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D
ID you know that 
Phil Mickelson, 
the most famous 
left-handed golfer 
on the planet, who 

made history back in May 
by becoming the oldest 
Major winner at the grand 
age of 50, isn’t left-handed 
at all? 

Watch him sign an autograph 
and you’ll notice that his right 
hand is his dominant hand. 

It’s a lesser known sporting 
curio that the man known as 
‘Lefty’ is actually right-handed, 
and the only thing he does left-
handed is play golf.

Jordan Spieth is another who 
doesn’t fit the traditional classifi-
cation of the game. He’s Mickel-
son in reverse — a right-handed 
golfer who is actually left-handed 
by nature and grew up playing 
baseball left-handed. 

In that game, he’d likely fit the 
mould of the prized ‘switch hit-
ter’ — someone with an ambidex-
trous capacity that has the talent 
to be able to hit off both sides. In 
a sport where every metric is 
measured — the theme of the 
Brad Pitt-starring movie Money-
ball — the advantages of switch 
hitting are well documented. 

It pays to line up against a 
pitcher who is opposite-handed. 
Back in 2015, Spieth (below) 
threw the ceremonial first pitch 
before a 2015 baseball game 
between the Seattle Mariners 
and Texas Rangers in Arlington, 
Texas. And yes, to many in the 
crowd, it was a surprise to see 
him with the ball in his left hand. 

And here in Ireland, the ten-

dency to think and describe play-
ers in one-dimensional terms of 
left or right-handed doesn’t 
reflect the full picture either. 

Take the All-Star and Hurler of 
the Year in waiting, Limerick’s 
Cian Lynch. He’s what is known 
as a ‘ciotóg’ — a hurler who holds 
the stick with his left hand on 
top. In hurling, the orthodox grip 
is to hold your dominant hand on 
top. The thing is though, Lynch 
favours his right when it comes to 
striking. Like Spieth, he’s right-
sided as much as he is technically 
left-handed. 

That’s  a  p layer  who i s 
cross-dominant. 

He differs in that respect to 
another former Hurler of the Year 
TJ Reid, also in the All-
Star selection shake-
up this week. Reid is 
also a ‘ciotóg’, a nat-
ural left-hander, and 
lines up in orthodox 
fashion to favour 
striking off his left. 
In the same way 
that a right-
handed 
hurler 
who 
hits 
the 
ball off his 
right — hand 
a n d  s i d e  a r e 
aligned again in 
this respect — it 
leads to a classical 
striking style, par-
ticularly noticeable 

in free-takers. Reid and Patrick 
Horgan, for example, are mirror 
images of each other — just off 
left and right. 

It’s the freetakers 
who, like Lynch, are a 
mix of left hand and 

right side for striking 
— and vice versa – who 
immediately have a more 

unconventional style 
because they have to 

strike across their body 
rather than everything 
aligning in a natural flow. 
That’s why free-takers 
such as Aaron Gillane look 
so distinct and different in 
their deadball taking. 

In a year in which Mick-
elson made history at 50 

and Lynch is a hot tip to scoop 
the ultimate individual hurling 
award for the second time, it’s 
time perhaps to update the clas-
sification and language around 
players and what is actually going 
on when they strike a ball. 

So what makes a player left or 
right-handed, or perhaps more 
accurately, left or right-sided?

Talent ID is such an established 
practice now in sport, from the 
highest levels of elite pro sport to 
amateur Gaelic games. That’s 
what any good county develop-
ment squad is involved in — 
tracking, tracing and understand-
ing the development of players 
and how it can happen at differ-
ent rates and ages. 

A fascinating piece in the Octo-

ber edition of last year’s GAA 
Newsletter featured optometrist 
Valerie Kennelly who is consid-
ered a world leader in the field of 
Sports Vision. While the piece 
explained the background to the 
introduction of the yellow sliotar 
in hurling, it also touched on how 
brain and eye function is linked 
to how players perform on the 
field. And how they address a 
ball, no matter the code. 

This was coming from someone 
for whom the subject matter of 
her Masters of Philosophy in 
Sports Vision was ‘The visual 
skills of Gaelic Footballers’.

