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canavan: tall order for tyrone
PETER Canavan believes 
Tyrone have it all to do in 
today’s All-Ireland semi-
final at Croke Park.

When the sides met in the 
Allianz League earlier this 
year, Kerry put six goals 
past them and Canavan 
says the Kingdom are wor-
thy favourites today.

“I would be hopeful that 
Tyrone will put in a good 

performance,” he says.
“And I’d be realistic 

enough to know that it’s 
going to have to be a very 
special performance on 
their behalf and a dip in 
Kerry’s performance if 
Tyrone are going to win.

“I think before the Covid 
situation Kerry were hot 

favourites for the game any- 
way and I see that’s still the 
case. They’re 1/7 for a rea-
son. I’d be very much aware 
that Tyrone have it all to do.”

However he can see some 
chinks in Kerry’s armour.

“Kerry haven’t played in 
five weeks and the 
Championship games 
they’ve had have all been 
over with 15 minutes to go.

“They’ve played one game 
in League or Championship 
that could’ve went either 
way and that was against 
Dublin,” he says. 

“Tyrone, on the other 
hand, have had to battle 
right to the finish line. 

“Monaghan was exactly 
like that. It was a game that 
they had to dig deep. That’s 
a plus for Tyrone.”

■■  David COUGHLAN
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THe GreaT     BelieVer
“Canavan is to Tyrone what Roy 
Keane is to Nottingham Forest — a 
player who makes and takes scores, 
who inspires those around him and 
who relishes a challenge.”
— John Campbell, Belfast Telegraph, 

May 13, 1991.

PETER CANAVAN is just in 
the door.

It’s nine o’clock on Wednesday even-
ing and ‘Peter the Great’ is back from 
training the Errigal Ciarán women’s 
senior team.

“We’re Division One in Tyrone, top of 
the league at the minute,” he says.

“St McCartans are going for some-
thing like seven in a row up here. We’re 
in a pack of about three trying to chase 
them. I get a great buzz from it.”

Canavan has former Tyrone star 
Paudge Quinn — scorer of a famous 
goal in the 1986 All-Ireland final 
against Kerry — with him on the 
coaching ticket and the side contains 
his two daughters Áine and Claire.

They’re unbeaten after seven games 
and are away to fourth-placed Aodh 
Ruadh next Thursday. 

Occasion
Before that there’s another big occa-

sion for the family.
This afternoon his son Darragh and 

son-in-law Peter Harte will be wearing 
the Red Hand jerseys in the All-Ireland 
semi-final against Kerry at Croke Park.

His other son Ruairí was part of the 
Tyrone minor team this year and for 
Canavan, watching is a lot harder than 
playing.

“You’re sitting at the edge of your 
seat,” says the former Tyrone star who 
works as a PE teacher at Holy Trinity 
College in Cookstown.

“You’re nervous, you might be wor-
rying, you’re apprehensive. But there’s 
not one thing that you can do that’s go-
ing to make a difference.

“I probably wouldn’t be a good sup-
porter from that point of view.

“Once the game is underway it 
doesn’t matter what you do or shout, 
it’s not going to affect how the people 
on the pitch play.

“You’ve got to trust in them that 
they’re going to do their best.”

Significance
After the Covid outbreak in the Ty-

rone camp that delayed today’s semi-
final this year’s All-Ireland final is now 
slated for September 11.

It’s a date that has added significance 
for Canavan and his family.

Twenty years ago his cousin Sean 
was one of those who tragically died 
in the Twin Towers attack in New York, 
events that will never leave him.

“I was taking a group of boys in 
from a PE class in Holy Trinity. One 
of the teachers came out to me and 
brought the news that there were 
chaotic scenes in America. That 
planes had hit,” he says.

“He had asked if I had friends or con-
tacts out there. 

“I said: ‘Aye, but I haven’t heard any-
thing. I’m sure they’re okay’.

“New York is that big, you think it 
couldn’t be anybody belonging to you. 

Then the word came through that 
Sean hadn’t returned home.

“Then it was a painstaking few 
days for the family waiting for 
word. 

“Yeah, I’ll never forget. Like so 
many, you don’t forget where you 
were that day.”

His uncle Kieran, his  
father’s only brother, had  
settled in Long Island in New 
York in the 1950s and started 
a family. 

