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Brendan Cummins 
on his thirst for a 

new challenge

Michael Rice on 
the virtues of 

staying patient

Michael Foley on 
the home fires 

of tradition
Kilkenny and 
Tipperary get set 
to raise the roof

September 
Sequel
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The battle of wounded knees is nearly over.
For which, alone, we give thanks. It has been intense, 

fatiguing stuff. The build up to this decider must be the 
strangest one of all.

What compares? What could compare? Will there ever 
again be a cruciate injury in the old sense of the term?

If John Tennyson features, he returns to the fray a short 
few weeks after rupturing the same knee as went in 2007. 
Would this feat not recast the meaning of cruciate injuries?

The hullabaloo about Henry Shefflin and Tennyson has 
obscured the most salient aspect of proceedings. The 2010 
All-Ireland Final might well be the most important hurling 
game of all time. Probably the only occasion that could 
be accounted more important is the one of 1887, the first 
Senior Final.

Next Sunday is the first chance hurlers have had to put 
five titles in a row. Back in 1945, four titles stacked behind 
them, Cork lost out to Tipperary in Munster.

If the champions succeed this weekend, they rewrite 
the most beautiful game’s possibilities. Some day, some 
combination will exceed this Kilkenny side’s run. So sport 
goes. But I do not expect to be alive to see it.

None of the three chances in football worked out. Kerry, 
the only other county to meet this opportunity in a final, 

famously lost at the death in 1982. A great Kerry team of 
earlier times fell to Cavan in the 1933 All-Ireland semi-final. 
Wexford did not make it out of Leinster in 1919.

If anybody had claimed in late 1991 that Kilkenny would 
beat Tipperary in their next three championship jousts, 
there would have come quizzical looks. 1991, when Tipp 
beat a Kilkenny team that lacked the requisite self-belief, 
was another chapter in the story of how Blue & Gold always 
best Black & Amber.

Brian Cody burned this script. The hour is nigh. Enjoy, if 
that is the word.

It will be electric, though far from a picnic.
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For Kilkenny and Tipperary, the adventures of Paddy ‘Bawn’ 
Ryan have always offered a sturdy hook.

Paddy Bawn lived in Urlingford for years, boldly 
defending Kilkenny’s cause from an exposed outpost on 
the frontier with Tipperary. In 1991, when the counties met 
in the Senior Final for the first time in 20 seasons, Paddy 
was ready.

Weeks before the game, he tied a hurley to the bar of 
Michael Foley

Michael Foley examines the double 
background to this All-Ireland Final, the 
counties’ fierce rivalry over the decades 
and the weight of achieving five in a row

Bringing it all back home

Warm support: Tipperary’s 
Shane McGrath, Gearóid Ryan, 
Séamus Callanan and Eoin Kelly 
(l-r) after the NHL game against  
Galway in March 14, 2010   
Picture: Brian Lawless/SPORTSFILE
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his bike. Spotting him in town, people asked for an 
explanation. “This is all out war,” Paddy said. “Anybody 
could be called up.”

If much of the poison that riddled the old rivalry has 
been bled out in the last 30 years, some days return 
to those old feelings. The impact of losing successive 
finals to their fiercest rival would not be lightened by 
the knowledge they had fallen to the greatest team 
the code has ever seen. Ego and local rivalry tend to 
strip the aura that makes outsiders feel lightheaded.

Tipperary’s reality is sobering stuff. For them, it is 

about bringing hurling back home.
Before the 2002 All-Ireland semi-final, they had 

lost only once in 80 years. Kilkenny’s epic story of 
achievement in the 2000s directly rebalanced this 
rivalry. They have taken the last three championship 
meetings, even if the overall record stands at 12-7 in 
Tipp’s favour.

Between them, five in a row is an aside. Former 
Kilkenny midfielder Sean Clohosey once described 
the journey past the cathedral in Thurles on the way 
to play Tipperary in Semple Stadium during the 1950s 

and ’60s as “the ultimate laxative”.
Upturning this mentality is among the current 

generation’s most enduring feats. Tipp will hurt like 
no other vanquished finalist if they lose this one.

Their journey started last September. 2009 delivered 
a classic, partly because Tipperary adhered to the 
intensely demanding game plan required to match 
Kilkenny. The challengers set about the champions 
from the beginning, attacking their strengths, making 
them look mortal for long stretches.

Kilkenny’s overall economy, their courage to keep 
working in adversity, unyielding belief in their own 
systems: these facets ultimately retained their title. Yet 
there was enough on the day for Tipperary to muster 
a set of policies for the next season.

For a start, they brilliantly dismantled the opposing 
puckout strategy, while dominating with their own. 
Midway through the second half, Tipp had made more 
plays, had generated much more possession.

What saved Kilkenny? Ferocious tackling, calm 
accuracy in front of goal. They converted more chances 
from less ball. Routing Tipperary on the hook/block/
tackle count was the ultimate expression of their ethic.

PJ Ryan made a string of good saves and his side 
availed of a few fainthearted refereeing decisions. 
That said, they figured their way out of a tight spot in 
impressive fashion.

Matching this workrate and composure was 
Tipperary’s starting point for 2010. Their other 
touchstone comes from a different code and a 
different era.

“Weeks before the game,  
he tied a hurley to the  
bar of his bike. Spotting 
him in town, people  
asked for an explanation. 
“This is all out war,”  
Paddy said. “Anybody 
could be called up.”

String of saves: PJ Ryan (Kilkenny), aided by JJ Delaney, escapes Eoin Kelly (Tipperary) in the 
All-Ireland SHC Final at Croke Park, Dublin on September 6, 2009  Picture: John McIlwaine
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Back in 1982, the Offaly footballers met Kerry in 
the All-Ireland Final after four years of steady effort. 
Kerry’s march to five titles in a row was proceeding 
unhindered. However, in their own minds, Offaly had 
spent over a year preparing an ambush.

Like Tipperary last September, this approach was 
rooted in hard graft. Offaly cut out the little one twos 
that knitted a possession game by constantly tracking 
the Kerry runs. Their conclusion that roughing up 
Kerry would not help did not lessen the need to be 
intensely physical.

Offaly also trimmed the fat from their own game, 
delving into the specifics of each individual’s style. 
Gerry Carroll was barred from soloing. Liam Currams 
was denied the right to hare out of defence for 
attempts on goal due to his poor shooting record.

Wing-back Pat Fitzgerald, after years diligently 
defending in his own half, was ordered to push upfield 
as a means of putting Denis ‘Ógie’ Moran on the back 
foot. Instead of terrorizing Kerry close to goal, Matt 
Connor was ordered to drift out, thereby confusing 

John O’Keeffe, thereby making space for others.
Every move represented a hefty gamble. Offaly 

needed them all to pay off. That was just to break even.
Back in 1982, before the back door, Offaly could 

quietly plan with Kerry in mind from late 1981. They 
could even afford to take a pull in 1982’s training 
before the All-Ireland semi-final with Galway in order 
to peak for the final.

Last month, against Waterford, 
Tipperary’s hurlers were not afforded 
the same luxury. But their play 
suggests Kilkenny have been floating 
around in their consciousness all 
year.

Losing to Cork focused minds. 
Players and management pinpointed 
how eyes were drifting too far 
ahead, losing sight of the immediate 
challenge.

