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f the various clips
going around of the
Meath senior football team after Sunday’s historic AllIreland triumph, in what
was the county’s first
appearance, the modern
history of football in the
county could almost be
distilled into the moment
when Vikki Wall met Seán
Boylan.

A lovely encounter when present
and past didn’t just collide but
engaged in a warm embrace. Boylan, the godfather of Meath football. An institution. A living,
breathing archivist of the game.
Herbalist and healer and
figurehead.
Just the previous Saturday, the
camera cut to him in the stand as
Liam Kelly lifted the All-Ireland
minor trophy, a first since 1992.
Here he was, revelling again in
the achievement of a player who
set the tone for taking down a
Dublin team chasing a five-in-arow by winning the throw-in and
tearing down the heart of the
opposition defence, only stopped
on the edge of the D for a foul
that Meath would convert in a
game they led from start to finish,
against all odds.
It was the first note of defiance
from a player who would pick up
the TG4 official Player of the
Match award. A force of nature
on the ball, she took the game
and the battle to Dublin time and
time again.
And this despite being tagged
by two of Dublin’s warrior figures
in Sinéad Goldrick and then Lau-

“Wall tends to
make all the
right decisions”
ren Magee, who have been to the
forefront of the revolution in the
capital.
Wall is that rare player who
actually looks to be travelling
faster with ball in hand, a consummate ball-player who is able
to link the play so well and tends
to make all the right decisions
under pressure.
All that was missing in Boylan’s
hand was a torch to be handed
over. That Kepak sponsor the jersey, just as they first came on
board during the Boylan Years
and the famous four-match saga
against Dublin in 1991, seemed to
fit the moment perfectly.
Wall’s father appears then to
embrace the 23-year-old from
Dunboyne, who was the 2020
Intermediate Player of the Year
when Meath won that All-Ireland
only last December. It was he who
consoled her when the tears
flowed on the car journeys home
during the dark days, her first
year on the team in 2015 coinciding with that landmark 40-point
hammering by Cork, 7-22 to 0-3.
Standing beside Boylan was
Tom O’Shaughnessy, shedding
tears of joy himself after watching
his daughter Máire play her own
central part in the win at mid-
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ONWARD
Delight:
Meath
players
celebrate
final win

AND

UPWARD

Meath’s win a triumph not
just for the players but a
game with no glass ceiling

field. A Dublin native, he is
stitched into the fabric of Meath
football himself via his own career
as a school teacher in Ratoath
National School, where he spent
a generation coaching teams.
Meath manager Eamonn Murray paid tribute to the strength
and conditioning of the teamm
which was evident in the boundless energy and intensity in the
tackle, saying it was down to the
players’ own work and dedication
in lockdown.
And there was a definite sense
last Sunday of the whole Meath
sporting family celebrating in the
moment.
In the stand, former champion
jockey Barry Geraghty, a self-professed lover of the old Meath AllIreland winning team of 1987-88
that Boylan first built, posted a
photo from the stand of his own
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family cheering jubilantly.
In a year of remarkable sports
stories, from Rachael Blackmore
to Kellie Harrington, Katie Taylor
to Leona Maguire, Meath’s AllIreland win is right up there.
Dublin have been brilliant champions and Murray put it so well:
‘To be the best, you have to beat
the best.’
Mick Bohan’s coaching credentials are franked by his time with
Jim Gavin and another team who
set about transforming the football landscape, and his Dublin
charges set the standard across
an incredible 25-match winning
streak from 2017 until last
Sunday.
There was a stamp of class to
the way in which he could be
spotted, off camera during the
trophy presentation to Shauna
Ennis, going over to congratulate

all the members of the Meath
management and backroom team
individually. Just as Lyndsey
Davey and Niamh McEvoy led the
team over to shake the Meath
players’ hands.
Choking back tears in the postgame press conference, Bohan
spoke so eloquently of the bigger
picture.
‘I can say this to you hand on
heart, that whatever we as a management team have given them,
they’ve given us way more... I look
to five years ago and on the back
of three All-Ireland defeats… and
I suppose today was the end of a
road for probably half a dozen of
that group.
‘You would have obviously written the script differently from our
end but again I hand the thing
back over to Meath, that’s the
way it’s supposed to be done,

you’re supposed to go out into
that arena and you’re supposed
to empty your souls on the pitch,
that’s why we value it so highly.
‘I hope the people that came
today got the spectacle that they
deserve and I certainly think it
was a marvellous front for ladies
football.’
It was all that and more.
It also left a very real sense that,
in terms of the evolution of the
game, ladies football is only really
starting out on its journey.
That there is such potential to
provide role models and capture
the hearts and minds of an
expanding player base – particularly at a time when physical and
mental health during a pandemic
are issues of such concern. Look
at the poise and talent of Emma
Duggan, a Leaving Cert student
who had the audacity to chip the
goalkeeper and who now is an
All-Ireland medal winner.
Look at Meath’s carefully choreographed defensive set-up
without the ball as another sign
of the tactical evolution and revolution that is going on.
Bohan mentioned the influence
of Hannah Tyrrell coming into
the set-up from the environment
of international rugby and lifting
the veil in terms of the strides
that could be made in strength
and conditioning.
In the build-up, he mentioned
high catching, blocking, kickpassing and using both sides of
the body – ‘I look at skills of the

