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t’s been a familiar start to the sporting
year in Australia and especially in the
tennis. Novak Djokovic securing his
eighth Melbourne victory wasn’t

without some drama, including his
interference with the match umpire,
raising some discussion around the
typically guarded image of tennis.

Before that the other main interest was
the Tour Down Under in cycling. It was
won in the end by Richie Porte from
Tasmania, at age 35, who recorded the
biggest margin of victory since he also
claimed the race in 2017. It was closely
followed up by the 133km one-day Race
Torquay, part of the Cadel Evans cycling

weekend, that was won by Sam Bennett,
who made a good start to 2020 with his
new team Deceuninck-Quick Step.

After that it was nice to get an entirely
different image of athletics, when I
attended a local Gift Running meeting last
weekend.

Also known as handicap running, pro
running, or whatever else you choose to
call it, it’s another branch of athletics that
is alive and vibrant in Australia. With no
sight or mention of the Nike Vaporfly – or
any other modern shoe technology.

The Parkdale Gift was staged at the
Gerry Greene Reserve, a well-drained and
near-perfectly level 280m oval for run-

ning, located in the suburb of Parkdale,
25km south east of Melbourne. It was
previously held in 1963 and 1964 and
revived three years ago. Runners and
spectators turned up in droves.

In some ways Gift Running feels like a
completely different sport, generally run
on grass oval tracks, with just one white
line for the circular events and a long
120-metre eight lane straight down the
middle of the oval.

There is also a whole set of rules that are
not even considered when at a regular
athletics meeting. And generally just foot
races on a grass field too, as the field events
don’t get a look in.

It’s not always the fastest athlete that
wins either but the athlete who masters
their starting mark in relation to the rest of
the field on a given day; this mark can also
change depending on how your current
form is weighed up by the team of official
“handicappers” .

For those looking for athletic entertain-
ment there is no shortage at these Gift
Running carnivals held throughout
Australia, with ever more frequency than
standard track meetings, even though they
are all almost all grown and promoted in
their own local area.

The best known of all these events is the
Stawell Gift, held over the Easter weekend
each year, where the winner of the men’s
and women’s Stawell Gift takes home
$40,000, making it the richest foot race in
Australia. Apart from a few international
athletics meetings, the Stawell Gift is the
only other athletics meeting broadcast live

on TV in Australia.
Gift running dates back to the late

1800s, when gold mining towns set up foot
races to help the miners keep fit. The races
were set up as a handicap race so as to give
everyone some chance of winning the Gift
which was a much coveted nugget of gold.

The Victorian Athletic League (VAL)
governs the sport in Victoria since1895
and only since the mid 1980s have the
international open athletes been allowed
to compete. Part of this is due to the
professional status of the handicap races,
when athletes were required to maintain
an amateur status to compete in national
competitions and qualify for World
Championships and the Olympics.

Publicity
In recent years the VAL, which would be
seen as proactive in how it markets the
sport, realised that the attraction of
national and international stars would
help generate more publicity and help
gather and maintain sponsors to keep
these events alive.

In Victoria alone there are now 21 Gift
Running events, throughout spring and
summer, all leading to the coveted Stawell
Gift where along with the main 120m event
there are a whole range of events including
200m, 400m, 800m, mile and two-mile
events.

I was at Parkdale primarily to watch the
women’s 800m, the richest 800m race of
the series. Sponsored by a local travel
company there was $2000 up for grabs
with the winner taking $1200.

The main draw card was Catriona
Bissett who last year broke the Australian
43-year old 800m record, when running
1:58.78. She would be the back marker
here, wearing red, all runners given a
coloured bib to wear to make them
standout once the race gets going.

There were two heats of 17 runners, and
everyone running on one single line there
can be quite a bunch of colours coming off
the final bend all fighting for a place in the
final.

Every finalist would get at least $50 and
at least break even for the day covering the
entry and travel expenses.

Bissett just scraped into the final along
with all the main contenders but would
still start giving up 146m to the front
marker and the other athletes all dotted
along the way the closest at 32m, Sarah
Billings who had run 2:06, 2 days earlier at
the Boxhill Classic and my daughter

Sophie O’Sullivan also having her first go
at handicap running starting at 38m.

Then on the side of the track is the local
bookmaker with his white board and cash
bag taking bets on who would win each
race, with the odds fluctuating all evening
between the heats and final.

Some of the interesting rules are that an
athlete can’t look behind, or in the sprint
races look to the side; if you false start you
will be pulled back 5m and all athletes
must wear spiked shoes.

Pureentertainment
This is the thing about Gift running: if you
are going through the season preparing
for the biggest and richest race of the year
you don’t want to show too much good
form early on. Most exclusively “gift”
runners wouldn’t have any standard races
or times throughout the season.

It’s racing but not like we know it in the
standard format, pure entertainment, as
the backmarkers start to make ground and
catch the front runners, who also have the
benefit of running less distance and try to
hold on.

In the meantime the faster runners
appear to be eating up the ground as they
gain momentum and competitiveness in
the final straight, only to run out of track as
the finish line approaches, all the while the
excitement rising with the colourful
commentary and cheering crowds. A bit
more like being at the races than on the
sidelines of an athletics track, and being
reminded of the gift of running that keeps
on giving.

W
hen Littlewoods
Ireland launched
their brand new
“Style Meets

Substance” promotion for this
year’s camogie leagues, it felt
like something big was going
to happen.

Camogie must have felt
incredibly left in the shadows
and unable to capitalise on the
wave of support for women’s
sports over the last few years,
and recently, players have
come out expressing concern
frustration over why their
game is lagging behind.

