing for Lyon.
She was also the first winner, in 2018,
of the female Ballon d’Or, the awards
night in Paris lent a thread of infamy
by DJ, Martin Solveig’s, asinine question about her twerking skills. Solveig
subsequently apologised, having been
helped in no small way by Hegerberg’s
grace in the moment. She is sanguine
now in her recall of an incident that
made global headlines.
“I know that I’m a very privileged
woman playing in Lyon and there’s a
lot of worse cases around in the world
for women in general,” she reflects.
“But in my world of football too, I know
that there are a lot of girls and women
who work hard but don’t get even
close to what they deserve in terms of
conditions and respect.

“It’s good that people stayed on their
toes that night and the incident blew
up completely. On a night like that, you
just want to focus on being a footballer
and not only a woman footballer. You
just want to be seen for what you have
achieved.
“And in the end it kind of blew up
and became (an example of) sexism. I
look at it two ways now. It’s a very good
thing that people stayed on their toes
when it mattered. But it’s also a pity
that football wasn’t the only focus that
night.”
Hegerberg’s professional career tally
of 282 goals in 272 games is testament
to an extraordinary talent, but she is
determined to use this lost year as an
investment in an even better future.
Married to Lech Poznan defender,
Thomas Rogne, she was able to spend
much of her rehabilitation from the
ACL surgery in Poland but, because of
Covid travel restrictions, then had the
subsequent stress fracture operation
in Lyon, “in the hospital alone”.

Positive

“It’s been like being on a rollercoaster,”
she says of the year. “That’s why I say
– in a positive manner – you don’t
come back from these long-term
injuries as the same player or the same
person. Because you’ve been through
so many experiences that it shapes you
100 per cent as a human as well.
“I think the psychological aspect is of
maybe 80 per cent importance. I’m not
going to lie to you, I’ve had some really
down moments. But, overall, I always
kept the hope up, which is very important. Maybe not to have too much pity
for yourself on the most difficult days.
“It’s been a challenge that I can kind

of appreciate now, even though it stole
one year of football from me. And I
think I can use it as a bounce for even
greater achievements in the future.
“Because we’re living in an intense
world, always thinking a lot about
ourselves. We eat, sleep and drink
competition, so it’s very important
to escape that bubble. Reading has
always been a sort of therapy to me,
almost like yoga or talking to people.
“Being a footballer takes a lot of
preparation. It’s all about quality and
always having a conscience about
your work. It’s no random thing that
I’ve been on top for the last few years,

‘Look at Megan
Rapinoe, she’s taken a
beating for all of us
and for the game’
there’s a lot of commitment behind
it, an awful lot of work that needs to
be put in in order to score 50 goals in
a season. But it’s work I’m willing to
do. I know my career might be short
too, so I want to make the most out of
it, to explode every record that I can
explode. I’m here to perform, I’m here
to be a footballer and I want to be the
greatest ever.”
Remaining outspoken on the
injustices she encounters remains, in
Hegeberg’s view, a responsibility of
her position.
She grew up in a house of strong
women between her mother, Gerd
Stolsmo, and older sister, Andrine, a
professional footballer in Italy with AS
Roma. “Kick-ass women,” as Ada calls
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Lennon must rekindle
his old fire to arrest
alarming Celtic slump
Roddy Forsyth

Fascinating
Ada:
Norwegian star
Ada Hegerberg
is excited by
the increase
in interest in
women’s sport
in Ireland on
the back of
the 20x20
campaign,
opposite.
Stephanie
Roche with
her Irish
team-mates
protesting at
their treatment
by the FAI
at Liberty
Hall in 2017
and, below,
Hegerberg
having won
the Ballon d’Or
for her prolific
form with
Champions
League winners
Lyon in 2018
them. That background arms her with
the courage of her convictions now,
even in the face of habitual hostility
from some sections of the industry
and ambivalence from others. Asked if
she has ever felt isolated through the
stances taken, Hegerberg delivers an
intriguing observation.
“In 2020, being a woman and
speaking up with your opinion . . . it
irritates a lot of people I’ll tell you.
That’s the reality. But I’ll take it, I’ll
keep my offensive attitude because
I want to see my sport going in the
right direction and I know that I have
the platform to do that, but only if I
perform.
“So it’s a tricky balance as well
because, if I don’t perform, there’s no
point in me speaking out. Some days it
can be really tough, annoying. Because
I’m a footballer, not a politician.
“But you know, the best sentence I’ve
ever heard in all of my career is, ‘It’s
lonely at the top!’ And it is, but I’ll take
it, I’ll take it. Look at Megan Rapinoe,
she’s taken a beating for all of us and
for the game, but we need strong
voices like that.
“It can be tough to stand alone for
something you believe in. When I
chose not to play for my national team,
I was really honest with the team representative about the things that I felt
were not good enough in Norwegian
football.”
Central to Hegerberg’s argument
is the lack of meaningful investment
in the Norwegian league, something
highlighted by the need for one club,
Avaldsnes, to crowd-fund so that
they could raise the £5,000 needed to
fulfil a Champions League fixture in
Montenegro.

“It’s about respect,” she reiterates.
“And I think women’s football does
not have the respect it should have in
Norway.”
Having participated in last month’s
20x20 Zoom conference alongside
other sporting superstars like Martina
Navratilova, Brian O’Driscoll and
Sonia O’Sullivan, Hegerberg says
she is excited by the sense of fresh
awakening towards women’s sport, an
awakening highlighted she believes by
the attendance of more than 56,000 at
last year’s All-Ireland women’s football
final between Dublin and Galway.