Despite the distance, the  
Canavans remained close down the 
generations.

“Myself and Pascal would’ve 
spent different summers out in 
America playing football when we 
had the opportunity,” he says.

“And inevitably, you couldn’t go 
to the States without going to New 
York to see Uncle Kieran and the 
family.

“Kieran was a big football man 
himself and took great pride in go-
ing to the Irish centres, places like 
the Breffni Bar, to watch the games 
on Sundays.”

One of Kieran’s sons Sean, who 
was named after Canavan’s dad 
Sean, was a carpenter working in 
the Twin Towers on the morning of 
the attacks in 2001.

The pain of that day remains.
“Sean was working in the second 

tower that was hit,” he says.
“A really popular fella, really well 

liked out there. He would’ve been 
home here very often to meet his 
cousins.

“A real jovial character and  
well liked and his loss was sorely felt, 
not only with his family out there, but 
with the wider family circle.”

Family is everything to Canavan.
Last year he and his wife Finola be-

came grandparents for the first time 
when Áine gave birth to baby Ava.

“A grandad…aye. At the very young 
age of 50,” he says, laughing.

The 10-month-old has given him a 
new perspective on life and brought 
great joy to the family.

Different
“There’s different stages in life you 

think you’ll never come to,” he says.
“You’ve heard and seen people 

being moved by their grandchildren 
and the effect of having grandchil-
dren and again, until you get to that 
stage you don’t really appreciate it 
or know what it’s like.

“We’re certainly smitten here, myself 

and Finola.
“But it’s easier now when you can 

lift them and hug them and send them 
away, you don’t have to change nap-
pies or anything like that,” he adds, 
laughing.

Canavan was born the 10th of eleven 
children. As a player he was God.

A once-in-a-generation talent that 
lit up every field he played on and 
drew crowds from an early age.

And his story is tangled up in green 
and gold.

Earlier this year he told Marie 
Crowe’s ‘We Become Heroes’ podcast 
that he grew up idolising the great 
Kingdom team of the 1980s.

And in many ways Kerry would de-
fine his own career.

The 1988 minor semi-final when he 
missed a late free to force a replay. 

The Under-21 clashes in 1990, 1991 
and 1992, when he came of age. 

And the senior epics in 2003 and 

2005 — when he brought home Sam.
In 1991 he kicked 2-5 in an 

Under-21 final against Kerry in 
Newbridge that gave Tyrone their 

first All-Ireland title at that level.
“The game is on YouTube, same as 

the 1990 final. You’ll be amazed to see 
the crowds. It was surreal, the follow-
ing,” he says.
“Simply because we had never won 

any senior All-Ireland.”

Motivation
Tyrone were hungry. 
There was no need for further mo-

tivation.
But the fact it was Kerry didn’t do 

any harm. 
A year earlier a Kingdom team fea-

turing Maurice Fitzgerald at midfield 
had mauled Canavan’s Tyrone in the 
1990 Under-21 decider.

1991 was a chance to set the record 
straight.

“We’d a great year, preparation-
wise. There was a great buzz about it. 
Danny Ball was in charge and Doonan 
Gallagher was the trainer,” he says.

“We certainly didn’t expect to beat 
them convincingly or in the manner 
we did.”

Tyrone dominated from start to fin-

ish, winning 4-16 to 1-5.
“The platform that day was midfield. 

Danny Barr and Adrian Kilpatrick. 
Both boys were midfield the year be-
fore when Kerry beat us,” he says.

“In 1991 they were superb. Most 
kick-outs then were long and if you’d 
a dominant midfield there was a good 
chance we were going to get a good 
supply of ball up front. 

“And that’s exactly the way it panned 
out.”

The win was huge for the county. 
Huge for the Canavan family in  

Ballygawley and beyond.
“Without doubt, you could see how 

much enjoyment your own family 
were getting out of it,” he says.

“Not that it was talked about as 
such.

“But when you look back on it, you 
realise it was a great source of pride 
for them, without a doubt.”

Despite the hysteria in the county, 
Canavan had his father Sean to keep 
his feet firmly on the ground.

“Only when he’d a few jars on him 
would he open up. He certainly wasn’t 
one to be gushing with his praise after 
games,” he says.