Take Cork camogie player
Amy O’Connor. Last January,
after the low-scoring 2018
All-Ireland final between
Cork and Kilkenny, O’ Connor
said that the game was boring
to watch and boring to play in.
While some deemed her
quotes to be a tad controver-
sial, many soon followed to
voice their concern about the
state of the game.

With hand pass goals and
no physicality allowed in a
game that could turn into a
free-taking contest, many
agreed something had to
change. The 2017 and 2018
All-Ireland finals were so dull,
change was badly needed.
And then, the Galway v
Kilkenny All-Ireland senior
final happened.

The game was the resuscita-
tion camogie needed. Galway
versus Kilkenny was so fiery,
carefree and exciting, it began
to restore everyone’s faith in
the game.

Readyforchange
By half-time, the combined
score had exceeded that of the
2017 final and come within
one point of the 2018 one. By
the end, the game produced
the highest winning score
since Tipperary’s 4-13 against
Kilkenny in 2001. The com-
bined total was the highest
since 1988 and Kilkenny’s 0-17
total was the highest losing
score since 1988. In other
words, we had not seen a final
like that in decades.

So, camogie got the fillip it
needed, but many wondered
whether the association was
ready for change. Was there
enough of an itch to match
“the greatest game ever”
hurling while also capitalising
on people’s appetite to
showcase a women’s sport
that showcased, skill, physical-
ity, raw talent and more
importantly, the excitement
needed to draw you in, while
keeping you entertained
throughout.

And kudos to the Camogie
Association, they duly
obliged. The most significant
rule change is probably the

contact rule, while among
other things, hand pass goals
are also culled.

With women’s strength and
conditioning now at an
all-time high, ironically for so
many years, the sport that
uses sticks never allowed
contact. And as women’s
sports benefit from the
experienced crossovers from
the men’s games, it was time
to allow the game to develop.
Perhaps 2020 really is new
year, new camogie.

Significantchange
Now, admittedly, I feel like a
film critic that goes to a movie
once and writes the report as
soon as possible, rather than
thinking the whole thing
through and trying to provide
some context. But the excite-
ment was incredibly real in
Páirc Uí Chaoimh last Satur-
day night as the camogie
league commenced with Cork
versus Waterford.

The physicality compli-
mented the skill show in front
of a decent crowd. Referee
Ray Kelly let the game flow
and ensured that the game
ran smoothly. While some big
hits drew oohs and gasps from
the crowd, it was a significant
change from the deep sighs
and frustrations that sucked

camogie’s atmosphere and
really the life from the game.

In truth, time will tell how
these trial rules will fare.
While in general these rules
received a warm welcome,
they will not be discussed on a
permanent level until 2021
Congress. After years of
players voicing their frustra-
tion and feeling forgotten
about, maybe now is the time
the change will come.

While women’s football
continues to grow and
become the more dominant of
the two sports, eventually,
maybe camogie, if permitted,
will flourish under new
guidance and be pointed in a
direction that promises
growth and more importantly
fans, spectators, sponsorship
and revenue.

While the men’s game
dominated conversation
afterwards, the camogie
curtain-raiser did show a
whole new future for camo-
gie.

Big hits that make promos
all the more exciting, skills
that drew widespread ap-
plause and cheers and
highlight reels that would
encourage every girl to pick
up a hurley.

The
excitement

was incredibly real
in the Páirc
Saturday night, as
the camogie
leagues
commencedwith
Cork versus
Waterford

‘‘

O
n January 19th 2020, the Irish
women’s rugby team played
Wales in a Six Nations warm up
game. At 7am the next morning

Linda Djougang went from being an inter-
national prop to a student nurse, begin-
ning a 13-hour shift in Tallaght Hospital.

This has been her life for the past four
years; a constant tension between rugby
and college, where she is in her final year at
Trinity College Dublin.

“Obviously my body is tired but I am not,
because I know I have another commit-
ment, another job to do. When I’m there
I’m giving 110 percent, like I would on the
pitch.”

Rugby wasn’t on Djougang’s radar grow-
ing up in Cameroon, but sport was: “I al-
ways knew I would represent my country
at some level,” she says.

It was Djougang’s mother that gifted
her with a grá for sport.

“My mom used to play football for fun,
all the moms would play on a Saturday and
the kids, like myself, would be running on
the side and getting water etc. I remember
my mum scoring a goal and all the kids be-
ing like woah! And I was like ‘Wow, that’s
my mum’. I obviously look up to my mum
because she was that role model for me.
She loved sports, and I loved it because she
did.”

Djougang moved to Rush, Co Dublin

when she was nine-years-old. There, she
joined the local athletics club and became
heavily involved with shot put. (A career
brought to an abrupt end when her dad
and step mom didn’t give her a lift to an
All-Ireland final, at the time unsupportive
of her shot putting – a move that turned
out well in the long run.)

Againstthegrain
In Rush, Djougang was going against the
grain playing rugby.

“On the days where I went from Rush to
rugby, I felt like I was living two lives.
There’s no such thing as rugby in Rush, it’s
more GAA. I felt like a rugby player in
town, and the minute I stepped on the 33
bus, I’m a different person.”

So, how and why rugby?
“It was a long journey,” she laughs, and

it began with rejection, persistence, and a
missed phone call, one telling her she had,
in fact, been accepted to the Trinity Access
Programme (TAP), a course that engages
with communities and schools in low pro-
gression areas to facilitate substantive
steps towards going to third-level.