Protective

“Yes, I heard that,” she says. “But when
you talk about that crowd at the
All-Ireland final, it makes me think
that women’s sport has been here
before and we need to be protective of
its future. I only discovered recently
that there was a time when women’s
football in England drew huge crowds
before the authorities
banned it.”
Hegerberg refers
here to 1920s
England in which
the women’s game
enjoyed a huge
following before,
effectively, being
banned by the
authorities.
On St Stephen’s Day in
1920, 53,000
attended
a fixture
between Dick
Kerr’s Ladies
and St Helen’s

Ladies at Goodison Park before, one
year later, the FA banned women
from playing on FA-affiliated pitches,
deeming the game “quite unsuitable
for females”. A ban that, incredibly,
remained in place until 1971.
“I had no idea about that until I saw
the pictures of those crowds recently,”
reflects Hegerberg. “It was mind-blowing. Look, in the end, people just want
to play sport. Men and women. Every
now and then we get a tournament,
like last year’s World Cup, that gives
such big momentum to women.
“But the challenge is to keep that
momentum all year, to keep the tension up. To do that, it’s up to us players
to always increase the level, because
we can’t ask for things if we don’t train
ever harder or smarter or stay out of
our comfort zone.
“Every player needs to use their voice
to shake up things.
“Because it’s so important that we
break stigmas, break barriers in order
to create more women idols. I didn’t
have any woman football idols when
I was growing up. I was watching the
men’s game and that was basically it.
“Today you can see that is slowly
changing. That young girls can
dream about playing in the Champions League now. That’s a
great thing to see.”
Ada Hegerberg was a
contributor at last month’s
20x20 Zoom conference,
the finale to a two-year push
at promoting women’s sport
in Ireland through increased
participation, media
coverage and attendance by
the end of 2020

FOR THE first time in this closeted
season, Celtic Park echoed to
loud and impromptu choruses of
celebration on Thursday.
Unfortunately, they came from
the Sparta Prague dressingroom after the Czech side had
humiliated Scotland’s champions
on their own turf with a 4-1
thrashing in the Europa League to
leave Neil Lennon’s players at the
foot of Group H with a single point
from a possible nine.
The section has been volatile,
to say the least, and could be the
subject of a school probability test.
If Sparta lose 4-1 to Lille and 3-1
to AC Milan, while Celtic lose 3-1
to Milan but are held to a draw
by Lille after being 2-0 up, what
should we expect when Celtic play
Sparta and Lille travel to Milan?
Nobody predicted Lille’s 3-0
victory in the San Siro, the worst
defeat ever sustained by Milan at
home in Europe.
Celtic, though, suffered their
second-worst European result at
home, as they registered three
successive Europa League defeats
at Parkhead for the first time and
a third successive loss in the East
End of Glasgow for the first time
since 1989-’90.
Lukas Julis – the first visiting
player to score a hat-trick since
Aberdeen’s Eric Black in 1983 – had
his contribution supplemented
by an injury-time header from
Ladislav Krejci. Three Sparta
attempts also hit the post and
crossbar.
Given that Celtic’s performance
in Lille and in the comfortable
2-0 victory over Aberdeen in last
Sunday’s Scottish Cup semi-final at
Hampden Park seemed to indicate
a return to accustomed form and
consistency, Sparta’s superiority
was all the more brutal for its ease.
The screeches and whistles
which accompanied the
proceedings emanated from
nearby firework displays and
Celtic were spared the excoriation
of 60,000 incensed fans but, even
so, Lennon (below) still seemed
dazed as he reviewed his players’
night of inadequacy.
Since his return to Parkhead,
the manager has corralled
the fiery temperament
that characterised
his first spell in
charge there,
but if he is to
remain in place,
a reversion to type
looks necessary.
“If I am going to get
performances like I did
against Sparta Prague then,
yeah – because it will be my
head on the block,” Lennon
said.
“I’ll be honest, I didn’t see
it coming. Nothing surprises
you in football, but for this
group of players to play with
that lack of desire? It is on them.

“They have to roll their sleeves up
now and show that one, they want
to play for the club and, two, they
want to be successful.
‘‘They looked on Thursday night
as though they lacked hunger.
“We had to change the system
because we didn’t look as though
we were really penetrating at all.
It was just lackadaisical and it was
half-hearted and obviously, I’ll get
the blame, but we are a close unit
and I don’t want any separation as
if it’s me against them.
“It’s not, but they have to hold
their hands up sometimes. I can’t
keep protecting and defending
them. Thursday was indefensible.”
Scott Brown has so epitomised
Celtic’s resolution and fortitude
in recent seasons that it is notable
that, at the age of 35, he has had to
hand over his captain’s armband
increasingly and nine of his 19
appearances this season, including
Thursday’s, have seen him
replaced or arrive as a substitute.
Had his teammates been as
combative against Sparta as Brown
was when the subject was raised
with him, they would have made a
credible issue of the tie.
“That’s you putting that into
everyone’s head again. Don’t worry
about me,” Brown said.

