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MARK’S ON THE RUN FOR

It’s a struggle,
I’m trying
to be both
mum and dad

HAPPY FAMILY . . . Mark
and Melanie brought the
kids along to Jamaica
for their 10th wedding
anniversary back in 2008

PERFECT MATCH . . .
Mark Rutherford was
playing for Shelbourne
when he met Melanie
(inset) 25 years ago

‘Did
you
football?’

used

to

play

‘Yes’.
‘Are you Mark Rutherford?’
‘Yes’.
The uncertainty is explained by
the fact Rutherford still looks so
young. He turns 50 next March.
You would not know it. Until
three years ago, he was still lining
out for Lucan United in the Leinster Senior League.
The waiter goes on to recount
meeting the Englishman’s mother
and sister in the bar at Tolka Park
when Rutherford was in his pomp
at Shelbourne.
An attempt to pay for our

By NEIL
O’RIORDAN
CHIEF SPORTS WRITER
coffees was dismissed out of hand.
Not a bad legacy considering Rutherford was only ever supposed to
come here for a month.
The 30th anniversary of his debut
for Shels — he scored the winner
against Sligo Rovers — is on
October 4.
If he was minded to forget how
much time has passed, he has not
been allowed to do so.
Recently, Shels’ Under-10 girls
team was playing Lucan before one
of his own kids was in action.
The Reds were being coached by
Andy Byrne, the men’s first-team
kitman back in the day, who told

They’d think I was
from somewhere exotic
like the Caribbean

all of his players about what a legend Rutherford was. One kid piped
up ‘My grandad knows you’.
Rutherford ruefully observed: “It
used to be someone’s brother or
sister who knew me.”
His initial loan move came about
when Eoin Hand — then manager
of Huddersfield Town — had taken
an interest in the winger who had
made a handful of appearances for
Birmingham City
But he was just back from an
ankle operation and needed to
build up his fitness. Hand let Ollie
Byrne know and Rutherford was
soon bound for a city which was
far from cosmopolitan.
Rutherford recalled: “I used to
get stopped and asked where I was
from. They’d think it was somewhere exotic like the Caribbean.
“I’d say Birmingham and they
weren’t happy. I’d be like, ‘The
weather is the same as here’.”
Rutherford estimates he could
count the number of racist incidents he experienced on the street
on both hands.
He added: “That’s ten times too
many but people were so friendly.
I’d remember those times rather
than the bad times.”
Tough-tackling full-backs who
thought
going
through
his
spindly legs for a shortcut would

teach him a lesson were more frequent but he kept coming back for
more.
In all he had three spells at
Shels, winning a league and three
FAI Cups in his first. He also won
the old Third Division in one of his
two stints with Shrewsbury Town
before moving to Newry City.
In 2001, he joined Bohemians,
playing an integral part in their
Double success that season and
winning
another
title
under
Stephen Kenny two years later.
Rutherford said: “Ollie heard I
was going to Bohs and said, ‘You
can’t go to Bohs but in the end
I did.”
He is fondly remembered for his
role in the Gypsies’ comeback from
being 4-1 down at half-time to
defeat Shamrock Rovers 6-4 in
Santry.
On the Rovers side that day
was Sean Francis, whom he

knew since their Under-10s football
in Birmingham. They remain close.
Rutherford said: “He’s always asking me what Roddy Collins said at
half-time. It was just shouting and
roaring to get us more motivated.
“People still stop me and talk
about the game.”
He subsequently played for Rovers
and his league career finished up
with him playing in the 2006 and
2007 Cup finals for St Pat’s and
Longford Town before a final season with Shels in the First Division.
His career is worthy of an interview in itself but that is not why
we are here.
Never mind the football, there
was another good reason why
Rutherford is still in Ireland.
Another reason why, earlier this
month during an enforced absence,
this Englishman found himself with
the thankless task of trying to
homeschool his youngest child —

People still stop
me and talk about
the Santry game
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BREAST CANCER IRELAND
GOOD CAUSE . . .
Rutherford is raising
awareness for Breast
Cancer Ireland with help
from DLR Under-19s