“First time round I didn’t get it. I ended
up getting my CAO, something in Dund-
alk, I had no idea what it was. I remember
crying for days because I really felt stuck,
you know when you depend so much on
your LC, the work that you have put and
you don’t get what you want. I really felt
kind of like it was the most depressing time
I have felt, but I just didn’t give up.”

This marked the start of her life as she
now knows it.

“That was the beginning of my journey,”
Djougang acknowledges, “that phone call
changed everything for me.”

Through TAP, she got to choose the
most appropriate college course for her,
was successful in obtaining an internship
at Grant Thornton, which led to agreeing
to play a social tag rugby game, catching

the eye of Michelle Byrne, Wanderers’ rug-
by manager. This snowballed into Djou-
gang jumping from Division 4 with Wan-
derers to the All-Ireland League with Bel-
vedere to Leinster trials and a stint with
the Ireland Sevens team, giving Djougang
“a taste of what rugby is really like and the
intensity of it”.

It was Sevens that put Djougang into
contention for the Six Nations that year,
but ultimately, she “didn’t make the
squad”. She had the talent and physicality,
but there was a piece of the puzzle missing,
quickly rectified by head coach, Adam
Griggs, “what do you think about playing
prop”?

This, Djougang says, “was the best
thing. Being prop enabled me to get into
the Ireland squad... He definitely saw a gap
in the problem, like: ‘you go there, master
that position’”.

Since that fateful decision, Djougang
has been a valued athlete at the fore-
front of history in women’s rugby:
Her first Six Nations Cam-
paign in 2019 was met with
record-breaking crowds;
she scored her first try for
Leinster in an unprece-
dented match against
Harlequins in Twicken-
ham. The impact of this is
not lost on Djougang.

“You can never go to a rugby

game saying it’s just another game. You
feel it, you know what is needed of you, I
don’t feel like there’s a game where I play
and where there wasn’t any pressure to
perform. You’re constantly aware of the
need to perform.”

For some, the road to rugby is clear. For
girls and women though, more direction is
needed, they have to carve their own path.

“I don’t come from a really privileged
family or I didn’t go to a private school or
anything like that, and everything that I
have I had to work for so I can be who I am
and nobody can ever take that away from
me.

Unique
“There’s younger girls looking up to me
who also don’t have that, but that’s what’s
unique about me and I’m able to put that
into my game. I’m so different and I love it,
cause that’s me.”

The future for both Djougang and wom-
en’s rugby is bright, albeit unclear. Four

years ago she couldn’t have imagined
the trajectory her life would take

and yet, she’s produced a re-
markable result.

“People are like, ‘who in-
spired you?’ I inspired my-
self because I don’t know
what I’m gonna do, or

what’s gonna happen!
I’m excited to see what’s
going to happen... I get

the opportunity to train
with young girls in Sker-

ries and Balbriggan and
they look up to me, ‘oh my god you

made it, I can too’. They’re definitely
the future, and I can’t wait to see it.”

Until then there is an interprovincial
title to defend with Leinster, a gruelling

Six Nations campaign, World Cup 2021
qualification, more history to be made

and of course, final year exams.

JoanneO’Riordan

‘‘

I don’t come
froma really

privileged family or I
didn’t go to a private
school or anything like
that, and everything
that I have I had to
work for

■ Linda Djougang
scores a try during
a friendly
international
againstWales at
the UCDBowl last
November.
PHOTOGRAPH: TOMMY
DICKSON/INPHO
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The GAA World Games
double as a honey-
moon for one player
on the Russian team

after she moved her wedding
date. It’s the first time Team
Russia GAA is sending a team,
and Katrina Wagstaff was not
going to miss it.

So yesterday was her
wedding day, and she flies to
Dublin today to meet the rest
of the team. Her husband
joins them as team liaison,
with GAA pitches in Water-
ford standing in for more
traditional honeymoon
locations.

Many of the 24 women’s
football teams competing at
the games have a strong Irish
contingent, but the Russian
team is a mix of local players
and British women. Many,
including Wagstaff, whose
grandfather is from Belfast,
are teachers working at
international schools in
Moscow.

Wagstaff trains with the
Moscow Shamrocks, so far
the only GAA club in the
country.

“We trained indoors a lot
this year, but last year we
were outside a lot more.
There were days training
outside at minus 10 or minus
12; that was hard. We were
kicking snow off the pitch. It’s
hard work but it’s worth it.
The stadium is far from where
we live, myself and Laura
Connor travel together and
it’s about an hour to get there,
and a bit more on the way
back.”

The stadium belongs to FC
Lokomotiv Moscow, winners
of the national soccer league
last year.

It may be the only Russian
stadium to have hosted a
Leprechaun Cam. Fans
attending a match on March
17th were highlighted on the
overhead screen with a
friendly leprechaun.

On their way in they could
try kicking the ball out of their
hands at a stand run by
Russian and Irish players.

Only in her second year on
the roster, Wagstaff says
soloing the ball is her biggest
challenge, with hand-passing
under control thanks to years
playing netball in England.

Irishconnection
“My grandfather is from
Belfast so that’s my Irish
connection, but I’ve no direct
GAA links, no one who played.
My parents think it’s a bit
strange I suppose that I’m
playing, but they’ve been to
see us play and they’re very
supportive.

“I look online for gloves, kit
and get them delivered to my
parents, they bring it all over.
They have a shopping list;
gravy and Gaelic things.”

Outside of training the
squad meet to watch women’s
Gaelic football in Irish bars

and Wagstaff’s Youtube list is
all games. She jokes there are
good teaching jobs available
in Moscow – a county player
with primary school experi-
ence would be a welcome
addition.

The team’s first game is a
warm-up against the Gael-
ic4Mothers team at St
Brigid’s, Dublin, tomorrow .