Here’s the key section in the 
article: ‘About 80 per cent of the 
population are right-eye domi-
nant, right-handed, and right-

footed or else left-eye dominant, 
left-handed and left-footed. Leav-
ing 20 per cent of the population 
to be cross-dominant which 
means either right handed but 
left-eye dominant, or left handed 
but right-eye dominant.’

But when Kennelly analysed 
elite Gaelic footballers and hurl-
ers, she discovered a much higher 
p e r c e n t a g e  w e r e 
cross-dominant. 

‘When I was testing in Bally-
boden St Enda’s I tested about 
30 people and there was a high 
percentage of people that were 
cross-dominant. And when I was 
speaking to the manager after-
wards he asked me which players 
were cross-dominant. 10 of their 
squad were on the Dublin panel, 
and every single one of those 
players were cross-dominant, 
which I thought was remarkable.

‘I was then giving talks to hurl-
ing coaches and managers and 
almost every single one of them 
that was coaching or managing a 
h u r l i n g  t e a m  w a s 
cross-dominant. 

‘And it’s also easier to score a 
goal if it’s the dominant eye that’s 
looking at the goal. Because your 
non-dominant eye will see the 
goal in a slightly different 
position. 

‘So even though you’ll see the 
goal perfectly clearly, the location 
of the goal will be altered if you’re 
looking at it with the non-domi-
nant eye.

‘What we don’t know is, have 
those players reached the top 
because they were cross-domi-
nant, or did they become cross-
dominant because they were 
playing hurling? That would be a 
really, really interesting study.’

Watching Paul Mannion curl 
over a collection of sweet left-
footed points for Kilmacud 
Crokes at Páirc Tailteann on Sun-

day put me in mind of just what 
bestows the gift of left-footed-
ness. Ralf Rangnick gently mock-
ing Fred for scoring a winner for 
Manchester United with his 
weaker right foot another riff on 
the same theme. 

Now, no more than is the case 
for most of the top hurlers, the 
quality of striking off both sides is 
so good as to make it hard to 
actually distinguish what is their 
favoured side. Especially in the 
case of the freestyle hurling tal-
ent that is Lynch. 

And yet it’s interesting to note 
that five of the six points in the 
All-Ireland final that are part of 
the reason he is shortlisted for 
Hurler of the Year, came off his 
right side. 

Because the key distinguishing 
characteristic to his game is argu-
ably that he is right-sided as 
much as he is left-handed. 

In a year when he was labelled 
‘the Messi of hurling’ by his own 
storied uncle Ciarán Carey, it’s 
that same combination of genet-
ics and brain and eye connection 
that define the style of a player. 

Just a thought then, the next 
time you watch Phil ‘Lefty’ Mick-
elson line up to hit a golf ball, or 
Cian Lynch slip a pass or take a 
shot, or TJ Reid stand over a free 
with Ballyhale Shamrocks this 
weekend: there can be a lot more 
going on than meets the eye. 

“What makes 

right-sided?”
a player left or “Brain and eye 

performance”
function links 

There’s more to 
SPORTING 
BRILLIANCE
than meets the eye

Do our elite athletes have a special 
field of vision to make it to the top?

Sweet strike:  
Limerick’s Cian 
Lynch is in line 
for  his second 

hurler of the 
year award 
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friend and 10-time All-Ireland 
winner is now manager of Galway 
has officially made it to north 
central China, and draws the same 
level of surprise there.

EASTERN PROMISE
SO, how did he go from teaching 
primary school children at St Olaf’s 
on Dublin’s southside to ending up 
on State TV on a news clip on life in 
Xi’an and how China is handling the 
pandemic?
 ‘It’s a long story,’ he says with a 
wide smile. ‘I spent one year in 
Dubai. Worked in a UK school. 
‘I was contemplating staying on for 
another year. Just got talking to a 
friend from Shanghai down in Abu 
Dhabi one day, at a swimming pool. 
As you do. 
He said, “I’m in Shanghai – come 
over here. It’s more international.”