FORMER LOI STAR RUTHERFORD ON
IT IS approaching the end
of our interview and the
waiter approaches with a
degree of hesitation before
coming out with it.
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SANTRY MASSACRE . . .
Bohemians players (l-r)
Rutherford, Glen Crowe,
Alex Nesovic and Kevin
Hunt after the famous 6-4
comeback win over rivals
Shamrock Rovers in 2001

CAREER AND HEARTBREAK
who attends a Gaelscoil — through
Irish.
She was Melanie Hill.
Their first meeting, 25 years ago,
was
inauspicious,
Rutherford’s
face breaking into a grin as he
recounts it.
He said: “I was in Night Owls in
Ranelagh with the Shels lads. She
stood on my toe as she walked past
and knocked my drink over me.”
Within two months, Melanie — up
from her native Cork for the weekend with friends — had moved to
Dublin.
Four children followed — twins
Naoise and Holly are 18, Eabha is
11 and Rian eight.
In 2014, came the devastating
news that Melanie had breast cancer. She passed away — at the
height of lockdown — on the
twins’ 17th birthday in May
2020.
In the intervening period,
she had tried to inform herself about her condition
and, when appropriate, to
explain to their children.
The hope she tried to
retain was challenged by
being predeceased by those
whose cancers were less
advanced than her own.
She went into a hospice for
a procedure still intending to

explore
alternative
treatments
abroad but took a turn.
Visiting restrictions were eased
when it became clear she had only
days left.
Rutherford takes solace from
the fact that, before she lost consciousness, she was involved in
arrangements for her to come home
and from his faith that she is now
with her parents, both of whom
died within a year of losing their
daughter.
But, clearly, there is a huge void
for him and his kids.
Rutherford said: “My mum and
dad were separated. I couldn’t
imagine being without my mum.
“For them to be without her now
is so hard. I’m trying to take her
place and be mum and dad at the
same time.”
He has kept the show on the road
and is due to return to work on
a part-time basis at the end

of the month but stresses the kids
remain his priority.
While the twins may be able to
help out with the younger two, they
are also in their Leaving Cert year.
Then, there is football.
Naoise and Holly play for DLR
Waves Under-19s, and Eabha and
Rian for Lucan.
There is training on Monday,
Tuesday and Thursday and then
matches on Saturday, Sunday and
sometimes Wednesday.
He said: “Parents have been
really helpful giving lifts. It can be
a struggle and ordeal to juggle but
you get there.”
He sees the kids as resilient and
happy as they can be and said:
“Without them I don’t know what
I’d have done. If it was just me
and four walls I would have found
it really difficult.”
A long list of former team-mates,
coaches and staff have been — and

For them to be
without their mum
now is so hard

are — in touch, for which he is
immensely appreciative.
Even so, it has not been easy.
He said: “I’ve tried to occupy
myself, I think I’ve painted every
corner of the house — the banisters,
my bed, the cabinets, the fence,
just to keep myself occupied.
“But, for the first few months,
there were some days I was just
staying in the house, sat on the
edge of the bed but I knew I had
to sort myself out.”
Amid all the tumult of a single
parent with four kids, Rutherford’s
sanctuary has been running, going
for a 5km jog when everyone else
is in bed, some rare time alone to
clear his head.
Now, he is running that same
distance at football grounds before
a series of WNL fixtures to honour
Melanie and both raise funds for
Breast Cancer Ireland and awareness of the disease.
A trial event takes place between
the Under-19 fixture between DLR
Waves and Cork City tomorrow
before the first run proper prior to
the senior match between Shels
and Waves next Saturday which is
live on TG4.
He is due to conclude prior to
the Women’s FAI Cup final on
Sunday November 21.
l DONATIONS can be made at www.gofundme.com/f/
melanie-hillrutherford-bci-5k-runs
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BOHEMIAN RHAPSODY
Rock bottom leads to off-pitch stability and community focus that yield on-field returns
BE GEORGE, HE’S GOT
IT . . . fans celebrate
with Georgie Kelly after
striker scored goal that
saw the Gypsies into
today’s Cup final

By NEIL
O’RIORDAN
CHIEF SPORTS WRITER
ALTHOUGH there will be the usual
pre-match nerves this afternoon,
Matt
Devaney
says,
proudly,
that Bohemians have insulated
themselves from football results.

