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whatever philosophy you have, but
also give people space to be creative.
That’s the tension that you have.

“I would have been trained essen-
tially as a platoon commander. In a
platoon, you have three sections,
eight soldiers in each section. But I
can’t stand behind number eight rifle-
man and tell him where to shoot. He
will fall to the level of your training. In
the last minute, or seven minutes into
overtime, you’re a man down, a point
down, and the five-in-a-row is on the
line, they will default to the level
you’ve trained them.

“So, we never had plan A or plan B
going into a game. We had a philoso-
phy of how we wanted to play the
game and the players had to be adapt-
able within that battlefield to make
decisions. They’ll only make those
decisions if they’re empowered to
make them. If the players are looking
to the sideline to me for instruction
during a game, well that’s a reflection
on me. If I’m roaring and shouting at a
player to get into position on the field,
that’s a reflection of how poorly
they’ve been trained.”

In describing the environment
around the team Gavin repeatedly
returns to his professional life. Avia-
tion is governed by what is called a

football, there are lots of emergencies
in a game.”

What Gavin created with Dublin
was a many-flavoured stew from his
other lives and loves: his time in cadet
school, 20 years in the military, his
tours of duty in Africa, his career in
commercial aviation, his passion for
American football, his breadth of
reading. His curiosity.

Take American football. Growing
up in Clondalkin, in west Dublin,
Gavin used to spend his pocket money
on NFL magazines and, years later,
when he was stationed in Ramstein
Air Base in Germany, he used to listen
to matches on US Armed Forces radio.
All the while, he was paying attention.

I
n the 1980s the revered coach Bill
Walsh created the “West Coast
Offence”, and along with his quar-
terback Joe Montana, they were the
dominant figures in the game.

Walsh’s plan was innovative and
structured, but it was flexible too:
Montana wasn’t in a tactical strait-
jacket. As a coach, that was the seed of
Gavin’s vision.

“From a Dublin perspective, you
don’t want your team to have 15, 21,
26, 30 robots. You want players to
play to the beat of the drum of
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P
ull back the curtain. A day
before the 2019 All-Ireland
final, Jim Gavin and his man-
agement team gathered to
finalise plans for a replay.
What were the odds? What
did that matter? The plan
wasn’t a skeleton, it had

flesh and a pulse. On the morning of
the game, the players who were not in
the match-day squad were put
through a training session, on the
understanding that a replay, that
might never happen, might involve
one of them. Might.

After Dean Rock kicked the stop-
page-time equaliser that took the 2019
final to a replay, the plan was their
chaperone for the evening. Extra mas-
seurs had been stationed in the stand,
and as soon as the final whistle blew
they made their way to the Dublin
dressing room. Each masseur had
already been assigned their list of
players. Hot food and ice baths that
had been on standby arrived in Croke

Park, on command. A pre-prepared
text was sent to the parents of all the
players. The post-match banquet had
been postponed, but Dublin GAA
would still like to host them for dinner
at the team hotel. The players would
be eating in a different room. Their
All-Ireland final suits would be left
hanging, untouched. The train was
still moving. Full speed.

Everything about it was a clinic in
contingency planning. By then,
Dublin had not lost a match in the
championship for more than five
years, but for all of that time their
thinking was heckled by ‘what if?’
While they were winning, when
winning looked so simple, Gavin
refused to accept the serenity of
their dominance. Being better, need-
ing to be better, was an adversarial
process. In this court, Gavin was the
prosecutor.

The jury would never have been
able to read his face. During his seven
years as Dublin manager, while he
grew into one of the greatest
managers in the history of Irish sport,
Gavin cultivated a mask that shielded
him from every recording device, like
something a welder would wear to
ward off sparks. Unlike other manag-
ers, he had a sincere aversion to

being the story. On top of that, their
business was nobody else’s business.

Trying to interpret his body lan-
guage was a futile exercise, too. In
more than 100 games under his lead-
ership Dublin’s win rate was in excess
of 90 per cent, but about a third of
those games were decided by a goal or
less. There must have been days when
his heart rate changed, but we were
guessing: you couldn’t tell. There
were no jerky movements or explo-
sive gestures. Not a twitch of celebra-
tion or exasperation.

“It’s not [that I was] emotionless,”
he says now. “I wasn’t harbouring any
useless emotions. There’s a differ-
ence. Of course you have emotions. I
mean, the game is in the balance.
What I was taught as a young man,
learning how to fly aircraft, is that if
the engine goes on fire, you essen-
tially sit on your hands. You observe
what’s happening. You methodically
deal with the emergency.

“The last thing any of us would
want on an aircraft that had engine
failure is the captain screaming down
the public announcement system,
‘The engine is on fire, we’re all going
to die’. You want somebody who is
emotionally in control and is dealing
with the emergency. In Gaelic

Jim Gavin opens up 
on the vision behind 
his success at Dublin 
and a new challenge 
on the golf course

 ’If I shouted
 at a player to

get in position
then it reflected

 how poorly
he’d been trained’
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Gavin is one of
the greatest

managers in the
history of Irish

sport, with a 90
per cent win

rate during his
time in charge

of Dublin

your job to get the right people on the
bus.”

Gavin appreciated the science of
elite performance, which didn’t mean
that he was a slave to each of its pre-
scriptions. The Dublin players were
educated on nutrition and hydration
and were expected to follow that gui-
dance, but Gavin had his own views
on post-training meals. His conditions
were clear: it must be hot, the meal
must be served with proper cutlery,
and it must have the staples of a home-
cooked meal: potatoes, vegetables,
meat. And gravy. He would have
known the best scientific advice, but
he was prepared to be a punk on
gravy.

