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FOREWORD


by Micheál Ó Muircheartaigh



They say one should never judge a book by its cover, but I am willing to admit that I was won over to this wonderful book by its striking cover. The location depicted seemed on the verge of a vast, uncharted territory, but the partial gap in the background trees invited curiosity beyond the unmarked, snow-covered football field. I became curious there and then about the content that would soon emerge from those pages which, strangely, may have started life as a sapling tree right there, in the heart of Sweden. Didn’t we all learn about that trade while in primary school!


‘Is ait an mac an saol,’ I mused to myself, as I contemplated the improbability of a book extending well beyond two hundred pages that details the history of an infant GAA club ‘far from home’. The team featured on the cover looked a seasoned one to me, and, at first sight, those stout-hearted Stockholm Gaels appeared to be in good humour. It was as if the playing season were just over, during which they had won many a hard-fought match. I noticed one in particular sporting a badge of honour on his ciotóg knee — the famous bandage proclaiming that the owner suffered from the dreaded affliction of a ‘Croke Park’ knee.


At any rate, I quickly ventured beyond the tree-line, and became fascinated with one of the latest of Michael Cusack’s family members. Tá sé ráite riamh go mbíonn gach tosnú lag; Cusack’s start in 1884 was indeed weak, and it took a while for the number of clubs in the new association of the GAA to multiply. There are now close to three thousand clubs, and the phenomenon is that over four hundred of those clubs are ‘overseas’. They are spread around the world and they owe their origins to people like Philip O’Connor and his friends in Sweden. You see, Irish people of all generations loved their native pastimes and took them with them on their wanderings. The practice existed even before the founding of the GAA, and I discovered this fact while on a trip to Australia’s Adelaide a few years ago. While there I was shown an advertisement in the Adelaide Advertiser of 1843, inserted at the request of Westmeath footballers, inviting a challenge from any other Irish county, or a combination of counties, to a game of Irish football on St Patrick’s Day.


And now to Sweden’s ‘Parish Far From Home’.


I learn that they were once in a state of semi-panic when wondering how to make a team out of ‘six or seven’ players. But, with patience and the application of the Swedes’ inherent love of orderly progress, one day or night the Stockholm Gaels club became a reality, and henceforth the Swedish-Irish and some of their friends from elsewhere had found a base.


It is easy for anyone ever associated with a new venture to visualise the problems that can materialise soon after the joys of the birth wear away. Where do we train while the snow is still on the ground? How about outdoor facilities when the days lengthen? How do we go about getting more players? How about opposition for a match, etc?


Those problems, too, were met head on; progress continued, and the great day arrived when a team from Gothenburg came to play a challenge game of football. The show was then truly on the road. Of course, it was a day never to be forgotten, as were the many other matches and events covered in this story which keeps unfolding.


It is all told in a convincing manner, with a clear message that the ‘Parish’ is much more than a vehicle for teams who wish to play. Parish members are now in fact woven into a community, and in this easy, ‘read-along’ narrative, one feels the presence of many wonderful people and characters who have become even better as a result of the existence of the Stockholm Gaels. It may indeed be a bit far away, but it has a communal link with some three thousand kindred clubs, radiating in all directions from Hayes’s Hotel in Thurles, County Tipperary.



Comhgháirdeachas leis an údar, Philip O’Connor, agus gach naon a chabhraigh leis chun an leabhar suimiúil seo a chur in ár measc. Maybe someday we might see the ‘Gaels’ play in Croke Park.
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PREFACE



No one loves sport like the Irish. They say they do, but they don’t. Having worked as a sports journalist and travelled a good bit and met people from all over the place, I can safely say that no other nation relishes or is obsessed with sport as the Irish are. Possibly the Australians at a stretch, but even then many of them have Irish connections to begin with.


It’s not just single sports either. Irish people attracted to sport are interested in a breathtaking range of activities — everything from Gaelic football and rugby to tennis and Formula One. When the Winter Olympics come around, the pubs are full of pundits who have suddenly become experts in curling and bobsledding. Horse-racing is not only one of the most popular sports in Ireland, it is one of the largest industries in the country.


So it should come as no surprise that the Irish abroad have taken their love of sport with them. When forced into emigration by famine or unemployment, the Gael hit the trail with his boots in his bag. The Irish in America instantly took to games like basketball and ice hockey, and Australian Rules football bears such a resemblance to Gaelic football that both can be played side by side in the International Rules series.


But this story is not about sport alone. This is a story about what Irish emigrants abroad have achieved despite a lack of resources, despite still living in the shadow of our neighbour across the water, and despite being weighed down by the stupidity of some of the decisions made by our politicians. A small Irish community in Stockholm has come together, not just to form the Stockholm Gaels, but to use the network and goodwill that exists within it to help each other and other Irish businesses in these difficult times. And through businesses like that run by Lisa Bruton here in Stockholm, Irish manufacturers find new markets abroad.


In the globalised times we live in, emigration is no longer a death sentence. The combination of technology and cheaper international travel has made the life of the emigrant a lot easier than it was when the coffin ships left Ireland for America in the 1840s. Even today none of us takes the decision lightly to leave our family and friends and go and try our hand in another country. But if we do, there is no need to lose touch with them completely, and thanks to those who have gone before us, there is often a community ready and waiting to help us out on our arrival. Gaelic games are an essential part of that.