Ugly

“I just keep going on. If the
manager needs me, I’m there for
him. If he needs to rest me, if he
needs to play someone else, then
I’m old enough and ugly enough to
deal with it. I do whatever’s best for
this team.
“Don’t you worry about myself or
me listening to anyone else. It is
not about the individuals that you
like to come after.
‘‘For us, it is all about sticking
together, not listening to the
media, not listening to anything
else, just worrying about ourselves.
“The Sparta performance was
terrible and that was from start
to finish. That’s on the lads, it’s on
nobody else.”
Celtic are in Scottish Premiership
action against Motherwell at Fir
Park tomorrow, where their noon
kick-off gives them an opportunity
to put a degree of pressure on
Rangers, whose home game
against Hamilton starts at 3pm.
Lennon’s players will, however,
have to produce a substantially
commanding performance
to dispel the impression
that several of them
would either prefer to
be elsewhere or have
simply abandoned the
resolve that has brought
them to the brink of a
fourth successive clean
sweep of the domestic
honours. (© Daily
Telegraph, London)
Motherwell v Celtic,
Live, Sky Sports,
tomorrow, 12.0
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E WENT blind in his left
eye and began losing
power down his left side.
Was it a severe migraine?
Worse still, maybe
a stroke? As the
symptoms accelerated,
their thoughts inevitably darkened.
Kevin Hennessy couldn’t dress
himself; eventually couldn’t even grip
a spoon in his weakened hand.
Una remembers a ghost of a man
last August, some grave new secret
seemingly locked down deep inside
his nervous system. Scans were done
to see if his cancer had returned. The
good news was it hadn’t. The bad?
He was under attack from one of the
rarest conditions known to medicine.
The day after his admission to
Cork University Hospital, Hennessy
suffered multiple seizures and, from
there, an intense forensic led them
to the answer. “It’s unbelievably bad
luck to get it,” Una says now of her husband’s subsequent diagnosis as only
the 44th known sufferer of SMART
syndrome.
Walking is still a struggle, forcing him to reach, instinctively, for
supports along the way. Chair-backs,
a door-frame, anything. He is heavier
than he wants to be too, but still here,
still upbeat and resolute, still ardently,
defiantly alive.
The syndrome – a delayed complication of whole brain irradiation – was
barely known, let alone understood
when they began going to war in ’06
with those five tumours that were
causing such wretched headaches.

Numbers

Mostly patients undergoing such
treatment don’t live long enough to fall
victim to the condition, hence the tiny
numbers globally. The window of
susceptibility is thought to be between
12 and 14 years after radiation.
And Kevin Hennessy got to 13.
Yet, here’s the thing. He believes in
a god now more than he ever did and
finds real comfort in prayer. The man
whose body keeps on hitting land
mines bears no anger, stores no selfpity. With seven sisters and a brother,
he remembers once speculating on
the likelihood that at least one of the
siblings would get cancer.
“I’m just glad that I was the first,” he
says now. “And, thankfully, the only
one so far.”
He was once the rogue and the
storyteller of the Cork hurling team.
Played in six senior All-Ireland finals,
goaling in each of the three he won.
The groundstroke that beat Galway
netminder, John Commins, just 48
seconds into the 1990 All-Ireland
decider, remains the quickest goal in
final history.
It’s a distinction he still cherishes.
“Every year I’m watching the final
now and a minute in, I go, ‘Brilliant,
I’m good for another year!’” he says
with a raspy chuckle. “I’d be disgusted
now if someone beat it!”
He is 59 today and happy in the
conviction that his latest crisis is
beginning to ebb. The cancer was
inoperable, but treatable. He’s also
undergone three hip replacements,
the first (done in ’04) having to be
repeated because of – as he puts it – “a
faulty batch”. He’s had heart issues,

‘So I’d say to
her, ‘Don’t
worry Mam,
they haven’t
found the
thing that
could
kill me yet!’’
Cork hurling legend Kevin Hennessy has been through
the mill with ill health over the past decade and a half
– his latest diagnosis is for SMART syndrome – but he
refuses to curse his luck and retains his sense of humour
and a vivid recollection of his days in the Rebel jersey
is type 2 diabetic and now finds
himself wrestling with one of the
rarest and most pitiless conditions
they can diagnose.
You wonder aloud if, perhaps, he’s
sometimes felt luckless along the
way, but his response is a gentle
scold. Last February, you see, Hennessy won a new Nissan Qashqai
in the local Revenue staff credit
union draw. “I often say to myself
that if I had my time all over again, I
wouldn’t change anything,” he says.
“Look, you’d get really fed up
when you’re in hospital for so long.
I’m not allowed drive yet. I can’t
drink yet, but I don’t mind that. We
had a grandson being christened
in March, so I went to my local GP.
‘What’s the story with having a
pint?’ I asked him.
“He said, ‘I’ve no problem with
you having one. You can have a
second, but they must be three
hours apart. But don’t have a third
because you’ll probably get a seizure after it!’ So I had none!”
He is, you will gather, no haunted
man. Yet his story is such a compendium of bad breaks, you suspect
that he has become skilled too at
diverting the conversation away
from any appetite for gloom.
Around Cork, they had him dead a

few times when the cancer was still
active. He spent an unbroken six
months in Cork University hospital
between June and December of ’06,
undergoing a mixture of radiotherapy
and Methotrexate-based chemotherapy for those tumours, each the size of
a five-cent piece.
Before admission, the headaches had
become increasingly violent.
Eventually, it was Kevin himself who
drew a line under the repeat prescriptions for Solpadol. “I’d been taking
them for about two weeks and couldn’t
sleep any night because of the pain,”
he remembers. “The tablets would do
nothing for me.
“I was eating them like Smarties!”
The medics waged their complex
fight through a tube into his chest and
another through a drilled opening in
his skull. Fluid had to be drained from
the brain. The second last session of
chemo left him so sick he could barely
eat for a month, shedding three-and-ahalf stone as a consequence.
So many people rallied around him
though, he felt blessed.
Old Cork and Midleton teammates, dipping in to the University
Hospital just to communicate a
sense of protectiveness and loyalty.
Former opponents like Nicky English,
who’d ring regularly and got the Tipp