Team manager of Russia
Alan Moore says: “I grew up
playing with St Brigid’s, some
of the coaches there now were
my coaches when I was
playing.

“As soon as I asked if the
women could get a game, they
said ‘yes, come in’. It’s lovely. I
don’t know if we are the
newest team competing, but
we’re in the coldest part of the
world.”

Moore says support from
Pat Daly at Croke Park and
Gaelic Games Europe has
been crucial in launching the

club internationally. Set up in
2014 by Mark Barton and
Tom English, they fielded
their first ladies team in 2017.

They have made a concen-
trated effort to attract
Russian players, with Moore
hoping the club can run itself
eventually.

Their main sponsor is the
Katie O’Shea pub run by Steve
Conway, but local businesses
are starting to pay attention.
And ,yes, the Leprechaun
Cam helped.

Henparty
Wagstaff, meanwhile, is only
thinking about the games.
And the wedding. Her hen
party in Dublin last week
included an impromptu
Gaelic kickabout but no
injuries as she had promised
to show up free of bruises for
the photographs.

“I only realised how
competitive I am when I
started playing. The idea that
I’m playing at this internation-
al level in Gaelic is amazing. If
we can win a game that would
be what we’re hoping for;
we’re against some estab-
lished teams from Australia
and Canada.

“We’re small and relatively
new – if we can win a game
that would be an achieve-
ment. A start.”

We trained
indoors a lot

this year, but last
yearwewere
outside a lotmore.
Therewere days
training outside at
minus 10 orminus
12, that was hard.
Wewere kicking
snow off the pitch
– Katrina Wagstaff

Swimming

Joanne
O’Riordan

‘It’s because my period came yester-
day, so I felt particularly tired.”

The throwaway comment by Chi-
nese Olympian swimmer Fu Yuan-

hui in 2016 sparked a wave of conversation
worldwide, giving voice to the reality that
female athletes at all levels can attest to:
having your period can impact your perfor-
mance.

“Fair play to her,” says Ellen Keane, Par-
alympian swimmer, over the phone. “It’s
quite a personal thing, people didn’t want
to talk about it, there’s still a bit of a taboo,”
especially for swimmers who have to be
“more careful than other sports”.

Being an elite athlete hastens the need
to be comfortable with periods, but this lev-
el of understanding is gradual, and it can
be intimidating. Keane remembers her pe-
riod at 13 years old as “a horrendous experi-
ence”. To avoid using tampons she would
wear two to three pairs of swimsuits, “it
was fashionable then, everyone did”.

Tampons are one option for swimmers,
but Keane, along with her team-mates,
soon moved to the pill, so they could plan
around competition weeks in advance.

Initially Keane was “fortunate” not to

have any severe side effects, but switched
to the coil after migraines, and her doc-
tor’s warning about blood thinning and
clots.

Given that swimming seems particular-
ly sensitive to periods, it makes sense that
there is less of a stigma among the team
themselves. “We’re all close together in
the changing rooms so we’d know if some-
one is on their period.” Aware of their
roles as mentors, the more experienced
swimmers compare symptoms, breaking
the taboo of the subject for the newer ath-
letes, which is “our version of locker room
talk”, she jokes.

Sinead Delahunty, GAA player for Tip-
perary and Foxrock-Cabinteely, once
thoughtmissinga period was“quite conven-
ient”, despite having less energy and being
“cranky and short with people”. In Decem-
ber 2016, she took time out to go travelling,
and 18 months later realised that she hadn’t
hada period. She was diagnosed with amen-
orrhea, a condition where women and girls
miss a period for at least three cycles, and it
took months for her to get it back. Periods
should be considered a vital health sign, De-
lahunty says, and its absence should force
experts and women alike to ask: “If it isn’t
happening, why not?”

Assumptions
With its taboo and assumptions it’s as
though the value of the menstrual cycle is
forgotten, and it’s just a burden of woman-
hood. But periods and lack thereof, can
pose serious health risks: lower oestrogen
levels impact on bone health and can lead
to osteoporosis and fertility issues, says
Gráinne Conefrey, co-founder of the
FitrWoman app, which enables users to
track their activity levels, symptoms, food
and blood flow throughout the menstrual
cycle.

It isn’t necessarily the cramps-inducing,
chocolate-craving time we’ve come to ex-
pect, she adds, but a marker of health that
positively affects training, if athletes know
how to use it efficiently. “For example, dur-
ing the first half of the cycle oestrogen and
energy levels increase, so you feel strong-

er, making it a better time for strength and
conditioning, whereas the second half is
better suited to endurance training.”

The right information and knowing
their own cycles facilitates athletes train-
ing at times most conducive to preventing
injuries – ACL injuries are common at cer-
tain times of the cycle – while getting the
most out of their workouts and recoveries.
Education will enable all women, not just
athletes, to reduce inflammation, improve
sleep and feel better.

Reapingthebenefits
Although hydration, nutrition, strength
and conditioning have long been pillars of
an athlete’s preparation, the incorpora-
tion of the menstrual cycle is relatively
new, and those doing it are reaping the ben-
efits.

The US soccer team have tracked their
periods since 2016, but in the run-up to the
World Cup, they streamlined their men-
strual cycles even further in co-ordination
with their training, nutrition, sleep and re-
covery.

Similarly, a year prior to winning gold in
the 2016 Olympics, the British hockey
team tracked their periods.

It seems, Delahunty remarks, that those

who incorporate menstrual health as part
of their lives are the ones at the top of their
game.

