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ECHONEWS

TODAY’S column is unadulterated
green and gold. If you are likely to be
offended by pure Kerry propaganda, I
urge you to turn the page now. If not,
read on.

Now I know that most of our city folk
are hurling snobs, unwilling to even
countenance that such an unruly
game as football should be enter-
tained on the pitch-perfect baize green
of “the Park.”

But there we were anyway, yester-
day, knees up to our eyeballs in the
bucket seats of the uncovered stand,
our foreheads generating more solar
power than a G8 summit could ever
conceive possible.

We were surrounded by the usual
characters: the old man listening to the
radio on headphones; the man who
ticked every scorer in the minor match
and kept 20 abreast informed; the lady
with the Werther’s Originals; the kid
who smacked the lady with the Werth-
er’s over the head with his flag by ac-
cident but she still gave him a sweet at
half-time anyway; the young man with
the purple face convulsed in apoplexy
at every decision the ref gave against
his team, who probably used more
coarse words than were absolutely
necessary considering there was a kid
around. I’m ashamed to say that the
last person described is me.

Let me offer a case for the defence,
please.

There used to be a writer for this
newspaper called Sweeney. No journ-
alist captured the angst of the Cork
football supporter during the dark
years of the late ‘70s and early ‘80s
better than he did. How condescend-
ing it felt to be told by Micko each year
that ye were “the second best team in
the country.”

How he grew to hate the sight of the
train as it pulled out from Mallow later
in the year with a fist gripping Sam
held out the window as it trundled on
to Killarney.

Move on a bit. I landed to Cork in
1986. Kerry were All-Ireland champi-
ons. Maradona didn’t look like my
grandmother. The world was in a good
place. Then everything got f****d up.
Eleven years passed before a Celtic
Cross was handed to a Kerryman. El-
even years that I spent in school in
Cork. Ken Loach couldn’t have direc-
ted a more tragic upbringing.

My first Munster final was 1987. An-
other scorching hot day, the announ-
cer came over the PA to tell us that
Steven Roche had won the Tour de
France; I was six and my love affair
with all things sporting was burgeoning
and Kerry football, of course, would be
my betrothed.

I would live in Cork but my father
would instil the tradition, explain how
important it was to him that I would fol-
low the county of my birth. That first
Munster final, as I sat atop his
shoulders on the City Terrace, I’ll nev-
er forget the words he spoke to me.

“Get off my back, you weigh a ton.”
But I could sense I was witnessing

something special, something that
would never let go. The colour, the
flags. The teams’ parade. The national
anthem’s final lines drowned out by
thousands of shouts and screams.
Fever pitch at throw-in.

Of the game itself, like many people,
there are only two things I recall.
Mikey Sheehy billowing the net for
Kerry’s late reprieve, and then the
point. The point that ended the glory
days. The point that burst that particu-
lar balloon. The late, great John Ker-
ins’ quick kick-out, the foul, the free
that Larry sent sailing over the bar and
the white flag of surrender that the um-
pire flew on our behalf.

And that was it. It scarcely matters
that I was at the replay in Killarney for
my heroes’ denouement, for it was a
foregone conclusion: Kerry football
had gone belly up and I had bought a
ticket to the wrong dance.

Cork versus Maurice Fitzgerald fol-
lowed for the next three years, simple
steps for the men in red on their road
to their own glory days in Dublin.

In 1991 and ‘92 we raised our heads
again. The less said about those
years, the better. But in the latter, I fi-
nally saw us win in Cork.

Páirc Uí Chaoimh had become a
sinister place in my mind by then. The
R and H hall, Gouldings, Southern
Fruit, Goldcrop — all were names that
haunted me. But this day, my birthday,
things looked better. Victory even
helped me forget the purchase I had
made on the way to the ground, the
purchase that told me I would never be
much good in the world of finance.

A Rolo, a Mars and a Moro. “30p or
three for a pound,” the Dublin lady had
shouted at the stall. And I had given
her a pound. Realising my mistake
200 yards up the road, I was too em-
barrassed to go back.