‘It was like the next step. I had a 
few friends in Shanghai and they 
said, “Sure you’re after coming this 

far, you might as well keep coming 
to China.” So I applied for a few 
positions and, lo and behold, found 
one in Xi’an, which is the 
ancient capital of China. 
Never heard of Xi’an before; 
didn’t know where it was. 
Pulled out the map and it was 
pretty central in China.

‘My friends had said, “It’s 
different, it will take a bit of 
adapting,” and it sure did. 
It’s different alright. This is 
my third year in China.’

So many lives and timelines 
have been defined by the 
pandemic – his own too.

‘I flew in August 2019. Then 
the whole thing kicked off in 
Xi’an around February 2020, 
during the Chinese New 
Year. I was actually in 
Vietnam, in a place 
called Phú Qu�c. It’s an 
island. Was travel-
ling between Viet-
n a m  a n d 
T h a i l a n d 
when I had 
to make a 
d e c i s i o n . The advice 
was, “Go home to Ireland.” My 
school were looking for me to come 
back.

‘At the time, it was like, “Don’t 
attempt to go near China.” But I 
could see it was travelling and 

spreading and would probably 
be global. So I said I might as 
well be back in China. I found a 
direct flight from Bangkok to 

Xi’an about two or three 
weeks before the borders 

closed. Got back to Xi’an 
and I’ve been there 
ever since.

‘Came back and was 
teaching then online. 

It was a good deci-
sion. China has 
probably been the 
best place to be 
during the pan-
demic. The initial 
lockdown was 

eight or 10 weeks. 
After that it was full 
flow, not a problem. 
Because they did it 

right.
‘We’re just after doing 

another lockdown, start-
ing on about December 
20. I was checking the 
numbers last night on 
the public website. 

‘It was falling down, lit-
erally 20 cases, then 10, 
then five. Was down to 
zero a few nights ago so 
we’ll be fully open by the 

weekend, within Xi’an.
‘It’s literally zero Covid policy – 

I’ve seen it in action. The Chinese 
are used to wearing the masks any-
way, that’s number one. And number 
two, when the authorities say ‘hop’, 
everybody hops.

‘Everybody follows the law. There 
is no messing around. When they 
did full lockdown, everyone did 
that. It’s going to work much better 
in a Communist country. There’s no 
dissenters, making like ‘freedom!

‘The mass testing was incredible. 
That was another factor. With 95 
per cent of the Xi’an population 
vaccinated, with all those measures, 
I think that’s why it has been a 
success. If you’re going to do 
restrictions, do them right. Then 
when it opens up, you have the free 
run of the place.

‘Still, it was tough enough. It’s a 
difficult one because we’re social 
creatures, you can’t keep us locked 
up.

‘Different countries have had 
different rules. It’s a Catch-22. 
Lockdown doesn’t eradicate the 
virus. It doesn’t work unless every 
country does it. What it will do here 
is probably harden the border.’

And how he ended up on State TV? 
‘I was asked to do a clip as a 
foreigner. I answered it fairly posi-
tively – I think any of the negative 
bits were cut out! I do believe in 

FROM Ballyhale to 
Xi’an in the heart 
of China, it’s been 
some journey for 
James ‘Cha’ Fitz-
patrick. Meet the only 

Kilkenny All-Ireland winning cap-
tain who has solid foundation level 
Mandarin.

Just after New Year, up popped a 
clip on social media that had more 
than the locals back home talking. 
Who could have guessed that one of 
their own favourite sons would 
appear on a video on China Xinhua 
News, a state-affiliated media, 
extolling the country’s response to 
the pandemic and giving a flavour 
of living through it on the other 
side of the world.

From mass testing to online 
teaching to being a new father, 
the sighting of this Irishman 
abroad quickly went viral. 
The bearded ‘Irish expat in 
China’s Xi’an’ was quickly 
revealed to be the self-same 
prodigious talent whose 
gilded wristwork and artistry 
on the field took him from Féile 
skills champion at 13 years old to 
retiring at 26, having captained his 
county to the three-in-a-row in 2008. 
Along the way he clocked up 13 All-
Ireland medals across the grades 
before leaving it all behind, having 
no more Everests to conquer.