Former Cork forward Kevin
Hennessy, pictured at his home
club Midleton, still holds the
record for the fastest goal in an
All-Ireland SHC final and, inset
above, with his team-mates
(from left) Ger Fitzgerald, Teddy
McCarthy, and Tomás Mulcahy
(captain) at Heuston Station the
day after beating Galway in the
1990 decider DARAGH McSWEENEY/
PROVISION and BRIAN FARRELL/INM

team Hennessy locked horns with
so often in the ’80s and ’90s to sign a
giant card. The then GAA president,
Nickey Brennan taking the time to call.
Most of all, though, family.
A rota was organised so that Hennessy seldom woke up after chemo
to an empty chair beside his bed. But
he grew, too, accomplished in the
business of concealment.

Privacy

Often, he says, he would cry in the
privacy of his own company. “Sure
you don’t know if you’re going to live
or not,” he says flatly now. “Because
when you hear that word ‘cancer’,
that’s the first thing you think. Am I
going to die?
“My mother, Angela – a great
woman – died five years ago. She
gave me everything she could possibly give me, but I’d say I put years on
the poor woman. You see, I might be
there on my own some mornings and,
usually, I’d have a tear or two. You’d
get very religious.
“I’d be saying my prayers every
morning and every night. Especially
when you’d be low. And I might have a
cry, because you’d be thinking, ‘Jesus,
I don’t want to die!’
“But whenever my mother would
come in, I’d straighten up.

“’How are you today Kevin?’
“’Ah, I’m much improved Mam!’
“You see, I learnt myself about
cancer. If you give in to it, it’ll walk all
over you. So I’d say to her, ‘Don’t worry
Mam, they haven’t found the thing
that could kill me yet!’
“Like, deep down, I always felt I was
going to beat it. Don’t ask me why.
Don’t ask me when.”
If short-term memory comes and
goes now, the old stuff remains vivid.
Hennessy had a rascal’s way when
dealing with figures of authority in the
Cork dressing-room, specifically Frank
Murphy or Canon Michael O’Brien.
The Canon, especially, had a wicked,
volcanic anger whenever he felt the
team needed psychological sharpening. His melodrama became the stuff
of legend.
On the Tuesday night before that ’90
final, he delivered a team-talk in Jury’s
Hotel, Cork while – as was his custom
– trampling on the jersey of their
looming opponents.
The manager had been unimpressed
by their semi-final defeat of Antrim
and was now challenging his forwards
particularly. “I went through the video”
he bellowed “and there were only two
forwards who showed up for me the
last day.
“TWO” he re-emphasised, at which
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point Kevin’s hand shot up.
“What’s wrong with you Hennessy?”
the Canon enquired.
“Will you tell us the other one?” he
asked, the room dissolving in laughter.
That was the tenor of Hennessy’s
place in the group. Routinely, he’d
phone Dr Con Murphy the Friday
before a big game, the two always
planning some weekend mischief to
lighten the collective mood. Yet, he
had his own insecurities too.
Intriguingly, he articulated a view
to a journalist – Kieran Shannon –
some years back that he felt he wasn’t
“ever taken to by Cork’s supporters”. It
seemed a joltingly stark observation
given his body of senior inter-county
work over 11 years and the fact that so
many of Cork’s opponents through
the late ’80s and early ’90s considered
Hennessy their biggest problem.
His explanation?
“I’d be very friendly with Joe Deane
who lives in Midleton,” he says matterof-factly now. “The crowd were always
chanting, ‘Deano, Deano’. Ah, he was
a brilliant player. Me? I was tall and
gangly.
“I used be hard to mark at times
because I knew how to use my elbows.
But I never felt they were happy with
me. I always felt I didn’t do enough for
them. And they were probably right.”

He does remember one exception,
a Munster Championship clash with
Tipp in Páirc Uí Chaoimh and his
marker, Conor O’Donovan, charging
out of defence with the ball on the
bas of his hurley. “He was trying
to burst past me and I just pulled,”
Hennessy remembers. “Took a fierce
chance because, nine out of ten times,
you’d miss. But the ball shot into the
roof of the net and, that day, I felt the
crowd getting excited alright.
“You’d know it because the place
would start shaking around you.”
Those memories remain more
than just vague brushstrokes
now. And the regrets are timeless.
His role in Cork’s fourth goal of that
’90 final against Galway remains a
small stone in Hennessy’s shoe. The
sides were level when a Mark Foley
shot came dropping towards the edge
of the ‘square’. As he ran to the ball
with his marker, Seán Treacy, he could
hear John Fitzgibbon calling from
behind him.
“I pulled, but let the ball run through
to Fitzy!” Hennessy remembers.
“And I opened your man (Treacy). I
felt sorry about that after because he
was such a nice fella before and after.
But, look, you’d do it to win an All-Ireland medal!”
Snapshots of his career, he says,

belong only
on ‘Reeling in
the Years’
now.
But
the
collegiality remains.
The sense, too, of covering
one another’s backs. He
remembers one young
firebrand of a back who
set about making a name for
himself with timber in the
summer of ’88.
Cork were training in
Ballinlough because of the
Michael Jackson concerts
at Páirc Uí Chaoimh
and, on this particular
night, the firebrand – a
player Hennessy used
give a lift to training – pulled
badly across Ger Fitzgerald.
“I said to him, ‘Listen, settle down
now, the team for the weekend is
picked!’” he recalls now. “Next thing,
I went for this ball and got a belt off
him. Went again and he did it again.
Got another ball and exact same thing.