Striking this balance is tricky 
but essential. Since May, Tipperary 
have borrowed from Kilkenny’s 
psychological playbook, retraining 
themselves to live each moment of 
each game.

Their trip through the qualifiers 
helped add some more wire to the 
team. They returned to Croke Park to 
meet Galway in an All-Ireland quarter-
final looking far tougher, far more 
mentally durable.

Small details in their play indicated 
crucial improvement. In striking comparison to last 
September’s wastage, Tipperary nailed three crucial 
scores at the death so as to beat Galway. Their crossfield 
passing tactic to open up opposition defences requires 
accuracy and space to execute. They have impressed 
in generating both ends.

Tipp in the semi-final came across like a team 
fixing a plan for a day down the track. The first half’s 
opening minutes saw them set up their forwards in 
a way designed to upset half the Waterford defence. 
Then they were sent into their standard positions.

Chaos by design, guaranteed to create uncertainty.
Waterford’s defensive system, while based on 

Kilkenny’s emphasis, is short of the core discipline 

and selflessness required to make it work. Waterford’s 
workrate in defence was held up all summer as a 
shining example. In response, Tipperary’s forwards 
worked just as diligently.

Having broken even there, Tipp had the 
gamebreakers to step on and win. Another 

encouraging sign.
Take out that collapse to Cork and 

Tipperary have frequently proved 
they can think their way through 
games. They will need all this 
cleverness next Sunday afternoon.

In 1982, Mick O’Dwyer had 
perhaps his worst day on the line. 
Only a handful of Kerry players 
performed to their best.

Meanwhile Offaly’s first attack 
came from Liam Currams, who 
took the ball and nailed a point 
from 40 yards. Even carefully laid 
plans need a leg up from the 
unexpected and the unlikely.

So, could Cody, bedevilled 
with injuries, make a blunder? 
Having struggled to find a blend 
all summer, could the Tipp half-
forward line find a way to unsettle 
Tommy Walsh and JJ Delaney?

Have Tipp the guts and the 
skill perhaps to change the role 
of a key player, to throw some 
curveballs, to make Kilkenny 

react? Will their touch and poise match the levels 
attained last September?

If Tipperary think at all of Offaly in 1982, they must 
realize that Séamus Darby’s goal was not simply a 
freakish moment of drama. It was the product of a 
disciplined game plan, Kerry’s jangling nerves and 
Darby’s instinctive mix of sheer courage and audacity. 
History’s tide is never turned by fate alone.

Tipp have the power to force this swerve.

• MICHAEL FOLEY, author of the award-winning 
Kings of September: The Day Offaly Denied Kerry 
Five in a Row (2007), is GAA Correspondent and 
Deputy Sports Editor of The Sunday Times.

Audacity 
and courage: Tipperary can 
learn from Offaly’s approach 
in 1982

The craft of graft: Shane McGrath (Tipperary) 
bests Shane O’Sullivan (Waterford) in the All-
Ireland SHC semi-final at Croke Park, Dublin 
on August 15, 2010   Picture: John McIlwaine



Simply getting across the line is the name of this game.
Forget about performance. Forget about panache, 

quality, style. Forget about any imperative except 
victory. Forget about putting down a marker. Forget 
any of the lateral considerations that sometimes 
crease the dynamic.

This contest is the final frontier. If Kilkenny win, they 

will have done more than anyone else in the most 
beautiful game. All the arguments would be over, 
whatever the next seasons.

All over and all clover. Teeming rain is music on the 
roof of a full barn.

If Tipperary win, there would be rightful expectation 
that the 2010s will deliver more than the 2000s’ solitary 

title. This Kilkenny team would see retirements and 
transition. This Tipperary team would mature and 
develop as their opponents did after 2006. Success is 
redress for mileage on both sides of the equation.

Consider serious likelihood: that Tipp win at both 
Senior and U21. The landscape transforms. There 
would be plenty in The Premier County to say that 
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Kilkenny should win, in PM O’Sullivan’s view, but 
dynamics for 2010’s Senior Final are unusually  
difficult to predict due to so much focus on injury 
to two of their players

The final frontier

Finishing line: Michael 
Rice (Kilkenny) outstrips 

Tipperary’s Séamus 
Callanan and John O’Brien 
(l-r) in the All-Ireland SHC 

Final at Croke Park, Dublin 
on September 6, 2009   

Picture: Brian Lawless/SPORTSFILE



they are going to do to this decade what Kilkenny did 
to the last one.

Think I jest? One Muiris Walsh has offered preview 
from a home perspective of unabashed stamp (“It is 
wonderful and precious to be from Tipperary[…] the 
greatest place in the world”). If anyone wrote about 
Kilkenny in these terms, they would be laughed out 
of it.

Walsh is a gas man, in both senses of the term. 
He believes Kilkenny are under pressure to prove 
themselves to his county. He wrote: “Defeat to 
Tipperary, whilst not damaging their credentials, 
would leave an asterisk.”

Leave aside the self-cancelling nature of this 
statement. What other hurling culture could win 
one Senior title in the last 18 seasons and still come 
out with such a line, with sentiment that amounts 
to ‘Them and their oul’ four in a row…’? If talk be of 
asterisks, should Walsh not more logically look at the 
reality of a back door title for Tipp?

Hard to make it up, as the phrase goes.
The injuries visited upon the Kilkenny camp are 

a hand of cards. Brian Cody, Michael Dempsey and 
Martin Fogarty need to show in best sequence. The 
task is not simple.

First and foremost, there is question of whether to 
start Henry Shefflin and John Tennyson. Realistically, 
both have to be picked if they are deemed live options. 
Introduced as a sub, either man would by definition 
be entering a crisis, whether at halftime or with 15 
minutes to go.

Any such scenario would be perilous. The price for 
breaking down could end up four subs used and a 
crisis ten times worse.

Cody and colleagues have proved themselves 
bright as gluttons. These percentages will have been 
weighed. Shefflin and Tennyson will likely start.

While the situation remains far from ideal, this 
arrangement would offer the tightest measure 
of control. Were either man to break down, his 
replacement would be primed. In he goes, with a 
minimum of fuss in context.

The topic ramifies all through this final’s dynamics. 
Personally, I would start the same side as appeared 
against Cork, save for Tennyson replacing Brian Hogan. 
Judging by the training session last Saturday evening, 

he has been passed fit.
Michael Rice would earn a place on merit, given his 

performances in 2009 and this summer before injury, 
but there is a bigger picture. Kept in reserve, he is 
simultaneously a sub for midfield, wing-forward and 
centre-forward. If Shefflin lines out at centre-forward 
but ends up unable to continue at any juncture, Rice 
offers a straight swop into the position.

Another factor is that Rice would be a highly focused 
sub. He knows he has more seasons of intercounty 
hurling in front of him. The fact of getting injured 

would also soften the blow.
There has talk of every kind in Kilkenny, talk of 

Eddie Brennan losing out, of TJ Reid not making it. 
This speculation is significant. What about Reid’s focus 
if he was not just dropped but demoted from captain 
into the bargain? This September, if they win, the man 
that leads the Kilkenny parade will go up for the Liam 
MacCarthy Cup.

Brennan is 32. There would be similar concerns 
about his role if he did not make the first XV.

Yes, he has not been going great this year, in games 
and in recent training. But a reprieve might work 
wonders. Michael Cahill, an excellent stickman, is not 
an experienced corner-back at this level. Brennan is as 
wily as they come.