It was on this weekend two years
ago that Gavin stepped away. Nobody
was tipped off. Maybe John Costello
had a suspicion. When it came to
October, in every other year, Gavin
used to hound the Dublin CEO for the
following year’s fixture dates. Croke
Park would still have been weeks
away from finalising the master fix-
ture list, but Costello would be under
the gun. By the end of October, Gavin
would have made out Dublin’s train-
ing programme, in full, for the follow-
ing season. That October, Costello
was untroubled.

“If you were doing it professionally,
you’d probably want to be still there
[in the job]. But the reality of it is, in an
amateur framework, you still have a
career. There were a lot of sacrifices
and there were choices you needed to
make. In terms of the cycle of the
team, I felt it was best to hand the
baton on.”

Gavin is 50 now, his kids are teenag-
ers; other stuff flooded his time. Ear-
lier this year Gavin was promoted
again in the Irish Aviation Authority.
With the Ballyboden under-12s and
under-13s he blended into the
management teams; with the Temple-
ogue United under-13 soccer team he
“puts out the cones”. And he returned
to golf.

Gavin used to play when he was a
boy, and on the Curragh, when he was
in the army, but football squeezed it
from his life many years ago. This
summer, they came to an arrange-
ment. The European Seniors Tour
staged an event at Rosapenna, a
stunning links in Donegal, and Gavin’s
close friend Paul McGinley invited
him to play in the pro-am. Gavin won.

The outcome was that he qualified
for the final of the Legends Series in
Mauritius, part of a glittering ten-per-
son field that includes Keith Wood,
Robbie Fowler, Gordon Strachan,
Gavin Hastings and Andrew Strauss,
among others. “Paul [McGinley] told
me to get my head down and start
practising.”

Gavin took it as an order. He began
work with two instructors, one for his
short game, and on weekends he
started playing with his 86-year-old
dad Jimmy, at Craddockstown Golf
Club. In three months he has knocked
a staggering five shots off his handi-
cap, down to 11.

The Legends Series is a charity
event, and in Mauritius next March
Gavin will be playing for his share of a
£100,000 pot. 

His nominated charity is
deterMND, the foundation set up by
his late friend Anto Finnegan to sup-
port research into motor neurone dis-
ease, the condition that claimed Fin-
negan’s life a few months ago.
Whatever he wins in Mauritius, it is
Gavin’s plan to at least match it with a
GoFundMe page on his return.

Another mission. Another plan. 

the end of the show he shared his
email address and a handful of the
Dublin players got in touch. What
emerged from that contact were
poetry workshops. It wasn’t for every-
one, but that wasn’t the point.
Another door had been opened.

Gavin’s approach was holistic. He
didn’t expect any player’s life to be
consumed by football, or distorted by
it. “They had three balls in their
hands, and two of them were glass.
We expected them to put time into
their relationships. We expected
them to put time into their careers
and to do well in their exams. The bit
of give that they had, the ball that will
always bounce, was their sport.

“I’m very busy in my job. It’s always
been very busy. On the day after an
All-Ireland final, you’re on the phone,
or you’re in a meeting — you’re work-
ing. Aviation doesn’t stop, my job
doesn’t stop. I never traded off [being
Dublin manager]. I have to live. If you
want to know what my values are,
look at what I do every day. Same for
the players. I’m trying to hold that up.
Your relationships and your profes-
sion are the most important things.
Football can give. I needed to demon-
strate that.”

To make everything work, he com-
partmentalised. Time was staked out.
Sometimes he would meet players for
breakfast, before work, in a city cen-
tre hotel. If the team trained at nine or
ten o’clock on a Saturday morning,
Gavin would be there at 7am and he
wouldn’t leave before three in the aft-
ernoon. In that block of time, though,
he knew what he could accomplish.

Over the years, Gavin says, he
became better at delegating. The
Dublin back-room team was never
listed in full, anywhere. It was another
strand of their privacy. But about an
hour after the 2016 All-Ireland final,
they appeared on the pitch in Croke
Park for a group shot: Gavin and 22
others, from their yoga teacher to
their lifestyle coach.

“As a manager, you are in some
ways the HR director, because you
invited everybody in. In terms of
underperformance in any organisa-
tion the first thing you look for is a
root cause. I’d be looking at your
recruitment policy. As a manager, it’s

“just culture”, in which everybody is
legally obliged to report mistakes, but
without the fear of sanctions. He
refers to it as a culture of “psychologi-
cal safety”. Human error is accepted.
“In the Dublin football team,” he says,
“we had that culture of understand-
ing that humans make mistakes.”

Dialogue, he says, was open,
between all parties. Feedback wasn’t
rammed down players’ throats.
“They were told if they want feed-
back, they come and ask for it. It was
up to them to be curious about their
performance.” He wanted to hear
from them too. Did they have the con-
fidence to hold him to account?

“Absolutely. I’ve had loads of those
conversations, and if you’re not used
to it, they can be very uncomfortable.
As a leader, it’s about being comforta-
ble in that uncomfortable space. One
of the leadership hard rocks — back to
Sun Tzu and Eastern philosophy — is
that to gain control, you have to give
control away. ‘What you’re doing
there Jim, I don’t believe in it.’ You
want to have those difficult conversa-
tions. Once you do it a few times, it
becomes part of the routine of who we
are. I had a really strong management
team, and really strong players, who
were able to advocate their position.”