I invite you to read this story and take from it what you can: hopefully that will be something positive. Personally I hardly recognise the Ireland that has been portrayed in either the Irish or international media over the last year or so. I do not see the country or the people on its knees, completely without hope and its future mortgaged for generations. The Ireland I see is a young, vibrant and immensely talented country forced by circumstance to be better than the rest.


The future for Irish people at home and abroad is to rebuild the sense of community and caring for each other that made us great to begin with. In a recent conversation with Ireland’s Ambassador to Sweden, Donal Hamill, we spoke about the ancient concept of ‘meitheal’ — if you help me with my harvest, I’ll help you with yours. We both agreed that this is one of the key elements to both economic recovery at home and settling in a new country abroad. It is also the polar opposite of what got Ireland into this mess in the first place.


A final word to those now facing the emigrant trail, especially the generation which until now was spared the choice between the check-in desk and the dole queue. The Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) does not just exist in your home parish, where your mother and father, your brothers and sisters and your extended family are. There are GAA clubs all over the world ready, willing and able to help you and support you, should you feel the need to move there. Find out where they are and get involved on your arrival. Do not be worried about becoming enveloped in some sort of Irish cocoon abroad, because most of them will insist that you find your own way, learn the local language and customs so that you can truly feel part of where you are.


This way, you will find new friends and team mates who will do everything they can to support you. It won’t exactly be the same as your home parish — nothing ever could be. But what you can do is band together with these people to build something new and vibrant that you can all be proud of — a parish far from home.


Be part of it.


Philip O’Connor


Stockholm


June 2011









PROLOGUE



March 2008. The parade participants scramble up the ramp towards the door, a green-clad flurry of hats and scarves and buggies and children, all rushing to get off the frozen Stockholm street into the warmth of the pub. Inside the door pools of water have formed as hundreds of feet are stamped to shake off the snow, making the tiles as slippery as the street outside.


The mothers with babies take the seats around the walls as heavy down jackets are stacked up on window sills and stools, and a scrum of men in soccer and rugby shirts starts to form at the bar. St Patrick’s Day is being celebrated by the Swedish-Irish community. Despite the number of Irish bars in the city, we are the guests of a Scottish landlord, who marvels at the mass of bodies from his vantage point behind the bar, safely shielded from the scrum. In spite of the biting cold outside, endless pints of stout, ale and lager are lined up along the bar. None lies idle for long.


Miriam is collecting the money for the Irish stew, and 50 kronor (about €5) gets you a spoon wrapped in a serviette which serves as your meal ticket. The younger lads are respectful but their only thoughts are for beer and craic. Most of them have only crawled out of bed in the past hour, so they either recently had breakfast or they weren’t all that interested in eating after a feed of beer the night before.


With them stand some of the older hands, those who have lived in Sweden ten years or more. The children mill around, their cheeks still rosy from the cold under their painted-on tricolours. They add to the noise, dropping their spoons on the floor with a clatter and laughing as they chase one another in the tight spaces around the stools.


The stew finally appears, hot steaming bowls passed over the heads of the kids still running wild. It is wolfed down and the singing starts. With no instruments in sight, ballad after ballad gets an airing as songs and singers from all over Ireland have their moment in the spotlight. Poems are recited before Seán arrives. He sings ‘The Fields of Athenry’. No one cares that it has been sung twice before. Some of the songs are the bawdy, raucous sing-a-long favourites; others are solos, the crowd joining in at the chorus. All receive rapturous applause.


Darkness falls. The mothers and children have long since gone home as Karl Stein calls for a taxi, and the driver is instructed to take us to O’Connell’s pub in Stockholm’s Old Town. We spill out of the car and pour into the pub where Karl is manager, and he starts pouring generous measures of whiskey for Irish and non-Irish guests alike. He turns up the music and we roar along to the Pogues and the Dubliners and U2 as the Swedes look on bemused. For them it’s a regular Sunday night and they have work on Monday. For us there is no tomorrow; this is the high point of the year and one of the few occasions when the Irish community gets together to celebrate who we are. On this day we are inseparable as we laugh and sing and tell each other that we really should get together and do this more than just once or twice a year. For now there is a sense of belonging in the air, and for a few hours we hold on to it as tightly as we can.


A short distance away the body of a young man from Wicklow lies in the cold, black waters off Stockholm’s south island. Another ten days will pass before it is recovered and he is flown home to Ireland to be buried.
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GAME ON



It’s amazing how easy it is to pick out Irish people abroad, especially on a sports field. Wherever we go, our jerseys are that bit more shiny and more colorful, our shorts that bit shorter and tighter than is decent, our legs that bit paler — a boy from Belturbet is seldom accused of being from Bondi Beach. Socks rolled down over our ankles, our football boots are only ever shiny when they are new out of the box; otherwise they bear traces of the muddy fields from whence we came. I’m hoping that the lads I’m about to meet follow this pattern as I head off out to our first training session at Gärdet in Stockholm, because for one thing it’ll make them easier to spot. They don’t disappoint.