The particular situation with Henry Shefflin 
exacerbates a general problem at centre-forward. 
Against Dublin, Richie Hogan played there; against 
Galway, Eddie Brennan. It is all the more important 
to get a serious performance here because Conor 
O’Mahony, Waterford aside, has not been showing 
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Foot loose: 
Lar Corbett 
(Tipperary) 

kicks a 
goal in the 
All-Ireland 
SHC semi-

final versus 
Waterford at 
Croke Park, 

Dublin on 
August 15, 

2010   
Picture: John 

McIlwaine

“Tipp might still do it.  
They are a genuinely 
skilful outfit in most 
positions and can get  
goals, which is crucial. ”



well.
Black & Amber, before the ruaille 

buaille about two knees, looked to have 
arrested 2009’s partial decline. Last 
August’s first half performance against 
Cork presaged a better display again 
in September. Consensus held this 
inferred level would prove too much for 
the Tipperary of 2010.

Now, far side of ruaille buaille? I have 
a feeling this final arrives a week too 
late for Tipp. Played last weekend, it was 
theirs to take.

For them, this week will have 
dragged. For Kilkenny, it moved them 
further away from bizarre twists and 
turns.

Tipp might still do it. They are a 
genuinely skilful outfit in most positions 
and can get goals, which is crucial. Their 
midfield brims with promise.

Even so, there are cold considerations. 
Both teams are set up to attack and 
so a lowscoring affair, poor weather 
avoided, is a fairly remote upshot.

Barring malfunction, like a 
ridiculously high wides tally, Kilkenny 
should put up 20 points. Land even one 
goal and Tipperary would have to score 

2-18 to win. I expect Kilkenny to score 
two or more goals.

The right side of the Premier defence 
would have me jigging if I was from 
Ballingarry. Declan Fanning has not 
convinced this summer. Equally, Paddy 
Stapleton, scutched by Aidan Fogarty 
in 2009’s League Final, has looked 
uncertain.

Eoin Larkin might have a new piece 
of crystal on Sunday evening. Cha 
Fitzpatrick would be another burr in 
this regard.

Have Tipp a man to mark Richie 
Power, now that Pádraic Maher has lost 
form and is out on the wing? Kilkenny 
sent in a lot of lofted ball against Cork. 
More of the same is in the offing. Power 
stands on the threshold of his kingdom.

The day is coming when the 
champions mither themselves with 
wides, post 13 or 14 scores and get 
beaten in emphatic terms. It is the 
way all great teams finish. Is this hour 
Sunday?

Probably not. The x factor is Shefflin 
and Tennyson. If they break down, the 
dynamic will spin towards Tipp.

For the moment, presume the two 
come through without negative impact 
– a large presumption, in fairness. 
Realistically, Tipperary would be doing 
very well to win an All-Ireland with 
Patrick Maher and Gearóid Ryan in their 
front six, even if the afternoon’s nature 
is that it throws up unlikely candidates 
for man of the match.

Could happen. Something of this kind 
occurred in 2004 with Niall McCarthy.

Still, what cold reason is there 
to believe Ryan will be able for JJ 
Delaney? Remember that Delaney 
has the supremely athletic Michael 
Fennelly in front of him to devour 
ground. Fennelly has been narrowing 
midfield’s corridors, thereby protecting 

Delaney and Jackie Tyrell.
What reason is there to think anyone 

will be able for Tommy Walsh? Lar 
Corbett or Noel McGrath would be the 
best bet. If Walsh could tie up one or 
both of them over the 70 minutes, how 
would Tipp manage 2-18?

There are two ways to dice. McGrath 
will surely feature at half-forward, so 
as to promise points from distance. 
If Corbett joins him there, it means 
Patrick Maher at full-forward. Would 
this arrangement be the best way to 
explore any doubts about Noel Hickey’s 
form?

Maher will probably be tried at 

centre-forward, hoping he upsets a 
hampered Tennyson or an uncertain 
James Ryall. Tipperary may as well go 
for broke and try McGrath on Walsh. If 
the Tullaroan man were to struggle, it 
would be a tremendous boost, much 
as Shefflin discommoded Seanie 
McMahon in 2002.

Ultimately, Tipperary do not have 
that much flexibility up front. Equally, 
they have but Séamus Callanan (and 
Pa Bourke, possibly) to spring. Kilkenny 
look to have more guaranteed firepower. 
Richie Hogan to come on and score a 
goal is plausible.

Something like 3-20 to 1-18.
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Lift off: Richie Power (Kilkenny) celebrates his goal in the All-Ireland 
SHC semi-final versus Cork at Croke Park, Dublin on August 8, 2010   
          Picture: John McIlwaine

“If Kilkenny win, 
they will have done 
more than anyone 
else in the most 
beautiful game. 
All the arguments 
would be over, 
whatever the next 
seasons.”
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The dynamic 
for both teams, 
almost uniquely 
for a repeat 
pairing in a final, 
has changed.

T i p p e r a r y , 
having fallen 
short last 
year, will look 
to maintain 
that level of 
p e r f o r m a n c e . 
Kilkenny, though still the champions, 
know they must improve.

Armed with the self-belief garnered 
from that near miss, Tipperary aim to go 
the whole way. To do so, they will need 
to break down the opposition defence. 
Theories are many. Practical examples 
are few; recent ones, non-existent.

Draw away Noel Hickey from the 
edge of his square? Do so and Hickey 
will stay back on guard duty, while the 
roving full-forward has the covering 
centre half-back for company.

Draw away Tommy Walsh from his 
station? Walsh’s positional sense will 
ensure he is first to the ball, no matter 
where it drops.

This summer, the Tipp attack has 
revolved around Noel McGrath’s 
versatility. Full-forward against Galway, 
he was centre-forward, last time out, 
against Waterford. McGrath may well 
be utilized as a roving full-forward, 
interchanging with Patrick Maher 
through the centre.

A long ball to a full-forward 
positioned goalside of Hickey might 
be their best bet. As such, Tipperary 
could regret not keeping someone like 
Micheál Webster in the ranks.

Maher and McGrath down the 
middle would leave Eoin Kelly opposed 
by Jackie Tyrell. It is unlikely that Kelly 
would score three points from play if 
sited in Tyrell’s corner – and Tipperary 
need Kelly contributing.

Most likely, Lar Corbett and John 
O’Brien will occupy the left flank. Both 
of these forwards’ lines of running 

tend to take them infield in an arc. The 
danger is that they could both seek the 
same lines, moving left to right, causing 
congestion as Michael Fennelly and Cha 
Fitzpatrick cover back.

Kilkenny, in contrast, run in straight 
lines. The synergy between their 
forward unit is what makes them great.

Such cohesion only comes from a 
long period of hurling together. The 
combination between Aidan Fogarty 
and Eoin Larkin on the left is sublime.

Neither will switch flanks but Fogarty 
covers ground from corner flag to 
the 65, leaving room into which the 
opposite corner-forward can switch. 
Eddie Brennan’s position for his goal 
against Cork arose precisely from this 
kind of Fogarty run.

Certainly Paddy Stapleton will 
find Fogarty an altogether different 

opponent to John Mullane. The 
Waterford star was their sole scoring 
threat, predictability that meant Mullane 
was always going to turn and face 
goal. Fogarty does much of his hurling 
back to goal, from which situation his 
distribution is much improved.