H
is approach, he says, was
constantly under hard revision.
He understood that Dublin
couldn’t continue to win simply
by doing what they had done

before. Gary Keegan, the outstanding
performance coach in Irish sport over
the past 20 years, was alongside Gavin
for the last five of his seven years in
charge, and he saw Gavin’s restless
mind.

“He was very experimental,”
Keegan said a few months after the
2019 All-Ireland. “He experimented
with me. He was willing to try stuff.
Anything that would give him an edge
he would look at to see how he could
convert it and translate that into this
environment.”

Some stuff came from left-field,
with no obvious link to winning foot-
ball matches. In Gavin’s final year Ste-
phen James Smith, the Dublin poet,
playwright and spoken word artist,
gave a performance for the squad. At

GAVIN 
ON...

TEAM CULTURE
‘In Dublin, we had a 
culture of understanding
that humans make 
mistakes. Players
were told if they want 
feedback, they come and 
ask for it. It was up to 
them to be curious about 
their performance’

‘It’s about being 
comfortable in an 
uncomfortable space. To 
gain control, you have to 
give control away. You 
want to have difficult 
conversations, and to 
have really strong 
players, who are able to 
advocate their position’

LEADERSHIP

With the help of his dad Jimmy, below, Gavin 
has reduced his golf handicap down to 11
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When Gary Keegan was last involved 
with Cork in 2017, he continually 
exposed the players to one of his core 
philosophies around creating and 
nurturing a growth mindset: have the 
group experience chaos, upset and 
adversity to really enable them to 
grow. 

Five years on, Keegan is back 
facilitating that environment of 
vulnerability in order to try to get to 
the real organs of performance and 
success. The background is broadly 
similar to what it was in 2017, but 
Keegan’s task is far harder because 
chaos, upset and adversity is circling 
everywhere. 

The dynamic has radically 
changed because public expectation 

Keegan knows 
Cork’s recent 
stats have been 
horrendous 

The Cork 
machine is 
seriously 
in need of 
a spark 

is far higher now. The anger bubbling 
after last year’s All-Ireland final 
hammering was brought to the boil 
after Limerick whipped Cork again 
two weeks ago. Frustration and 
hostility is in the red because the 
Cork public have turned on the 
players and management. 

Cork have hung their style on a 
game loaded with risk, and ripe to be 
torn down with any breakdown of the 
functioning parts. And Limerick’s 
wrecking of the model twice has led 
supporters to lose faith in the 
direction Cork have sought to go. 

Outside opinion and perception is
irrelevant in any high-performance 
environment, but it always has some 
relevance to the Cork hurlers, who 
are a totally different machine when 
fuelled by their huge support. 

The machine has stalled. Cork 
have arrived at a crossroads. The 
Cork support today will be nowhere 
near where it should be for a game 
that could define Cork’s season, and 
this team and management’s future. 
This is a huge gateway game because 
if Cork don’t drive through it, careers 
are on the line. 

There can’t be a radical change in
personnel two weeks into a 
championship that could effectively 
be over for Cork within two more 
weeks. Yet the style change the public 
are now almost demanding will be 
equally as hard for Cork to deliver. 

Cork did not change anything 
between the league final defeat and 
the Limerick game, but the pressure 
is at a completely different level now. 
The collateral of having a largely 

Christy O’Connor

immediately her mind would turn
somersaults. “You’re embarrassed,
you’re ashamed. You’re saying, ‘What
time is he going to come home? What
state will he be in?’ A child is always on
the watch.”

The choices Marion made in her
professional life were shaped by her
experiences as a child. She trained
first to be a nurse, but in her
twenties she moved into addiction
counselling, and from there into
psychotherapy. In every home
besieged by alcoholism, there is
collateral harm, often untreated; the
spouses and children of alcoholics
became her focus.

“It marks your life significantly. You
cannot erase or delete the memories.
It’s not that the memories flood back,
or anything like that, but your rela-
tionship with your parents is a vital,
vital resource in your life.

Once I went to a ball on a Friday and
came to myself in the local pub on the
following Tuesday morning, still in
my dress suit. I didn’t have a total
black-out for the five days, but there
were large gaps in my recollection. I
still wouldn’t admit to myself that I
was an alcoholic.
Nickey Rackard, The Sunday Press,
September 21, 1975

O
n her 21st birthday, a fortnight
after her father died, Marion Rack-
ard accepted an invitation to

speak at an open meeting of Alcohol-
ics Anonymous. It was the kind of
thing her father had done many times
during the last half-a-dozen years of
his life, when Nickey was sober, and
had resolved to make a difference in
the lives of other alcoholics.

After her first public appearance
the invitations came in waves and she
travelled the country, sharing her
experience of a short life lived in the
shadow of drink. She remembers
speaking about “the disruption in the
home and the level of fear”, but she
also celebrated her dad’s hands-and-
knees climb into sobriety.

Later that year, in November 1976,
The Late Late Show dedicated a pro-
gramme to the issue of alcohol abuse,
and Marion was a special guest. In
those days Gay Byrne was the con-
venor of the national conversation,
and Marion knew that she had some-
thing so say. Everything about it,
though, was a first draft — thoughts
and feelings were in embryo still.