Progress
Despite qualifying as a physiotherapist, De-
lahunty never learnt about the link be-
tween physical activity and periods. Re-
cently, FitrWoman surveyed 14,000 exer-
cising women, of these 82 per cent of wom-
en in the UK and Ireland didn’t receive any
education about periods and exercise. The
feedback the company received – from so-
cial media, emails, even the App Store com-
ments – showed that women were learning
not just about their own menstrual cycles,
but periods in general.

“There’s definitely a gap in education,”
says Conefrey, “school only provides a text-
book knowledge, which feels very theoreti-
cal to a young girl who doesn’t know how
to make herself feel better”. Like only do-
ing the theory test, and being expected to
drive perfectly, there is a discrepancy be-
tween the knowledge and the lived experi-
ence.

Education has to be available to every-
one to ensure progress as the lack of knowl-
edge isn’t limited to the athlete themselves
but extends to their team. Delahunty, de-
spite being on sports teams her whole life,
has “never had a conversation with a
coach, male or female, about menstrual
health”.

Research undertaken by FitrWoman
found that 50 per cent of 1,000 elite ath-
letes don’t tell their coach about their peri-
ods, despite the coach being instructive in
the athlete’s training and nutrition, which
are impacted by the menstrual cycle.

“It’s no one’s fault,” Keane says, but “it
wouldn’t be fair” on her male coach to
bring up tampons or periods, given that
men haven’t been adequately informed
about the menstrual cycle. FitrWoman
Coach aims to teach the coach how to bet-
ter support the athlete and as Delahunty
mentioned: “Just because men don’t get
them doesn’t mean they can’t be empathet-
ic, or point them to the right information,
or even FitrWoman.”

‘‘

Fun fact about our family: only one
person in my family can swim. My
two older brothers can’t, although
one is learning, another brother

claims he’s self-taught, and my sister just
isn’t that interested. My parents are both

petrified of the water, and at their age
aren’t going to push themselves to get over
that fear. So, it’s up to me.

People find it incredibly weird when I
tell them despite having no limbs I am the
only one in my family who can swim in the

pool, sea and even rivers when the current
isn’t too strong.

The Fina World Championship is on in
Gwangju, South Korea, and for the first
time in about 19 years, every victory will be
shrouded with doubt. There has always
been a cloud of suspicion following China’s
Sun Yang, who is swimming under a cloud
in Gwangju with a doping case against him
set to be heard at the Court of Arbitration
for Sport in September. With that comes
scrutiny upon swimming itself, which
claims to be clean and that those caught
are always punished.

Drugtest
Sun served a three-month ban for a doping
offence in 2014 that was kept under wraps
by Fina and the Chinese Swimming
Association and emerged only well after it
had expired. Sun blamed the failed drug
test that led to that ban on medication he
said he was taking for a heart condition
and did not know was prohibited. His
latest doping brush involves an aborted
test last year in which he was alleged to
have smashed a container holding one of
his blood samples with a hammer.

Sun wants everyone to know he is
number one. Number one when it comes
to podium rankings, number one every
time he wins a race, number one when it

comes to holding freestyle medals across
every distance, and more importantly, he
wants everyone to know he is public
enemy number one . . . and he is absolutely
okay with that.

Australia’s Mack Horton finished
second to Sun on Sunday, 0.73 seconds
away from a gold medal. After the race, he
said he was clearly frustrated telling
reporters: “I think you know in what
respect.” Horton refused to shake hands
with Sun on the podium or stand next to
him for photographs. Fina later sent a
warning letter to Australia’s swimming
team and Horton, releasing a statement
that said: “While Fina respects the
principles of freedom of speech, it has to
be conducted in the right context.”

On Tuesday, Team GB’s Duncan Scott
followed Horton’s stance, much to the
annoyance of Sun, who yelled into Scott’s
face “You’re loser, I’m a winner, yes!”
Bizarrely, Sun was a loser too, only
earning the medal after Lithuanian
Rapsys was disqualified for moving on the
block.

US swimmer Lilly King, who has been
incredibly vocal in the past about drug
cheats, also had something to say. When
asked about what Fina could do better,
King bluntly told reporters they could stop
allowing swimmers who smashed blood

vials into competitions, while also become
more strict on those who have been
caught. King also added that every time
you get into a pool, you’re always going to
be competing against someone who’s
taken something.

Swimming was once a sport I loved
growing up and regularly tuned in to when
it was available on TV. But no more. It’s
hard to watch a race with Sun and not get
annoyed that he’s winning and rubbing it
into the faces of his opponents. It’s hard
not to get annoyed when swimmers come
out and say the only thing they can do is
focus on themselves.

As technology looks like it’s catching up
with the dopers, inevitably, the dopers will
move 10 steps ahead. Until lip service
turns into proper action and words,
nothing will be done, and swimming,
along with athletics and other sports, will
slowly become obsolete and turn into a
circus show just like cycling has. Horton,
King and Scott should not have to stand
and show respect for those who clearly do
not respect them, or the sport for that
matter. It takes brave and clean athletes to
stand up there and tell everyone it is
complete trumpery, and the result isn’t
what it is. Until Fina decides to protect it’s
99 per cent rather than it’s 1 per cent, it’s
up to the athletes to defend themselves.

‘‘

GAAWorldGames

■ TeamRussia andMoscow
Shamrocks teammates
Laura Connor and Katrina
Wagstaff.

‘‘

NiamhGriffin

We’reall
close
together in
thechanging
roomsso
we’dknowif
someone is
on their
period

Women in Sport

Competitorsareright
tothrowshadeon
China’sSunYang OnTuesday,TeamGB’s

DuncanScott [far right]
followedHorton’s stance,
much to theannoyanceof
Sun,whoyelled intoScott’s
face ‘You loser, I’m
winning, yes!’