Kilkenny’s half-forwards tend 
to attack up the centre from deep 
positions, as does Michael Fennelly. 
Rarely are these runners, when on the 
move, forced wide.

Much of this thrust has its genesis 
in Henry Shefflin’s creation of space 
through the middle. How Tipperary 
counter these incursions will be critical.

Again, it is easy on paper: have 
Declan Fanning and Pádraic Maher 
cover for Conor O’Mahony if he gets 
dragged away. But this arrangement 
leaves Larkin and TJ Reid with a crucial 
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Pat Donegan

Assassins 
trump aces
Changed dynamics from last September 
lead Pat Donegan to wonder if Tipperary 
are decisively closer to undoing Kilkenny’s 
systems of play in both defence and attack

Forever first to the ball: Tommy Walsh (Kilkenny) collides with Lar 
Corbett (Tipperary) in the All-Ireland SHC Final at Croke Park, Dublin 
at September 6, 2009   Picture: John McIlwaine
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five yards of space.
Noticeable against Cork was the amount of dropping 

ball Kilkenny look to break, even though catching is a 
practice they spent the last decade perfecting. They 
love to have the ball on the ground.

Midfield, in danger of becoming extinct a few years 
ago, is relevant once more – mainly due to Cork’s 
efforts. With half-forward lines moving outfield, with 
half-back lines stubbornly holding their positions, it 
is often left to the midfielders to pick up those roving 
attackers.

Michael Fennelly has been the stand out midfielder 
in the country this year. While he has earned rave 

reviews for some spectacular attacking, it is trojan 
defensive work that has granted him heavy authority 
in his first full season.

Meanwhile Tipperary rely heavily on Shane McGrath 
and Brendan Maher. Could they cope if either man 
was eclipsed in the middle? If both were, it would be 
curtains on this part of the stage.

To what extent Brendan Cummins will vary his 
puckout? The Kilkenny half-back line needs to be 
avoided, unless Tipp can somehow stop Walsh and 
Delaney fetching by breaking deliveries, hoping 
they are first to react to ball on the floor. Cummins 
could try to drive as far as possible, though this ploy 

is generally counter-productive, given the crowding 
that invariably ensues.

All-Ireland finals, if seldom a great match, tend to 
produce the unexpected. There is always the possibility 
that Kilkenny could malfunction, as in 2004 against 
Cork. The day will come when they hit best part of 20 
wides and fail to accumulate a winning total.

Anyone who doubts the effect of tradition need 
only track the progress of the Down footballers in 
August, beating Kerry, then qualifying for the final. 
Tipperary teams have tended to win the All-Irelands 
in their third year. 1989, under Michael ‘Babs’ Keating, 
and 2001, under Nicholas English, are cases in point. 
Supporters will understandably feel the time is now 
ripe for Liam Sheedy’s generation to claim Liam 
MacCarthy.

‘Winning IQ’ is the latest catch cry in American 
sports psychology. The term basically rephrases the 
old chestnut about ‘knowing how to win’.

Kilkenny definitely have this IQ. Tipperary still need 
to prove that they possess the same quality. While a 
lineout containing a quintet of U21s delivers freshness 
and hunger, these facets alone will not suffice on 
Sunday.

Kilkenny do tend to put teams away in a short period 
of time. Instances include Galway just after halftime 
in this summer’s Leinster Final and Cork during the 
second quarter of the subsequent semi-final.

As the saying goes, a Smith & Wesson beats four 
aces. While Tipperary will deal from a full deck, 
Kilkenny have the requisite assassins up front.

The five, decisively.

Midfield motor: Brendan 
Maher (Tipperary) launches 
an attack in the All-Ireland 
SHC semi-final versus 
Waterford at Croke Park, 
Dublin on August 15, 2010   
Picture: John McIlwaine

“All-Ireland finals, if 
seldom a great match, tend 
to produce the unexpected. 
There is always the 
possibility that Kilkenny 
could malfunction, as in 
2004 against Cork.”



 
Bob Dylan credits The Clancy 
Brothers and Tommy Makem 
as one of his most significant 
early influences.

It is unlikely the pioneering 
balladeers gave Dylan 
knowledge of hurling. Yet one 
of his songs, ‘The Times They 
are A-Changin’, would provide 
the ideal backing track for a 
‘then and now’ script on the 
major transformation Ireland’s 
national game has undergone 
in Kilkenny over the last 
century and a quarter.

The damning quotation is present in a newspaper 
set up by Michael Cusack in the late 19th century. The 
GAA founder published  The Celtic Times on a weekly 
basis throughout most of 1887.

By then Cusack was estranged from the official 
organization but still took a keen interest in its 
progress. His dream of ‘bringing back the hurling’ still 
burned brightly.

Cusack (or one of his correspondents) would 
frequently depart Dublin by train to witness at first 
hand how things were going in the provinces. Their 
thoughts would duly appear in the following week’s  
Celtic Times.

One such correspondent visited 
Kilkenny in the spring of 1887. Before 
castigating the hurlers’ efforts, he 
commented on the idlers and loiterers he 
witnessed at the railway station and on 
the city’s streets.

It was withering stuff. Was the hurling 
really that bad? Or was the feisty Cusack, 
through his writer, trying to provoke the 
citizens of Kilkenny into organized GAA 
action?

Bit of both, perhaps.
A media correspondent, visiting The 

Marble City 123 years later on the first 
Monday of September, would likewise 
spot many people around the railway 
station and adjacent streets.

Bedecked in black and 
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Folk classic: Bob 
Dylan’s album 
from 1964

Hoard of 
history: Michael 
Cusack’s 
newspaper of 
1887 

The times, they 
did some changin’
In a field at the Borough boundary two teams of hurlers – consisting of about thirty men – 

were endeavouring to win superiority at the old game. There were no spectators – a fact 

which proves conclusively what little hold the GAA has taken in Kilkenny, and exhibits in 

bold prominence the want of capacity and energy of the would be Gaelic leaders. The hurling 

of both teams was, we believe, the worst and most spiritless ever witnessed on an Irish hillside. 

In the centre of the field of play there were at times during the contest a half dozen of the hurlers 

lying with their faces on the ground, resting themselves. It would break the heart of Moycarkey 

or Galway Gael to watch such contemptible perversion of the grand old dashing game of hurling

–The Celtic Times (April 16, 1887)

Leo McGough
Hurling By 
Numbers
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amber, they will be there to welcome home probably 
the greatest hurling team of all time. As in 1887, the 
hearts of Moycarkey gaels might be broken.

If so, the emotion will not be due to any despoiling 
of the national game by the Nore. No, it will be because 
the hopes of Tipperary for ultimate glory will have 
been forestalled for another season by Kilkenny.

If a journalist in 1887 declared the absence of 
spectators at that far off game proved the city had 
little interest in gaelic games, 2010’s observer would 
have to take precisely the opposite tone. Nowhere is 
hurling held in higher regard than in Kilkenny.

Brian Cody is widely regarded as the greatest 
manager of them all. The leadership of County Board 
Chairman Paul Kinsella and County Board Secretary 
Ned Quinn should not be underestimated in this 
success story.

There is no lack of spectators at any level, from 
U14 to Senior. Kilkenny natives love their hurling 
with unparalleled passion and pride. Not even 
unprecedented amounts of silverware, not even 
finally topping the roll of honour ahead of great rivals 
Cork and Tipperary, has slaked their thirst.