“He would’ve been one to keep you 
on a level playing field and remind you 

of one or two things that you didn’t do 
so well.

“But you knew from his manners 
and from what people was telling you 
that, of course, it meant a lot to him.”

Titles
Tyrone made it back-to-back Un-

der-21 titles in 1992, beating Kerry 
in the semi-final, and from then on  
there was a huge weight of expecta-
tion to deliver the county’s first Sam 
Maguire.

But for a while it looked like it would 
never happen.

“Always with Tyrone, there seemed 
to be ifs and buts, we were the nearly 
men,” he says.

He was 32 when they finally got their 
hands on Sam in 2003.

Sadly it came just weeks after the 
death of his father, but in football Ca-
navan found great comfort.

“He would’ve been a pretty black 
and white man himself, if you’re fit to 
play you play, if you’re not, you don’t,” 
he says.

“Certainly he wouldn’t have  
wanted me doing anything else. Other  
than going doing what we were good 
at.

“It wasn’t easy and you were 

thinking of him and thinking of 
others in the house, your mum and 
different things.

“But you do what you’re good at 
and what you have been doing. 
Going to training, you gain comfort 
and encouragement.”

Kerry were once again central to the 
story.

In the semi-final Canavan and Ty-
rone stunned the Kingdom with a sav-
age display, hunting down green and 
gold jerseys at every opportunity and 
ripping up the old world order.

It prompted the famous “puke foot-
ball” barb from Pat Spillane, a player 
who had been part of the side Canavan 
had once looked up to.

“It’s not that (the comment) hurt. 
You were taken aback a bit, maybe,” 
he says.

“A lot of people, maybe supporters 
and beyond were aggrieved, but I cer-
tainly nearly took it as a compliment 
that they were getting wound up at 
what we were doing.

“They were taking notice of what we 
were doing.”

Tyrone backed it up in 2005, in one of 
the great All-Ireland finals — beating 
Kerry again in what was Canavan’s 
swansong.

It was another day of high emotion 
for the squad after the death of cap-
tain Cormac McAnallen the previous 
year.

“He would’ve led the team to an All-
Ireland, I’ve no doubt about it and the 
players wanted to honour him prop-
erly,” says Canavan.

“The best way for us to honour was 
to win an All-Ireland and we man-
aged to do that.

“That was very satisfying to each 
and every one of the team and the 
backroom team.”

Among all the battles down the years 
with Kerry, friendships were forged 
that have endured.

Jerseys
“I would be most friendly with the 

likes of Seamus Moynihan,” he says.
“We beat them in Under-21 in  

1992 and Moynihan was midfield that 
day. We swapped jerseys after that 
game.

“We marked each other on numerous 
occasions, but we got to play and sol-
dier together for Ireland which was a 
brilliant experience with the Compro-
mise Rules.

“The Kerry lads, they’re no different 
from the Tyrone lads. 

“They take their football serious, but 
they’re good craic when you get them 
on a night out.”

This afternoon he will be at Croke 
Park, his old playground, watching the 
Red Hand men line up against those 
famous green and gold jerseys once 
again.

Watching his son Darragh and his 
son-in-law Peter from the Sky Studio 
where he’s on duty as a TV pundit.

He’s realistic about the task facing 
Tyrone, but knows they won’t be found 
wanting for desire.

“We just hope that with 10 or 15 
minutes to go we’re still in the game,” 
he says.

“And if it does turn into a dogfight, 
similar to how Dublin and Mayo 
ended up, then it’ll come down to 
hunger and passion and drive and 
who wants it most.

“It’ll be anyone’s game.”
This could be another very big week 

for the Canavan family.
Aodh Ruadh have been warned.

 The 2021 GAA Football  
All-Ireland semi-final and  
final will broadcast live on  
Sky Sports Arena.

