Golden girl relishes taste of big time
Funding her boxing with part-time work at a deli counter, Aoife O’Rourke is targeting Tokyo after becoming
just the second Irish woman to be crowned a senior European champion

European Championship gold medal winner Aoife O’Rourke only took up boxing five years ago at the age of 17. Photo: Sportsfile
Sinead Kissane 
September 07 2019 02:30 AM
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Four days after becoming the second Irish woman to be crowned European
senior boxing champion, Aoife O'Rourke was in the local Daybreak shop in
Ballinlough, Co Roscommon.
She wanted to get her life back to normal after a whirlwind few days.
Last Saturday she won a gold medal in the middleweight ﬁnal in the European
Boxing Championships in Madrid when she beat Poland's Elzbieta Wojcik on a
unanimous decision.
On Sunday evening, a few thousand people turned up to welcome her home to
Castlerea and on Wednesday she was back behind the deli counter for her parttime job in the local food store.
O'Rourke (22) currently gets no funding from Sport Ireland. Her club,
Castlerea Boxing Club, helped her as much as they could for her trip to Spain.
This weekend, for example, the boxing club will sell turf to raise general funds.
O'Rourke works part-time to fund herself. And the people she's been serving
from behind the deli counter this week are the same people who welcomed her
home last Sunday evening. It's a special circle of life for a new champion.
Jumping
Katie Taylor is the only other Irish woman to achieve what O'Rourke did last
weekend, but their jumping-oﬀ points into the sport are diﬀerent.
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Taylor started boxing at the age of 11; O'Rourke only took it up ﬁve years ago
when she was 17 because the girls in her school were doing it and convinced
her to try it out.
Boxing was in Taylor's family before Katie made it her life. There was no
boxing history in the O'Rourke family of ﬁve daughters and Aoife had to draw
her parents in to convince them that this was the sport for her.
"The boxing club (in Castlerea) opened in 2011 and it wasn't until 2014 that I
actually went in because my parents weren't really on for the whole boxing
thing. It wasn't a big thing especially around here as well. I suppose they
thought it was more of a man's sport," O'Rourke says.

"They did ﬁnd it hard to watch at the start. My nose used to always bleed so that
was a bit squeamish for them. But they're very proud of me, they love it now."
It was the ﬁtness side that initially pulled O'Rourke to boxing: the circuit
training, the running, the skipping. O'Rourke was a Gaelic footballer. Her late
great grandfather, Dan O'Rourke, was president of the GAA from 1946-1949.
Once O'Rourke started boxing she got hooked, but it took time for her to get
used to sparring and to people watching her.
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"You know everyone's kind of looking at you when you're in the ring. So when I
started boxing and sparring I think I was more conscious of people looking at
me. I had no technique or anything at the start so I felt it was like everyone was
looking at how bad you were," O'Rourke says.
"It's probably taken me this length of time to realise that everything you do you
do for yourself and people are going to have their opinions no matter what you
do. As long as you're happy with what you do. It's only now I realise that you
don't have to please everyone."
A girl doing boxing didn't please everyone's sense of orthodoxy.
"You meet people and they ask you, 'why do you have a black eye?' You tell
them you're a boxer and they kind of don't agree with it because you're a girl. I
think it's deﬁnitely getting a bit better now. Not as many people are against it."
O'Rourke says her coach, Paddy Sharkey, gave her the conﬁdence and belief
that she could do this. She's won ﬁve national titles - two U-22, two elite and
one intermediate.
She would be too modest to tell you but O'Rourke was also a very high achiever
in school with an ambition to become a vet like her grandfather, Donal.
She plans to go to college as a mature student, although she doesn't know
when or what she will study.
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For now, boxing is consuming her. She'll have her ﬁrst chance to qualify for the
2020 Olympics at a European qualifying event next March in London.
If she makes the semi-ﬁnals, she will qualify for Tokyo. Next year she will
receive Sport Ireland funding, although the amount depends on what plan the
IABA put in place.
It is bewildering that her stunning rise in the sport isn't being matched by
immediate government funding.
For O'Rourke the Olympics is the inescapable dream.
"I know I'm at that level. But I just want to take it as it comes and not get too
ahead of myself now. To qualify, it would be incredible."
Another easy assumption to make was that when O'Rourke was a 15-year-old
kid watching Taylor win gold in the 2012 Olympics that it directly led to her
taking up boxing two years later. But things are rarely as linear as we expect
them to be.
Watching
"I do remember watching her in 2012. I don't think it even fully registered with
me that this girl was representing Ireland at boxing. I was just watching it
because it was on the telly," O'Rourke admits.
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"Deﬁnitely, looking at her now she's done massive things for women's boxing.
I'd only love to achieve a fraction of what she has."
She's already doing that. And boxing in the family has become a new normal.
Her youngest sister, Lisa, was sceptical when Aoife took up boxing. But she
soon followed her into the sport and yesterday Lisa qualiﬁed for the quarterﬁnals of the European Youths in Soﬁa.
O'Rourke will return to full training next week in Dublin but has been
overwhelmed by the support she's been given by the local people in Castlerea
at the homecoming.
"It was totally unexpected, they've been supporting me the whole week and
sending me best wishes from my very ﬁrst ﬁght to my last ﬁght," says
O'Rourke, with no hiding from the success in the Daybreak store either with
ﬂags and pictures of her around the shop.
What Taylor and O'Rourke also have in common is a striking humility. She says
her European gold medal isn't in a special place at home, just in with other
medals.
Watch out for O'Rourke. She's already shown she is a ﬁghter who can go the
distance.
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Sinéad Kissane: 'Did Wexford's pride in their history and identity help
reboot their success?'
County’s ﬁrst Leinster senior hurling title since 2004 ended long tale of hurt and brought renewed hope for
what could yet come