VA VA ZOOM . . . our man Neil O’Riordan
chats with Bohs lads ahead of Cup final

BYRNE . . . driver

It is the sort of outlook which can
attract sneers from fans of other clubs,
or even among the Bohs ranks.

But, never mind not judging a man until
you have walked a mile in his shoes, try
sitting in them at a board meeting when the
heating is turned off.
Stephen Lambert has been honorary secretary since 2011.
In October that year, fans unfurled a
banner after their final game of the season
away to Derry City which read, ‘THIS ISN’T
THE END’.
They may have been trying to convince
themselves, as debts spiralled, peaking at
€7million.
In the past decade, Chris Brien, twice,
Devaney and John O’Connor have served as
president.
Bohs’ problems predated their involvement.
Brien’s predecessor Robert Dunne had to terminate players’ contracts and lay off staff.
And there were many others who played
their role in the club coming back from the
brink, from Gerry Sexton with the Gypsies
Supporters Trust, Thomas Hynes with the
Bohemians Foundation or Stephen’s son
Daniel, the club’s chief operating officer.
But the quartet were all there on the precipice when the club was staring into the
abyss and SunSport gathered them online
ahead of the club’s big day out to chart how
it, first, survived and, then, thrived.
Lambert, 61, said: “My main memory is
freezing in the meetings in the bar at Dalymount. I bought a pair of Doc Martens
because they were great at keeping your feet
warm.”
Confirmation comes that the heating was
off as a cost-cutting measure. It was not just
the outlay on the first team — from €2.4m in
2008 to €120,000 in 2012 — which was slashed.
Brien is slagged for the penny-pinching but
there was no alternative.
Bohs used to be a cautious entity, their
amateur status not set aside until 1969, but
the club embraced the fecklessness of the
Celtic Tiger.
The old regime agreed to sell a section of
Dalymount Park to one buyer before concluding terms to sell the whole ground for
€38m plus a 10,000-seater stadium near
Dublin Airport to another in 2006.
Without waiting for the outcome of a legal
case — spoiler alert, they lost — they spent on
the back of the second deal.
When the music stopped and lights went
out, Zurich Bank had a charge on the car
park and, later, the entire stadium. An economic recovery in its infancy was good news
for the rest of the country but not for Bohs.
Devaney — president between 2013 and 2017
— said: “I was in work one day and I got a
call from our friend in Zurich.
“He just said, ‘We’re sending a valuer up to
the ground tomorrow Matt — if it comes in at
X amount of euro, we’re winding you up’.
“We knew it was coming but when you
finally get the call, it’s a crushing blow. We’d
done a good bit to get out of the s*** and
the banks were leaving us alone for a long
time because they couldn’t sell the thing but
now they could.”
By then, negotiations about a deal to sell

WELCOME MATT . . . Devaney
(left) and Stephen Lambert
Picture: STEPHEN BURKE

HE’S A KEEPER . . . Bohs
netminder James Talbot
salutes Stephen Lambert
Picture: STEPHEN BURKE

THIS ISN’T THE END . . . it’s
ten years since Bohs fans’
banner was unfurled in Derry

the ground to Dublin City Council were well
under way. Daniel Lambert had taken a year
out from his job with the Department of Foreign Affairs to work for Bohs ‘on a very low
salary’, Devaney recalled.
Greenfield sites elsewhere were considered
before it was concluded that the best way
forward was to salvage Dalymount and, on
the back of that, Bohs. DCC came good when
it came to the crunch.
Devaney said: “I remember the bank looking for a letter and Brendan Kenny telling
them, ‘I’m the deputy chief executive of the
council, you don’t need a letter’.”
Zurich were the main, but not the only,
creditor. And Brien — who held the position
between 2011 and 2013 and again from 2017 to
earlier this year — said: “I was always afraid
someone would come along, hit you for
€5,000 that you didn’t have and put you in
liquidation.”
The quest took its toll, with all admitting
that their volunteer work took up more hours
than their paid jobs. Devaney said: “Myself

and Stephen were having meetings with
bankers at 6.30am, creditors at lunch and
going to Bohs board meetings in the evening.
“I was just totally burned out. That’s why I
walked away for a couple of years.
“My missus sat me down one night and
said, ‘You have to step back’.”
Their graft was not always appreciated.
They recall being labelled ‘fat cats’ at one
information meeting for members.
And Devaney added: “We were going to
Dalymount and getting stick off people
because we hadn’t signed a striker or we
were eighth in the league.”
Once Dalymount was sold, the option was
there for the club to disappear with its debts
and reappear free of them.
Both Brien and Devaney admit this was
considered but decided against because —
armed with a five-year strategic plan drawn
up by the younger Lambert — the club
had set about making itself relevant to the
community.
Devaney said: “To burn people on the other