TALENT: Tyrone’s Darragh 
Canavan in action

TRAGIC LOSS: Sean Canavan

EXPERTISE: 
Peter Canavan 
will be on duty for 
Sky Sports today 
at Croke Park;  
(left) lifting Sam 
Maguire in 2003 
as Tyrone won 
their first senior 
All-Ireland

THE TOP LEVEL: 
Canavan with Kerry’s 
Tom O’Sullivan and 
Paul Galvin during the 
2005 All-Ireland final 

and his history with Kingdom
Hero canavan on football, family 
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living 
on the 
volcano

christopher harrington on coaching 
in iceland, tackling rotten shark and 

his olympic champion sister Kellie
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WES WAS 
WORTH A  
HOOL’ LOT 
MORE CAPS
CHRISTOPHER Harrington will 
oversee his last match for KR 
and then check the result from 
St James’s Park where Wes 
Hoolahan is in action for 
Cambridge against Newcastle in 
the FA Cup (today 3pm).

Both Harrington and Hooahan 
grew up in Portland Row and the 
former Ireland star was someone 
he looked up to.

“We’re from the same road. I 
was always in awe of 
him, of how good of 
a footballer he was 
and thinking, ‘how 
can a player from 
our road be that 
good?’” he says.

“You went to 
watch Weso. Cruyff 
turn after Cruyff turn. 
He had such a gift of being able 
to twist and turn out of trouble.

Player
“Weso would be kicked up and 

down the pitch and he always got 
up and was looking for the ball. 
He’s still doing it for Cambridge. 
It’s unbelievable to think he’s still 
doing it at 39. He’s magnificent.

“The big shame for Ireland is 
he never got the time on the 
pitch he deserved. A player from 
Ireland who made the 
Championship team of the dec-
ade. It’s one of the biggest 
wastes in Irish football.”

■■ David COUGHLAn

Christopher Harrington on his new job in Norway and 
sister Kellie’s gold medal glory

Seeing Kellie win      gold was like an out 
of body experience

THERE’S a lot that 
Christopher Harrington is 
going to miss about Iceland.

The geysers, the glaciers, the cin-
ematic landscapes. 

He will miss driving in the shadow of 
Mount Esja, drinking fresh water from 
the lakes or climbing an active volcano 
on his day off.

Most of all, Harrington will miss the 
people, the friends he’s made, the foot-
ball and the food.

Well, maybe not all the food.
“I won’t miss fermented shark,” he 

says, laughing.
“It’s rotten.”
It literally is just that — rotten fish.
Iceland’s national dish is shark 

that has been left to ferment for four 
or five months and is renowned for 
its extreme smell and taste.

“It’s difficult to chew and because 
of that it stays longer in your mouth, 
which just makes it worse,” says Har-
rington.

“We were on an away trip and we 
got up on the morning of the game 
for a walk before breakfast, but when 
we came down the bus driver was  
there eating fermented shark on a pan-
cake.

“You could smell it all around. I just 
thought, ‘You’ve got to be joking!’ Half 
past seven in the morning and you’re 
eating fermented shark?

“The smell of it!”

Coaching
On Monday, the Dubliner flies to Nor-

way to take up a new role coaching in 
the south-west of the country.

The move signals a return to the 
men’s game after several successful 
years coaching in the women’s league 
in Iceland and a return to full-time 
professional football with Egersunds 
IK, a club in the Norwegian third tier.

How did it happen?
As a player he was with Shels and 

Dublin City before moving to the 
States on a scholarship, then came a 
stint in Canada before his first experi-
ence of Iceland as a player.

There followed coaching roles in the 
States before he eventually ended up 
with the biggest club in the Icelandic 
women’s league.

Next stop is south-west Norway,  
where the weather is a balmy six de-
grees at the moment.

It’s 8am on Thursday morning and the 
34-year-old has just finished a strength 
and conditioning session with the KR 
Reykjavík women’s first team.

Outside, the snow has cleared, but the 
wind is howling.

Daylight won’t come until around 
11am and the grand ould stretch in the 
evening won’t extend much past half 
four. 

It takes a bit of getting used to. 
Harrington was on the sidelines re-

cently for two youth team games back-
to-back at minus six degrees.

“You’re doing everything to stay 
warm,” he says. “The wind is the worst. 
But it’s second nature now.

“There’s a lad from Ipswich that 
coaches with me, Paul Westren, and on 
the other team there was three Icelan-
dic coaches and they were showing it 
more than we were after four and a half 
hours at minus six!”

It’s been quite the year for Harrington 
and his family.