“LGFA is ahead
of the curve in
many ways”
game that we couldn’t perform
four years ago that we are now
performing.’
While there is still a convincing
argument to be made for officially
coming together, with the Camogie Association, under the GAA
umbrella, in other ways the LGFA
is ahead of the curve. The association is innovative and not bound
back by tradition.
Look at the introduction of the
countdown clock and hooter for
timekeeping. The tiered competition. The group format rather
than provincial convention.
Kudos too to the LGFA for its
media access. They facilitated
interviews with the competing
captains the week of the All-Ireland final. Half-hour chats with
senior managers Mick Bohan and
Eamonn Murray. All six teams for
the senior, intermediate and junior finals picked and published on
the official website the Friday
morning before the games. And
they have worked all season long
to help push the game in the
media.
There’s a refreshing lesson there
in the promotion of the game.
Look at the level of insight and
engaging personal stories that
made the Blue Sisters documentary such a hit, Dublin allowing
the cameras in for the breakout
season of 2017.
All in all, it gives a sense of a
sport that doesn’t have a glass
ceiling.
The Meath senior footballers
can vouch for that.
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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 lefthanded is play golf.
Jordan Spieth is another who
doesn’t fit the traditional classification of the game. He’s Mickelson 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 hitter’ — someone with an ambidextrous 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 Moneyball — 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-

“What makes
a player left or
right-sided?”
dency to think and describe players 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 rightsided as much as he is technically
left-handed.
T h a t’ s a p l a y e r w h o i s
cross-dominant.
He differs in that respect to
another former Hurler of the Year
TJ Reid, also in the AllStar selection shakeup this week. Reid is
also a ‘ciotóg’, a natural left-hander, and
lines up in orthodox
fashion to favour
striking off his left.
In the same way
that a righthanded
hurler
who
hits
the
ball off
his
right — hand
and side are
aligned again in
this respect — it
leads to a classical
striking style, particularly noticeable
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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

SPORTSFILE

There’s more to

sporting
brilliance
than meets the eye

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 Mickelson made history at 50
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and Lynch is a hot tip to scoop
the ultimate individual hurling
award for the second time, it’s
time perhaps to update the classification 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 development squad is involved in —
tracking, tracing and understanding the development of players
and how it can happen at different rates and ages.
A fascinating piece in the Octo-

ber edition of last year’s GAA
Newsletter featured optometrist
Valerie Kennelly who is considered 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 dominant, right-handed, and right-

footed or else left-eye dominant,
left-handed and left-footed. Leaving 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 hurlers, 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 Ballyboden 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 afterwards 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 hurling coaches and managers and
almost every single one of them
that was coaching or managing a
hurling
team
was
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-dominant eye.
‘What we don’t know is, have
those players reached the top
because they were cross-dominant, or did they become crossdominant because they were
playing hurling? That would be a
really, really interesting study.’
Watching Paul Mannion curl
over a collection of sweet leftfooted points for Kilmacud
Crokes at Páirc Tailteann on Sun-

“Brain and eye
function links
performance”
day put me in mind of just what
bestows the gift of left-footedness. Ralf Rangnick gently mocking 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 talent 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 arguably 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 genetics and brain and eye connection
that define the style of a player.
Just a thought then, the next
time you watch Phil ‘Lefty’ Mickelson 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.
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Nature or
nurture?

T

he nature argument suggests our
genetics determine
our behaviour, that
our personality
traits and abilities are in
our nature. Nurture contends that our environment, 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 pathway? 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 Supporters 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 recognise how he came to hold the alltime 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.

I

t was tempting to wonder
about that hoary old chestnut. How would his hurling
life, his hurling career, have
been different if his father
Stephen had stayed in his native
Roscommon rather than becoming a member of An Garda Síochána, 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 followed on October 14, 1941.
While his father had a keen
interest in the GAA, there was
understandably more of a football than hurling tradition in his
Roscommon roots.
On a weekend when the tiered
All-Ireland hurling finals were
taking place at Croke Park, Roscommon lined out against Tyrone.
It’s one of the great modern
sporting inventions that the avenue to win a championship trophy is now there for the next Roscommon 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 Kieran’s in Kilkenny. The lifelong
friends won a colleges All-Ireland
together in 1959, Keher the captain, my father playing midfield.
Martin Lanigan came to Dublin
and hurled with Moindearg, a
club with plenty of Kilkenny and
country connections, and actually won a Dublin intermediate
championship in 1960. He met
and married Pauline McCloskey,
from Wolfe Tone Street in Limerick, 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

Louth and
proud: the
Wee County
won the Lory
Meagher Cup

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

IT’S IN THE

BLOOD

again watching the Under 20 AllIreland hurling final.
Dad was from Thomastown, or
more specifically, the tiny townland 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 homeplace 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 September 2012.
Brian Cody was actually taking
in a senior game on the adjoining

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 wingforward 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 success 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 stories 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 Galway and Kilkenny.
Look at the joyous scenes at
Croke Park all across Saturday

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

W

hether fate, or
circumstance, dictated 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 AllIreland. Similarly Tyrone beating
Roscommon in the Nickey Rackard and Kildare overcoming Mayo
in the Christy Ring.
The following day, it was hard to
escape the familiar bloodlines
running through the Championship action. In Thurles for the
U20 final, the sight of a Kirby on a
teamsheet continued a Patrickswell 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 geography. 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 nominee 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 Division 1 National League medal.
Once again you have to wonder:
nature or nurture?