When this reporter last met him in 
2018, a decade on from that personal 
milestone with Kilkenny, he was liv-
ing and working as a primary school 
teacher in Dublin. Well, the free 
spirit and sense of independence that 
saw him park hurling and explore 
other interests has brought him to a 
new life. He takes up this reporter’s 
invite to an interview via Zoom and is 
happy to fill in the blanks.

The clues to a different life hardly 
require Poirot-level sleuthing. His 
WhatsApp profile features a shot of 
The Great Wall; the China flag 
features too. The full beard is dif-
ferent; so too the Zoom background 
of a space rocket launching with the 
earth in profile in the background.

When he tells you, ‘I always 
wanted to see The Wall’, a part of 
where he is right now makes sense. 
He’s spent time sightseeing one of 
the wonders of the world; holidayed 
down south last summer in another 
tourist must-see. ‘I went to a beauti-
ful place called Zhangjiajie. 

‘Do you know that movie Avatar? 
It’s like these blue lads flying around 
the mountains. That was based upon 
Zhangjiajie.’ The floating peaks of 
the National Forest Park. 

He met his wife Eso and married 
last April and is now a father to 
baby daughter Saoirse. ‘Life came 
at me fast in 2021 – a lot happened,’ 
he laughs.

He’s happy and settled working as 
a teacher in Xi’an. As to what he 
misses? He’ll get to that later. Safe 
to say a fry is on the list.

On a weekend when his club Bal-
lyhale Shamrocks take on St Tho-
mas’ in the All-Ireland semi-final, 
the eight-hour time difference 
doesn’t lend itself to live viewing, 
not with a young daughter. ‘I haven’t 
seen many matches – I see the results 
via the lads in the WhatsApp. I try 
and keep in touch. Henry [Shefflin] 
had a great run with Ballyhale for a 
couple of years. I’m hearing he’s 
moved to Galway – is that correct?!’

News that his old team-mate and 
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FULL BLOODED: Fitzpatrick in action 
against Brendan Maher of Tipperary

CLUB CLASS: James ‘Cha’ Fitzpatrick 
playing for Ballyhale Shamrocks

‘THE ONE BIG 
AREA I MISS

IS REGULAR
GOLF ON GOOD 

COURSES’

Kilkenny legend James Fitzpatrick 
is enjoying his biggest challenge
yet on the other side of the planet
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say that”. There was no pressure.’

TIES THAT BIND
BALLYHALE Shamrocks are out 
today against St Thomas and, while 
his own life has moved on, he will 
always have that emotional attach-
ment. The news of the result will 
quickly filter its way to him for sure 
as the club chases history in the 
shape of a third consecutive senior 
hurling All-Ireland, never done 
before by any club. That it’s the 50th 
anniversary of the club’s founding 
adds another dimension.

‘Everyone goes their own way. My 
brother-in-law James Fitzgerald, 
he’s either a selector or does 
statistics for our manager James 
O’Connor.’

As to what he does he does with his 
spare time? Now approaching 37, 
it’s not that long ago he took that eye 
for a ball and turned it into close to 
a scratch handicap. 

As a member of the prestigious 
Mount Juliet close to home in 
Kilkenny, he won Golfer of the Year 
in 2017.

‘In Xi’an, there are approximately 
13 million people. There are only 
two golf courses. In Ireland, what 
do you have – roughly five million 
and 350 golf courses? The one big 
area I miss is regular golf on good 
courses. In Ireland, you’re spoilt for 
choice, and value. When you have so 

many people and so few options, 
it’s very expensive here.

‘The one big cultural differ-
ence I notice between China 

and Ireland is, there is not 
as much emphasis on 
sport here as in Ireland. 
It’s a really good thing 

to have in society. 
Irish society is 

very centred on 
sport which is 
great. They 
have ping pong 
and badminton 
b u t  y o u 
wouldn’t see 
many out hav-

ing a jog. They have their gyms and 
swimming pools but the emphasis 
isn’t the same.’