The Dubliner moved to Iceland’s 
biggest club KR Reykjavík after 
impressing in a two-year spell at 
FRAM, before being offered this lat-
est job in Norway.

Then there was the small matter of 
his sister Kellie winning gold at the 
Olympic Games in Tokyo and getting 
an open top bus through the local com-
munity.

Not to mention his brother Joel be-
coming a mini-celebrity in the midst 
of it all.

“Two of the greatest moments of my 
life were when Kellie won the gold 
medal and then just seeing how it af-
fected the people of our area,” he says.

“I can’t put it into words what it did 
for people.

“Emotionally it took me to a place 
I’ve never been before. To see your sis-
ter do that and to see what it’s done for 
an area that, we all know, is not given 
the best rap at times.

“Even being at home for Christmas, 
seeing people talking together that had 
never even spoke to each other, it was 
just beautiful.

Experience
“Nothing will ever top that. It 

was an out of body experi-
ence. I can never put into 
words how it felt and 
I’m sure it’s the same 
for all my family.”

Harrington made 
it home to Portland 
Row to watch his sis-
ter’s gold medal bout 
with his brothers Joel 
and Aaron and parents 
Christy and Yvonne and 
the scenes afterwards 
were unforgettable.

He was home again 
at Christmas, but 
plans for the 
whole family 
to sit down 
and watch 
the fight 
with 
Kellie 
were scup-
pered at 
t h e  l a s t 
minute when 
J o e l  g o t 
Covid.

“Ah he’s 
grand, he got 
the five-star 
treatment, things 
brought up and 
left out, all that,” he 

says, laughing.
“We didn’t get to have Christ-

mas day with Kellie, but I got 
to see her a couple of times 
over the break.

“I went out to train with her 
out in St Mary’s and she was 
putting me through my paces.

“I did a session with her 
coach Noel. 

“It was great to experi-
ence the sort of stuff she goes 
through daily.”

Along with the mental and 
physical preparations for the 
upcoming World Champion-
ships, Kellie now has to deal 
with an elevated level of fame 

and all that entails.
Harrington has been around 
top level sport since joining 
Shelbourne as a youngster 
and knows the pitfalls and 
problems that success can 
bring in that environment.

“She’s an ordinary person 
with extraordinary capabili-
ties. That’s just Kellie,” he says.
“The only thing that I was 
a little bit concerned about 

would be people who haven’t 
got her best interests at 

heart.
“I’ve been in the en-

vironment longer 
and I’ve seen a 
lot of things go 
pear-shaped. 
That was a lit-
tle bit of a con-
cern for me.

“But the type 
of person Kel-
lie is, she can 
smell those 
things fairly well. 
I think she’s han-
dled it well.
“ O b v i o u s l y 

there’s a lot of stuff, 
it can be over-
whelming and I’ve 
seen it with her.

“She’s the type 

of person that she wants to please 
everybody. Trying to look after eve-
ryone, it wears you emotionally and 
physically as well.

“At some point you have to tell her: 
‘Kellie, enough is enough. You can’t 
please everybody. You need to look af-
ter yourself.’”

The scenes after her win were remi-
niscent of Italia ’90 — Harrington 
even wore a replica Ireland jersey 
from that famed tournament for the 
celebrations.

Problems
Kellie’s heroics in Tokyo shone a 

positive light on Portland Row and 
the surrounding areas, a part of Dub-

lin deprived of investment for decades 
and a community hit hard by drug 
problems and gangland crime.

“In our area, the way it is, people can 
get into things that are not great, un-
fortunately,” he says.

“But the community is flooded with 
talent.”

Actors Lynn Rafferty, Barry Keoghan 
and Laurence Kinlan are all from the 
area, as are Ireland internationals Troy 
Parrott, Olivia O’Toole and Wes Hoola-
han.

Harrington is hopeful that more 
talent can emerge from Dublin’s 
North Inner City if there is a will-
ingness to invest in the area.

“Is it a money issue or money not be-

ing used in the relevant areas?” he says.
“In Iceland, the infrastructure is 

much different. There’s loads of pro-
grammes for kids. Open doors after 
school to get into sport.

“Kids are given options, whatever it 
may be. Sport, computers, chess, pow-
er-lifting, whatever it is.