Intentional. So I said to myself, ‘I’m
long enough at this now, I know what
to do!’
“So I asked Jim (Cashman) to push
out a small bit. ‘I’m on a mission here!’
I said. Anyway, next thing, yer man
comes charging out, pushing people
out of the way. I took a step to the right
and let fly. Broke the hurley.
“The following night, he was
standing in the usual spot, waiting for
his lift, his arm in a sling. And I drove
straight past him!”
The story finishes with a trademark
explosion of laughter, the signature of
his inner rogue.
Hennessy finished playing with the
club in ’96 having won four county
titles and an All-Ireland. Twice, he’s
been Midleton’s vice-chairman since
and, for a time before cancer called,
he’d begun even flirting with refereeing.
He describes “most” referees at club
level as “just frustrated players because
they couldn’t get on teams.”
Tells a story of one from East Cork
who became so frustrated with abuse
coming his way one day that he kept
advancing a free ten yards until – in
exasperation – he changed the award
to a penalty.
“Making up his own rules!” he says
laughing.
Then there was his own experience
of being sent off by a man he considered a friend. “I used give him my
jerseys,” he remembers. “Now I did pull
a little high this time, so the whistle
goes and over he comes.
“’What’s your name?’ he says.
“’You know my name!’
“’I asked you what’s your name?’
“’For f**k sake, you know my
name!’
“’Last chance, what is it?’
“’Caoimhín Ó hAonghusa’ I
said. Which it is!
“So he reported me for the
high pull and for refusing
to give my name. I had to
go down to a Munster
Council meeting in
Mallow and tell them
that I was only trying to
be a bit smart.”
Hennessy’s eyes are
alive with the telling.
He hasn’t been going
to games because of
the Covid restrictions,
but it’s been an easy
sacrifice given
how SMART
syndrome is so
erratic in its assault
on the body.
Just as they were
beginning
to sense
something
wrong last

autumn, he and Una went for a weekend away in Dublin. They were staying
in The Dean on Harcourt Street and,
out on a morning walk, Kevin took a
heavy fall at traffic lights on Stephen’s
Green.
“Just where the pavement slopes
down for wheelchairs, I couldn’t stop
myself. The legs just kept going,” he
recalls.
“I banged my knee off the pole as I
went down. And, just as I hit the pole,
the lights went green.
“Next thing, all these cars are
honking their horns at me. That hour
of the morning, people were probably
thinking, ‘He must have drink on him!’
But these two women behind me were
so good to me, I’d love to meet them
again.
“Then a garda arrived on a push-bike.
‘Are you alright?’ he says.
“’Well,’ I said, ‘I have an illness, just in
case you’re wondering!’
“‘Where are you staying?’
“’Just up the street there, maybe three
hundred yards.
“’Will you make it?
“’Arragh, I will!’”

Laceration

He did too only to then discover a deep
laceration on the knee. As Una
remembers: “His leg was pumping
blood, but he had navy pants on, so it
didn’t really show that much.”
They got the cut seen to only on their
return to Cork the following day. It
took eight stitches.
Once diagnosed, he was back in the
University hospital from last August to
December then. Hennessy jokes that,
though he’s now spent almost a full
year there in total, he still gets lost in
the place.
Medication has the seizures under
control now and physio has been
helping him, essentially, to learn to
walk again.
But nobody can say for sure what
legacy issues may come from SMART
syndrome. Some of the other 43 diagnosed with it, are no longer around to
feed the information flow.
Two hours have slipped effortlessly
away in his company and Una is coming to collect him now, in the new car
he has yet to drive. People still say to
Kevin Hennessy when they meet him,
“We had you buried like!”
You ask how he feels about the
future.
“Well, I’m still in pain, that’s the big
thing,” he says flatly. “Psychologically,
I’d be fine. It never affected me like
that. It’s more the fact that I can’t do
more at home. I can see grand now, so
I want to get back driving. The walking
isn’t great, but I’m getting better at
that too.
“And they haven’t found the thing
that could kill me yet!”

8

Monday, December 21, 2020 IRISH INDEPENDENT

Sport All-Ireland football final
COMMENT

VINCENT
HOGAN

T

HEY will come again no doubt
but, as Mayo slipped away into
a dark night webbed with new
regrets, it didn’t feel tasteful
to ask.
There are two parallel
strands to them as football
people. The first is that crumpled,
snarling face they manage to find for
Dublin in battle. The second? That
quiet, respectful grace – of the cemetery almost – with which they meet
their fate.
Long after the big, squat cup had
been handed over, Lee Keegan –
his ribcage nearly powdered some
time earlier by a dangerous Mick
Fitzsimons challenge – stood on the
field, arms folded, chatting to Philly
McMahon.
It’s as if Mayo have a sort of deep
understanding of their place in this
relationship. As the world grows
smaller around Dublin, Mayo just
punch their hopes back in a winter
drawer and tell themselves that this
awful, mildewed history of heartache
is near an end now.
What’s the alternative? Rage against
the light?
True, James Horan couldn’t bring
himself to walk a single stride in
Dessie Farrell’s direction when it was
over. And there was a moment later,
when brought up into the Hogan
Stand for his post-match press conference before Farrell had completed his,
that you sensed anger smoke behind
impatient eyes.
Walking up those steps, he had
encountered Jonny Cooper on his
way down. The Dublin defender
instinctively touched him with a
respectful hand, but all Horan could
bring himself to summon was a barely
discernible nod.
He has, you could only gather, grown
tired of the idea that Mayo are somehow designed for this.
His team left every fibre, every cuticle out on that field and yet, for the last
10 minutes or so, Dublin were rolling
home with all the ease of a pleasure