More importantly, the same point applies to the 

players themselves. Should Kilkenny complete five 
titles in a row, a number of their heroes will have 
equalled or surpassed longstanding records.

Henry Shefflin has already this season taken over 
from legendary marksman Eddie Keher as the highest 
scoring championship hurler of all time. The Rower-
Inistioge maestro had set a target many felt would 
never be overhauled.

Shefflin, along with Mick Kavanagh and Eddie 
Brennan, could match Christy Ring of Cork and 
John Doyle of Tipperary as the holder of eight Celtic 
Crosses won on the field of play. Kavanagh, if he sees 
action at any stage of 2010’s decider, will join another 
Noreside legend, Mattie Power, atop the list for most 
appearances in an All-Ireland final. Both Power and 
the St Lachtain’s clubman would then have featured 
on 11 separate occasions.

There is more. Kilkenny, with their 21 straight wins 
en route to the cusp of five in a row, have left trailing 
in their wake the previous best winning streak, the 15-
game run by Tipperary 1949-51.

All that said, the statistic most occupying Noreside 
minds this week is ‘the drive for five’. Should this 
eventuality come to pass, should TJ Reid and comrades 
triumphantly wave the Liam MacCarthy Cup in front 
of adoring natives, the shade of that Celtic Times 
correspondent will nod knowingly: ‘By God did that 
piece get them Cats going…’

Gaelic ground: The Michael Cusack Centre at Carron, County Clare, with his original home in 
the background

“If a journalist in  
1887 declared the  
absence of spectators  
at that far off game  
proved the city had little 
interest in gaelic games, 
2010’s observer would  
have to take precisely  
the opposite tone.”



Points race a 
plausible route
So Kilkenny head into 
the 2010 decider as 4/11 
favourites.

While Tipperary might 
feel slightly stung by the 
heaviness of the odds against 
them, their 5/2 tag seems 
about right, even allowing for 
the uncertainty surrounding 
Kilkenny’s injury worries. 
Sheer weight of form on the 
champions’ side suggests 
there is no merit in backing 
Tipperary at this price.

As usual, at first glance, 
the odds on a draw look tempting, particularly for 
a contest between two teams relatively closely 
matched. But the draw in an All-Ireland Final is now 
such a statistical anomaly that 12/1 on this outcome is 
almost outrageously bad value.

It is 51 years since a final went to a replay. The 
previous instance was 25 years earlier again. At 12/1, 
keep the money in your pocket.

A couple of bets deserve further consideration. 
Although the price is not altogether tempting, there is 
worth in having a close look at Kilkenny to win the first 

half at 1/2 – even more if high winds are not forecast.
Why? Because Kilkenny, as well as having won their 

last 21 championship matches, also led at halftime on 
each of those occasions. Here, 1/2 represents much 
better value than 4/11 for them to win outright.

The other punt that tempts is the evens bet on total 
points for the match to exceed 45.5 points. Under 45.5 
is priced at 8/11. Last year’s final produced 51 points 
and did not really feel like a highscoring affair.

A word of caution, though. The bookies rarely get 
this element wrong.

Nevertheless analysis of this 21-match run discloses 
an average of 45.52 points per outing. Kilkenny 
account for 28.02 of those points.

The sample chosen for Tipperary matches is smaller: 
the ten matches under Liam Sheedy’s management. 

Even so, this run discloses an average of 46.6, with 
Tipp accounting for 25.7 of those points.

This analysis suggests a line contrary to the bookies’ 
emphasis. It suggests the Senior Final is more rather 
than less likely to yield the required 46 points.

Of course it is always possible that Sunday afternoon 
will become a lowscoring dour affair (though neither 
team is set up to play this way). Equally, the wheels 
might come off the wagon for one county, as happened 
last May for Tipperary against Cork.

That said, this points bet remains for me the most 
attractive offer.
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Jim Murphy

Jim Murphy analyses where best value might lie with the 
bookmakers’ odds for the plethora of bets available for 
this weekend’s All-Ireland Final

As usual, at first glance, 
the odds on a draw look 
tempting, particularly for a 
contest between two teams 
relatively closely matched.

Halfway there: Paul Kinsella, Kilkenny  
County Board Chairman, and Brian Cody  
re-emerge after the break in the All-Ireland 
SHC Final at Croke Park, Dublin on  
September 6, 2009       Picture: John McIlwaine
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62 minutes have 
elapsed in last 
September’s All-
Ireland final and 

Kilkenny trail by two points.
Martin Comerford knifes 

through a gap in the centre of 
Tipperary’s defence and feeds 
Richie Power, who has goal in 
his mind. As the full-forward 
approaches the 13 metre line 
Paul Curran attempts to drag 
him back.

The whistle sounds. Tipp 
know the significance of an 
opposition goal and seem willing to concede a point.

Referee Diarmuid Kirwan arrives on the scene with 
arms outstretched. The usually unruffled Brendan 
Cummins is the first player to advance towards him, 
mimicking his penalty signal, a gesture that sums up 
Tipp disbelief.

Two minutes later, the team finds itself four points 
down, jolted by two quick fire goals. The Premier 
County are unable to recover. Kilkenny retain their title 
by five points.

Many Tipperary supporters still maintain that their 
brave effort expired because of Kirwan’s whistle. Liam 
Sheedy’s men had appeared to shake off the red card 
for Benny Dunne nine minutes earlier, maintaining 
their lead as they entered the home straight.

Sheedy said afterwards that the decision “was 
probably the changing of the game” because “the 
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Tomás McCarthy

Taking his cue from 
controversial refereeing 
decisions in the 2009 All-
Ireland Final, Tomás 
McCarthy analyses how 
Michael Wadding might 
approach this year’s decider

Learns learnt 
from years past

Everything on the line: Liam Sheedy (Tipperary), Brian Cody (Kilkenny) and linesman Michael 
Wadding (l-r) during the closing minutes of the All-Ireland SHC Final at Croke Park, Dublin on 
September 6, 2009                                   Picture: Brian Lawless/SPORTSFILE
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other 14 definitely went up a notch, after Benny was 
unfortunately dismissed”. He concluded: “These are big 
calls. The day you get the calls is the day you probably 
win the match.”

What made Kirwan’s ruling all the more surprising was 
that it came amidst an otherwise fine display. He showed 
little hesitation in awarding a penalty rather than a 20 
metre free, keeping Kilkenny on course at a crucial stage. 
Few observers believe that decision was correct.

That said, Kirwan’s willingness to let the game flow 
contributed to the best All-Ireland final of the last 
decade. Some pundits argued that the Cork official 
was overly lenient, citing Jackie Tyrell’s robust first half 
challenge on Séamus Callanan. Kirwan at least sent 
out the message that he was willing to allow a certain 
physical element.

The hurling that followed vindicated his judgement. 
He also handled the Dunne sending off impeccably.

Watching closely 12 months ago was linesman 
Michael Wadding, the man in charge for 2010. The 
Roanmore clubman is no stranger to big days, having 
already refereed a Minor and an U21 All-Ireland Final.

There have been hints as to Wadding might deal with 
this season’s decider. While he will referee Tipperary in 
the championship for only the second time, he was man 
in the middle for Kilkenny’s Leinster Final triumph over 
Galway, the sixth time he had refereed the Noresiders.