Facilities
“That’s why the crime rate is so 

low. Kids are not out doing things 
they shouldn’t be doing, because they  
have activities, there’s facilities for 
kids.”

The new season in Norway begins 
on April 9 and the players will arrive 
back at the club to begin pre-season on 

January 17.
There is so much about Iceland 

he will miss that some of his friends  
have questioned his wisdom in moving 
to a new club, a new league and a part 
of the world he knows nothing about.

His wife Lorena is starting a Mas-
ter’s degree on Monday too and will 
stay behind in Iceland until the end of 
February.

That doesn’t make it any easier ei-
ther, but he’s not daunted by his latest 
challenge.

“I don’t look at it as an adventure. 
I look at it as an opportunity, first 
and foremost to improve as a coach 
and a person,” he says.

“I’m going to a place that I have no 

idea about. I’m going to work with 
people that I hope are better than me, 
so I can improve as a coach.  

“I’m out of my comfort zone, it’s ex-
citing and that’s what drives me.”

There are plenty of lessons he has 
learned from the women’s game  
too.

“People say to me, ‘ah you’re a wom-
en’s coach, you’re coaching women’. 
I always say: ‘I’m coaching football 
players’. You don’t put a gender bar-
rier,” he says.

Massive
“Women’s football is given massive 

respect here.
“The women’s game is growing, but 

it needs people with an open mind. You 
don’t look at a job based on gender, 
you look at a job based on how you can 
go there and improve the people that 
you’re working with.”

Harrington has his last assignment 
with KR Reykjavík this weekend be-
fore packing his bags for Norway.

And he’s already looking forward 
to trying the food over there. Even 
lutefisk, the dried white fish that’s a 
popular dish in the country.

“You can get dried white fish in the 
supermarket here in Iceland in a bag. 
You can get it in a salty flavour. It’s not 
so bad,” he says, laughing.

Just don’t mention fermented 
shark…

HAPPY: A young Christopher 
Harrington with his sister Kellie, 
brother Aaron and parents Yvonne 
and Christy in Portland Row

INSIGHTS: 
Christopher 
Harrington 
coaching in Iceland 

WHAT A dAY: Kellie Harrington’s 
partner Mandy, her mother Yvonne, 
father Christy and brothers Joel and 
Christopher celebrate her Tokyo win

TAlENTEd FAMIlY: 
Christopher 
Harrington coaching in 
Iceland; (below) Kellie 
wins gold in Tokyo

CHIldHOOd dAYS: 
Christopher and his 
sister Kellie Harrington 
with mother Yvonne 
and brother Aaron
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GOING
THE 
DISTANCE

IN ASSOCIATION WITH

YARED DERESE ON DIRECT PROVISION & ATHLETICS GLORY
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LONELINESS OF 
AMBITION: Yared 
Derese would  
love to one day 
represent his 
adopted country  
on the track

YARED DERESE takes 
out a small blue card 
from his wallet.

The residency permit is no 
bigger than a bank card, but it 
holds the key to a whole new 
life for the Ethiopian athlete.

The card signifies his full ref-
ugee status after spending two 
years in Direct Provision and 
just before Christmas he got the 
green light to be reunited with 
his wife Mitsilal and seven-
year-old daughter Selina.

He hasn’t seen them for over 
three years. 

“When I got the family ap-
proval, it was big,” he says, 
smiling. 

It’s been a long road to  
this point.

One that involves a system 
barely fit for purpose, lonely 
days and nights in cramped 
conditions and long periods of 
no contact with a family caught 
up in a bloody conflict.

It’s the story of an interna-
tional class athlete working 
12-hour night shifts packing 
mushrooms in the middle of 
County Monaghan and cycling 
16km to train on his day off.

Light
The story of an asylum seeker 

who started winning races all 
over Ireland, while living in 
temporary accommodation.

Most of all, it’s the story of 
friendship and how a small 
athletics club in Carrickmac-
ross provided some light at the 
end of a very long tunnel.

“I love Carrick and Carrick 
Aces,” he says. “Hopefully my 
daughter will join the club too 
when she comes.”

Derese comes from the 
Amhara region in Ethiopia, a 
country that is currently fray-
ing at the edges. 

His wife Mitsilal is from 
Tigray, a neighbouring region 
where armed rebels are seeking 
independence. 