I’m on time. Punctuality was never my strong suit before I left Ireland to move here in 1999, but all that had to change when I arrived in Sweden. When I was preparing to move, I was given one piece of advice from my good friend Earl McCarthy, who at one point held a multitude of Irish swimming records and was coached by a Swede, Glen Christiansen, when he went to the Atlanta Olympics in 1996. ‘Glen told me to tell you something,’ he said to me gravely in a Dublin pub before I left. ‘He says that in Sweden they have a system, and you should always try to go with it. Because if you try to go against it, they will kill you like a dog in the street.’


It was not the kind of advice I was expecting when moving to a country famed for ABBA, blondes and Volvos. With the sharp warning ringing in my ears, my timekeeping has improved drastically since I moved to Sweden. But it obviously hadn’t reached the ears of those I was about to meet. Naturally, they arrived 20 minutes late.


I’m sitting on a grassy verge when they come into view, all loosened ties and bags over their shoulders, hand passing a ball between them like overgrown schoolboys. They don’t really converse like normal people; instead, all are talking at once, sentences running into each other, but occasionally all taking the same tangent at the same time.


‘Is this it? This looks like it. Jesus, this ground is bumpy. You’d break your leg here. I broke my leg once, was out for months, never right again really. Look closely and you can see a lump. Can you see the lump? Have you got tape? I had some tape in my bag. Have you seen it? Not the lump, you eejit, the tape . . .’ All the while I’m looking for the Kerry man, but as yet they seem to be oblivious to me.


Their sports bags hit the ground and they start fumbling in them as the only one standing approaches me. ‘Phil? Nice to meet you. I’m Colin,’ says the Kerry man at last. He strides forward and thrusts out his hand for me to shake, a glint in his eye and a smile on his face, as if this is what we’ve all been waiting for. And he was right. We had both been making efforts to get players together and maybe even form a team. And now here we were. It wasn’t much, but as Joey the Lips said in The Commitments, ‘It’s a start, and I believe in starts, Brother Rabbitte.’


From the opposite direction a young, fit-looking lad arrives on his bike, all short haired and suntanned. It’s no coincidence that he looks like an extra from Home and Away; he’s an Aussie called Liam and he heard through someone at the local Aussie Rules club that a Gaelic football team was starting. He decided he’d give it a go and get in touch with the sporting end of his Irish–Australian heritage.


He picks up the round ball, looks at it quizzically as if wondering where the pointy bits have gone, and then smashes it straight up in the air before catching it again. He nods contentedly to himself as if he has unlocked the key to translating his Aussie Rules skills to the round-ball game.


Two more lads appear from the car park and I immediately take a shine to one of them as he is wearing a Dublin jersey; until this point I was in danger of drowning in a sea of culchies and Aussies, but here was a knight in shining armour, someone who would know what a two-lane road and traffic lights looked like. That he would later prove to be one of the best players I’ve ever played with didn’t hurt either. John Carroll is his name and I’m delighted to see him, even though he has brought a Cork man to keep him company — which cancels out the benefit a little.


We make small talk as we get changed, and Colin passes me the ball as we warm up — the classic O’Neills All-Ireland ball, no different from the one we used in my last competitive game in some Mickey Mouse schools competition in Ringsend some 20 years ago. We’re training on an American football pitch, so I saunter out the field a little and let the muscles dig deep into their memory.


With what feels like no conscious effort, I drop the ball and hit it sweetly. It flies over the bar in a beautiful arc, splitting the posts cleanly. I try to look like I meant it, but in fairness I’m astounded and the look on my face betrays me. Despite the lucky strike, I haven’t fooled anyone into thinking I’m the ghost of Kevin Moran. It still feels great, but I can’t help thinking it might be a while before I hit a ball as sweetly again.


Just how much of a task this will be soon becomes apparent. A few weeks before, I celebrated my 38th birthday, and despite not drinking or smoking and being in good physical shape, Colin and his lads are at least ten years younger. And with only eight of us taking part in this kick-about, there is nowhere to hide. The game of backs against forwards begins and I feel like my muscles are made of treacle as I try to chase them down. Time after time I think I have the younger lads in my grasp, only for them to vanish in a burst of acceleration and leave me grabbing at thin air.


We switch and it gets marginally better. I learned many years ago that in any ball sport the better the opposition the less time you have on the ball, so I resolve to pass it as quickly as I can and then move into space. But there’s a problem: whenever I go to move into space, Mark O’Kane is already there ahead of me. He may not be the biggest man ever to come out of County Derry, but there are few quicker, and he nips in and steals the ball with annoying regularity. It’s getting to the point where I would give him a sly dig if I could, but I can’t get close enough to him to do even that. I console myself with the fact that it’s unlikely I’ll ever have to face him in a competitive game, but here on the grass at Gärdet it’s cold comfort.


In the meantime Colin is flying around the pitch, a whirlwind of movement on and off the ball, dinking little passes with fist and boot, changing direction sharply, breaking to either side of the ball-carrier and screaming for it back. He reminds me of Michael Jordan, whose tongue used to stick out when he played. With Colin it’s his jaw that swings open as he concentrates and calculates, finishing quickly off either foot when a chance presents itself. How he was ever allowed to leave Kerry is beyond me, but then the roads of the Kingdom seem to be littered with class footballers like him.