It’s on his list of things he does 
miss from home. ‘I was a member 
of Mount Juliet for years. Fabulous 
course. I watched the Irish Open on 
Sky last year. I miss the horse 
racing in Ireland. That could be a 
good thing though – you’d save 
yourself some money!’

It didn’t escape his attention either 
that Charlie Carter – another former 
Kilkenny All-Ireland winner and 
All-Star – was the owner and breeder 
of the Maiden Hurdle winner 
‘Howyabud’ at the Leopardstown 
Christmas Festival.

‘Won well I believe.’
And he mentions another few Irish 

staples. ‘You’d miss a fry, a proper 
fry. The sausages are not the same 
over here, or the bacon. But I’m able 
to get a crowd from Shanghai to 
deliver over the odd one.

‘The bag of chips where you’re 
nearly coughing with the vinegar – I 
miss that!’

Given the pandemic has shown 
how hard it is to predict daily living, 
he is asked if he has any long-term 
plans and when next he’ll be back on 
Irish soil.

‘I’ve just been looking at passport 
application forms for the baby and 
stuff. For the foreseeable future 
we’ll be here in Xi’an. I’m reasona-
bly settled and happy there. Eso’s a 
Chinese girl and runs her business 
from here. Having said that, the last 
two years, if it’s proved anything, 
she could move anywhere in China 
because she can do a lot online.

‘For the foreseeable, I’ll be in 
Xi’an, trying to be a good father and 
trying to help out. It’s looking like 
China for a while. Long term, maybe 
eventually we’ll get back to Ireland. 
But one step at a time.’

Steve. Most of the 
foreigners are in 
Shanghai, it’s much 
more international. Here 
is more traditional, much 
more Chinese.’

Recent summers have allowed 
him to indulge that free spirit that 
has wanted to explore a world out-
side of the parameters of being an 
inter-county player, which eventu-
ally felt narrow. 

‘The last couple of summers I’ve 
just travelled around within China. 
It was a great opportunity to see 
some of the country. We went up to 
Beijing last July, then to the Great 
Wall. There are many places to see 
the wall but with the crowds of Chi-
nese, it can be overrun by people.

‘But we found a place that wasn’t 
too packed. I always wanted to see 
The Wall. It’s incredible to see how 
it was built in the mountains. In 
summer, it was beautiful.’

Last April he married Eso, 2021 

in China it’s the stand-
ard language. They teach 
Mandarin as a standard subject. 
Different cities have their dialect of 
Mandarin.

‘It’s a mad language. It’s a tonal 
language so there are four tones – 
like up, down. They have different 
phonics, different sounds that we 
are totally alien to.’

He’s just a regular teacher to the 
kids and locals; not the hurling art-
ist on the field that made him such a 
popular and pivotal player during 
the noughties, signing off in his own 
way with five All-Ireland senior 
medals, and as a three-time All-Star 
for whom the ball and hurley 
seemed to be a natural extension of 
himself.

Turns out he hasn’t picked up a 
hurley or pucked a ball in years. 

‘There’s no hurling team in Xi’an 
anyway. There are about three Irish 
lads here. Maybe a couple more I 
don’t know about. A great guy 
from Roscrea, called Brian Lalor, 
principal in another school. 

‘There’s another guy from Dublin 
who makes sausages, his name is 

what they’re doing here. A big 
thing here is that they have the Bei-
jing Winter Olympics coming in the 
next two weeks. So they do want to 
showcase China as an example of a 
country that handled it successfully. 
Which they did.’

ADJUSTMENT BUREAU
IN messaging him, I nearly typed 
‘Zha’ Fitzpatrick, which certainly 
has its own ring to it. Language is 
his day-to-day, as he explains how 
this famous son of Ballyhale 
Shamrocks has a working level of 
Mandarin, working with the equiva-
lent of primary school kids locally.

‘I’m an EML teacher in my school, 
which means English Medium 
Language. So I teach science 
through English and English 
through science together. I’d be the 
head of EML in our school. Help 
other teachers who are teaching art, 
music, or PE through English.