Whyperiodsmustnolonger
beataboosubjectinsport

Louise
Lawless

Foroneplayeron
theRussianteam
theevent
alsodoublesas
ahoneymoon

FromRussia
withalove
ofGAA

■ Foxrock
-Cabinteely’s
SineadDelahunty
in action during the
2016 All-Ireland
club final. Periods
should be
considered a vital
health sign,
Delahunty says;
left: China’s
Olympian
swimmer Fu
Yuanhui’s
comments
sparked awave of
conversation
worldwide.
PHOTOGRAPH: INPHO

Health

Top femaleathletes
whoare incorporating
theirmenstrual cycle into
their preparationare
reaping thebenefits
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It was en route to GAA train-
ing for Derry that captain Cáit
Glass got the call: one of her
best friends was pregnant. “Of
course, I was totally delighted
for her. But as soon as I hung
up, I felt the tears stinging my
eyes, and I was like, ‘Oh, I don’t
want to go training.’”

Having found it difficult to
get pregnant, the news hit
Glass hard. At this point in her
life she hadn’t thought she’d
still be playing football.

“I always automatically as-
sumed that . . . it would be like,
‘Oh, I’ll have my family now
and that’ll be the end of foot-
ball.’ I never thought that the
decision would be made for dif-
ferent reasons to stop or to con-
tinue playing.”

Glass had been to special-
ists, to no avail, dealing with
non-invasive options such as
supplements and medication,
meaning her next option was
IVF. This led Glass to consider
not playing, a huge sacrifice
when she hadn’t yet been ac-
cepted for the treatment.

“You don’t know what’s go-
ing to happen. I hadn’t got a let-
ter to see if treatment was gon-
na be starting so I just decided.
We’d done a bit of preseason
ourselves for Christmas, and
January came and I thought:
‘A new year. What’s going to
happen?”

The question wasn’t train-
ing or treatment, but how to
manage both. For Glass, she
knew it was “the right thing for
me and I’m still going to try
this treatment. But I felt if it
was going to be successful it
would be regardless of how in-
tense I was training and I decid-
ed I’d listen to my body.”

So Glass and her husband
joined the IVF waiting list and,
although still playing, she ques-
tioned her role in GAA.

Pursueambition
Almost exactly two weeks af-
ter agreeing to captain Derry
again, Glass got the IVF offer.
She now faced a decision famil-
iar to many: pursue ambition
or focus on starting a family?
After discussions with her hus-
band, she took the one-time op-
tion of deferring the treatment
for three months, enabling her
to play football at the level Der-
ry required. Feeling that it was
the right thing to do at the time
(“I didn’t feel mentally or emo-
tionally prepared”), Glass got
the deferral and “parked it for
a little while and didn’t make
any decisions about it”.

And so, GAA.
After that phone call, she

took a deep breath and went
training.

“In the middle of training it
just hit me and a realisation of:
‘I’m okay, like, I’m here and

I’m training.’ I don’t know
where I’d be without that.
Sometimes it’s not the emo-
tional support to sit down and
talk through your emotions,
sometimes that support is be-
ing able to actually get away
from that for a while and then
come back and deal with those
emotions that you have with a
kind of different perspective.”

Reallife
Athletes know the time, ener-
gy and dedication given to club
and county. Sport is cruel and
the great days are few and far
between. Real life, meanwhile,
goes on in between training,
matches, and meal prep, some-
thing Gemma Begley, the play-
er development manager of
the Women Gaelic Players’ As-
sociation (WGPA) is cognisant
of.

“Only about 6 per cent of
our intercounty players even
get travel expenses, so we
hope the work of the WGPA
goes some way to recognising
the effort and improving the

lot of intercounty ladies’ GAA
players.”

Not only was Glass’s team,
and training, “a lifeline”, but
the WGPA also offered con-
crete support, through the Per-
sonal Development Pro-
gramme, by providing her
with a coach, who was able to
listen and give objective ad-
vice.The WGPA also has a 24/7
helpline and face-to face-ses-
sions with a network of local
counsellors, explains Begley.

“Our motto has always
been: be behind the player. Ob-
viously we want players to be
the best they can be on the
field, but we’re conscious of
promoting the development of
players’ identities away from
their sport too.

The amount of time and
physical and emotional energy
players give to their intercoun-
ty team has to be balanced with
making sure they’re not falling
behind in other areas of their
life.”

When the time came for
treatment, Glass realised
she’d be missing the final
game of the 2019 season: a
group stage qualifier for the

All-Ireland semi final. “It was
such a big game for us, it was
do or die”. However, it had tak-
en her and her husband years
to get here, and putting it off
any longer would mean anoth-
er two-year wait.

She went to manager Paul
Crozier, who “was just the
best. I felt really guilty about it,
they put so much work into
this team, on a game that was
one of the most important of
the year, I’m not gonna be able
to play, but once I explained
the situation to him, he was
amazing.”

Contentious
It was arguably the most con-
tentious time for Glass to play.
“There was so many times I
nearly decided not to play foot-
ball because I thought I should
be focusing on treatment and
having a family, but I’m so glad
that I did decide to keep play-
ing even though at times it was
difficult.”

In fact, it was the most suc-
cessful period of her GAA ca-

reer, which saw her reaching
county finals, and playing in
Croke Park.