Thankfully, John Carroll is on my side. John is one of those ball players who always seems to have plenty of time when he gets on the ball. He’s always in space, never apparently under pressure and always looking around for the right ball to play. It’s like watching the Matrix when he gets on the ball, and time stands still around him.


He talks throughout, telling his team mates when to pass and turn and where to run, calling for the return pass and then sticking it over the bar with a minimum of fuss. If it wasn’t for him I reckon we wouldn’t have seen the ball all night. Eventually Colin calls time on the exercise and I collapse in a sweating heap, thankful to have had John on our side and that I will never have to face Mark or Colin in a game.


Despite the lack of fitness, we’re all pretty pleased. Although it is apparent that we have some seriously talented footballers, the big problem is that we can’t make a team out of just six or seven of them. The 2009 season is well under way for the GAA in Europe, but even at this late stage there is still an outside chance we can take part in a competition in Copenhagen if we can get enough players together. But that’s a big ‘if ’.


We are in the chicken-and-egg situation that every new club finds itself sooner or later. To enter a tournament you need to have a sufficient number of players, but to get players to commit you need to have some competition to offer them. At the moment we have about half a dozen players and half a chance of a tournament, so we resolve to redouble our efforts, to put up more posters in the Irish pubs and contact every ex-patriot in our address books to make up the numbers. Even if the team we send to Copenhagen isn’t going to win any prizes, it would still be a great weekend in one of the best cities in the world to drink beer — a decent enough prize in itself.


Despite the enormity of the task ahead of us, there is a positive spirit emanating from the group. There is good news from Colin that we can always go to the tournament and join up with other strays there. There are often B teams cobbled together at the last minute from the reserves to ensure that as many as possible get a game, so there’s a pretty decent chance we’ll be able to participate. The lads chatter excitedly as we warm down and get changed, stuffing their kit into their bags and departing in the same direction from which they came, all suit jackets, shiny shorts and loafers.


____


Now that we’re travelling, I decide to get serious about training. I’m reasonably fit, but after that session I am convinced that playing Gaelic football demands an awful lot more than ‘reasonably’ when it comes to fitness. There’s a reason that Gaelic football games are 20 minutes shorter than soccer matches. The size of the pitch and the explosive, intense power and the use of the upper body required in Gaelic football make it much more physically demanding to play than most other sports. So I know I’m going to have to up the tempo if I’m not to make a show of myself in Copenhagen.


I’m looking forward to the chance to redeem myself on a Gaelic football pitch. Since being consumed by teenage laziness, the best years of my sporting life have more or less passed me by without my name ever being mentioned on the Sunday Game. But despite the fact that I’m approaching 40, I’m being presented with one last chance to prove to myself that I wasn’t that bad after all.


I go back to lifting weights in the gym, something that hasn’t ever proved too successful for me, but I’m going to give it another go nevertheless. A friend designed a punishing programme for me and my arms, shoulders, back and thighs all ache from the heavy sessions every second day. I seem to spend all my spare time eating and training, yet I don’t see any results. Sure, I’m lifting more and running for longer, but other than that there are no outward signs that the training is working. It’s not like I expected massive biceps and a six-pack, but I expected to see a little more of a difference. Still, as long as I can run and catch and kick, I don’t need to worry about the Baywatch audition.


My stamina is increasing. I continue playing soccer three and four nights a week to get my fitness up, and where possible I play in the centre of midfield to make sure that I do the most running. The bike gets dusted down, the chain oiled and the punctures repaired, and as soon as the kids have gone to bed I hit the trail around the local nature reserve, going hammer and tongs around the eight kilometres to get back home as quick as I can. Even if I come up against an outstanding player like Mark O’Kane in Copenhagen, I’m determined I don’t want to run out of steam. I don’t mind a guy being a better footballer than me, but I can at least try to be as fit as possible and annoy the hell out of him. The only way to do that is to put the work in.


I worked hard all summer and I was hitting top form. I had honestly never felt fitter in my life. The training had helped my soccer game too. Not only do you get stronger from the training, but the increase in aerobic fitness means you get more oxygen going to the brain, which in turn means you make better decisions during the game. Simply put, because you don’t get mentally and physically tired, you are less prone to making stupid choices as the game wears on.


But no amount of fitness and strength can protect you from everything, and it was during one of those soccer games that my 2009 season — and my chances of playing in Copenhagen — came to an end.


I turn out whenever I can for an English veteran pub team called the Tudor Arms, and on this particular Saturday afternoon I’m being shifted all over the park, playing at left back, centre back and left wing as we try to get a grip on our opponents, who are all from South America and handy on the ball. Eventually I get moved into central midfield and I start to enjoy myself. I don’t see any more of the ball, but I do get to put in a few crunching tackles, something which doesn’t go unnoticed by the opposition. And they would eventually exact their revenge.