Not that it mattered a jot because
Kerry had beaten Cork. Only Clare
stood between us and Croker.

Clare beat us, which was followed
by three more years of defeats at the
hands of Cork.

And things started getting better
after that, but it was the Dark Ages
that I grew up in. I hope this might ex-
plain my demented behaviour.

So, if you find yourself next to a man
at a Cork-Kerry game some day, and
he is turning purple, just bear in mind
my story: he could have lived through
the lean years, and they were never
leaner than in Kerry.

Either that, or he’s choking on a
Werther’s Original.

Look away Cork
fans of a fragile

nature —
Ker ryman

ROBERT O’SHEA
wants his say

with words
Going purple for
the Green and Gold

could quite easily have lived the life
of the landlord class he was born
into. But he became caught up with
the question of what might Ireland
be. And I felt we’re in exactly the
same situation now, except for the
fact that we’re enthusiastically
shovelling our history overboard as
if we’ve been born literally yester-
day. I mean we’re desperate to have
been born yesterday now. We’re
desperate to fly away from our his-
tory.”

He’s referring to the indigenous
lack of interest in the Irish language,
the dying out of our traditional
musical culture and of our unques-
tioning acceptance of the European
Union. “We’re so happy to be slaves
of a foreign capital that we’ve
forgotten to be people. And you can
see the denaturing of the Irish
identity you can see how we’ve
become less human to each other as
we become more of an economy.

He becomes animated in talking
about the land and the politicians —
Dick Roche or Síle DeValera for
instance — that he believes are
failing the Irish nation with their
approach to planning and heritage.

All of this will be raised at the
Douglas Hyde Conference. There will
also be singing, dancing and fun

because Dorgan believes, “that’s the
best kind of society you can build,
one where people are having fun out
of doing meaningful things.”

Despite his avowed love for Cork it
seems unlikely, given his feelings on
the state of the nation in general, that
his home place could escape his
analytical tendency. And so it is.
“There are a number of recent build-
ings I would cheerfully demolish. I
would sweep away all those chemical
factories because there are other
businesses that we could get that
wouldn’t be such a risk to the
e n v i ro n m e n t .

“And I certainly wouldn’t have an
incinerator. I hope that the great
celestial incinerator has a special
seat for whoever proposes to build
one in Cork, or in Dublin for that
m at t e r. ”

But this disapproval is short lived.
“What would I keep? Everything
about the place.”

Didn’t someone once say that the
place is only as good as the people in
it? Either way, this is the case for
Dorgan. Many of his heroes are Cork
men. He considers Derek Mahon, the
Belfast-born poet now living in Cork,
to be one of the finest living poets in
the world. He believes that the Amer-
ican-born poet living in Cork since

the early 1970s, John Montague, who
taught him when he was young,
should be publicly acknowledged for
what he did for young writers.

But when pressed on who is
favourite writer is he romantically
selects Paula Meehan, well known
Irish poet and Dorgan’s long-term
par tner.

But his list would not be complete
without a sportsman. “I admire Roy
Keane immensely for his determina-
tion and his focus on what he does,
for his respect for his own gift.”

I wonder if this proud, talented,
unpretentious Corkman — that some
might consider outspoken and
stubborn where others would choose
to see a gifted artist worthy of his
success — sees any parallels between
himself and the great footballer? His
quick response says it all. “No. Not at
all, Keane is gifted and rich, I’m
n e i t h e r. ”
● The Dr Douglas Hyde Conference
takes place in Roscommon from July
15-17. www.roscommonarts.com/
hyde
● Sailing For Home, an account of an
Atlantic crossing by Theo Dorgan is
now available in paperback
● Theo Dorgan can be seen later this
year in a TG4 documentary by Cork
filmmaker Padraig Trehey.

WRITER: Theo Dorgan
has written an account
of an Atlantic crossing
which is the subject of
his book Sailing For
Home, inset.