“I had no idea whatsoever at the
time the impact my father’s drinking
had on me really. It has taken years [to
understand]. It’s a lifelong awareness
— you’re building awareness all the
time. But particularly, I suppose,
between the ages of 20 and 25 was a
period of very heightened awareness,
because you’re starting college,
you’ve all sorts of challenges, and
some of these challenges are very
difficult to meet when you’ve had a
traumatic background.

“You don’t actually realise what
you’re living with until you move out
into the outer world, and you’re meet-
ing other people who haven’t lived
with this experience, and you realise
that what you’re carrying is very dif-
ferent to what they’re living. There’s a
certain residue of anxiety, depression
and self-esteem issues, all of which

DENIS

WALSH ‘I had no idea 
of the impact 
my father’s 
drinking had’
Hurling legend Nickey Rackard’s 
daughter Marion recalls how his 
alcoholism affected her childhood

‘He wasn’t able to 
be present as a 
father, and our 
huge concern 
always was for our 
mother and what 
she had to endure’

definitely accumulated [in me]. I
remember a period of five months
where I found myself consumed with
intense feelings and being very
frightened and scared about what was
happening to me. In a sense it was
what people called years ago a break-
down. With help and support I was
able to really recognise where this had
come from and what I needed to do to
look after myself.” 

Sometimes the depressions after
drinking were near suicidal. Always
the nerves were overwrought. Often
the hands were shaking, the heart
pounding, the stomach retching, the
whole body crying out in torment. My
profession could go to hell. My family
didn’t count. Bills mounted up.

At one stage I was so bad that I was
whipped off to a mental hospital, not
as a voluntary patient, but because I
was uncontrollable. I was detained
there for ten weeks. My marriage was
at breaking point. And still I refused
to take the conclusive step.

M
arion was a young student work-
ing in London for the summer
when a series of articles written

by her father started to appear in The
Sunday Press in early September 1975.
In Ireland, in the 1970s, confessional
interviews would have been rare and
stunning and it was a courageous leap
for Nickey to make. He had been sober
for five years by then, and, on request,

he had told his story many times in AA
meetings and schools and parish
halls; but not to a national audience,
and maybe not so graphically, and
definitely not in print, cold and fierce
on the page.

Nickey Rackard was one of the
greatest hurlers of all time, and in the
series of articles he covered those
chapters in his life, too, but that
wasn’t the purpose of the exercise: he
wanted to tell how alcoholism, and his
years of denial, had ravaged his life.
He wanted to challenge hand-me-
down attitudes and embedded
ignorance.

“In Ireland, while the alcoholic
carries a stigma, unjustly, the drunk is
treated with a sort of amused toler-
ance,” he wrote. “Heavy drinking and
‘holding it’ seems to be regarded as a
manly virtue by most people, and the
wildest escapades are excused on the
grounds of ‘a few jars’.”

“I’m really glad he wrote those
articles,” Marion says. “I remember
reading them and I literally might as
well have been reading about some-
body I didn’t know. That was the case
— I just did not know.”

In the course of the pieces Nickey
touched on how his drinking had
affected those closest to him, but he
didn’t dwell on that part of his life, or
tease it out. As a self-portrait it was
unflinching in so many ways, with
that exception. “I think it would
have been extremely difficult for him

to talk about that, or to recognise it, or
even to hear what it might have been
like for us. The big things for children
living with a parent with an alcohol
dependency are: don’t talk, don’t
trust and don’t feel.”

There were days, walking home
from school with friends, when she
would have seen her father’s car
parked outside the local pub, and
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positive league campaign behind 
them no longer exists. 

Cork’s trusted principles will have
been reaffirmed but they will also 
have been reassessed and rearranged 
out of necessity. Their running game 
needs to be slicker but more abrasive 
and with more intent to break the 
tackle and take on the man up front. 

Cork need to be more direct in 
possession. Their poor movement up 

ON TV TODAY
Cork v Clare
GAAGO, Throw in 2pm

Leinster round three
Galway v Kilkenny (2pm)
Laois v Wexford (2.30pm)
Westmeath v Dublin (3pm)

Munster round three
Cork v Clare (2pm)

TODAY’S SHC FIXTURES
front against Limerick resulted in a 
world of turnovers but Cork still need 
to trust their inside line more and get 
the ball in there quicker. 

Numbers never lie and Cork’s stats
in and out of possession, especially 
around the contact zone and 
breakdown, have been horrendous in 
their last two games; Waterford 
scored 2-10 off their own puck outs; 
Limerick mined 0-9 off the Cork puck 
out; Cork conceded 3-23 off 
turnovers in both games; Cork 
turned the ball over 71 times. 

Waterford and Limerick are the 
best teams at denying Cork’s running 
game space but their profitable goal 
return from early in the league has 
also dried up. Cork have averaged 
just one goal in their past five 
matches. 

Cork need him to. Coleman struggled 
with a knee injury before the last two 
games but the negative narrative in 
Cork around his role now further 
necessitates the move. 

Is Ciarán Joyce ready for centre 
back? He struggled there against 
Wexford in the league. He still needs 
time to learn the position at this level, 
but trying to adjust can’t be any 
harder than marking Gearóid 
Hegarty at wing back two weeks ago. 
Joyce is the future and the future for 
Cork has to be now.

When Cork played Clare last July,
they also went into the game on the 
back of a poor defeat to Limerick. A 
win turned their season around, but 
Cork need an even bigger spark now 
to re-fire the engine and get the 
machine fully motoring again. 