Their goalkeeper punts a long ball down the middle, and being at least a head taller than any of their players I feel confident I’m going to win it. In my mind’s eye I look like Paul McGrath as I leap up to head the ball out to our winger who is free on the right. I put the ball right into his path and I’m delighted with myself. But as I descend I feel the tiny push in the back from my opponent. The ball is gone and no one sees it, and it’s only a little shove, but it’s enough to put me off balance and pitch me forward as I land. The ground rushes up to meet me and I can’t react quickly enough. My left arm gets caught underneath me as I fall to the ground, and as soon as I hear the ‘click’ I know it’s broken. Immediately I know I won’t be playing Gaelic football in Copenhagen or anywhere else any time soon.


A dull pain starts to pulse from just above the wrist, but I don’t care about that. I’m furious and depressed in equal measure, but I’m determined to see out the last 20 minutes of this damn game, which we’re going to lose anyway. Carrying my arm awkwardly I charge around the pitch, flying into tackles and sometimes even winning the ball. I run from box to box, desperately trying to get on the end of something and get a goal, knowing that if I do, it will be my last for quite some time. When our keeper roars at me to take a kick-out as he’s done his groin, I roar back that I’ve broken my arm and he can take his own fucking kick-outs. I’m seething as he hits it short and our opponents pick it up in the middle of our half. I charge into a sliding tackle and win the ball. The ref blows up and I bellow at him, thinking he’s given them a free. He hasn’t. Game over.


I walk to the sideline and collect my bag, stopping only to stick my head in the door of the dressing room to tell the rest that I’m off to the hospital. Leaving my shin pads on, I change my shoes and walk over to the hospital across the street, still in my Tudor Arms kit. Thank God for the speed of the Swedish health service: half an hour later the x-ray confirms the break and the doctor tells me I’m out for a minimum of six weeks. The anger and disappointment bubble to the surface again. I call Colin on the way home and tell him what has happened and to take me off the list for Copenhagen. If the lads are going to start playing Gaelic football for Stockholm, they’re going to be starting without me.
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THOUSANDS ARE SAILING



There is something uniquely satisfying about watching foreigners get their first glimpse of Gaelic games. To begin with there is the quizzical expression as they try to work out exactly what the hell it is they are watching: is it some bastardised version of ‘proper’ football, and if so why are they allowed to handle the ball? Is it rugby? Why then are they passing the ball forward and bouncing it as they run?


It’s usually around this point that the quizzical look turns to one of horror, about the same time as the first tackle or shoulder charge occurs, and the stylish forward they have been admiring is sent sprawling painfully in the dirt by a brutish defender. All of a sudden this combination of skill, speed and savagery enters a new dimension of physical violence, and not everyone is comfortable with it. I have heard people groan audibly and watched them hide their faces as a hurl slashes into a thicket of legs in search of a sliotar, or a hulking defender pulverises a corner forward as he bears down on goal. Those of us who have seen it before are immune; it’s going to take something special before we raise an eyebrow.


Such events usually mark the exact points where the individual quickly makes up his or her mind never to engage in either Gaelic football or hurling, and indeed to avoid the Irish as much as possible in future. After all, what can possibly be gained from hanging around with people who believe that such uninhibited violence is the best form of recreation?


Scandinavians in particular like to think of themselves as hard men — they are the original Vikings after all — but the macho self-confidence starts to ebb somewhat when the discussion turns to hurling. When they play ice hockey they do so protected by several kilos of padding on every conceivable part of the body, and a few of the inconceivable ones for good measure. Granted, the speed generated by skating adds an element of risk to hockey, but anyone seeking to diminish the toughness of hurling has never faced down a Kilkenny or Limerick man who has just had the sliotar nicked off his stick. With only a helmet, socks, shorts and a shirt for protection, simply walking on to the hurling field is an act of bravery that many hockey hard men would balk at.


But for those Scandinavians — especially those with a bit of a crazy streak like the Irish themselves — who decide to hang around just a little bit longer, they don’t see them as dangerous activities. In this first glorious contact with Gaelic games they witness the opening of a Pandora’s box of sporting possibility, finally freed from the constraints of other more conservative and less exciting games. Even if they don’t understand it all initially, the chosen few buy into the idea that this is something they can do, an alternative to the staid and boring team sports that dominate the television.


Often for those non-Irish people who buy into the idea of Gaelic games, they can be hard to understand. For the Irish, they have been a part of us for thousands of years in one form or another. The sport of hurling, played with a stick and a small, hard ball, is woven into the history and legends of Ireland, and the stick itself was never far from the hands of the mythical heroes like Na Fianna and Setanta, the hound of Cullen. Sport and history are woven together in a way few other cultures can claim.


But the heroes of hurling are not limited to ancient history. Legends like Christy Ring have ensured that hurling’s mythical status survives today. In those regions where hurling is strongest there is almost contempt for the sport of Gaelic football: hurling is the sport of the artist, football the pastime of the artisan. To hurl well requires the mastery of hundreds of little skills and tremendous eye-hand coordination; hurlers see football as a brutish, less-refined cousin. Gaelic football, it is said, is a simple sport to play but a difficult one to play well. These are all obstacles to the outsider wishing to take up the games.