Éanna Martin, the longest-serving player in the Wexford panel had been waiting for a day like last Sunday since 2006. Photo: Sportsfile
Sinead Kissane 
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He can't see into the future but he knew what was going to happen next. As
Wexford sub goalkeeper Éanna Martin watched his fellow goalie Mark
Fanning run up to take the penalty against Kilkenny at Croke Park last Sunday,
he knew what was coming because he'd witnessed it up close at training.
Fanning had sharpened up on his penalty-taking with Martin facing him
between the posts in the week before the Leinster ﬁnal. Martin was conﬁdent
Fanning's penalty would not be stopped and dared to hope that this could be
the decisive swing for Wexford.
Suspense is a currency that radio commentators thrive on and in the press box
high up in the Hogan Stand, South East Radio commentator Liam Spratt let his
commentary ﬂow as fast as Fanning's strike.
"Just himself and Eoin Murphy. Two of the best goalkeepers in the country.
Mark drives it. Brilliant goooooooooaaaallll. Wexford are in front at a crucial
time in the game," Spratt gushed. "Let's not get carried away. Six minutes
remaining. Munster hurling me backside."
Sitting below in the lower tier of the Hogan Stand were John and Trish
O'Connor. They watch games through a diﬀerent lens. John says he doesn't get
carried away, unlike Trish.
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But the parental pull is the same - their two sons, Jack and Rory, were playing
in the forwards for Wexford. It was a foul on Rory which led to Wexford getting
the penalty that Fanning scored. John was part of the Wexford glory days and
won an All-Ireland medal in 1996. The family is steeped in hurling and GAA
history. Now the present and future were in the hands of their sons and their
team-mates.

‘They didn’t panic. But that’s the belief that Davy (Fitzgerald) has put into the team. And
that’s the belief Davy has in himself’. Photo: Sportsfile

Anxious John remained relatively calm through-out last Sunday. "You do
become a little bit anxious especially when it's your own lads that are playing. I
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would tend to be more analytical of the game and watching where it's been
won and lost. Emotionally, I leave that to the other side of the family. My wife
gets quite excited alright but she's very passionate."
John and Trish O'Connor lived in Waterford for seven years with three of their
four kids born there. When the time came for each of the new-born babies Jack, Harry and Rory - to be brought to Wexford for the ﬁrst time, Trish chose a
diﬀerent route to their usual one.