It’s not a silver bullet,
it’s still about good
people doing hard graft

side didn’t seem right or marry with what
we were trying to do.”
Bohs have made a profit in each of the last
ten seasons, something O’Connor reckons is a
first in the league but most of it was used to
pay off debts.
For five years, they were paying DCU
€1,000 a month to settle arrears.
With relations remaining cordial, it allowed
the club to use the money it received from
Matt Doherty’s move from Wolves to Tottenham to take out on a long-term lease on a
training facility on the campus.
Brien said: “I don’t think we ever went into
a deal that we didn’t fulfil.”
Members were among those who had to be
repaid with the club’s structure appearing to
be both to blame for its downfall but also
responsible for its rebirth.
Devaney, 45, said: “I’m fully conscious
members got us into that mess in the first
place but, once we did, if that was privatelyowned, there is no way anyone would have
stayed around.
“It’s not a silver bullet. It’s still about good
people doing hard graft.”
Current president O’Connor, 47, said:
“Members loaned the club around €600,000
or €700,000 when the s*** hit the fan. That
allowed us to pay creditors. That’s the power.
“Trying to have a couple of thousand people paying €365 a year, that’s a very solid
foundation, rather than one person putting in
€400,000 or €500,000 and then going, ‘This
makes no sense anymore, I can’t do it’. But
there’s no perfect model.”
Bohs’ brush with oblivion forced it to look
in the mirror and realise that, despite its his-

tory, its impact did not amount to much.
O’Connor said: “The disconnect is nothing to
do with the big spending of the noughties.
“Even in the 1980s and 90s, there was no
connection with Bohs and the local community. It was just a first team.”
Brien added: “I’m not sure it was ever the
community club that was envisaged when set
up in 1890.
“It would be lovely to say we all sat down
and decided on a way forward and that we
know how to do it but in 2010, 2011 and 2012
we were probably flying by the seat of our
pants.”
Necessity was the mother of invention.
Devaney explained: “We knew we weren’t
going to be successful with the first-team
budget we had for a couple of years so we
needed to make ourselves relevant.”
And Lambert said: “Daniel’s idea — and
Tommy Hynes was a major influence — was
of making the club relevant by doing things
we should have been doing all along but
hadn’t.”
Many of their initiatives have been a huge
success with the jibes about how they should
stick to football becoming less frequent.
In any case, the work on that front has
been immense. Ten years ago, there were
reckoned to be four or five underage teams,
all boys.
Now there are 23 male and 12 female
underage sides, in addition to the two first
teams, and ones for amputees, football for all
and futsal, each of them expanding the club’s
reach.
The return has been considerable. Memberships have more than doubled, the growth in

season tickets even bigger and the increase
in merchandise income ‘exponential’.
After a restorative period, Devaney is back
on the board of management for a second
stint as commercial director.
And he said: “What we’re getting for a
back-of-the-jersey sponsor, we weren’t getting
for the front of the jersey seven or eight
years ago.
“When I used to ring companies, I would
get laughed off the phone and told, ‘You’re a
basket case of a club in a basket-case
league’.
“When we speak to our sponsors, it’s all
about shared values, community outreach and
engagement, it’s not based on success on the
football pitch, although it’s obviously great
when that happens.”
That is the hope for today but all that is at
stake is sporting glory, an increased budget
has already been set for 2022 and will not be
impacted by the result.
That is a relief for men who recall the
European campaigns of 2009 and 2010 when
the club’s survival seemed to hinge on 90
minutes on the pitch.
Devaney recalled: “I was on the board for
the Salzburg game a wet week and was sitting in the stand going, ‘Oh f***’.”
And Brien, 67, added: “TNS nearly killed
me. We had borrowed money on the strength
of winning that game. I thought we were
dead in the water.
“I left the ground after the fourth goal
went in. I don’t know where I was going,
down some dark lane with no lights in the
p***ing rain.”
Now, Bohs have found their bearings.