But it is precisely because of its apparent simplicity that Gaelic football is so popular in Ireland, and why it should be easy to export it far beyond Ireland itself. Its development mirrored in some ways that of the other mass ball game that eventually developed into soccer in Great Britain. But whereas soccer evolved as part of a long and complicated process, Gaelic football was first organised as something of a pressing cultural necessity. As the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) was founded in the late 1800s, its major concern was the preservation of Irish sports and cultural values. The Irish language and way of life had suffered greatly under British rule, but the GAA was about to change that. The visionaries who formed the organisation felt it was necessary to formalise the rules for football and hurling and to ensure that the games appealed to the spirit and the sporting nature of the Gael.


The differences between Gaelic football and soccer are fairly obvious, but some of the nuances sometimes get lost. Whereas soccer matches take place over 90 minutes and require great patience and individual skill, Gaelic football games are hell-for-leather, end-to-end affairs. That is not to say that Gaelic footballers lack individual skill; the basic skills of catching, kicking and tackling all require physical strength and coordination to execute them properly. Added to that, the massive size of the pitch exacts an enormous amount of stamina as well as a high level of intelligence to exploit the space properly. There is nowhere to hide on a Gaelic pitch: the ball can travel a hundred metres in the space of a couple of seconds, turning defence into attack and punishing any player not fully concentrating on the game.


The enduring success of Gaelic football and hurling is a testament to those visionaries who founded the GAA, and there are not many who can claim to have done more to cultivate Irish culture. Every summer people flock in their thousands to witness the tribal ritual of the All-Ireland competitions, where each county sends a team into battle in the hope of being crowned champions of the island on some glorious Sunday in September. These titanic match-ups draw some of the biggest crowds of the European sporting summer. Whilst our continental cousins close their factories and businesses and head for the beaches and their summer houses, the Irish make the pilgrimage to a football or hurling ground to cheer on the tribe, whatever the weather. Every parish boasts a local club, run almost entirely by volunteers, that is at the very heart of the community. Passions run high and rivalries are often as long as they are bitter. In many cases the slight that started the rivalry goes unremembered, but somewhere along the line it took on a life of its own and in the process became immortal. It doesn’t matter what started it, why it started or why we want to beat them; what is important is that we beat them.


It should come as no surprise that a people that has travelled as far and wide as the Irish have taken their games with them. Forced to leave Ireland by famine and repression, first at the hands of the British, then the Catholic Church, the Irish are spread throughout the world. Still more fled the economic basket case that was Ireland in her first fledgling years as an independent state — a tragedy for those left behind but a boon to those communities they emigrated to. Sadly this will be repeated as the consequences of the recent economic crash make themselves felt. The economic migrants were and are often young and able-bodied and more than happy to play football or to hurl if it means a chance of a better job or digs in their new home town.


The thriving Irish communities in Birmingham and Boston, London and New York were fertile grounds for Gaelic games, and for good reason; thousands of emigrants were at their disposal, and in these new cities the clubs provided something of a social safety net to protect the Irish community. These clubs often had far greater resources than those back home. Being often the only Irish organisation in their area, there is no competition for sponsorship, and they can call on support from every Irish individual and business there. It’s not unknown for players to be flown in and out to play key matches, such is the financial muscle exerted by these clubs.


What is surprising to many is that Gaelic games exist in seemingly bizarre places and sometimes with little or no Irish involvement whatsoever. The Norwegian town of Bergen has a Gaelic football team that flickers like a flame in the breeze, sometimes burning brightly, sometimes on the verge of extinction. At a recent tournament in Budapest, the Viking Gaels boasted a team made up solely of Scandinavian girls, many of whom had never been to Ireland. In the Brittany region of France there is an enormous interest in Celtic heritage and culture, and rumour has it that it is not unusual to find teams that don’t have a single English-speaking player, let alone an Irish person, in their ranks. In Europe all of these clubs and teams fall under the remit of the European County Board, set up by the GAA to administer the games.


The GAA is one of the few examples of bureaucracy in Irish life that actually seems to work. Given the hundreds of years during which foreign rule was imposed on them, the Irish are not naturally inclined towards rules and regulations, and the fact that cronyism is rife in many aspects of Irish life and politics is a result of the ‘divide and conquer’ policies of the past. It is true that no organisation is perfect, but the GAA has survived and adapted to the changing political and economic landscape during Ireland’s formative years and emerged as one of the dominant forces in Irish life, eclipsing even the might of the Catholic Church on its journey. The GAA is the original social network; long before Facebook and Twitter, the GAA was the glue that held people and communities together, a source of news and events and happenings that were at the very core of people’s existence in Ireland, whether they be in a small town or a big city. Businessmen and politicians courted the favour of local club officials knowing that a good word from them could help them enormously. The local club was where you went to meet a girl, find a job or get an address for a contact abroad, should you find yourself on the emigrant trail. And of course as soon as you landed in your brave new world, you were co-opted into a new Irish community there, not so much removed from Ireland as transplanted to another small part of it somewhere else.


The major problem for many of us was that such a vibrant Irish community didn’t really exist in Stockholm. Sure, there was a community that had lived here for a long time, and like everywhere else there were Irish bars that these people frequented. But given the nature of Sweden and its people, it wasn’t exactly the most dynamic of ex-pat communities.


