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2014 is the 30th anniversary year of Sean Mannion’s World Title fight

ordinary

SPORT

The emigrant’s fighter
The name Sean Mannion seldom features among
Irish boxing greats but a new book in Irish by Ronan
Mac Con Iomaire charts the rise of an exiled icon

I

skills orientated. Irish football’s
problem has been our technical
deficiencies so to address that, you have
to get qualified coaches working with
young players and investing serious
amounts of time into educating
players. You are talking about
years of hard work.”
For Buckley, the timing of the
work is just as significant. “We
live in one of the wettest
countries in Europe yet somehow
the kids’ seasons are scheduled right
through the winter. December through
to February is a write-off year after year
and then the driest months of the year
fall during our off-season. That’s crazy
and clearly hinders development.”

“

I hated being away from the
family, hated leaving for the
airport on a Sunday. I want
to see my kids grow up.
That’s the most important
thing to me
Stephen McPhail
So too, argues Fenlon, does an evident
lack of thought from League of Ireland
club owners regarding their underage
set-ups. “In England, in Scotland, right

across
Europe,
the
schoolboy
sections of
clubs are
much more
advanced. Irish
clubs need to
look at this —
firstly, because
it provides a
source of
players,
secondly
because it
provides a source
of income. To
progress, we need to
invest a certain
amount of money
but a huge amount of
time.”
Otherwise, the
game will go nowhere,
the narrative will stay
the same — and the
return of two
Prodigal Sons will
simply paper over
the cracks. Another
season starts this
Friday but McPhail
and Fahey aside, is
it really a new one?

N 1984 Sean Mannion fought
Jamaican Mike McCallum for a
world title in Madison Square
Gardens, New York. Mannion earned
his title shot after beating rising star
In-Chul Baek and such was the
interest in the fight that rail company
Amtrak had to run an additional five
trains from Boston to New York to
cater for his fans.
In Boston, Sean Mannion was
already a great among the emigrant
community. He lived and trained in
Dorchester, happiest among friends and
family from Rosmuc and Connemara.
Such was the expression of
Irishness in Dorchester at that time
that it was said there was more of a
chance of hearing the Irish language
spoken on Fields Corner than there
was on Shop Street in Galway.
Mannion’s first language was Irish
and his passion for his native tongue
was such that he declined book
deals reasoning that any
documentation of his life needed
to be done in Irish first.
His life was colourful and
complex, featuring all-time
greats like Roberto Durán
and Marvellous Marvin
Hagler, stories that
involve Sugar Ray
Leonard and nights
out in Los Angeles
with superstars like
Donna Summer.
There was the world
title fight, a US Junior
Middleweight title and a
WAA World Title that was
stripped away in controversial
circumstances after Mannion beat
Bert Lee.
“Sean Mannion was special,”
said author Ronan Mac Con
Iomaire. “There was no emigrant
Irish speaking superstars in the US
and all of a sudden Sean Mannion
was on the scene, this Irish boxer
who could be spotted in LA with
Donna Summer or appear on the set
of Who’s the Boss? with Tony
Danza.”
Mannion moved to the US when
he was 21 and quickly began to
make a name for himself around
the gyms of Boston.
Famously, he once turned up
with a friend at the Petronelli Gym
wearing his work clothes and was
summoned to fight contender Tony
Petronelli who needed rounds with
a Southpaw.
“They were left looking at him
after, saying ‘who the hell is this guy’
and they asked him back.”
Mannion’s journey towards his
world title shot bridged a life of hard
labour on Boston’s sites and hard
living outside the ring.
According to the author, Sean
Mannion was a man with principles so
rigid that they were both his greatest
strength and his greatest weakness.
“Rosmuc, Connemara, Ireland,
family, friends. If something cropped
up that could help Sean’s career but it
meant getting in the way of one of
those things, then it didn’t get priority.”
The night of his world title fight with
McCallum, Mannion was approached
by a new boxing wear company who
offered him $25,000 to wear the name of
their brand on his shorts.
His fee for the fight was $30,000, but
Mannion declined the offer because it

would have meant dispensing with the
name of his home place Rosmuc
which was emblazoned on his shorts.
“I think he said he wouldn’t have
done the deal for a million,” said
Mac Con Iomaire. “To Sean these
decisions were clear cut. They
weren’t even a decision.”
Mannion would be beaten over 15
rounds by McCallum but history
frames a successful career marked by
both good breaks and bad, and lots of
rich stories.
“A couple of years before that title
shot, Sean Mannion fought a guy
called Hector Figueroa in Plymouth,”
says Mac Con Iomaire. “The famous
Willie Pep was Figueroa’s manager
and when Mannion weighed in 8lbs
over a couple of hours before the fight,
Pep started to laugh and told the
Mannion team it was a forfeit and that
he wanted paying. But the
commissioner directed Sean that he
had two hours to try and lose the
weight, so they went back to the hotel
and Mannion went into the bathroom
where they ran a hot steam bath. Sean
put a rubber suit on and started
skipping in this steam filled room for
an hour.
“When he came back down he was
still 4lbs over, so he started running
up and down the steps of the arena
with the suit on. By this stage they
had moved the scales into the hallway
near the ring and people who were
coming for the fight — which was the
main event — had to walk by, little

realising that this sideshow was for
the main event.
“There was a 1lb weight allowance
written into the contract and when
Sean finished and weighed in on the
test scales, he was still 2lb over. Pep
said there was no fight. But the
commissioner said he’d give Mannion
15 minutes and told his manager Tony
Cardinale to organise for someone to
give the boxer a raw rub down, with no
oil, and that he seen this work before.
“When Mannion came back out his
shoulders were raw and he was
wearing only a blanket. He dropped it
and was naked on the scales. There
were women walking by who
screamed with fright, but Mannion
had lost the required one pound and
he was under.
“Unbelievably after all that he now
had to go and fight and he turned to
Figueroa and told him he was going to
make him pay for every pound he’d
just had to lose. Sean had him down in
the first round, but he kept the fight
going for 10 rounds to punish
Figueroa. I think that story shows the
spirit of the guy and what type of man
he is.”
Sean Mannion continues to live in
Boston where he works in
construction and trains an Irish
fighter, Michael McLaughlin.
■ Rocky Ros Muc: Seán Ó Mainnín
is available to buy on Amazon.
By Robert Mulhern