For these three occasions they would get the car ferry from Passage East in Co
Waterford to Ballyhack in Co Wexford and drive on from there. If they took
their normal driving route from Waterford it would mean passing through
south Co Kilkenny. But Trish didn't want her kids to set foot in Kilkenny before
Wexford. It had to be Wexford ﬁrst. "That would sum her up now," John laughs.
Over near the Wexford sideline, Dermot Howlin was counting down the
seconds to the end of added time. Howlin has been part of Wexford hurling
backroom teams for 11 seasons - from the Colm Bonnar days through to Liam
Dunne's to Davy Fitzgerald's. He always felt the disappointment over a
championship exit was at its most unﬁltered and severe on the return journeys
home on the team bus.
"Something that always struck a chord with me was getting to an All Ireland
quarter-ﬁnal - or whatever your endgame of the season was - and you get back
on the bus, you'd have that lonely, sickening feeling," Howlin recalled.
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"For me, that's heavy in my system for a long time, that we'd get so far over the
years with everybody doing their best. But still at the end of the year (there's)
that sickening feeling of, 'here we go again, we just can't get over that step'."
When that step was ﬁnally overcome last Sunday, something became
unlocked.
"When the ﬁnal whistle went the tears just came out of my eyes. I just couldn't
stop crying. Even as I'm thinking about it now, it's still emotional. I suppose it
was just the release of waiting for something like this to happen," Howlin said.
"Then you look up in the stand and you see the happy faces of Wexford people.
And everybody just hungry for a bit of silverware."
Éanna Martin, the longest-serving player in the Wexford panel, had been
waiting for a day like last Sunday since he joined the Wexford panel in the
winter of 2006 after John Meyler took over as manager.
Since then Wexford had played three and lost three Leinster ﬁnals. When their
championship was ended by Clare in last summer's All-Ireland quarter-ﬁnal,
Martin considered whether his time with Wexford might also be up.
But when Fitzgerald decided to stay on, he wanted Martin to remain too. But he
wanted him back as a goalkeeper rather than as an outﬁeld player. It was a
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decision that "rejuvenated" Martin, so he returned for his 13th inter-county
season. Thirteen. Lucky for some.
But this wasn't luck. Even though the win unwound an emotional rush for him
too, Martin says he didn't need the validation of a victory to fully appreciate
what playing for Wexford meant to him because he always understood what
that meant. "I know exactly how much it means to me really. I wasn't one bit
surprised by the Wexford people and I wasn't surprised by the reaction of the
Wexford players."
Near the steps of the Hogan afterwards, the O'Connor family all found each
other. As if the day couldn't get any sweeter Rory was named man of the match
and he and Jack brought their younger sister, Grace, out onto the pitch for
photographs with them.
"Ah very special, that was a very special moment alright," John O'Connor said.
"They didn't panic (during the game). But that's the belief that Davy has put
into the team. And that's the belief Davy has in himself."
From his vantage point up in the Hogan, Spratt watched the glorious scenes
open up before him. "We're kind of a mad, generous, welcoming county and I
think that was proven. We're a big county and our hurling and football is
equally spread - there's no speciﬁc area where there's hurling or football."
Spratt got a bit of stick for his "Munster hurling me backside" line. "I've been
listening to it for the last 40, 50 years. Even the media last Sunday with the
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senior press men covering the Munster ﬁnal. I just think they've hyped it up,
now obviously with justiﬁcation, but how many All-Irelands have Munster won
in the last 20 years?" he quipped.
Last Sunday was the ﬁrst time since 1970 that Wexford won the minor and
senior Leinster hurling ﬁnals (adding to the Leinster Intermediate Cup won by
the Wexford women's Gaelic football team and, later in the week, the U-20s'
Leinster hurling semi-ﬁnal win over Oﬀaly).
The success seems to have re-energised their identity or maybe that's for those
of us watching in from the outside. For their Leinster round robin game with
Galway in May, Wexford wore their new alternate jersey for the ﬁrst time.
These jerseys have the image of the 'Pikeman' - in reference to the 1798
Rebellion - and Vinegar Hill, taken from the county crest, on the front.
"Wexford in 1798 formed an independent state for 22 days. We were the only
ones who took on the Brits really and Davy has harped on that in the last
week," Spratt says. "The pride that Wexford people stand up. Pride in our
history."
Did their history and identity also help reboot their success? Martin says
Fitzgerald drew on the county's history "a small bit" in the build-up to last
Sunday.
"I think the Wexford history is very important to everyone from Wexford,"
Martin added.
Create PDF in your applications with the Pdfcrowd HTML to PDF API

PDFCROWD

"I was in primary school when the anniversary of 1798 - the 200th anniversary
in 1998 - and you would have learned all about the history of Wexford back then
I think Wexford people understand their history and they're proud of it."
Later last Sunday evening, the team made that long-awaited return journey
home.
They took the train from Connolly to Arklow, and then got on the bus into Inch
and past the bonﬁres, through the thousands of supporters lined up in Gorey,
then onto Ferns, Enniscorthy and to their ﬁnal destination in Wexford Town.
But they don't want this to be their ﬁnal stop this summer. After a hectic week,
the players were back at training on Thursday night.
They've got an All-Ireland semi-ﬁnal to prepare for, another rising to plan.
Maybe Wexford's history is also a key to their future.

Irish Independent
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Dates conﬁrmed for All Ireland hurling semi ﬁnals
Create PDF in your applications with the Pdfcrowd HTML to PDF API

PDFCROWD

The All Ireland hurling semi finals will be played on July 27 and 28, it has been confirmed.