steamer. We are just stenographers in
their world now, tasked with transcribing the small detail of outlandish
numbers.
They are an imperious, undramatic
team built to work through these days
logically and without fuss.
It’s true that nobody rattles Dublin
physically quite like Mayo, yet where
is the comfort in that after eight years
without a league or championship
win against the city team? So just
take some pictures and place them in
plastic like the others.
This is an unchanging story.
Horan’s deep voice was pitched familiarly low as he talked to journalists.
You could tell that he ached for home
and quiet and escape from the almost
clunking whoops of a team celebrating
nearby in front of an empty Hill.
Mayo had been alive going into the
last quarter, something repeated over
and over now as if that – in itself – bore
historical status.
“We were looking in a strong posi-

Mayo left
listening to an
unchanged
melody

Mayo hadn’t thrown a
recognisable punch while
Robbie McDaid was in the
stand
tion,” Horan said, barbed wire on his
tongue.
He knew, and we knew, that this
wasn’t necessarily the case. Because
you can be close to this Dublin team
and still look cut off from the last peninsula of hope.
Aidan O’Shea was especially animated during the final water-break,
Mayo trailing by just a single point. But
his noise seemed more theatrical, than
anything anchored in hope. Because
Mayo hadn’t thrown a recognisable
punch while Robbie McDaid was in
the stand and, now, they were chasing
energy you sensed just wasn’t there.
The final quarter was – accordingly –
humdrum, cold-hearted.
In the end, Mayo began chasing a
goal when they needed two, pitching
O’Shea in on the edge of the Hill-end
‘square’ as some kind of scratch-card
solution to empty pockets. It felt
tokenistic. Futile.
And so the digits spun again for
Dublin. The greatest team we’ve seen?
Indisputably. The most thrilling? They
haven’t needed to be.
Think of Saturday night in a single
context. Think of it in the context

of Mayo’s history, of all those tragic
little stories compressed into the 69
years since they last won and of our
appetite for nostalgia in their company,
our taste for pictures of liver-spotted
hands holding up old medals like holy
artefacts.
Think of Saturday night in the context of all the finals lost since ’51 and

those small pockets of what sometimes
seemed self-sabotage.
Think of that and think of a team cut
open for a goal inside 13 seconds. Is that
not grief as art?
There are so many hauntingly
beautiful passages stitched through
Keith Duggan’s gorgeous 2007 book
House of Pain – Through the Rooms of

Mayo Football, that it seems scarcely
believable the same story keeps being
scribbled across their lives almost a
decade-and-a-half later.
Duggan wrote it in the aftermath of
a second All-Ireland final drilling from
Kerry within three years. A drilling
after which the Kerry manager Jack
O’Connor told the Mayo dressing-room

Exceptional Kilkenny is the Footballer of the Year as latest
EXPERT VIEW

ALAN
BROGAN
WHEN you score goals from throwins in two successive All-Ireland
finals, it’s no accident.
A throw-in is the only time in the
game when you can be certain of
how many defenders the opposition
will have in their own half and,
through the positioning of your forwards, when you can dictate where
they’ll stand.
Aidan O’Shea was caught for pace
by James McCarthy. He’s not the
first player to be burned by James

and he didn’t stop trying to recover.
But it’s a simple mismatch in terms
of speed.
It’s harsh to blame O’Shea for this.
He’s taken a lot of flak, most of it
really unfair. People have criticised
his performances in All-Ireland
finals and used the stat that he
hasn’t scored in one as evidence of a
lack of big-game ability or mentality.
But few Mayo players have done as
much in the last decade to repeatedly get them to All-Ireland finals
than O’Shea. If you watched him on
Saturday night, you could see that
O’Shea gave absolutely everything
of himself.
It’s obvious just how desperate
he is to play well for his team in an
All-Ireland final.
And you could just as easily say
that Mayo left the middle channel of
their defence unguarded. That they
should have moved across to cut
out that run and forced James to go

away from goal.
But you’re talking about 13 seconds
between the ball being thrown in
and it hitting the Mayo net.
It’s these tiny margins, instinctive
decision-making, incredibly high
levels of execution that wins All-Ireland finals.
The same with Dublin’s second
goal. Oisín Mullin won three clean
Dublin kick-outs and scored a point
of his own in the first half. For a corner-back in his first year in the team,
that’s a fair performance.
But he was caught ball-watching
for Con O’Callaghan’s goal.
Three Mayo players went to Niall
Scully when one, probably Mullen
given he was marking Con, should
have tracked the run or tried to
block him.
Again, these are tiny errors. But
they’re the sort Dublin don’t make.
There wasn’t a great variety to the
predictions to this year’s All-Ireland.

To win, we all studiously observed,
Mayo would need to do just about
everything right.
It was possible, sure. But
given they were playing
Dublin, not all that likely.
That’s the thing about Dublin. They always live up to
expectations.