HIGHS AND BOHS . . . Chris
Brien (left) and John O’Connor
Picture: STEPHEN BURKE

PLEA

From Back Page
a rival from the capital to
get this far. Lyons was the
unlikely goal hero when
his goal defeated the
Hoops in Dalymount Park
at the end of August.
He looked like he was
lapping it up when he was
snapped in a convertible
driven by his girlfriend —
Bohs WNL player Annmarie
Byrne — with his brother
Kenneth in the back.
But Lyons told SunSport:
“It wasn’t planned — I
came to the match on the
scooter but then to go
home I had to put the
scooter into the car but it
wouldn’t go into the car
unless the roof was down.
“It looked like I was
parading around Phibsborough but I wasn’t!”
Now,
the
Ireland
Under-21 international is
relishing the biggest day
in the domestic calendar.
He said: “I’ve been to a
few Cup finals looking on
and they’re massive. For
our European games at
the Aviva, we had 6,000,
8,000 and 8,000.
“That was brilliant so to
have much more than that,
and St Pat’s fans as well,
I’m sure the atmosphere is
going to be electric.”
St Pat’s manager Alan
Mathews won the Cup with
Longford in 2003 and
2004 but lost out with
Shelbourne in 2011.
He said: “We just want
to give these lads that
opportunity to take that
forward in their own
careers, and when they’re
finished they can look
back and say, ‘Yeah I
played in that game, I
played with this guy and
that guy, we won things
together’.
“You’re creating lifelong
memories.
“Some of them are very
good, some that hurt you,
like I’m still sore over the
2011 Cup final, the penalty
loss to Sligo.”
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Robbie in
calls for
revolution
By GORDON MANNING

ROBBIE BRENNAN believes
Meath will be challenging
for silverware again soon.
The Kilmacud Crokes
manager is part of Bernard Flynn’s ticket to succeed Andy McEntee.
Due to his commitments
to Crokes, Brennan did
not put his name forward
for the position of Royals
manager himself when
asked by his club, St
Peter’s Dunboyne.
Brennan said: “I go to a
lot of the club games in
Meath watching Dunboyne
and there are some guys
who were on the 20s, the
likes of Niall Finnerty, and
they’re serious players.
“They just need the
chance to go and show it.
But they will be back.”
Last year Barry Horgan
was named as Meath football’s general manager,
overseeing squads from
Under-13s up to Under-20.
And Brennan added: “I
know a lot of people in
the county who are doing
huge work underage.
“And with Barry Horgan
in there, they have really
started to put together
some brilliant structures
in the county and it will
be a massive benefit.”
Dublin-born
Brennan
was raised a Royal fan by
his Meath dad, and he has
since moved to Dunboyne.
He said: “Dad would
have dragged me to Croke
Park over the stiles.
“The Hill was the opposition in those days so
that’s what I came through
as a kid even though I was
playing in Kilmacud.
“In school I was always
on the ‘Meath’ team —
that’s just the way it was.”

Cavs and
Cav nots
MARK CAVENDISH will not
race the Tour de France
this year.
Cavendish’s QuickStepAlphaVinyl
team
have
named the 37-year-old as
first reserve.
The Englishman had
hoped to break the alltime stage wins record he
shares with Eddy Merckx
at this summer’s event.
Cavendish
won
the
British
National
Road
Championship
title
on
Sunday in Castle Douglas
but it was not enough for
Quick-Step Alpha Vinyl to
change their line-up.
A
team
statement
read: “Concerning our
reserves, we must stress
that they showed a lot of
professionalism. They continued to train and even
brought two victories at
the Nationals.”
The team has also left
out world champion Julian
Alaphilippe,
who
was
injured in a crash in April
and is not yet back to
“100 per cent”.

I have been
through 4
wars in
my life...
all I heard
were rockets
and bombing
TAREQ AND INZA’S STORIES
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REFUGEE ALL-STARS

UEFA UNITY EURO CUP
BRENNAN . . . coach
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SMILES AHEAD . . .
Ireland boss Kenny
with Bamba

POSTECOGLOU . . . wait

When I
came here,
it was very
tough

Express
Post isn’t
required
By ROBERT GRIEVE

ROK STAR . . .
Tareq Altorok will be
in action in Unity Euro
Cup in Nyon today

YOU will have often
heard
football
described
as
a
passport to a better life.