In recent months a bloody 
conflict has engulfed the 
country.

“It’s almost civil war. A lot 
of people killed,” Derese says, 
shaking his head.

Such is the chaos, two-time 
Olympic gold medallist Haile 
Gebrselassie recently an-
nounced he was enlisting in the 
army to fight the Tigray rebels.

Ethiopia has been grappling 
with political and sectarian 
tensions for several years and 
in 2018 Derese’s house in Addis 
Ababa was attacked after he 
took part in a peaceful protest 
in the capital city.

Mitsilal and Selina went to 
stay at his brother’s home and 
when Derese took up an invita-
tion for the Dublin marathon, 
they felt it wasn’t safe for him 
to come back.

He applied for asylum in 
Ireland after the race and so 
began his Direct Provision 
experience.

The system was designed as 
a short-term fix at the turn of 
the century to accommodate 
asylum seekers in Ireland.

Twenty-two years later it’s 
still in place with around 7,000 
people currently in the system 
— many in temporary accom-
modation with designated 
centres full to capacity.

Derese spent a week in 
Dublin before being moved to 
temporary accommodation at 

Treacy’s Hotel in Carrick-
macross.

He had little or no Eng-
lish, no friends and no 
real idea where he was.

“In Treacy’s, it was just 
eat, sleep and pray — no 
training,” he says. “It was 
hard.”

Delays
Over the last two dec-

ades Direct Provision has 
been heavily criticised for 
the lengthy delays in the 
applications process. 

This has in turn led to 
concerns over the mental 
and physical health of 
asylum seekers.

One particular incident 
hit the headlines during 
Derese’s time at Treacy’s 
when asylum seekers 
were forced to pack up 
and make way for a wed-
ding party that had been 
booked at the hotel.

“We got a bus. New 
hotel, new room, different 
person,” says Derese. 

“Then Sunday after-
noon, bus and then return 
to Treacy’s.”

It was at Treacy’s that 
Derese met Patrick Cassi-
dy, a local volunteer with 
Fáilte Isteach, an English 
language conversation 
group for immigrants.

Cassidy was also involved 
in the Carrick Aces athletics 
club.

“I remember he showed me 
his times, 63 minutes for the 
half-marathon and I couldn’t 
believe it,” says Cassidy.

Derese was invited to the 
club to run with the locals. It 
proved a game-changer.

“Immediately you could see 
the difference it made in him,” 
says Cassidy.

“Yared brought a massive 
feelgood factor to the club. He 
started coaching the kids one 
night a week and they loved it.

“He brought a professional 
touch too. Most of us never re-
ally stretched properly. Yared 
transformed the whole club. 

“We’d be running at our 
optimum, it’s only a slow jog 
for him, but he drops back and 
keeps everyone going.

“It was amazing having a 
world-class athlete spurring 
you on.”

Running in Carrickmac-
ross was a bit of a change for 
Derese.

He was used to training 
camps with fellow profes-
sionals at altitude, often 2,500 
metres above sea level.

Highest
Now he was running around 

a cinder track with club 
runners and kids in a county 
where the highest peak is 373 
metres, but he loved every 
minute of it.

In early 2019 he returned 
to racing and finished third 
behind Mick Clohisey in the 
Raheny 5 Mile race, while only 
half-fit. It was a sign of things 
to come.

Over the next few months he 

won a series of races around 
the country, including a  
national title in the Rock ‘n’ 
Roll half-marathon in Dublin 
— all while living in tempo-
rary accommodation.

The work of the club was 
recognised when Carrick Aces 
won ‘Development Club of 
the Year’ at the 2019 Athletics 
Ireland awards and then out 
of the blue Derese was notified 
he would be relocated to a 
DP Centre in Moate, County 
Westmeath.

“It was unbelievable,” says 
Cassidy. “He’d worked so 
hard to make friends in Car-
rickmacross, he was doing so 
much in the community and 
now he was being moved on 
again.”

Club members and friends 
appealed on his behalf and 
eventually he was allowed to 

stay within the county — but 
relocated to St Patrick’s DP 
Centre on the outskirts of 
Monaghan town.