Battle

And when you break it
down, Mayo did a lot
right on Saturday night
– just not enough.
Against almost universal expectations they comprehensively won the kick-out
battle.
They were organised and
aggressive on Dublin’s and, on
their own, David Clarke was
really accurate with the majority of his restarts.
They also responded emphat-

ically to the concession of an early
goal – not the easiest thing for a
team to do in an All-Ireland final.
And, for the first half at least, they
muted the respective influences of
Brian Fenton and Ciarán Kilkenny.
But they paid in the most extreme
terms for their forced errors – it
would be pushing the meaning of the word to call
them ‘mistakes’.
If Mayo have one specific regret, it should
be over their use of the
spare man for those
10 minutes after halftime.
James Horan spoke
Ciarán
last week about
Kilkenny: My
taking risks and
Footballer of
being brave but at
the Year
two points down
and with a numeric
advantage, there was definitely
an argument for pushing right
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All-Ireland football final Sport
Cillian O’Connor is left
with a familiar feeling of
dejection after Saturday’s
All-Ireland final
PIARAS Ó MÍDHEACH/SPORTSFILE

biggest football match of the year”.
In some ways, the grace of that gathering was replicated in that of Horan’s
men, standing sentry-like through
Saturday evening’s odd formalities in
an empty stadium.
Mayo are maybe too familiar with
grief to be soured by it. You don’t really
meet better football men in life than
John O’Mahony or John Maughan
and you’d struggle to think of more
elegant, charismatic lost heroes than
John Morley or Liam Duffy, or Ted
Webb.
You can’t help wonder what a god
Webb might have become had he
been seconds earlier or later arriving
at that level crossing in February of
’76. Or the star Ger Geraghty – a man
Kevin McStay reckoned the best he’d
ever lined out beside – could have
been in green and red had he not met
a girl (his future wife) in Chicago.

Pain

that his team’s need “had been
greater”.
That Monday night, the Mayo team
arrived home in rain to a big, generous
crowd outside The Welcome Inn in
Castlebar. A crowd that, as David
Brady put it, represented “strangers
standing in the pissing rain to greet a
team that had been destroyed in the

The easy thing is to trace something
almost lyrical in their pain. Something
pre-destined.
And Horan, you can tell now,
despises that reflex. Maybe his great
misfortune is that his time in management coincides with that of the
modern Dublin.
Or maybe this is yet another
story embroidered with tiny
narratives of self-harm. He stood,
arms folded as Saturday’s game
whirlpooled away, Mayo palpably
beyond rescue.
They’d been routinely heroic again
without ever quite threatening a goal
against a team that, thus, closed out
this strangest season without conceding one.
And for all those who see in Dublin
an almost wilfully manufactured
prototype here, a team reflective of
hapless inequality, the clinical conclusion of the season simply fed that
maudlin tone.
“We were still in it with 12 or 13
minutes to go, but maybe we ran out
of juice a little bit,” said Horan. “Going
into the last quarter, we were looking
in a strong position.”
Mathematically, that was true too.
But spiritually? To those of us sitting
high in the great, cavernous church,
a realisation was already traveling
through that this was an old story
digging its feet down into the evening
with little intention of letting go.
Mayo ran Dublin close and the sun
rose again yesterday morning. Life as
we know it.

group prove status
up and going for the jugular.
Because Dublin will keep the ball
endlessly. Their handling is superb
and they have so much pace everywhere in the team that when they
create little one-on-one match-ups,
they can accelerate past their men
and into space.
The other area where they justly
stand accused is in their ball use in
the last 10 minutes. They were sloppy
and selfish and took bad options at a
critical stage.
They’ll regret also a couple of big
calls that went against them.
In real time, Mick Fitzsimons’
hit on Lee Keegan seemed like a
perfectly-timed shoulder but it was
frontal and should have resulted in a
card and a free in.
I’m not sure about the Jonny
Cooper foul on Aidan O’Shea warranting a black card. O’Shea seemed
to be looking for the free and I think
the ref got that one right. It’s mar-

ginal and sometimes you get those.
For Dublin, the win elevated the
status of O’Callaghan, Kilkenny and
Fenton as the greatest players playing the game – and James McCarthy
and Stephen Cluxton as two of the
greatest in football history.
It has been another exceptional
year for Ciarán, a season when his
game has continued to develop.
No player has been as effective as
he has, playing a variety of roles.
And it’s good to see him operating
so close to goal. He never stops
showing for the ball. And whereas a
couple of years ago, he was inclined
to play-make and go laterally, now he
takes on his man every time.
There’s no secret to what he’s about
to do with the ball. But knowing
what he’s going to do and stopping
him from doing it are two completely different things.
And for me, he just pips Fenton and
Con as Footballer of the Year.

‘Mad, mad hunger’ drives
Galway to hard-earned title
CONOR
McKEON
GALWAY
DUBLIN

1-11
0-13

ALL-IRELAND U-20 FC FINAL

A FULL 10-and-a-half months after
Galway beat Mayo 3-2 on penalties
in the quarter-final of the Connacht
U-20 Football Championship in Castlebar, they were crowned EirGrid
All-Ireland champions in Croke Park
on Saturday evening.
In a year of endless disruption, their
season has been more bizarre than
most.
It’s all of eight weeks since they toppled Kerry in the All-Ireland semi-final, a match that they were forced to
play without several players after a
Covid-19 outbreak in Moycullen, the
county champions, before a second
cessation of activity threatened the
completion of the competition.
“It was hard to see any light at the
end of the tunnel,” acknowledged
Jack Glynn, Galway’s captain in
Saturday’s victory over Dublin.
“Different lads were coming in
(with the illness) and you were
afraid that everyone would get it at
some stage, that we’d have to forfeit
the game or we just wouldn’t have
the lads.
“It looked impossible but we’re here
now today and we got the job done.”
The victory was redemption of sorts
for Donal Ó Fátharta and many of his
team. Ó Fátharta was Galway minor
manager in 2018, when they lost to
Kerry in the All-Ireland final and
again last year, when Cork beat them
at the same stage.