That Leinster Final saw Wadding issue five yellow 
cards, two to Kilkenny and three to Galway. The free 
count stood at 13 to 11 in favour of The Tribesmen.

Last September, the same statistic was not so 
balanced. Tipperary won 19 frees to Kilkenny’s eight.

Wadding will no doubt learn from Kirwan’s 
performance. This time round, he is unlikely to allow 
the early exchanges to develop as per Tyrell’s challenge 
on Callanan. If so, this final may well see more frees 
awarded.

The Waterford native’s strict, no nonsense approach 
grates on fan’s nerves at times. However, in a high 
stakes game, heavy policing of the opening minutes is 

no harm whatsoever.
While the 2009 All-Ireland Final was played in the 

right spirit, the counties’ earlier encounter in the 
League Final proved far edgier. The rivalry is set to rise 
another notch this weekend and Wadding’s authority 
will require an early stamp. Nor is he afraid to issue a 
red card, rightly dismissing Antrim’s Liam Watson in the 
All-Ireland quarter-final.

The pressure for this showpiece occasion is immense. 
Vital, game-changing decisions are required in the 
blink of an eye. Marty Duffy hardly expected Tadhg 
Kennelly’s robust challenge on Nicholas Murphy in the 
opening seconds of 2009’s football final.

Similarly, Diarmuid Kirwan could not envisage 
the Richie Power penalty incident. Nothing prepares 
a referee for the moment where he goes under the 
spotlight of a whole nation.

Michael Wadding will be happy if his name is not 
mentioned too much next Monday.

MICHAEL WADDING’S 
CHAMPIONSHIP RECORD

1997   Clare vs Kerry   (Munster quarter-final)
1999   Kilkenny vs Laois   (Leinster semi-final)
1999   Antrim vs Offaly   (All-Ireland quarter-final)
2000   Dublin vs Kilkenny   (Leinster semi-final)
2000   Derry vs Offaly   (All-Ireland quarter-final)
2001   Kilkenny vs Offaly   (Leinster semi-final)
2001   Limerick vs Wexford   (All-Ireland quarter-final)
2002   Antrim vs Down   (Ulster Final)
2002   Offaly-Tipperary   (All-Ireland qualifier)
2003   Limerick vs Offaly   (All-Ireland qualifier)
2005   Galway vs Laois   (All-Ireland qualifier)
2005   Antrim vs Laois   (All-Ireland qualifier)
2006   Dublin vs Limerick   (All-Ireland qualifier)
2007   Kilkenny vs Offaly   (Leinster semi-final)
2007   Clare vs Limerick   (All-Ireland quarter-final)
2008   Dublin vs Wexford   (Leinster semi-final)
2008   Cork vs Kilkenny   (All-Ireland semi-final)
2009   Limerick vs Wexford   (All-Ireland quarter-final)
2009   Dublin vs Limerick   (All-Ireland quarter-final)
2010   Carlow vs Laois   (Leinster preliminary round)
2010   Galway vs Kilkenny   (Leinster Final)
2010   Cork vs Antrim   (All-Ireland quarter-final)

Defining 
moment: 
Diarmuid 
Kirwan awards 
a penalty to 
Kilkenny on 
September 
6, 2010

“These are big calls.  
The day you get the calls  
is the day you probably 
win the match.”
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There they 
were, all leaning 

against the railings 
of the main pitch.

A stranger might 
ask why. But there are no 

strangers here.
No mystery. ’Tis All-Ireland ticket 

night and these men mean business. 
The text message of 24 hours previous invited committee 

members to attend a meeting at which they, the committee 
members, would be provided with a ticket of unknown quality in 

exchange for the correct amount of legal tender.
The ritual begins when the frost is still biting at brave young shoots. 

Attendance at the AGM almost certainly brings committee membership, 
although membership does not automatically bring a workload.

Nice work, if you can avoid it.
And so the men, huddled in groups, the odd wisp of smoke rising into the 

autumn air, wait for the each other to make the first move into the clubhouse. 
Eagerness is one thing; overeagerness, quite another.

Overeagerness is sign of desperation. A man comfortable in the skin of club 
membership need not fret over his allocation.

True to form, the quality of the tickets will have been inspected. The look of 
disdain on the Chairman’s face is the key (‘Where in the name of jaysus do they 
think they’re going with that muck…?’)

 They  might be Croke Park.  They might be the County Board.
Within a minute, someone will say that they just had word about a neighbouring 

club: ‘They got the best class of ticket, all Hogan Lower Tier.’ Grumbles and mumbles.
Tradition is a great yoke. Tradition makes it that the senior officers of the club 

get first pick of what is on offer.
Names are scratched on bits of 

paper. The hat is sourced. Away it goes.
Tradition. Year in, year out.
The tickets are laid out on the top table. Little 

bundles of hopes and fears. Out comes your name 
and up you go.

They will be touched, turned over, held in one hand, 
the Croke Park seating map tight in the other one. Veterans 
who know every inch of the place will take their time, as if hoping 
against hope that they are in possession of a Willy Wonka ticket that 
will seat them next to the President of the Republic.

Choice made, ticket in hand, you wander back to your seat, where those 
around you will ask of your choice, admiring your head for heights. Decisions 
made, men will organize swaps or line up tickets so that man and woman might 
sit beside each other.

This is where they walked.Familiarity does not breed contempt. September 
Sundays are more than calendar markings.

In the club does it begin and in the club it will never end. Feel the nerves, 
repeat the routines, as 
Stevie Wonder provides the 
soundtrack.

The men leaning against 
the railings tend the roots of 
what blossoms on September 
Sundays. Some do more 
gardening than others.

No matter. The harvest 
awaits.

 Little bundels 
of joy

Map of dreams: Every 
seat in Croke Park for 
September 5, 2010 will 
be fiercely sought

Magic 
memento: 
A ticket 
for the 
1939 All-
Ireland 
Final

Murt Flynn
Season’s Meetings



With Minor hurlers, how do we 
separate the dancer from the 
dance?

WB Yeats’ words come to 
mind when you ask what a 
county should want from this 
grade. For many hurling people, 
underage championships are 
only a breeding ground and 
have little stand alone glory.

Minor form, so far as Senior 
prospects are concerned, is 
certainly less clarifying than 
its U21 counterpart. Too much 
credence can be paid to the grade – perhaps because 
its decider, publicity wise, benefits from being played 
before the Senior Final.

Clare’s All-Ireland Minor Final experience is salutary. 
In 1989 The Banner came up against a star-studded 
Offaly selection seeking their third title in four years. 
Clare came off second best but mined Davy Fitzgerald 
and Jamesie O’Conner (plus Conor Clancy) from the 
cohort.

Eight years later, Clare won a less than stellar All-
Ireland Minor Championship. They beat Galway in the 
final, having come through the back door after losing 
the Munster Final to Tipperary.

Perhaps 1997’s circuitous route should have been a 
warning. At most, only five or six of that team had any 
chance of progressing to Senior.

The one definite, Gearóid Considine, inevitably 
missed out. Only John Reddan had anything 
approaching a meaningful adult career. Whatever 
happens this Sunday, two thirds of the present vintage 
could make it.

Captain Paul Flanagan, while an admirable corner 
man, is not a natural full-back. An unsatisfying aspect 
of the semi-final win over Dublin was that Flanagan 
and the other corner-back, Haulie Vaughan, were not 
in any respect tested.