Swedish people in general tend to be very mannerly and somewhat conservative, and at times I think it would be difficult to find a people more different to the Irish. Whereas an Irish person sees nothing wrong with inviting themselves around for a cup of tea and staying for a few hours, everything in Sweden seems to be meticulously planned. If you want to visit a friend or neighbour, it’s planned well in advance and everyone knows their role and what to expect; nothing is left to chance. The Swedes have great respect for people’s personal integrity and don’t go barging in on one another’s homes. Generally they tend to be a lot more organised than the Irish. Then there is the weather. As a Swedish winter can last for up to six months, you’re not likely to spontaneously stick on your woolly hat and just head off to the pub on the off-chance that someone you know will be knocking about. Socialising takes a degree of planning, which in turn snuffs out the sense of spontaneity for which the Irish are famous.


The only organisation with any visibility at all was the Swedish-Irish Society, which organised cultural events and an annual St Patrick’s Day parade in the city. But a lot of the younger people, especially those with families, didn’t feel particularly drawn to it. Many of the key figures had been living here for 20 years or more and society was taking its time adapting to the needs of the younger people moving here. There was no question that Irish people were looking for something to gather around, and Colin Courtney and I had no doubt that the answer would be a Gaelic football club.


_____


For my own part, I grew up in an era where Dublin Gaelic football was the be-all and end-all of our existence. Some of my earliest memories are of being wrapped up in a scarf and brought to football grounds around the country as Heffo shaped his army into All-Ireland contenders. Sometimes we’d take the train but the more successful the Dubs got, the rowdier and scarier these journeys became and eventually we took to driving to the games in an old Ford Anglia.


Weekday evenings would be spent in Parnell Park near our home in Donnycarney on the northside of Dublin, watching club matches or the Dubs training. Our heroes were men like Tony Hanahoe, Kevin Moran and Jimmy Keaveney, and I’d marvel at the enormous power the big full forward could muster as the shots he hit wide of the target thudded into the wall behind the goal in front of us.


My father was and is fanatical about sport, and he followed the Dubs obsessively during this period. At that time they were nobodies, but he was convinced that this team was capable of great things, something that kept him in a minority. Sure enough, that Dublin team went on to win two All-Ireland finals, and their titanic struggles with Kerry were some of the most exciting games ever played.


It may seem odd to some, but he seemed to lose interest after they won the All-Ireland he was convinced they were capable of. It seems that, for him, the joy was always in the journey and not necessarily the arrival at the destination. Nowadays he would barely look up at the TV if the Dublin footballers are on, but he will travel the length and breadth of the country to watch the Dublin hurlers. I hope to God he’s right and that one day they’ll be climbing the steps to lift the Liam MacCarthy cup.


Together with my grandfather and his brother-in-law, he instilled in his sons a love of Gaelic games that has never waned. Sundays spent in Dublin would often entail a visit to the park to kick a ball around, and the lane beside our house was the scene of All-Ireland finals every day when he came home from work. He was especially proud of my older brother, Alan, who at 15 was a bull of a teenager, tough as nails and strongly built with an aggressive streak and an eye for goal. Alan might never have become the player my father believed he could be, but he has taken those attributes and gone on to become a heavyweight administrator in the Dublin GAA.


As a player I fell between two stools as I languished in my brother’s shadow both at home and in school. During my years in secondary school, Ardscoil Rís in Marino was blessed with some superbly gifted footballers, among them Pat Gilroy and Ger Regan who would both go on to play for Dublin. I played alongside them on the school team, but lacking a bit of encouragement from home I didn’t have the discipline to stay focused in training and try to match their standards and workrate.


Whereas they would train every day with club or school, I concentrated only on the school teams due to laziness, often complaining that even that was too much. There are no short cuts in sport and even talented players need to work hard if they are to make something of their talent. Our PE teacher was a Galway man, Liam Moggan, and though he seemed more interested in middle and long-distance running, he was an excellent teacher of the basic skills of Gaelic games. He would line up the whole class, regardless of interest or ability, and patiently break down the basic skills of the game like kicking, punching and catching the ball. Even the better players benefited from his coaching as many of them had never been shown how to do these things properly before.


As a result of Liam’s very fine coaching I became a competent player, but I was never going to be the kind of guy who would go and dominate a game the way a Gilroy or a Regan would. I was a bit of a show-boater, a great man to have around when things were going well but not the sort of fella who’d roll up his sleeves when the going got rough. At the first sign of trouble I’d disappear from the game.


A six footer at the age of 14, the teachers who coached the school teams deployed me at full forward or in midfield to make use of my height, and I always acquitted myself reasonably well, even if I never stood out. During PE classes we would play games of football and I would saunter around the field and then pick my moment to get on the ball, waltz through the defence and score a goal in a display of immense teenage arrogance. My team mates would expect the same when I played for the school team, only for my lack of fitness and commitment to be exposed when the stakes were raised.


The teachers eventually became frustrated with my lazy attitude and dropped me to the bench, preferring instead to concentrate on those more deserving for their efforts. In my immaturity I wanted to be one of the team’s stars, but I wasn’t prepared to put in the work and I gradually drifted more towards basketball where my height was to prove an even greater advantage.


Ironically, after I’d bitten the bullet and made the switch full time to basketball, my coach at the O’Connells Boys club, Finn Aherne, soon cut me down to size and cured me of my laziness, making me run suicide sprints until I was physically sick. He put up with no nonsense from me and even though our team was one of the youngest and smallest in Dublin at that time, we were certainly no pushovers. The senior players in the team were never indulged; instead they were given even greater responsibility for carrying the team forward.