In most instances, it is a figure
of speech. In Tareq Altorok’s
case, it explains why Dublin is
now home for the Palestinian.

Today, Altorok will be one of ten
players who travels to Switzerland to
represent Ireland in the inaugural
Unity Euro Cup at Uefa’s headquarters. Also present in Nyon will be the
team’s ambassador, Stephen Kenny.
The competition has been organised
by European football’s governing
body and the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
as part of efforts to promote integration through sport.
With that in mind, seven of the
squad are, like Altorok, from a refugee background while the three others are not.
It is not the first occasion that the
19-year-old has been preparing to
travel abroad with football but the
circumstances are a little different.
In August 2016, the Al Helal club
from Gaza came to Ireland on a tenday trip, the highlight of which was
playing at half-time in the League of
Ireland
match
between
Galway
United and Dundalk.
Such was its success — despite
Israel initially denying the entire
party exit visits — a return was
arranged for two years later with
Altorok due to come.
An escalation in the conflict with
Israel meant it was cancelled but
with the Irish visa already stamped
into his passport, the then-15-year-old
was advised by his father to make
the most of it.
Altorok told SunSport: “When I was
thinking about the situation and the
life I was living, I was thinking, ‘Is it
worth staying here, getting bombed
and killed like other friends?’
“I’ve been through four wars in my
life. All I heard were rockets, bombing. You wake up with no hope, no
plans. You think, ‘Am I going to
wake up alive or in a grave?’
“I said I’d go for it. My mum didn’t
agree because I was only 14, I didn’t
know the language and the culture —
everything — was different. My father
said, ‘It’s your decision. If you want
to go, go for it. If you don’t want to,
that’s OK’. I decided to go.”
That was easier said than done.
There was a perilous crossing
through Sinai with Egyptian Army
warnings that they would pass
through ISIS-controlled territory at
their own risk. Altorok recalled: “My

By NEIL
O’RIORDAN
CHIEF SPORTS WRITER
dad was worrying and said, ‘Do you
still want to go?’ and I said yes, if
God was willing to let me pass, he
would. I got to Cairo.”
And from there on to Ireland,
where he has lined out for Cherry
Orchard, Cabinteely and Rathcoole
and is hoping to find a new team for
next season.
Mohammed Abu Owda was a
team-mate of his at Al Helal.
They bumped into each other in
Cairo Airport. His pal was off to
Belgium
and
Altorok
considered
going with him and seeking asylum
there but his dad was warned by
someone else that he could be jailed
if he was refused and sent back.
So Abu Owda ended up going with
him to Ireland and he is on the
Unity Euro Cup squad as well.
Shankill Valeview Shanganagh FC
striker Inza Bamba’s route here was
even more protracted and fraught.
From the village of Blessegue near
Ivory Coast’s border with Mali, his
dad passed away soon after Inza had
finished primary school, which meant
he had to leave education to work.
Following the death of his mother,
at the age of 14, he and a friend left
to work in Libya, an arduous trek

which brought them via Burkina
Faso and Niger and through the
Sahara Desert. A plan to work there
to repatriate money to support other
members of his family did not work
out as planned.
He said: “Things were so hard over
there. It was very tough. We couldn’t
send money back to our families and
we decided we couldn’t stay there
anymore. You can’t travel with Libyan
money, you can only use that money
in Libya so we decided we would
leave and we got someone who said
they could help us to leave.”
His savings were spent on another
journey, across the Mediterranean Sea
in 2018 in a boat which was bound
for Italy but stopped from docking.
He recalled: “We spent one week
on the sea, begging and begging and
begging the European Union to allow
us to come. After one week we were
accepted into Malta.”
His time there at least allowed him
to rediscover the joy of football.
Bamba recalled: “We started a
tournament in the detention centre
with Ivorians, Somalis, Ghanaians,
Gambians. We created little teams
“But I was 16 so I was taken out of
that place to another with children
and there were only five of us so we
couldn’t really play.”
After a month there, he was told
Ireland were willing to house him
with his initial reply being, ‘Where?’
He explained: “The first time I
heard about Ireland was in Malta.
They asked if we wanted to come