“I remember watching a doc-
umentary where this woman
was telling her story about her
fertility journey and she had a
child at the end of it. You’d
think that would be a happy
ending for her, that she could
look back on those years and
say ‘look, it was all worth it’,
but actually looking back she
cried tears the whole way
through telling her story. That
really struck me. I don’t want
to be looking back on these
years with those kind of memo-
ries, thinking that was only a
sore point.”

Although Glass never imag-
ined that she’d still be playing
football, she now thinks, “I’m
33, these have been the best
three years of football and to
think that I could have missed
out on that. So, one of the big-
gest things I learned through
the personal development
coaching that the WGPA of-
fered me was to live more in
the moment. It’s okay to plan
ahead, but enjoy the years you
have.”

WomeninSport

Skating on thin ice is just where
Tara Donoghue loves to be, and
as Ireland’s only elite
long-track speed skater, the
faster the better. Still a junior
athlete, she’s clocked 100 me-
tres in 11.6 seconds, with her
skill on the blades and under-
standing of air resistance keep-
ing her balanced. Her favourite
events are 1,500m and 3,000
metres so add fighting lactic
acid to that skill-set.

Donoghue says: “If the speed
builds up you have the feeling
you are drifting like in a car, usu-
ally you wouldn’t be afraid.”

Usually.

Her skates kick the ice in
swift, hard movements at the
start of a race, then Donoghue
leans forward to create a low
centre of gravity and kicks out
in wide sweeping movements.
Her arms flutter like birds’
wings, arcing away or tucked be-
hind her back as the race and
the corners progress.

Last year in Helsinki, she
raced on an outdoor track un-
der falling snow and tempera-
tures of minus-16 degrees Celsi-
us. She says: “My first race I was
racing without gloves, and I
thought I won’t do that again, it
wasn’t much fun.”

It wasn’t fun either when her
rubber aerodynamic suit mal-
functioned just before the Mass
Start race at a Junior World
Cup event last month.

‘Nascaronice’
Most disciplines are raced off in
pairs with the clock calling the
winner. But the Mass Start, de-
scribed as “Nascar on ice” by a
top American skater, involves
up to 24 skaters racing together
for 16 laps.

Donoghue says: “My suit
ripped, it tore as I was just pull-
ing it up. It tore at the top. My
team stuck it with tape. I was
hoping they (race organisers)
wouldn’t see it; they would usu-
ally send you off especially at

the Mass Start.”
The tape held; she finished

18th out of 30 skaters, and do-
ing enough overall to qualify for
the Youth Olympics in January.

Almost.
Seventeen-year-old Dono-

ghue turns 18 this month, just
20 days too soon for the IOC’s
definition of ‘youth athlete’. Un-

fortunately they still sent a
‘welcome to the Olympics’
email. “I was disappointed to be
honest. I knew I was too old
then they sent me the email con-
firming the place. I knew I
didn’t have it so I was lucky in
that sense, I knew not to believe
it,” she says.

The World Championships
is still to come so her
school-skating act continues.

She lives in Holland with her
Irish parents. And even in a
country where skating is one of
the top sports she has to keep
her grades up to get away for
competitions. They do allow
Donoghue and other elite skat-

er-students to skip PE.
Winter means three sessions

on the ice, weights, cycling and
tournaments. Summer is inline
skating on special tracks,
weights, dryland training for
skate specific movement, moun-
tain biking and running.

Plus when visiting her moth-
er’s parents in Co Clare, surfing
in Lahinch for balance and gig-
gles. Her Galway father has hur-
leys at home but Donoghue
says it was always skating for
her. “I was about six-years-old
when I started. It’s a traditional
sport here, soccer would be
probably bigger, but skating is
something every one learns”.

Dreamed
As a child Donoghue dreamed
of the Dutch National Champi-
onships but as an Irish passport
holder that wasn’t possible. In-
vited to compete in England,
someone there told her about
the developing Irish scene and
the Ice Skating Association of
Ireland. Now in her third year
skating in the green, she says of
that first season: “It was a spe-
cial moment, it’s something to
be proud about, something to
tell my grandparents, I really en-
joyed it.”

The beginning was tough as
stronger skating countries usu-
ally send 17 and 18-year-olds for
junior events; Donoghue was
just 15. She shrugs, says: “I had
to get used to it.”

Her mother, listening to the
Skype chat, says she had to get
used to it also and tries to stop
seeing skating as dangerous.
It’s a big financial commitment
for the family too, as the ISAI
can cover only Donoghue’s
flights. Seán Gillis, media and
communications officer with
the ISAI says: “Tara has done
amazingly well when you con-
sider how little funding we
have. She qualified for the

Youth Olympics ahead of other
countries who would be much
better funded so it’s a really
amazing story.”

Gillis says Ireland’s only per-
manent ice-rink closed in 2010,
now rinks are only available for
Christmas lessons. Skaters trav-
el to Belfast or live abroad.

“We are in a difficult situa-
tion; pretty much every country
in Europe has a permanent
rink. It’s a shame we don’t as we
are inundated with requests.
For every one person we accept
we have to turn three away.”

Meanwhile, Donoghue con-
tinues training five days a week,
sometimes twice a day, year
round. She holds up her compe-
tition skates, demonstrates
how the blade hinges apart
from the boot and claps back af-
ter each stride, says they cost
¤1,000 five years ago. “No one
wears socks, that’s an interest-
ing fact. The inside is made of
leather so it doesn’t scrape your
skin, it’s soft,” she says.

Those boots mould to a skat-
er’s foot over time. A pair of
2,000-year-old skates made
from cattle bones were un-
earthed in Finland. Today cus-
tomised skates for Olympic ath-
letes are made with stainless
steel or aluminium blades and
can cost well over ¤2,000.