With Finn there were no excuses. When you crossed the white line on to the court, the rules were the same for everyone. In truth, that season was a serious struggle, but it taught me the difference between not winning and being beaten. There were a lot of games we didn’t win, but very few teams managed to give us a beating that year.


Hurling for the school was different. I had appalling technique, but I’d run like a madman and battle away as hard as I could, mostly afraid of getting hit if I stood still for too long. I loved the game, but it thrilled and frightened me in equal measure, and I never believed it was possible to take part in a game and emerge unscathed at the other end.


As a hurler the only real skill I had was being able to hit the ball off either side, and even that was wildly inconsistent. Once again frustration was to get the better of me and my schoolboy career would be short-lived because of it. Early in our under-16 season I jumped to catch a ball in training, certain that there was no one around, only to have my hand smashed by an opponent’s hurl as I picked the ball out of the air. The knuckle on my right hand was split and bleeding profusely. The teacher coaching the team had no sympathy for me and let the play go on, saying it would teach me to protect my hand with my hurl the next time. I had other plans. I flung my hurl against the dressing room wall in anger and never played hurling for the school again.


I’d like to think they missed me on both the hurling and football teams, but that notion is laughable. I was one of perhaps 50 or 60 capable footballers and hurlers that were eligible to play that year, and no sooner had I gone off in a sulk than my place was taken by someone else. It’s often easier to give up than to go through the growing pains and admit your mistakes, and in the end the only person who lost out due to my laziness and stubbornness was myself.


I continued to play basketball and soccer on and off until a persistent knee injury slowed me down. Music, alcohol and girls then came on the scene and I gradually lost interest in playing sport. Besides, I was sick of being told what to do and having my instincts curtailed by having to go and do the unglamorous work of defending or training. Like all teenagers, I felt the blame lay on everyone else, and that if I’d just been allowed to do my own thing I would have been a fantastic player and everything would have worked out fine.


______


When I eventually moved to Sweden, I saw it as a perfect opportunity to wipe the sporting slate clean and start all over again. For one thing, sport would be a good way to make friends and contacts in this new country; for another, I regretted all the years that had passed since I’d last played Gaelic football. I’d had a few seasons of soccer in the previous few years, but I was playing at a level far higher than I was capable of. At least by now I had a bit more maturity and could accept having to spend some time on the bench.


When I arrived in Stockholm in the summer of 1999 I wasted no time going to Irish bars to see if I could find a kick-about or maybe get a game going. But because most of the Irish lads worked in the pubs and didn’t get to bed until the early hours of the morning, they weren’t in any hurry to get up at the weekend to play football. Besides, by the time they did get out of bed, it was time for another shift in the pub.


There was the odd spontaneous game at Stockholm University, but it was hard for me to be spontaneous when I was living 40 kilometres from the city centre. It was also difficult to find a soccer team as the Swedes I knew had their teams settled and were reluctant to add any new players. As a rule, Swedes tend to make friends in high school or college in the area in which they grow up and possibly at their first job. After that they’re pretty much done. They don’t seem to have hundreds of acquaintances; a few rock-solid friendships seems to do the job for them.


I finally started a soccer team when I got a job at Reuters, the news and financial information company, and to this day I still give priority to lads new in the country when it comes to putting a team together.


Playing soccer was all very well, but Gaelic football was still gnawing at me. It was the game I really wanted to play. The further I travelled from home, the more important it was to me to do so. In 2004, five years after I landed in Sweden, I found out that Gothenburg GAA had set up a club. A quick search on the internet coughed up a mail address for them, and I wrote to Billy Finn offering my services as an extra player for tournaments if needed.


A Limerick man, Billy is one of the many unsung heroes of the GAA. It is his effort and drive, and that of thousands like him, that gets clubs up and running and keeps them that way. He brings the same energy and commitment on to the pitch, and with him playing in defence and me in the forward line, we had many tough matches throughout our first season.


At the time I got in touch with him a few years ago, the thought of a Stockholm club was just a pipe-dream. I was prepared to travel 500 kilometres to Sweden’s second city just for a game of football once or twice a year. He told me of his experience in setting up the club, the constant struggle to find players, get them out to training and games, and organising sponsorship and travel to tournaments. He didn’t exactly do a great job of selling the whole idea, if the truth be told, but his knowledge was to prove invaluable when it came to setting up our own club in Stockholm.


Billy had been instrumental in setting up the Scandinavian championship, which was about to get its fourth and fifth teams in the shape of our side from Stockholm and our neighbours from Oslo. The plan for 2010 was to run it over four tournaments on four weekends during the summer. All the teams would play one another, with the two teams with the best record on the day meeting in the final. Points would be awarded to each team based on their tournament placings, and the team with the most points would be declared Scandinavian champions after the final round in Gothenburg at the end of August.


That was the dream, to lift the trophy in Gothenburg on a late summer evening, having played Gaelic football for a whole summer season. At this point in time is seemed a long way off, but at least we had a dream. And in sport, if you don’t have a dream, you don’t have anything.
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