This is a huge 
gateway game. If 
Cork don’t drive 
through it, careers 
are on the line

Cork have the ability to turn this 
around in a flash but class, skill and 
pace has never been Cork’s issue. 
They still don’t have enough players 
committed to getting back in the field 
to avert danger when it materialises. 
The work-rate of the Cork forwards 
has not been high enough.

Cork’s inside formation is framed
around one player close to goal, one 
at the top of the D, plus another 
floater. Patrick Horgan has operated 
in that number 14 position but that 
role now has to be handed over to 
Shane Kingston. 

The time has also come to shift 
Mark Coleman to wing back and Tim 
O’Mahony to midfield. Coleman is an 
excellent player but his confidence 
has been affected from not nailing 
down the centre back spot the way 

RACKING THEM UP   by Leo McGough

Nickey Rackard played exactly 100 competitive hurling games with Wexford’s 
flagship hurlers. Crowned ‘King of the close-in free’ and remembered in song 
as Cuchullain’s Son, his scoring record was extraordinary:

All competitions SHC NHL

Appearances 100 Appearances 35 Appearances 42

Starts 99 Starts 34 Starts 42

Scored 147-211 Scored 60-91 Scored 62-74

From play 102-117 From play 45-46 From play 41-47

From frees 45-95 From frees 15-45 From frees 21-27

Goal average 1.47 Goal average 1.71 Goal average 1.47

Point average 2.11 Point average 2.6 Point average 1.76

“It’s not something that goes away
just because you get help. You live
with it. I live with this huge split about
my dad that, on the one hand, he was
absolutely adored and loved and he
was a star. I often think of Georgie Best
and Calum Best [his son]. Calum Best
had to deal with that as well. The dad
that he needed and wanted wasn’t
available — but he was available to the
public through his playing. In that
way I missed that dad who I would
have felt connected to and attached
to. That was a big part that was
missing.

“He just wasn’t able to be present.
That’s the way I’d like to put it. He
wasn’t able to be present as a father,
and our huge concern always in this
was for our mother [Ailish] and what
she had to endure. She was strong,
but it took a huge toll on her as well. A
huge toll. 

Marion Rackard 
remembers the good 
and bad of her father 
Nickey, who is 
celebrated in a statue 
in Wexford, above. 
Top right, Nickey, left, 
with his brother Billy

When I started on my way back I was
practically down and out. I had to
start from scratch. I remember well
when I needed a set of tyres for my car
I couldn’t afford to buy them.

T
here were five of six years, at the
height of his Wexford career, when
Nickey didn’t drink. In 1951, when

he gave it up for the first time, he
didn’t believe he was a problem
drinker. After Wexford won the 1956
All-Ireland final, their second in a row,
he didn’t drink during the celebra-
tions, but when the team went on
holiday to New York a few months
later, he started again.

Over the next 13 years his life, and
the life of those around him,
descended into hell. His veterinary
practice suffered from neglect and he
fell into debt. In Cuchulainn’s Son,
Tom Williams’s biography of Rackard,
he writes that “by 1968 Nickey was a
virtual prisoner of alcoholism”.

“My mother protected us from a
lot,” Marion says, “but I was certainly
aware of the financial worries — really
serious financial worries. It just goes
to show what a spouse has to deal with
when there is an alcohol dependant
person in the home. Every aspect of
an individual’s life is impacted —
financially, socially. As a family,
socially, it was difficult to go and do
things together.

“The impact on family members is
so significant and yet you’re kind of
helpless because there was no help
back then. There was no talk of getting
treatment or help for the family, or
anything like that. We still have a long
way to go with that, even though
things have improved.”

Nickey took his last drink in Septem-
ber 1970. He was 48; Marion was 15. In
the last six years of his life, they grew
to know him differently. “I would say
he was a sensitive human being and it

was wonderful to spend days with him
in his sobriety, where you could enjoy
an occasion with him,” Marion says.
“But he was very much a public per-
son as well. My brother [Bobby]
would often have gone to race meet-
ings with him and he’d disappear
because, literally, he was in demand.”

After Nickey died from throat
cancer in April 1976, part of their
inheritance was his career as a hurler.
In the public imagination, that was
separate from everything else in his
life. When he was named on the GAA’s
hurling team of the century, Marion
stood in her father’s place, alongside
his peers, and waved to the crowd on
All-Ireland final day in 1984. 

Twenty years later, when the GAA
created new tiers in the hurling cham-
pionship, one of the competitions was
named in Rackard’s honour. Ten
years ago a larger-than-life bronze
statue of him was erected in Wexford
town, and this week, on the centenary
of his birth, his monumental achieve-
ments on the field were remembered
and celebrated again. All of that is of a
piece: his brilliance, curated.

“I think we were exceptionally
lucky that we could celebrate that side
of my dad,” Marion says. “The light
side of him. The side that had spirit
and that incredible kind of warrior
strength and courage and leadership.
We were extremely fortunate to have
that.”

When the statue was unveiled, and
when the Nickey Rackard Cup was
launched, Marion’s brother Bobby
spoke eloquently and powerfully on
behalf of the family. On both occa-
sions he celebrated his father’s career
on the field, but he didn’t overlook
Nickey’s alcoholism. He said that
Nickey regarded his work with other
alcoholics in the last years of his life as
more important than anything he had
done on the hurling field, and his fam-
ily were of that mind too.

