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Meet the motivator: Gary Keegan
Gary Keegan has brought charisma, magnetism and a hard edge
to each sport he has worked in

Denis Walsh

January 5 2020, 12:01am, The Sunday Times

Keegan has never been afraid of hard work
OISIN KENIRY

You need to know this stu� first. When Gary Keegan was 14 he
applied for a job as an apprentice barman, forging his baptismal
cert to meet the age requirement declared in the newspaper ad.
By then he had left school and spent six months at the Curragh
as an apprentice jockey; he had never sat on a horse and he
wasn’t inspired by a secret impulse to do so. None of that
mattered. He was attracted to opportunities. Possibilities.

“I was a bit of a dreamer. I wanted to get out and work. I wanted
to be a man before my time. I’d say that was definitely it. I was a
little man before my time. Anything that was an adventure,
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anything that was di�erent, I would have jumped at it. I was
very hungry to earn a living. To provide back home, to make a
contribution to my mum because we didn’t have a lot.”

He was accepted in The Long Bar on North Earls Street where
merchant seamen used to drink with gusto in between stints at
sea. Across the counter he listened to stories from a world he
didn’t know existed and it fired his imagination. Without an
appointment he presented himself at the o�ces of Irish
Shipping armed with the name of a man in charge of hiring
crews and the baptismal cert that still lied.

John Davis saw through the gossamer fib and told Keegan he
must wait six months before they would consider him. Once a
month Keegan turned up at the o�ces so that they wouldn’t
forget. “There was no way that he wasn’t going to send me to
sea because I just kept tormenting the man.”

He joined his first ship in Antwerp, a giant cargo vessel. The
gang plank was so steep that Keegan couldn’t manage his
suitcase until a crewman came to his aid. At six o’clock the
following morning he started in the kitchen as a galley boy: his
mission was to clean everything in sight. The ship was still tied
to the dock when Keegan started to feel sea sick and foolish.
Boats, like horses and bars, were alien to his experience. None
of that mattered though. “For the next three years,” he says, “I
had the best time of my life.”

Without a destination in mind he kept chasing new horizons.
Journeys with a destination have an in-built obsolescence. At 19
he joined the army. “The army really showed me my
personality. My personality was, ‘I’m not going to stay
somewhere if I’m not happy. I will look for the next place to be
happy.’ I moved around the army quite a bit.”

He went from the Air Corps to the Second Cavalry before
ending up in the Military Police as part of the Investigations
Unit. Along the way he sat his Inter Cert and served with the UN
in Lebanon. He was promoted and decorated and noticed. “I
was finding out that I had stu� that people valued. I was never
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afraid to take on responsibility. You’re nervous about whether
you can do the job well but I was never afraid.”

In his mid-20s he quit the army and returned to civilian life.
From his overseas missions he had stockpiled some money and
decided to buy a transport business: one van and one contract
was the sum of it. Within a week the contract was cancelled.
Over time he made the business work but then he saw another
opportunity and went for it: small shops, selling sweets and
newspapers and co�ee and sandwiches. “The toughest business
of all. It’s so hard to make a living in that space. The margins
weren’t there. This was the mid-1990s. There was a recession
and I just didn’t make it. I lost everything.”

He picked himself up and started again. With a van. Clearing
building sites. “Tough, physical, hard labour. When I went to the
guy who was hiring for the business he said, ‘You’ll never do it.’ I
said, ‘Give me a two-week trial. I’ll do it better than anyone
who’s ever done it before.’ He said, ‘I can’t see it.’ He had no
more headaches. We took it o� his back.

“I like a problem. I love a problem. A lot of my life was spent
trying to figure out stu�. I didn’t have that initial academic
piece where I had a set of skills that I could apply to some form
of career. I didn’t have that. I had to figure out how my
personality and my work ethic could make an impact. My mum
had taught us to leave respect behind us everywhere we went.
Reputation was really important. You need to have an impact.
You need to add value.”

You didn’t know him then. You know him better now.

For the past five years Keegan was part of Jim Gavin’s inner
cabinet. It is the only kind of working relationship that Keegan
will countenance: it must be founded on professional intimacy.
Keegan isn’t sure how much Gavin knew about him in the
beginning. About building Irish boxing’s high performance
programme from scratch, about staring down assassins in his
own federation and in the Olympic Council; about leading the
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Irish Institute of Sport as a fledgling organisation and marking
out its ground. Maybe Gavin knew more than Keegan suspected.

The pattern in Keegan’s later life as a high performance coach is
that smart people found him. He didn’t seek them out. In 2017 it
was Leo Cullen and Leinster Rugby in a Champions Cup
winning year; last season it was Liam Sheedy and the Tipperary
hurlers in an All-Ireland winning summer; before that, the Cork
hurlers; the Dublin hurlers; the sailor Annalise Murphy in her
Olympic medal year. Some of those contacts slipped into the
public domain but Keegan was never seen basking in reflected
glory. The fulfilment and the relationships were private.