Hurling

To say Laois are a banana skin for Dublin 'is unfair to them' -Treacy
They may be eight-point favourites with the bookies, but don't try telling David Treacy that
Dublin will have it easy. Nor should you ask him to think ahead to an All-Ireland quarterfinal against Tipperary - at least not yet.
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Laois inside-man plotting Dublin's downfall
There's no need for any spies in the opposition camp ahead of Laois's preliminary AllIreland SHC quarter-final clash with Dublin as O'Moore coach Niall Corcoran has more than
enough inside information.
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David Treacy back in contention for Dublin hurlers against Laois
David Treacy is back in contention for Dublin’s All-Ireland SHC preliminary quarter-final
against Laois this weekend.
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Davy Fitzgerald hits out at 'online cowards' and calls on Government to tackle
increasing cyber bullying problem
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Leinster Championship-winning manager Davy Fitzgerald has called on the Government to
step in and tackle the increasing problem of cyber bullying.
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From leaving Cameroon as a child to tag rugby to the national team Meet the student nurse turned Ireland prop

Linda Djougang ahead of Ireland’s Six Nations clash with Scotland. Photo: Sportsfile
Sinead Kissane 
February 15 2020 02:30 AM
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Linda Djougang's phone pinged with a message she wasn't expecting last
Sunday evening. She had already surprised herself earlier in the day by scoring
her ﬁrst Six Nations try for Ireland in their game with Wales in Donnybrook.
Wearing a dark grey scrum cap, it looked like Djougang was going to be
brought down by a few Welsh players before the try-line with over a minute
gone in the second half.

Linda Djougang's mum Julienne Koubeu in Cameroon

But she wasn't stopped. She got there. So did Storm Ciara. The ferocity of the
wind and rain at one stage in the second half visibly shook the players and they
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had to huddle together for warmth. Soon after the full-time whistle blew for an
impressive 31-12 win for Ireland, Djougang was ushered away for a drug-test.
A hot shower was put on hold. Eventually, she got back to her team-mates.
Later that evening, came a surprise message from her mum Julienne Koubeu
in Cameroon. It capped a day she'll never forget.
"She sent me a text saying: 'Congratulations, I'm so proud of you'," Djougang
says. "I wasn't expecting that and it summed up my day really. I cried a bit, I
was in tears knowing that she knew that I did something amazing. It really
meant a lot knowing that she understood what it means to me 'cos sometimes
it's hard not having someone so close next to you and sharing the journey
together".
Djougang hasn't seen her mother in almost 15 years. Since August 25, 2005, to
be exact. That was the day a nine-year-old Djougang left her home in La Cite
Des Palmiers, Douala (which is the largest city in Cameroon) and ﬂew to
Dublin to live with her father.
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Linda Djougang celebrating her try against Wales last Sunday. Photo: Sportsfile

Djougang had been living with her mum, her grandparents and cousins. Ask
what it was like growing up in La Cite Des Palmiers and Djougang remembers
coconuts, mangoes falling oﬀ trees, football and family.
"It was just a big family," Djougang says, with a catching laugh. "We don't have
such a thing as a nursing home or anything like that so as a young child you
grow up just caring and looking after your parents really and having duties to
do at home."

Djougang says the reason she moved to Ireland to live with her father and stepmother in Rush, Co Dublin was for better opportunities.
It was a huge cultural change including the language, she had no English as
French was her ﬁrst language. She says she never asked her parents why.
"My parents kind of decided themselves that it would probably be a bit better
for me. I haven't had the conversation with them, really, why the reason. You
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just did it at the time, without question," Djougang says, remembering how
diﬃcult it was leaving her mum behind in La Cite Des Palmiers. "I think it has
to be the hardest thing as a child you have to do because you're so close
growing up. At the same time, I didn't really know what was happening. In my
head, it was just a holiday."