More than 20 years ago Marion was
one of the founders of Alcohol Action
Ireland (AAI), seconded from the HSE
to lead a charity whose purpose was
to change societal attitudes to drink,
and to advocate for change in govern-
ment policy. Three years ago, under
the AAI umbrella, she started Silent
Voices. Its headline vision is captured
in a short sentence: “A society where
no person impacted by parental alco-
hol misuse will be left unsupported.”

Marion’s pursuit of that vision has
defined her rich and fruitful life in
public service. When you think of
Rackard, think of that too.
HSE Drug and Alcohol Helpline 1800
459 459; silentvoices@alcoholaction-
ireland.ie
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penalty shootout when 
Britain beat the Netherlands. 
Both sides have made it into 
the quarter-finals, but who 
will take the gold medal 
in Tokyo?

SATURDAY 
8.55AM CYCLING,
MEN’S MADISON
Ireland’s Mark Downey is 
among the 32 cyclists lining 
up on the track. The hardest 
part is working out what the 
heck is going on. 

03.30PM BASKETBALL, 
MEN’S FINAL
The Americans’ group defeat 
by France was a big shock. 
The authorities were so 
confident of American gold 
that this final has been 
scheduled to satisfy US 
prime-time TV. They will surely 
recover and are still favourites 
but the aura of invincibility 
has disappeared. 

TODAY 
4AM-MIDDAY 
TENNIS

A big day, which features the 
women’s and mixed doubles, 
and men’s finals. With most of 
the elite giving it a miss 
(including both 2016 singles 
gold medallists) the quality 
may be lower, but the 
competition is fierce.

10.30AM GYMNASTICS
Ireland’s Rhys McClenaghan 
and Lee Chih-Kai of 
Chinese Taipei are the main 
challengers to defending 
champion Max Whitlock 
in the pommel horse.

Katarina Johnson-Thompson 
will be competing in the 
100m hurdles, high jump, 
shot put and 200m, but her 
achilles is a worry and 
Belgium flag-bearer and Rio 
gold medallist Nafi Thiam is 

running, putting and
jumping into form.

THURSDAY
1.00AM
DECATHLON
It finishes today.
Rio winner

Ashton Eaton has
retired, so

France’s Kevin
Mayer and Canada’s

Damian Warner have their
big chance. Renaissance man 
Warner also specialises in 
pumpkin art.

FRIDAY
11AM WOMEN’S HOCKEY
The gold medal match five 
years ago went down to a 

until their three heads were touching
in a circle, and for 20 seconds none of
them stirred. 

A few yards away Aifric Keogh,
fresh from her bronze 24 hours earlier
in the women’s four, shifted her sun-
glasses and dabbed away some tears.
In the absence of family, all of these
people in green polo shirts at the bar-
ricade were next of kin. 

T
hough they travelled as a team,
each of them had a personal
journey. At the beginning of
2019 Eimear Lambe was ready
to plunge into the high perform-

ance programme. Lambe’s older sis-
ter Claire had been part of the pro-
gramme for years. Alongside Sinead
Lynch in Rio, they became the first
female crew from Ireland to reach an
Olympic final, but after those Games
they both left the water. 

In their wake was a generation of
youngsters, and a new director of high
performance. Antonio Maurogio-
vanni brought an iron mentality and a
training programme from hell. “With
this programme, you suffer doing it,
and you’re lucky to get through
unscarred really,” said Aileen Crow-
ley. “We’ve all gotten very big injuries
at some point. But I suppose if you get
out the other side, like we all have — l
mean we got to the Olympics, and
that’s what we wanted.” 

Elite rowers exist on a diet of pain,
but this was unlike anything the ath-
letes in the Irish system had experi-
enced before. When Claire Lambe
saw the programme first she thought
it was “insane”. 

For six months Eimear wondered if
she could endure it. “I found it diffi-
cult to get on board with the pro-
gramme,” she says. “It was a lot of long
hours and slogging. When I came to
Cork full-time I got a rib stress injury
quite quickly [from the training load].

“I was trying to keep up with the
fuelling involved as well. You’re burn-
ing 4,000 or 5,000 calories a day, and
I just had no perception really of what
that was in terms of food, and how I
was meant to eat that amount. So I
kind of fell behind with that.” 

The eating was ceaseless: break-
fast, a second breakfast, a meal they
called “pre-lunch” and then lunch,
dinner, supper, snacks. After each ses-

INSIDE THE 

MEDAL 
FACTORY

DENIS

WALSH

A
s Paul O’Donovan and Fin-
tan McCarthy paddled their
boat towards the slips, a
dozen rowers and coaches
in green polo shirts skipped
along the athletes’ corridor
in front of the viewing
stands. In the pulverising

mid-morning sun McCarthy raised a
clenched fist towards the shore and
started roaring. 

“Y’up, I said! Y’up, I said!” 
It was a code from their everyday

lives on Inniscarra Lake, that made
sense only to them. The women’s four
had started it: any little win in their
brutal training programme was cele-
brated with this chant, and it spread
through the boathouse. The women
raised their arms and led the call
back: “Y’up, I said! Y’up, I said!” 

Medal winners are escorted on to a
hairy green carpet when they leave
their boats and are expected to follow
the steward, but McCarthy had only
taken half a dozen paces when he
bolted for the barricade where the
Irish were gathered. O’Donovan kept
walking. Maybe the guy with the
groomed hair was the punk in the
boat all along. Who knew? 

