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ECHONEWS

THIS is the time of year when three
things are called to my mind: One per-
sonal, one sporting and one general.

The tripartite (the dictionary gave it
the thumbs-up) includes my birthday,
the European Cup final and school
tours. The three always seemed to fall
in the same week when I was a kid.

The European Cup decider was al-
ways the football game I most looked
forward to in the season, yet it always
managed to disappoint. Only one
game in living memory do I recall en-
joying: The first 90 minutes of the 1999
final at the Nou Camp. Then some
stuff happened that made certain
people in the room jump up twice and
saw me go to the back garden and
bury my head in some bushes.

This year we have the meeting of
Liverpool and Milan, two of the aristo-
crats of the competition’s history, and
the prospect of a thrilling 0-0 draw.

Birthdays for unattached males in
their mid-20s are similarly unmemor-
able occasions.

You go for a birthday drink after
work and ZAP!, it’s the day after your
birthday and you’re at work with a
creeping hangover. Relatives have no
idea what to buy you; you are too old
for computer games and ��������	
outfits, too young for golfing accessor-
ies or garden implements.

Birthdays were just different as a
kid. Growing up in east Cork, we only
had two ‘event-based’ amenities loc-
ally: Trabolgan and Fota. The former is
where our birthdays were usually held.
The latter is where we went on school
t o u r.

In primary school, we used have the
Annual Fota Tour. My school was less
than a mile-and-a-half away from the
entrance. If you stood on the wall at
the end of the yard, you could see the
place.

For five years straight we went there
(we may hold a record for being the
only class in Munster not to visit Bun-
ratty). I can only imagine it was some
sort of punishment for too much talking
in class. It didn’t help that it was al-
ways raining when we arrived there,
even if it had been sunny when we left
the school 10 minutes earlier.

The variety of animals was not so
rich then either, in those first few years
after its opening. While from books at
school we learned that zoos had ele-
phants, lions, tigers and gorillas, Fota
had none of these. There were gir-
affes, but they did not come outside in
the rain.

The big cat was a cheetah, but his
most impressive attribute — being
fleet of foot — wasn’t given the publi-
city it deserved as he could only reach
speeds of 0-5mph before banging his
head into a cage fence.

Spider monkeys were intriguing right
up until the moment we saw them and
realised they were just monkeys, not
half-spider, half-monkey.

When I moved to secondary school,
I had higher hopes. In first year — like
all the first-year classes in the two mil-

lennia before us who attended my
Christian Brothers, — we went on a
geographical journey to The Burren.
The Burren is a vast limestone land-
scape in north Clare that has been de-
scribed as lunar-like by people who
have never been to the moon. The
main thing to watch out for if you are
forced to trek up to 10 miles across
these rocks are the swallow holes.
These are dangerous hidden caverns
that can reach a hundred feet in depth,
the bottom 50 feet of which are filled
with clipboards carrying geographical
notes from previous tours.

While there, we also visited Ailwee
Cave. I had been to Crag Cave on a
privately-funded trip before and what I
came to realise was that once you
have seen one cave, there is no need
to see another. There are only two
things you need to know about them.
They were formed millions, perhaps
billions, of years ago by underground
rivers. And that stalagmites go up,
while stalactites go down. It could be
the other way round, but it is a piece of
information that is practically useless
to surface dwellers unless they find
themselves lost in a cave:

Lost person one: I think we passed
that stalagmite already. Are we going
around in circles?

Lost person two: That’s a stalac-
tite.

Lost person one: You sure?
Lost person two: Yu p .
Later on, I couldn’t afford to go on

the more far-flung tours, due to my al-
lergic reaction to part-time work. I
missed the opportunity for a student
exchange to France and passed up
skiing in Switzerland, roaming in
Rome, getting mugged in Barcelona
and helping to care for the Christian
Brothers on their annual pilgrimage to
Lourdes. You qualified for the latter if
you had more than 10 detentions any
given year.

Since those traumatic primary days
though, another amenity has opened
in east Cork.

For my birthday this year, I am invit-
ing all the members of my national
school class to join me at the Jameson
Heritage Centre in Midleton for a very
different kind of school tour where we
can drown our memories of Fota. I
have devised an interesting drinking
game too — for every shot in the
European Cup final, we must have one
ourselves.

It will at least guarantee that for
once, I won’t have a hangover at work
the following day.

Unless there’s penalties, in which
case I’d like to apologise to my em-
ployers in advance for coming into
work wearing a ��������	 costume.

ROBERT O’SHEA
on the three things
closest to his heart
at this time of year.

school bid From Spiderman
to spider monkeys

say on the School of Music project

go-ahead to the new Cork School of
M u s i c.

“If it has been delayed it is not
because FF delayed it.”

Deputy John Dennehy also ex-
pressed his disappointment at the
series of difficulties in relation to
the school, but said at the end of the
day it is important that the
tax-payers’ money is minded and
spent wisely.

“The latest one came as the com-

pany got into financial trouble. As a
member of the Public Accounts
Committee, I understand the invest-
igations needed to carry out into the
Germany company who have taken
over the project.

“We are constantly hammering
people for not getting checks done
going into contracts and things
have been done wrong. I have ques-
tioned several times why there has
been a delay. I encourage everyone

involved to act as quickly as pos-
sible to get the job done. I know the
minister has a huge commitment to
it. She has expressed this several
times,” said Deputy Dennehy.

Deputy Dan Wallace was unavail-
able for comment, while Deputy
Noel O’Flynn was on a two-week
Government trip to Argentina and
Chile, at time of going to print.
However, both TDs have previously
given their support to the project.

● Deputy John Dennehy: ‘‘I un-
derstand the investigations
needed to be carried out into the
Germany company who have taken
over the project.

● Deputy Dan Wallace was un-
available for comment.

● Deputy Noel O’Flynn, away
on South American trip.