Keegan didn’t grow up with any of those sports. Boxing was his
passion: in the ring, in the corner, on the gym floor. What he
knew about gaelic games or rugby, though, had no bearing on
his work in those environments: he was there to a�ect the
athletes as people first. “I would see my ability as being able to
go in and read a group. So, what is their world? What is
impacting on it? I can assimilate that very, very quickly.”

With Dublin last year the pursuit of five-in-a-row framed
everything: their dreams, their fears. Every year, though, that
group was dealing with something.

Winning alone couldn’t make everything right. Having the tools
to problem solve was a cultural driver within the Dublin set-up.
Keegan was their teacher.

“High performance sport is all about solving problems better
than your competitor. So you’ve got to love the problem. You
can be tippy-toeing around stu�, you’ve got to drive the
elephant into the room. So we don’t walk on egg-shells, we
crash in and try to find out, ‘What’s this about?’ Last year with
Dublin the five-in-a-row was never the elephant in the room.
The elephant was the noise that was starting to infiltrate. ‘Is
that a factor? Is that making us tighten up?’

“You can’t go to the oracle of five-in-a-row and have a
conversation with them because it had never been done before.
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So you’re running a little bit blind. You’re having to resolve this
on the move. That requires an ability to be candid and it
requires trust. But that was the power of that group. They were
willing to go after stu� and not let it fester.”

When Keegan works with athletes he sweats the relationship. It
cannot work unless both parties commit unconditionally: in; all-
in. “I’m never short of energy or motivation for this work. I
found something that’s a mojo for me even though at times I
feel vulnerable in that space, in terms of ‘Can I make a
di�erence?’ I am quite hard on the people I work with. I won’t
go around in circles with people. I expect them to take
responsibility and apply the advice to their practice. I’m tough
with people in terms of the feedback I give them at times but
they know where it’s coming from.

“I’m not needy. I don’t need to have this. I want to be there. I
want to impact on the individual that I’m working with or the
group. My performance is important to me so I’m not going to
allow someone else or some other group drag my performance
down. I know the kind of people I can help. I’m not trying to be
anyone’s saviour in any way but I need to be very deliberate
about the people I work with because I want to be successful.
I’m very ambitious to make an impact. If I’m not making a
di�erence I won’t hang around.”

His relationship with Gavin hardened into mutual admiration
and friendship. On the testimonials page of Keegan’s company
website, Uppercut, the most gushing reference is from the
former Dublin manager, every word loaded with gratitude. “To
be around him [Gavin] was inspiring. What struck me about him
was his honesty. What he said he absolutely meant. And his
willingness to experiment. He was willing to try stu�. He
experimented with me.”

When Liam Sheedy approached Keegan it wasn’t entirely a cold
call. They had crossed paths when Keegan was in the Institute
and Sheedy had a role in the Sports Council. On that level
Keegan liked him. But this was di�erent.
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“Liam Sheedy is one of those individuals that when you sit in
front of him he’s moving in the chair with energy. But having
worked with Jim the test for me was ‘Could this guy back it up?’
It’s OK having the emotional energy but could you back it up
with the discipline that’s required in your role? That was a big
piece for me. I didn’t know because I’d never worked with him
before. I knew he was very sincere and I knew he was pretty
brutal in his view of what he wanted. I liked that about him.”

Because Keegan was persuaded about Sheedy another group
was exposed to his charisma and his magnetism and his hard
edge and his compelling desire to make something better.

In the history of the GAA no coach had ever worked with the
All-Ireland hurling and football champions in the same year.
Nobody had imagined that it could be done. Why not? All his
life Keegan has been convinced by possibilities. By
opportunities. Seized.

Keegan from boxing to Dublin and Tipp
As a high performance coach Gary Keegan has been one of the
most influential people in Irish sport over the last 20 years. For
the last five years he has worked with the Dublin footballers
and last year he also worked with the Tipperary hurlers,
becoming the first person to perform a key role in two All-
Ireland winning teams in the same season.

In 2017 he was part of Leo Cullen’s back room team when
Leinster won the Champions Cup and the Pro 14 title and a year
earlier he played a critical supporting role in Annalise Murphy’s
silver medal at the Rio Olympics.

Keegan’s background is in boxing: he devised Irish boxing’s first
high performance plan and piloted that programme to the 2008
Olympics where Irish boxers won three medals. After those
Games Keegan was appointed head of the Irish Institute of
Sport, a role he held until 2016.

With his company Uppercut more than half of Keegan’s work
now is in the business sector. He stepped away from his role
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with Dublin when Jim Gavin resigned but he has committed to
Tipperary for 2020.

Boxing Dublin Gaelic football Football Rugby Union
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