
Last season saw the 20th anniversary of the U’s 
play-off win in the 1997/98 season, in what was 
the second visit to the Twin Towers of Wembley 
for the club, following defeat in the Auto 
Windscreen Shield final twelve months before.

Many of that squad from those two seasons 
have now ventured into roles on the other side 
of the white line on a Saturday afternoon. Joe 
Dunne currently holds the managerial reins at 
Cambridge, Wayne Brown – a loanee in that 
1997/98 season - is in charge at Maldon & Tiptree 
alongside Paul Abrahams, Steve Whitton led the 
U’s in the early 2000s, Paul Buckle had stints at 
Bristol Rovers and Torquay United and Richard 
Wilkins continues to build a strong reputation in 
the local non-league game.

And another former central defender, who spent 
two and a half years at the club in the late 1990s, 
has built himself a very successful career in sport 
on the other side of the Irish Sea.

Tony McCarthy quickly became a fans’ favourite 
after his arrival from Millwall and, following his 
return to Ireland after the 1997 Auto Windscreen 
defeat, found himself involved with the Irish 
national set-up alongside first Giovanni Trapattoni 
and then Martin O’Neill.

“Coaching wasn’t for me and it was my time at 

Colchester that played a big part in shaping 
what would come next for me in football,” Tony 
explained when we caught up with him recently.

“I had had back injuries during my time at the 
club, so I spent a fair bit of time with Brian Owen 
the physio.

“I started to really getting into that side of it 
and started to see an osteopath for my back. It 
opened my eyes to that side of it and showed me 
that there was an alternative for me other than 
coaching.

“I saw that sort of role starting 
to grown in prominence in 
the game and ventured 
down that route and it’s 
worked out very well 
for me since then.

“I’ve worked at 
Shelbourne, 
then 
Bohemians 
and now 
I am at 
Shamrock 
Rovers. I’ve 
been on 
this side of 

it for nearly 20 years now and have been fortunate enough to go to two 
European Championships with the national side, so you could say it’s 
worked out very well.”

And has he been surprised that so many of his teammates have built 
themselves successful careers in the game after playing?

“Joe was always going to be a coach of some sort. He had a very 
analytical type of nature and was destined for that side of the game,” 
Tony reflected.

“But the ones that have gone into it weren’t necessarily the ones you’d 
think. However, they all seem to have done well for themselves and it’s 
been interesting to see the paths that they’ve taken.”

Tony played a total of 106 times for the club and it looked like he might 
become a regular part of the back four before his decision to return to 
Ireland in the summer of 1997.

The decision surprised many U’s fans, who had seen him become a key 
part of Steve Wignall’s improving side.

Tony told us: “Steve had built a good side there, with the likes of Pete 
Cawley, Mark Kinsella and Joe Dunne a key part of it.

“We went quite close that first season, losing in the play-offs to 
Plymouth, then a season later getting to the Auto Windscreens Final. 
They were the best days of my footballing career and I used to love 
going to play at Layer Road.

“After we’d lost in the play-offs in the May of 1997, my head had gone 
a little bit. I got sent off for elbowing Steve Howard in the first game of 
the season against Hartlepool and, later on in the season, got sent off 
against them again, a few weeks before the final.

“I had been playing well leading up to that, had got my head together 
and had plenty of my family coming over for the final, so getting sent 
off killed me again.

“I thought that it’d be sorted, that the club could get me freed to play, 
but the longer it went on without being resolved, I was devastated and 
annoyed with how it was being handled and it made my mind up, it 
was time to go home and go down a different route.”

Sidelined for the big game, Tony and fellow suspended player 
Paul Buckle spent the night in the hotel bar, which ended with an 
unexpected wake-up call for one of the other players.

“I was due to be doing commentary for SGR Colchester for the final, so 
Paul and I enjoyed a few beers the night before the game. We finished 
up well into the morning and I went back to my room as quietly as I 
could – the only problem being I ended up getting into Joe Dunne’s 
bed rather than my own. It’s fair to say he wasn’t impressed!”

Wind the clock on twenty years and the U’s have another young Irish 
centre half who joined the club from Millwall and Paul Rooney is already 
making a big impression in the club’s U23s.

He is one of a number of Irish players who ply their trade within the EFL 
and Tony said: “The league in Ireland has probably undersold itself in 
previous years when you look at the likes of Seamus Coleman and Roy 
Keane and what they’ve gone on to do.

“Any young player with promise will go to the big clubs. For example, 
there’s a young goalkeeper here at Shamrock that the Premier League 
clubs are looking at. 

“He’s going to be competing against the best there in England, so 
would he be better doing his exams first, playing regularly and giving 
himself a chance to catch the eye?

“The clubs here are always on the look out for talented players, but 
football is competing against the Gaelic sports and rugby, so you’re 
always trying to get your bit of that talent pot.

“But it’s great to still be working in football and I hope I am for many 
years to come.” 

As footballers’ careers wind to a close, there is often the question of what 
comes next – is it life on the coaching and management side of the game, or 
does the next stage involve stepping away from the game entirely?
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