‘It’s all Chinese students in my 
school. Outside it’s not spoken on 
the street so you have to come up 
with ways, and using technology, to 
give them every opportunity to 
improve their language.

‘I’d have foundational Chinese 
Mandarin. In all the primary schools 

turning into a bit of a whirl-
wind year on the personal front. 

‘We had about 100 guests. Twenty 
lads I got to know in China and 
Shanghai, 80 from her side. 

‘We had a lovely wedding. A great 
day out. Eso is a recruiter, does 
visas. Met her through that. An 
interview turned into a date which 
ended up getting married!

‘So all is good. The last month 
being lockdown, any parent with an 
infant, it’s kind of ideal in a way.’

And did he get much reaction after 
his television appearance? ‘I keep in 
touch with a few of the lads alright 
on WhatsApp. I wouldn’t keep in 
tune with Twitter or Facebook, I 
don’t do anything like that. 

‘A few of the lads in the WhatsApp 
were laughing away, saying “There 
must have been pressure on you to 

Shanghai, it’s much 
more international. Here 
is more traditional, much turning into a bit of a whirl

The number of All-
Ireland medals that 
James Fitzpatrick 
won across all the 

grades before 
retiring at 26

13

GLORY DAYS:
James Fitzpatrick 
(right) with Austin 

Murphy after 
Kilkenny beat 

Cork in the 2006 
All-Ireland final
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pitch in Thomastown but had the 
good grace to come over and give 
all the players a pep talk. 

In Thurles on Sunday, Kilkenny 
won the All-Ireland U20 title, a 
first title at the grade (formerly 
U21) since 2008. At wing-forward 
was Peter McDonald. When 
Meath won the All-Ireland ‘B’ 
title last August, Jack was wing-
forward for Meath. 

Two different stories that link 
back in their own way to the same 
stretch of road in a tiny townland 
just outside Thomastown.

Nature or nurture?
My wife Mary’s father Mattie 

McCabe won a junior All-Ireland 
with Meath — captained Ratoath 
to their sole senior hurling suc-
cess in 1963 — to show the proud 
hurling tradition on the Meath 

side. While Meath were relegated 
to the Christy Ring Cup at the 
weekend, the tiered competitions 
have been one of the success sto-
ries of the modern history of the 
game. Meath had their own day of 
celebration back in 2016 when 
beating Antrim to win the Christy 
Ring Cup, which was then the 
second-tier competition. 

The Joe McDonagh has since 
been introduced and has acted as 
an important stepping stone to 
the Liam MacCarthy Cup for the 
likes of Carlow, Laois, Antrim and 
Westmeath. On Saturday week, 
Kerry and Antrim will contest 
this year’s final as the undercard 
to the Leinster final between Gal-
way and Kilkenny. 

Look at the joyous scenes at 
Croke Park all across Saturday 

again watching the Under 20 All-
Ireland hurling final.

Dad was from Thomastown, or 
more specifically, the tiny town-
land of Mong. After he died in 
2011, a neighbour just down the 
same lane, John McDonald, wrote 
a lovely letter in sympathy. It 
prompted a trip to the old home-
place with my own family and a 
sweet reminisce of times past. 

His son Peter was hurling away 
underage with Thomastown and 
my own two sons Jack and Will 
were hurling with Ratoath in 
Meath where I had settled after 
moving from Lucan. That led to 
organising a challenge match 
between the two clubs in Sep-
tember 2012. 

Brian Cody was actually taking 
in a senior game on the adjoining 

afternoon as the competition 
gave players the opportunity to 
win a championship title, no mat-
ter if fate decreed whether they 
were born in a strong, traditional 
hurling county or not.

WHETHER fate, or 
circumstance, dic-
tated matters, they 
had a chance to line 

out in a final at Croke Park. So 
what if the games drew a small 
hardcore support base? Louth 
winning the Lory Meagher was 
greeted and treated like an All-
Ireland.  Similarly Tyrone beating 
Roscommon in the Nickey Rack-
ard and Kildare overcoming Mayo 
in the Christy Ring.