Looking to Dutch Olympians
like Ireen Wüst for inspiration,
she says: “I am in for Poland,
the world championships this
season. I will have next year as a
junior too, I’d like to be at the
world championships again. I’d
like to keep skating.”

Inthemiddleof trainingit justhit
meandarealisationof: ‘I’mokay

like, I’mhereandI’mtraining’ Idon’t
knowwhere I’dbewithout that

LouiseLawless

MARYHANNIGAN

You’d imagine that Róisín Up-
ton plays back the recording of
Ireland’s shoot-out victory over
Canada in November at least
once a day, but not so. She’s ac-
tually only looked at it once, and
so nerve-wracking was the expe-
rience she’s left it there.

Fortunately enough for Irish
hockey, the 25-year-old Limer-
ick woman proved nerveless on
the night in question, scoring in
sudden death what proved to be
the goal that sealed Ireland’s
Olympic qualification, having
failed to convert her earlier ef-
fort in the shoot-out.

So it took some guts for her
to step up again, the strain of
the moment unimaginable,
and, while she downplays it
now, the sight of her collapsing
onto the Donnybrook pitch and
dissolving into tears when it
was all over was a stirring dem-
onstration of how much it all

meant, and of how much pres-
sure these players had been un-
der.

Brokenbone
And, as we later discovered, she
did what she did with a broken
bone in her arm. She still
doesn’t know for certain when
she sustained the injury (“I’ve
re-watched the match and tried
to see when it happened, I think
it might have been in the sec-
ond quarter, but I’m not sure”),
but it was only when she was
called up for drug testing after
the game that she realised
there was a problem.

“I couldn’t screw off the lids
or pull open the bags,” she
laughs, “it was so sore. And
when I woke up next morning it
was just throbbing.”

An X-ray later in the day re-
vealed she had broken the top
of her ulna, which explained
why she had struggled to grip
her stick in her normal fashion

for the bulk of the game.
“But adrenaline just takes

over, and mine was soaring, I
didn’t even feel tired after the
game. We were all looking at
our GPS units after and none of
us had ever run that much be-
fore. It’s not that I didn’t feel
pain – I did, but when there’s
that much at stake you just keep
on going.”

“Sean [Dancer, the Irish
coach] just filled me with so
much belief when he said,
‘Róisín, you’re going to go first
in sudden death,’ so I didn’t give
it a second thought. I like to be
in control of my own destiny. If
you were asked to step up and
take one that could qualify you

for the Olympics, well, anyone
would.”

Courageous
She is, of course, incorrect, but
continues to dismiss any notion
that she was courageous.

“It’s something we’ve done
in training hundreds and hun-
dreds of times, for people watch-
ing it might look daunting but

this is what we practice all the
time, so I don’t feel particularly
special stepping up to do some-
thing I do every day.”

The moment rounded off the
busiest of years in Upton’s life.
Having earned a degree in psy-
chology from the University of
Connecticut, where she was on
a hockey scholarship and won
just about every honour going,
she completed her Masters in
Primary Education in Mary Im-
maculate College in her native
Limerick back in May.

And her return to Ireland
saw her rejoin her first club,
Limerick’s Catholic Institute,
with whom she will back in ac-
tion in the new year. And she’s
proud to have waved the Limer-
ick flag in the Irish squad that se-
cured Olympic qualification, be-
ing the sole Munster player on
the panel. “I’m never afraid to
say it: Limerick is the sports cap-
ital of Ireland.”

Her first loves were Gaelic
football and soccer, and she ex-
celled at both at underage level,
it was only when she went to
Crescent College that she opted
to take up hockey.

On reflection, not a bad deci-
sion.

Dilemmaofchoosing
betweenGAAambition
andstartingafamily

My suit
ripped, it tore

as I was just pulling
it up. It tore at the
top. My team stuck
it with tape

■ Ireland’s Tara Donoghue
during the 3,000mwomen’s
junior speed skating at the ISU
juniorworld cup speed
qualifying competition last
month in the Netherlands.
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Uptonaworthywinnerafterplayingthroughpainbarrier

NiamhGriffin
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Women’s health

AwardsrunfromDecember
2018toNovember2019,
inclusive

December:MonaMcSharry
(Swimming)
January:PhilHealy(Athletics)
February:CiaraMageean
(Athletics)
March:RachaelBlackmore
(Horseracing)

April:LeonaMaguire(Golf)
May:JennyEgan(Canoeing)
June:KatieTaylor(Boxing)
July:KateO’Connor(Athletics)
andRhasidatAdeleke(Athletics)
August:SanitaPuspure(Rowing)
September:NiamhKilkenny
(Camogie)andLyndseyDavey
(Gaelicfootball)
October:DeniseO’Sullivan
(Soccer)

Previousmonthlywinners

■ Róisín Upton
scored in
shootoutwin
over Canada
despite broken
bone in her arm

Donoghuehasiceinherveins
aswellasathirstforspeed
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On the 20th of December we will announce the 2019 Sportswoman
of the Year and reflect on the commitment, legacy and champion

mindset of all those nominated.
Find out more at irishtimes.com/sportswoman

THE IRISH TIMES SPORT IRELAND
SPORTSWOMAN OF THE YEAR AWARDS 2019.

#ITSPORTSWOMAN#WomenInSportIRE
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DerrycaptainCáit
Glass joinedan IVF
waiting listwhich
ledhertoquestion
herrole inGAA

Ice skating

Sportswomanof themonthRóisínUpton (Hockey)

Netherlands-based
17-year-oldremains
Ireland’sonly
elite long-track
speedskater
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