He took the first tricolour he was
offered and greeted everyone with a
rapturous fist bump, until he reached
Aoife Casey and Margaret Cremen at
the end of the line. A couple of hours
earlier, Casey and Cremen had fin-
ished eighth in their first Olympics, a
remarkable performance from such
an inexperienced crew. Cremen grew
up in Cork city, McCarthy and Casey
shared a childhood in Skibbereen,
and when they joined the high per-
formance programme they all moved
into a house in Ovens, near the rowing
centre. McCarthy’s twin brother Jake
was the fourth rower in the house, all
of them committed to this tide in their
lives. McCarthy wrapped
Casey and Cremen in a hug

11.15AM ATHLETICS
Thomas Barr finished second 
in his 400m hurdles heat on 
Friday and was 11th fastest of 
the 23 qualifiers. He runs in 
the second semi-final this 
morning.

1.50PM ATHLETICS, 
MEN’S 100M FINAL
A final without Usain Bolt of 
course, but there may well be 
Team GB’s Zharnel Hughes, 
who is coached by one of 
Bolt’s team, Glen Mills. Blink 
and you’ll miss it.

MONDAY 
11.30 AM ARTISTIC SWIMMING
The sport formerly known as 

synchronised swimming has 
its critics, but at its best it’s a 
thing of inspiring beauty and 
is one of two sports where 
only women compete (the 
other being, of course, 
rhythmic gymnastics). The 
Russians usually win.

TUESDAY 
4.45AM, BOXING
Irish flag-bearer 
and one of the 
medal hopes, 
Kellie 
Harrington, 
inset, is in the 
quarter-finals of 
the lightweights (she 
is top seed). She takes on 
Imane Khelif of Algeria, with 
victory guaranteeing her a 
bronze at worst.

WEDNESDAY
1.35AM
HEPTATHLON
On the first day, Britain’s 

The women’s golf 
tournament begins at 
11.30pm on Tuesday and will 
conclude in the early hours 
of Saturday morning. Leona 
Maguire, above, and 
Stephanie Meadow are 
Ireland’s entries but the 
South Korean trio and 
American Nelly Korda, 
whose sister Jessica is also 
taking part, look the ones to 
beat. Mel Reid and Jodie 
Ewart Shadoff represent 
Great Britain.

PICK OF THE WEEKTHIS WEEK AT 
THE OLYMPICS

Barr and
McClenaghan
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TOKYO 2020  
Ireland's record-breaking rowing haul is 
the result of a training regime from hell

O’Donovan,
right, and
McCarthy

claimed
Ireland’s first
gold medal in

Tokyo
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IRELAND’S BEST PERFORMING 
SPORTS AT OLYMPICS
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happened. I suppose then, you have
to look at the times you’ve done, and
the training. When you can see it all
on paper, it makes it a bit easier. Like,
‘OK, well, I deserve to be here, and I
should be in the boat.’” 

Paul O’Donovan is the greatest
rower that Ireland has ever produced,
but McCarthy has brought the boat to
another level. In the semi-final, they
set a world record without killing
themselves. A day later, when they
needed extra reserves of speed in a
flat-out finish, those reserves were
available. 

There were two of them in it: two
halves of one. 

rant in Plovdiv, sifting delicately
through the wreckage. 

“I came 18th in the single. It wasn’t
great. My dad was just kind of saying,
‘You’re doing a lot of training, and
you’re coming 18th, is this what you
want to do?’ Sure, I knew how much I
could improve. The main thing was
that I didn’t want to leave it at that, to
have my only World Championships
be a total disaster. Me and Dominic
[Casey, his coach] knew there was
more to come.” 

A year later, when the O’Donovan
brothers won silver in Rio, McCarthy
watched the race in a pub in Skibber-
een. He knew them; they were neigh-
bours in the townland of Aughadown,
just as Dominic Casey was, and Emily
Hegarty. They moved, though, in a
different orbit: Gary was five years
older than McCarthy, Paul was nearly
three years his senior. 

He remembers going to a training
camp in Seville, at the end of the 2017,
with his brother Jake and the O’Dono-
van brothers, and the gap was obvious
to all of them. The younger pair did
not have enough miles in their legs. It
was too soon. By the middle of 2019,
though, everything had changed.
Gary’s form had slipped. There are
always trials to fill the competition
boats for the summer regattas, but the
O’Donovan pairing had not been chal-
lenged seriously in four years. 

That summer, there were trials
before the World Cup season and
before the World Championships:
both times the boat was faster when
McCarthy was Paul O’Donovan’s part-
ner. The next threshold he had to
cross was in his mind. 

“It was a strange one,” he said. “I
think my body was ready before my
mind was, if that makes sense. It’s a bit
like impostor syndrome, really. It’s
like a mistake, or something, that it

After a delayed start to the racing at 
Enoshima Island in Tokyo, the Irish 
sailing duo of Robert Dickson and 
Sean Waddilove got the final day of 
their 49er fleet races underway, 
aware that they had a tough task. 
Going into yesterday afternoon’s 
sailing, the pair were in 14th 
position, and needed conditions 
and results to go their way in order to 
finish in the top ten and advance to 
the medal race. They were right 
in the mix after finishing third in 
Race 10. A tougher Race 11 followed 
though, in which they finished in 
17th place. A fantastic effort in the 
final racegot them a win — perfectly 
bookending their Tokyo journey 
with a win at the start and a win at 
the end. It was not enough, however, 
to take them through to the medal 
race, as they bowed out of the 
competition in 13th place overall. 