Unease is magnified by goalkeeper Ronan Taaffe’s 
travails. While the Tubber clubman’s fumble in the 
semi-final could happen to any custodian – even Davy 
Fitzgerald had a mortifying experience or two in All-
Ireland finals – Taaffe was caught badly off balance for 
Dublin’s second goal. The worry is that a similar slip 
lay at the heart of Waterford’s major in the Munster 
Final.

Kilkenny’s forwards showed against Galway that 
they are well equipped to exploit weaknesses. Clare’s 
backs, with the exception of the fleet footed Séadna 
Morey, will need to find further levels of vigilance.

Kevin Lynch, previously sound at centre-back, 
was unsettled by Dublin’s Ciarán Kilkenny. Banner 
supporters will hope this surname is not an omen, 
that Lynch can regain prior composure.

The picture for there on up the field is comparatively 
rosy. Enda Boyce and Stephen O’Halloran have been 

a terrific wing-back duo. The former is a tad more 
tigerish; the latter, silkily stylish and open to attacking 
overlaps akin to a soccer full-back.

If there is a chink in these half-backs’ armour, it is 
that they cope rather than dominate in the air. The 
likes of John Power, with his fetching ability, could 
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Donal Fitzpatrick

Knitting together 
all prospects
Donal Fitzpatrick, who has 
tracked the Clare Minors’ 
progress in 2010, reckons 
that reports of them as no 
hopers against Kilkenny 
are misplaced

Back to the big day: Clare’s Tony Kelly and 
Daire Keane (l-r) celebrate after defeating 
Dublin in the All-Ireland MHC semi-final at 
Croke Park, Dublin on August 15, 2010   

Picture: John McIlwaine
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make headway here.
Midfielders Tony Kelly and Colm Galvin are 

unquestionably the county’s best pairing since Ollie 
Baker and Colin Lynch. Ger Loughnane, never a man 
to hold back on hyperbole, has earmarked Kelly as a 
future star.

Those expectations aside, the pair’s mobility and 
scoring prowess is a boon. There is also their potential 
role if Clare opt for a defensive game.

In such a circumstance, with Galvin and Kelly 
slightly withdrawn, Podge Collins is ideally suited to 
being a deep-lying centre-forward. Of course, this 
assessment hints at the Cratloe clubman’s lack of 

aerial presence. Clare simply do not have a natural go 
to guy for puckouts.

Although Cathal Malone has some merit in this 
regard, the honest Ennistymon tyro has a tendency to 
fade in and out. Jamie Shanahan may in time fulfil a 
target man role but too much should not be heaped 
on shoulders eligible to play in last weekend’s All-
Ireland U16 tournament.

If there are fires to be quelled in this sector, Daire 
Keane could retreat from corner-forward to an area 
where he has been comfortable in spot duty. Aaron 
Cunningham, following an impressive cameo against 
Dublin, could see duty at half-forward.

By the way, Aaron’s father, Alan Cunningham, was 
on Clare’s first Munster Minor-winning team in 1981.

A comfort for management is that the scores tend 
to be shared around. Collins, likely the most impressive 
forward early in the campaign, has since passed on 
the baton. Keane, injured for the win over Tipperary, 
has since been relatively impressive.

Niall Arthur showed a return to form in the semi-
final. David O’Halloran, man of the match in the 
Munster Final, could afford to be slightly off that day.

Is this occasion the open and shut case the bookies 
perceive? Kilkenny are 1-12 and Clare 13-2. Are the 
respective reputations of the counties at Senior a 
factor?

Talk of challenge matches is often vague. But word 
has it that Kilkenny forged narrow wins in this context 
over Sunday’s opposition in spring and early summer.

Again, three of Clare’s last four games have seen them 
comfortably enough the better team without this gap 
expressing itself on the scoreboard. Indeed it would 
have been a surrender of almost GUBU proportions if 
they had let Dublin, a far less accomplished outfit, pip 
them.

Kilkenny serenely handled The Metropolitans 
on two occasions in Leinster. So Clare’s room for 
manoeuvre is unquestionably at an end.

Yet there would be a quiet confidence among those 
who have followed this team. If the players knit it all 
together and produce their best display of the season, 
they can go very close.

On the other hand, perhaps the kittens are bomb 
proof. If so, it will be instructive which Clare players 
stand up to the white heat.

As some say, grooming for the future is the thing.

Aerial ability: John Power 
(Kilkenny) in action in 
the Leinster MHC first 
round versus Dublin at 
Nowlan Park, Kilkenny 
on May 1, 2010   
Picture: Eoin Hennessy Photography

“Perhaps the kittens are 
bomb proof. If so, it will 
be instructive which Clare 
players stand up to the 
white heat.”



The Kilkenny Minors, the championship’s form team 
so far, enter this All-Ireland Final as red hot favourites.

The bookmakers have essentially written off 
Clare’s chances. Manager Richie Mulrooney will have 
taken care this week to keep the Kilkenny players’ 
expectations firmly on the ground. 2010’s deal is far 
from closed.

If nothing else, the build up has been marred 
by an injury scare for full-back Willie Phelan. The 
Dunnamaggin clubman is threatened with missing his 
second Minor Final in a row due to a shoulder injury. 
The powerful young defender picked up a knock in 
training and has been receiving intensive treatment.

While Phelan is likely to be named in the starting 

XV, he will have a late fitness test on Sunday morning. 
His loss would be incalculable.

If the fitness test does not work out, or if he has to 
be replaced during the game, Jason Corcoran is likely 
to switch from right corner-back to edge of the square. 
Danesfort’s Cathal O’Neill would probably come off 
the subs bench.

Phelan’s misfortune should not obscure the leading 
question: are Kilkenny as good as believed? Answer: 
probably not.

The young Cats were reasonably impressive in 
Leinster against Offaly and Dublin. However, it is 
the next game that caused a lot of fuss. Kilkenny’s 
performance in the All-Ireland semi-final against 
Galway looked top notch.

Down Clare way, they will tell you very quickly 
that Galway were a poor team. The Banner are fairly 
confident of success. They feel the hype has helped 
their hopes.

Clare’s Minor campaign began in April with a 
reversal against Waterford. But they battled back, 
reaching the Munster Final and beating Tipperary in 
the process. There, the tables were turned and The 
Déise defeated.

Recent hype has overlooked a salient point. This 
season, Kilkenny played Clare twice in a challenge 
match. They found them difficult opponents on each 
occasion. So Richie Mulrooney and his selectors know 
to expect nothing easy in Croke Park this weekend.

Clare got off to a flier against Dublin in their All-
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Top notch: 
Michael 
Brennan 
(Kilkenny) 
celebrates 
after goaling 
in the All-
Ireland 
MHC semi-
final versus 
Galway at 
Croke Park, 
Dublin on 
August 8, 
2010   
Pictures: John 
McIlwaine

Favourites need 
to close the deal
For Pat Treacy, Kilkenny’s Minors will not have it all 
their own way against Clare, a side that has improved 
all through the season

“Each time, the Munster 
Champions went down  
the field and reeled off a 
hat trick of points to  
nullify the advantage.  
This Clare team has not 
only plenty of skill but 
plenty of spirit.”



Ireland semi-final. More impressive 
again was The Banner boys’ response to 
the two Dublin goals.