Seven years ago Djougang asked herself 'what is rugby?' Not in an existential,
philosophical manner. But more essentially, what is rugby?
Djougang had been living in Dublin for eight years by this stage and had been
accepted into the Trinity Access Programmes which supports people "from
areas with low progression rates to higher education".
Djougang was in an internship with a ﬁnance company when an email popped
into her inbox about tag rugby.
"I remember just being really nervous and not really knowing how to socialise people wearing suits and being very formal so I really wanted to join a social
team, just to get to know the people. I opened this email and it was social tag
rugby and I remember turning to my manager and be like, 'do you think I
should do this?' And she was 'yeah you should deﬁnitely do that'. I remember
being like, 'what is rugby?'. So I had to go google it."
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So here's the unique arc: Djougang was 17 when she googled 'what is rugby', at
23 she's playing international rugby for Ireland. Or to ﬁll that out - from social
tag rugby, to joining Wanderers FC, to playing with Old Belvedere in the All
Ireland League, to Leinster rugby to the Ireland Six Nations squad last year.
On the advice of Ireland head coach Adam Griggs, she switched from blindside
ﬂanker to prop. She then moved from loosehead to tighthead prop. Are you
keeping up? The Wales game last Sunday was her second Six Nations start for
Ireland. Tries are a bonus, for props it's about the war of the scrum.
"With Scotland (in the ﬁrst Six Nations game), the scrummaging didn't go as
well as we planned. So in my head as a tighthead, you're leading that scrum. So,
I was in a bit of pressure to really better myself for the Wales game. Everything
that didn't go well in Scotland it had to go well against Wales. The lineout calls
and the play calls." It did.
At 7.0am the next morning, Djougang was in Tallaght Hospital to start her job
as a student nurse and she didn't leave until 8.40pm that night.
She's in the ﬁnal year of her internship in general nursing. Next week she will
work Monday, Wednesday and Thursday and the Ireland squad will ﬂy to
England on Friday morning for their Six Nations game against the defending
Grand Slam champions on Sunday.
The England players are on professional, full-time contracts. Put this beside
the job Djougang has ahead of her in the hospital wards next week and it again
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highlights the close to impossible task facing Ireland's Women.
Djougang tries to separate her roles. When she's a nurse, that's who she is,
even if she's getting recognised a bit more as the Ireland rugby player by
patients. Nursing as a career wasn't in her family, but it was everywhere in her
family.
"I grew up in a large family back home in Cameroon where you live with your
grandma and your grandpa so you're constantly caring. I wanted to do
something that I would be able to give back to so many people, because
growing up, so many people looked after me," Djougang says. "For someone to
call me feeling ill and to go home feeling so much better, I love that. Just make
someone better, yeah."
She's also helping this Ireland Women's team improve with two wins from two
in this Six Nations and World Cup qualiﬁcation coming up later this year. Her
dad has never seen her play rugby, her aunt Carine Ndjouzing - who is her
step-sister but Djougang prefers to call her her aunt because of everything
she's done for her - was there to witness her ﬁrst Ireland cap against England
last year.
Someday, she hopes to go back to Cameroon and see her mum again.
"It's something that I'm planning to, hopefully, after even the World Cup or
after I get my degree. It's something that's in my head, to go back home, or
back to where I'm from, back to my roots. Just discover myself again.
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"Every single day I get goosebumps thinking of my journey. Like, it hasn't been
easy. I'm just grateful to the people that has been there for me. I know as a
rugby player people look at you and think that you're invincible. But at the
same time, we're all humans and we all go through our own problems. But I've
an army behind me that's pushing me. I can't say that I've done it myself."
In the build-up to the Wales game last weekend, Ireland forwards coach Steve
McGinnis told the forwards to run like they're going to score. "So I was like as
long as they don't put me down I'm just going to keep going," Djougang laughs
about her precious try.
She did. She kept going. It's like she knows no other way.

Indo Sport



Create PDF in your applications with the Pdfcrowd HTML to PDF API

Search entire site


PDFCROWD

News

Opinion

Business

Sport

Irish News

Letters

Brexit

Rugby

World News

Editorial

Irish

GAA

Local News

Comment

World

Soccer

Environment

Technology

The Left Wing

Weather

Personal Finance

The Throw In

Small Business

Women's Sport

Farming

Golf

Jobs

Horse Racing

Commercial Property

Other Sports

In The Workplace

Life

Style

Entertainment

Travel

Health & Wellbeing

Celebrity

Movies

Travel News

Home & Garden

Fashion

Television

Reader Travel Awards

Family

Beauty

Music

Ireland

Food & Drink

Sex & Relationships

Radio

Reviews

Motoring

Voices

Books

Walks

Galleries

Theatre & Arts

Europe

Games

World/USA

Festivals

Travel TV

Puzzles

Cruise

Horoscopes

Ski

Newsletter

Choosy

Podcasts

Video

Create PDF in your applications with the Pdfcrowd HTML to PDF API

PDFCROWD

Women in Tech
The Throw In
The Big Tech Show
Real Health Podcast
Going to College
Partners in Business
The Left Wing
The Floating Voter

IndependentShop

Discount Codes

Socials


Sitemap

Contact Us

Terms & Conditions

Privacy Statement



Cookie Policy



Paid-for content Policy

Group Websites
AN

Create PDF in your applications with the Pdfcrowd HTML to PDF API

 WEBSITE

Advertise with Us
© Independent.ie

PDFCROWD