The following day, it was hard to 
escape the familiar bloodlines 
running through the Champion-
ship action. In Thurles for the 
U20 final, the sight of a Kirby on a 
teamsheet continued a Patrick-
swell tradition. 

Gary was a totemic figure on 
the Limerick senior team that 
came so close to lifting the Liam 
MacCarthy Cup and here were 
his two sons, John and Patrick, 
lining out. Later on in Ennis, the 
nephew of Clare senior manager 
Brian Lohan took to the field in 
the second half. Of course, he 
wore a red helmet. 

The career progress of Jack 
Fagan is another example of a 
player showing how talent doesn’t 
have to be constrained by geogra-
phy. How a love of the game can 
go so far. He grew up in the Meath 
hurling heartland of Rathmolyon 
and has become an All-Star nom-
inee for Waterford and a regular 
senior starter since transferring 
to De La Salle. 

Waterford’s season came to an 
abrupt end on Sunday but it’s 
only last April that he won a Divi-
sion 1 National League medal.

Once again you have to wonder: 
nature or nurture?

Louth and 
proud: the 

Wee County  
won the Lory 
Meagher Cup

T
HE nature argu-
ment suggests our 
genetics determine 
our behaviour, that 
our personality 

traits and abilities are in 
our nature. Nurture con-
tends that our environ-
ment, upbringing and life 
experiences determine our 
behaviour; we are nurtured 
to behave in certain ways. 

So do inherited traits or life 
experiences play a greater role in 
shaping your personality or path-
way? That age-old question came 
to mind a number of times over 
the weekend. 

On Saturday night at Nowlan 
Park, at half-time in the Leinster 
SHC round five match between 
Kilkenny and Wexford, Eddie 
Keher took to the field. One of 
the game’s true greats was there 
reliving his free-taking days as 
part of a Kilkenny GAA Support-
ers Club fundraiser in aid of the 
Irish Red Cross Ukraine Appeal. 
The lift, the strike — the whole 
pose was unmistakable. 

Even at 80, it was easy to recog-
nise how he came to hold the all-
time Championship scoring 
record for 38 years, from 1972 
until 2010, until a certain Henry 
Shefflin came along. There was a 
striking marriage of past and 
present in his appearance on the 
field — cap, jeans, signed hurley 
and yellow sliotar. 

IT was tempting to wonder 
about that hoary old chest-
nut. How would his hurling 
life, his hurling career, have 

been different if his father 
Stephen had stayed  in his native 
Roscommon rather than becom-
ing a member of An Garda Sío-
chána, stationed in Kilkenny? 
What if he hadn’t made a habit of 
calling in to Browne’s newsagent 
in Inistioge where he met and fell 
in love with Noreen Browne and 
married in 1935? After their first 
child Eileen was born, Eddie fol-
lowed on October 14, 1941. 

While his father had a keen 
interest in the GAA, there was 
understandably more of a foot-
ball than hurling tradition in his 
Roscommon roots. 

On a weekend when the tiered 
All-Ireland hurling finals were 
taking place at Croke Park, Ros-
common lined out against Tyrone. 
It’s one of the great modern 
sporting inventions that the ave-
nue to win a championship tro-
phy is now there for the next Ros-
common hurler who might be 
inspired by the giants of the 
game, past or present. 

Eddie Keher sat beside my 
father Martin in school at St Kier-
an’s in Kilkenny. The lifelong 
friends won a colleges All-Ireland 
together in 1959, Keher the cap-
tain, my father playing midfield. 

Martin Lanigan came to Dublin 
and hurled with Moindearg, a 
club with plenty of Kilkenny and 
country connections, and actu-
ally won a Dublin intermediate 
championship in 1960. He met 
and married Pauline McCloskey, 
from Wolfe Tone Street in Limer-
ick, and settled in Lucan where 
the love of hurling and Gaelic 
games and sport was handed 
down to three sons. 

On Sunday afternoon, the 
nature or nurture thought struck 

IT’S IN THE 
BLOOD

Talent and love of the game can’t 
be constrained by geography

NATURE OR 
NURTURE? 