Focus

“A couple of lads have been here
and they’ve lost All-Irelands,” Glynn
pointed out, “so everyone’s focus was
direct, lads had pain here and they
didn’t want to feel that again.
“Literally, it was a narrow focus,
everyone was tuned in, even over
the first lockdown everyone was
doing their own bit. It was mad, mad
hunger.
“When we came back it was all
positive and we fired into our preparations. The in-house games were
fairly competitive and they helped us
prepare for this result.”
For Dublin, the defeat was a second
successive loss at this age grade.
As manager Tom Gray admitted: “It
is hard. There’s no point in saying it’s
not.
“There’s lots of evidence and
research to show that players who
suffer disappointment at this stage
in their careers, their teenage years,
they tend to be bigger performers
when they get older.
“So hopefully we get that out of it.
But in terms of losing two finals, it’s
a huge disappointment.”
For Dublin, the regrets will be in the
under-utilisation of a potent inside
attack.
Ciarán Archer, last year’s U-20
player of the year, was held to just 0-1
by Glynn, whose adhesive presence
made the scarcity of supply all the

Tomo Culhane scores Galway’s crucial goal during Saturday’s EirGrid
All-Ireland U-20 Championship final at Croke Park DAIRE BRENNAN/SPORTSFILE
more damaging.
“The lads made my job easier in the
middle of the field because they put
on serious pressure on the lads kicking in the balls,” said Glynn deflecting
praise.
“When it’s coming in as a 50-50 ball
then the back should always win it. I
just was lucky enough to be able to do
that today and thankfully we got the
couple of breaks too.”
Between them, Archer, Luke Swan
and Brian O’Leary scored 0-4 when a
more discerning final ball could have
allowed them to cut loose.
“Galway were quite good at getting
bodies back,” Gray noted.
“Probably our decision-making in
terms of that last pass, that wasn’t
the best over the 60 minutes, to be
honest.
“But we worked a lot of really good
scores. It was just a little touch here
or there that prevented us from getting in front.”
For Galway, Tomo Culhane – star of
last year’s minor team – was a constant threat.
He linked up superbly with Matthew Tierney and between them, they
scored 1-10 of Galway’s 1-11.
“We wanted to put them under pressure to see what they could do,” Glynn
explained.
“During the first half especially we
really did that job well. The second
half the lads got a bit tired and as you
saw they got ball and were able to

AT A GLANCE

MAN OFTHE MATCH
Tomo Culhane (Galway)
A member of last year’s
defeated All-Ireland
minor finalists, the
Salthill-Knocknacarra
man hit 1-6 (0-3f, 0-1m)
and linked up with Matthew Tierney
for the second half goal that forced
Dublin into chase mode for the rest of
the game.
TALKING POINT
The victory was a redemptive story
for Galway’s manager Donal Ó

work it up through the field.
“Dublin are very good at building
from the back and once they get running through as they did a couple of
times they brought the game to us.
We were lucky to get over the line in
the end.”
Dublin came steaming back and
inspired by Mark Lavin, Lee Gannon
and Lorcan O’Dell, closed the gap to
just a single point.
They might have had a late equalising
free too when Tony Gill and Josh Bannon came together just 25 metres out
from the Galway goal but referee Paul
Faloon didn’t adjudge the contact to
have been a foul.
“It was a tough game,” a relieved Ó
Fátharta admitted.
“Hats off to the boys. They really
brought energy to the game from
the first minute obviously to the end
there.
“I’m delighted for them, they’re a
great bunch, we’ve worked with a lot
of them over the years. I’m delighted
they got over the line.”

SCORERS – Galway: T Culhane 1-6 (3f, 1m); M Tierney 0-4 (1f,
1m); M Cooley 0-1. Dublin: M Lavin 0-4 (f); A Fearon, L O’Dell,
B O’Leary 0-2 each; L Gannon, C Archer, L Swan 0-1 each.
GALWAY – C Flaherty; J McGrath, S Fitzgerald, J Glynn;
C Monahan, T Gill, C Sweeney; C Raferty, C Hernon; P Kelly,
M Tierney, R Monaghan; P Kelly, T Culhane, M Cooley.
Subs: J Kirrane for Sweeney (18, inj), A Greene for Hernon
(34, inj), E Mannion for Cooney (46), D Cox for Kelly (53),
W Seoige for Culhane (60).
DUBLIN – J O’Neill; C Tyrrell, A Rafter, J Bannon; R Dwyer,
A Waddick, M O’Leary; L Gannon, A Fearon; M Lavin,
L O’Dell, S Lowry; C Archer, L Swan, B O’Leary.
Subs: K McKeon for Lowry (46), P Purcell for Fearon (64).
REF – P Faloon (Down)

Fátharta, who managed both the
2018 and ’19 minors in All-Ireland
final losses, and for the players who
played in those losses to Cork and
Kerry.
MAGIC MOMENT
Lee Gannon’s point after 10 minutes.
Struck from the 45-yard line sweetly
with the outside of his foot. The score
of the game.
REFWATCH
Paul Faloon’s biggest call was not
awarding Dublin a late free in front
of the posts when Josh Bannon went
down on the run under pressure.
MATCH STATISTICS
Wides: Galway 8 (5 in first half);
Dublin 6 (5)
Yellow cards: Galway 1 (Culhane 56);
Dublin 1 (Gannon 52)