Problem
He was now in a small room 

with a fellow asylum seeker 
from Malawi at a centre that 
later had a serious cockroach 
problem, but he was grateful 
to be still within the county.

Then Covid hit.
“That was when he was close 

to cracking up,” says Cassidy. 
“Every meal he was taking 
into his room because of Covid 
and he was 40 km away from 
his friends and the club.”

Derese is philosophical 
about the experience.

“Our neighbours had a room 
with five people sharing. So, it 
was not too bad. I was lucky,” 
he says.

His application for full 
refugee status was in limbo 
and his wife and daughter had 
moved to Tigray to be close to 
Mitsilal’s parents. 

Then in No-
vember 2020, 
war broke out 
in the region.

“It was a 
big worry,” 
says Derese. 
“(They had) 
no internet. 
No contact. For 
one month I don’t 
know what’s 
happening.  
That was the 
worst time 
for me.”

Thank-
fully they 
made it 
back to 

Addis Ababa to stay with his 
brother and made contact.

Around the same time 
Derese was finally given a 
work permit and got a job at a 
mushroom farm in Monaghan. 

Shifts
It was five days a week, 12-

hour night shifts, but it was a 
relief to be working and out 
of his room.
“That was a good help for 

the stress,” says Derese. 
“I was doing that job, 

mushrooms. It’s 
better for my 

head. Before 
I started 

that job, I 
was not 

sleep-
ing.

“Now it was better. I was 
working. All day sleep, all 
night working.”

When the lockdown restric-
tions allowed, Derese would 
sometimes cycle a 16km 
round-trip to Scotstown to 
train there.

Cassidy was in constant con-
tact and kept him involved in 
Carrick Aces and with the help 
of solicitor Rob Alexander, 
his case progressed until he 
was finally given full refugee 
status.

Finally some daylight.
It meant he could leave St 

Pat’s and move back to Car-
rickmacross and back closer to 
Carrick Aces.

He got a job in a food factory 
in the town and a new place 
to stay and said goodbye to 
Direct Provision.

The next step was to apply for 

reunification with his wife and 
daughter and last month he 
got the good news after some 
help from local Peace Commis-
sioner Rory McEvoy.

“She’s okay, she’s not politi-
cal, she’s an athlete like me, but 
it’s been difficult,” he says.

Enrolled
Derese is hopeful they will 

be in Carrickmacross within 
the next few weeks and has 
enrolled Selina in Bun Scoil 
Louis Naofa.

“I have the uniform and 
everything is ready,” he says, 
smiling.

Covid and injuries have 
curtailed his athletics career 
over the last two years, but 
he’s hoping to make up for lost 
time.

Derese is good friends with 
fellow Ethiopian Hiko Tonosa, 

who also came through Direct 
Provision and represented 
Ireland at the European Cross-
Country Championships in 
December.

The pair trained together re-
cently, running around the golf 
course at the Nuremore Hotel 
in Carrickmacross before the 
first golfers were out.

At 37, Derese still has ambi-
tions for his athletics career 
and would love to represent 
his adopted country one day, 
but for now he has a bigger 
prize in sight — seeing his 
wife and daughter again.

Friends
And introducing them to the 

friends he’s made in Carrick-
macross. Friends like Sinéad 
Rooney, Martin McCahey, 
Niamh Clarke, Imelda Hughes, 
Raymond and Erin Smith and 

of course, Patrick Cassidy.
And he’s looking forward to 

introducing them to some of 
the wonders that Cassidy has 
brought to his attention too.

“Paddy’s music from the 80s 
and 90s,” says Derese, laugh-
ing.

“From the beginning Paddy 
has been a great help for me. 
A lot of friends around me, I’m 
very lucky to get these people.

“Without these people, I 
can’t do anything.

“Carrick is a great place for 
family. And Carrick Aces is a 
great club. I think they will 
love it.”

He’s come a long way since 
first arriving in Carrickmac-
ross back in 2018.

At last, the home stretch is 
now in sight.

And the last mile is never 
crowded.

BOND: Yared with Carrick Aces 
clubmates (left to right) Sinéad Rooney, 
Patrick Cassidy, Eimear McEvoy, 
Margus Ilp and Susan Cruikshank and 
(below) with Patrick Cassidy at Carrick 
Aces’ track in Carrickmacross
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