Each time, the Munster Champions 
went down the field and reeled off a hat 
trick of points to nullify the advantage. 

This Clare team has not only plenty of 
skill but plenty of spirit.

Kilkenny have been improving all 
the time. They found an excellent 
team performance when overcoming 
Galway. Management will nevertheless 

be well aware of one downside. Despite 
them scoring two early goals against 
The Tribesmen, the sides were still level 
after 20 minutes of play.

These young Noresiders will need to 
improve on that semi-final display to 
take The Irish Press Cup. Next Sunday, 
their forwards will hardly be afforded 
the same amount of space they enjoyed 
against a lax Galway defence.

The Kilkenny backline, which 
contains some fine prospects, are the 
cornerstone of this team. How they 
cope with the scoring threat of Niall 
Arthur, Aaron Cunningham and Daire 
Keane will go a long way towards 
deciding this contest.

Midfielder Tony Kelly was impressive 
against Dublin, roaming to telling effect. 
This movement yielded two classy 
points. He will need to be watched very 
carefully.

While the Clare backline must have 
been disappointed with conceding 
two sloppy goals to Dublin, they have 
an outstanding prospect in wing-back 
Enda Boyce. The joint management 
team of Gerry O’Connor and Dónal 
Moloney should have ironed out those 
defensive lapses for the final.

Clare will look at their underage 
record against Kilkenny in recent years 

and they will not be daunted. At Minor, 
there is 1997’s All-Ireland semi-final win 
over a Kilkenny selection that included 
Noel Hickey, Mick Kavanagh and Henry 
Shefflin. At U21, there is last year’s All-
Ireland Final triumph.

So Clare will approach Sunday 
afternoon with a certain degree of 
confidence. Why not? The landscape is 
littered with hotshot Minor outfits that 
were fancied to win the All-Ireland Final 
but failed to deliver.

Kilkenny will have to be wary of the 
hype, will have to approach the game in 
the proper frame of mind. Anything less 
could prove fatal.

That said, they deserve to be 
favourites. If Kilkenny can add a bit to 
their semi-final form, this effort would 
be sufficient to win a 20th Minor title.
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“Kilkenny have 
been improving 
all the time. They 
found an excellent 
team performance 
when overcoming 
Galway.”

Taking care: Richie Mulrooney 
(Kilkenny) during the All-Ireland 
MHC Final versus Galway at Croke 
Park, Dublin on September 6, 2009

Capable cameo: 
Aaron Cunningham 
(Clare) was 
introduced to 
productive effect in 
the All-Ireland MHC 
semi-final versus 
Galway at Croke 
Park, Dublin on 
August 8, 2010
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Never were 
d i s t r a c t i o n s 
more welcome. 

To Lisdowney 
last Saturday, 
with Ballyhale 
Shamrocks’ ten-
man U13 panel, 
to compete 
in the Sevens 
Tournament. We 
had won our two 
games on one of the three qualifying 
Saturdays, which left us on the Cup side 
of the draw rather than in the Shield.

The Lisdowney Sevens has been 
going since 1981 and is a prestigious 
tournament to win. No solo running is 
allowed – although referees vary a bit in 
strictness on this rule – and the hurling 
gains in purity. I think it is a wonderful 
competition, a real community event, a 
tremendous example in all sorts of ways 
for the youngsters.

While Ballyhale Shamrocks took the 

Shield last year, 2010 is the first time in 
quite a spell the club has made the Cup’s 
last eight, which is itself a boost. We 
have a tough draw in James Stephens 
A. They not only hurl U14 A but won 
this grade’s league final earlier in the 
summer.

Ballyhale Shamrocks are U14 B, a 
factor that speaks for itself. We should 
have no chance.

Still, the mood is good in the group 
and I half expect us to win. We hurl with 
excellent spirit against a stiff breeze and 
are only two points down at halftime.

It is there for us and the shock is on. 
But a couple of missed goal chances, as 
The Village start to get frazzled, prove 
the crux. Our midfield runs itself into the 
ground and the opposition get back on 
track while the two lads are off for a rest.

We are disappointed but so be it. Five 
years’ time at Minor is the important 
picture.

Heel of hunt, O’Loughlin Gaels 
are most deserving champions, 
overcoming James Stephens by seven 
points. O’Loughlins play a lovely brand 
of controlled, intelligent hurling. Their 
main forward, Robert Buckley, is made 
player of a tournament.

Remember his name. Along the 
years, this distinction was won by Henry 
Shefflin, Denis Byrne, David Buggy, 
Cha Fitzpatrick and Conor Fogarty. The 
auspices are good.

Sunday, more distraction. To 
Larchfield on a beautiful afternoon for 
the final of an U12 tournament. There 
were eight competitors and now there 

are four finals.
The top two clubs play off in the 

main final. Ballyhale Shamrocks, who 
headed the group, again meet James 
Stephens. And so the contest owns that 
bit of intrigue. Rural clubs, with limited 
numbers, find it hard to compete with 
the three city clubs at U12 and U14. City 
sides tend to have a lot of these hurlers 
up to the age, a significant advantage 
at this stage.

The Shamrocks actually beat The 
Village in their league tie. Many feel 
Ballyhale will have a good U14 team in 
2012. Today, they have to give best.

A backlog of ties meant this game 
is their fourth outing in seven days. 
Ballyhale’s hurlers, that bit smaller in 

most parts of the field, get tired in the 
second half and taper out.

No matter. Their best days lie ahead. 
To be so competitive at U12 is serious 
encouragement.

All the talk on the sideline is of the 
team Brian Cody will send out against 
Tipperary. Every angle is traced, every 
possibility is parsed. Some think Shefflin 
and Tennyson should be held in reserve 
but the majority reckon that best bet is 
to start them.

Sunshine in the last push of August. 
Born under hunches. One hurling nation 
under a groove. The smell of grass and 
dry stone. An inland obsession. Hard to 
beat it.

A week to go.

Sweeney Cup winners: The O’Loughlin Gaels panel that won the 
Lisdowney Coca-Cola Sevens Tournament on August 28, 2010.  
Back (l-r): Éamonn Nolan (Coca-Cola), Larry Hamilton (Sevens 
Secretary), Fr Pat O’Farrell PP, Tim Brennan (Bord na nÓg Chairman), 
Eamonn Dunne (Sevens PRO), Catherine Nolan (Coca-Cola).  
Centre (l-r): Robbie Buckley, Gary Bryan, Cian Loy, Daniel O’Connor. 
Front (l-r): Ross Butler, Jack Lawlor, Seán Bolger, Shane Maher, 
Thomas Gleeson, Seán Kiely Picture: courtesy of Eamonn Dunne/Lisdowney GAA Club 

Sevens up

Backspin
PM O’Sullivan

“One hurling 
nation under a 
groove. The smell 
of grass and dry 
stone. An inland 
obsession. Hard  
to beat it.”
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Premier purpose: 
The Tipperary 
panel that 
defeated Galway 
in the Tipperary 
Supporters Club 
All-Ireland U16 
Final at Semple 
Stadium, Thurles 
on August  
29, 2010   Picture: 
Michael Boland

Splendour 
on the 
Grass Suir things: The  

Waterford panel that defeated Kilkenny in the Tony Forristal  
U14 Tournament Final at Walsh Park, Waterford on August 29, 2010 Picture: Noel Breen
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