13TH FOR DICKSON 
AND WADDILOVE 

sion they consumed a shake that con-
tained 600 calories. The petrol gauge
in their bodies was always twitching
towards red. 

“It’s such a weird thing. I’m always
saying to my friends, ‘I can’t wait to
stop rowing so that I can stop eating.’
Dinner would be as much pasta or rice
as I can fit on my plate. I’d be putting
on sauces and sour cream. I know
some of the guys would melt butter
into their pasta sauce. 

“Phil [Byrne] I know can’t go to bed
until he has eaten at least a litre of ice
cream. The boys would be on 6-8,000
calories a day, so every night he tries
to eat a tub of Ben and Jerry’s before
he goes to bed. He’d be sitting on the
couch saying, ‘I can’t go to bed until I
finish this otherwise I won’t be able to
do the training tomorrow.’ I eat before
bed too because otherwise you’d
wake up in the middle of the night
hungry.” 

Lambe struggled to settle in Cork at
first. In her life, rowing had always
been in rhythm with college and
friends; now it dominated every day.
In the evenings she was so hollowed
out from training that she had no
mind to do anything. 

“I didn’t know any of the girls really
that well. Everyone was quite close
and they had such lifetime experien-
ces, and they were talking about, like,
the World Champs of 2018 and World
Cups gone by and I wouldn’t have a
clue. I was really lucky that the girls
made such an effort with me, which is
hard to do I’d say. It’s always kind of
tough when you’re in a highly com-
petitive environment, and you see
another person coming in to add to
the stress of it. Luckily they looked
past that and decided I could be their
friend.” 

Before the crew was nailed down it
was a strange dynamic: team-mates
and rivals. At one stage, before Christ-
mas, eight of them were trying to qual-
ify two boats for the Olympics: a four,
and a pair. And then Lambe was flat-
tened with Covid. She went home to
Dublin on December 23 and went for a
test four days later, coughing. 

“I was so surprised by how hard it
hit me. I was sick and exhausted.
Sport Ireland had a protocol in place
to try to prevent any long Covid. I was
raring to go after about two weeks,
but then I had to wait for another
week of having absolutely no symp-
toms before I could actually return to
training — and even then I was only
allowed to do ten minutes at a time. 

“I’d be going for walks and I’d look
at my heart rate and it would be 140,
150, just going for walks. Normally it
would be less than 100. It was stagger-
ing. It was kind of hard just seeing all
the progress that I’d made before
Christmas just disappearing in a week
or two.” 

When she got back on the water
Lambe’s times were four or five sec-
onds behind the others. Before the
final trials, she had a month to catch
up. Nobody could tell how that proc-
ess would work out. They kept trying
different combinations, open-minded
and unsure. One Saturday morning in
March, Lambe, Keogh, Fiona Murtagh
and Emily Hegarty all received a text.
They were the next cab off the rank.
None of them saw it coming. Immedi-
ately, it felt good. 

“There are days when the boat just
kind of runs under you, and it feels
easy, but the boat is still moving fast.
You can feel the speed as it runs. We
definitely had that, pretty much off
the bat. At the same time, we hadn’t
done a race yet.” Coming to Tokyo,

‘Phil can’t go to 
bed until he has 
eaten a litre of 
ice cream. I eat 
before bed too 
because you might 
wake up hungry’

they knew they had a medal chance.
In an interview, a couple of weeks
before the Games, Keogh said it,
straight out. In April, just weeks after
they had come together as crew, they
won silver at the Europeans, and
because women’s four was new to the
Olympics, there were just ten boats in
the field. Then, in the biggest race of
their lives, they blew the start. 

“I thought we were goosed. I had a
glance and I could see that the other
boats had shot up ahead and I was
like, ‘Oh no.’ I know we have a weak
start and I know we’re an aerobic
crew — I had to put that thought out of
my head straight away.” She knew the
second kilometre would be faster. 

“Aifric was calling where we were
relative to the other boats. She said we
were fourth but in fact at the time we
were fifth. Thank God she said fourth
because then I was like, ‘OK, we’ve
still got a hope here.’ Out of the corner
of my eye we could see Team GB and
we knew we were faster than GB.” 

In the boat it is Lambe’s role to
focus everyone’s minds during the
race, and make strategic calls. Most of
it is technical stuff, a quick phrase that
cues a familiar thought. Before every
race, they thrash out the tactical pos-
sibilities, so that everything is clear.
Lambe, though, has licence to think
freely and react. Normally they start

From left, Keogh,
Lambe, Murtagh

and Hegarty
celebrate their

bronze in the
women’s four

their kick 500 metres out; on Wednes-
day Lambe knew they could not wait.
At 750 she had the guts to make a judg-
ment call, so she roared in their ears:
“Wind it up, wind it up.”

Without that call, they were sunk.

F
intan McCarthy was not flagged
from a distance. He did not arrive
at speed. For a while, his talent
was obscured. In 2015, around
the time when Paul and Gary

O’Donovan qualified a boat for the Rio
Olympics, McCarthy went to the
World Under-23 championships in
Bulgaria. He was 18 years of age, not
long after sitting his Leaving Cert,
competing in his first major champi-
onships. It did not go well. He remem-
bers sitting with his dad in a restau-

MORGAN TREACY
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