JOYS IN GREEN . . . Altorok (No 8) and Bamba (No 4) with their Ireland team-mates

there and I said, ‘Which country is
Ireland?’
“They told me the flag is similar to
Ivory Coast and I said, ‘What, I never
heard that before’, because I stopped
going to school after primary school.
I’d only done a bit of geography.”
Nor had he any English when he
first came here and was housed by
TUSLA in an accommodation centre
in Glendown, alongside Sudanese,
Ethiopians, Somalians and Albanians.
Last week, he completed his Leaving Cert, saying: “Some subjects
weren’t good as I couldn’t understand
the questions very well and some
were OK. I think I did my best.”
Football played its part in helping
him settle, playing first with Templeogue United and — after moving to a
host family in Bray — Ardmore Rovers and now SVS FC.
He said: “Since I lost both parents,
I was living with different people,
aunties and uncles.
“I tried to stay focused and strong
because there was no one who I
could go to, to explain my feelings.
“When I came here it was very
tough to speak or approach people. I
was very shy. Even now I’m still a
little shy. I’ve never had a meeting
like we are having now.
“But football has helped me make
a lot of friends and be confident as
well, to believe in myself.
“When I was in the Ivory Coast I
was playing in midfield and defence.
But the first time I went to Templeogue, they told me I could play as a
striker because I am quick and
strong and I said, ‘OK I will try’, and
I was scoring goals.”
Both are relishing representing Ireland in a tournament which sees
them take on hosts Switzerland,
France and Austria.
But, while football may have provided some escape along the way, it
also serves as a reminder for Altorok
of how a kickabout was not safe in
the Gaza Strip.
Recalling an incident when he was
12, he said: “We were playing football
and hear ‘boom’. You lie on the ground
and just hear ‘buzzzz’. You wake up
and there are cut off legs, hands.
“People are crying. Mothers are
coming down, ‘Oh my son, where is
he?’, and the ambulance came to rescue
people
and
another
rocket
landed. The damage it does, it’s mad.
“Life in there is no life. You just
hope for the next day and that’s it.”
His parents and siblings have now
joined him in Dublin under the family reunification scheme.
He said: “From when you open
your eyes, you are worrying if they
are OK. Now, they are settling in.”

ANGE POSTECOGLOU has
vowed he will not be
rushed into making new
signings.
The Celtic boss is on
the brink of landing
Argentinian left-back Alexandro Bernabei, with a
deal set to be announced
in the next 24 hours.
Portuguese star Jota is
also on the verge of being
signed permanently.
Postecoglou is eyeing up
other targets but insists
he will not be hurried in
the transfer market.
He said: “I’m not one to
rush things. For me, the
most important thing is to
get in the right players.
“We have a unique scenario this year in that we
have a clear pre-season
without any competitive
games, which is a great
advantage for us.
“Apart from strengthening the squad, just being
able to work with the
group of players we had
last year in pre-season is
going to be invaluable.
“Most of the players
either missed pre-season
or we threw them in during the season.
“So working with this
existing squad over the
next three or four weeks,
with the coaching staff,
will be invaluable.”
Celtic leave for Austria
next week to begin their
pre-season camp — then
travel to the Czech Republic and Poland.
They have six friendly
games scheduled.
Aussie boss Postecoglou
added: “Those games will
be super-important.
“Once we get to the
first round of the Premiership we know that
right up until the break in
November we’re going to
be going at it. So we want
to be ready — and we
have to be ready.”
The squad returned to
training yesterday at Lennoxtown with Postecoglou
making his demands clear.
He said: “It was really
important when the players came back this year
that they understood that
nothing stands still.
“There is constant evolution. We want to be better every year and seeing
new faces on the staff is
going to help that.”
New coach Harry Kewell
joined Postecoglou for the
first day back yesterday.
The duo will join the
squad on Monday’s flight
out to their training base
ahead of friendlies against
Rapid Vienna in Austria
and Banik Ostrava in the
Czech Republic.
They return for home
clashes with Championship pair Blackburn Rovers and Norwich City.
Wedged
in
between
those is a trip to Poland
for a testimonial game for
ex-Hoops keeper Artur
Boruc against his Legia
Warsaw side.

